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Editorial on the Research Topic
Language, corpora, and technology in applied linguistics

The aim of this Research Topic was to stimulate thinking and research on emergent and
important topics across the intersecting domains of applied linguistics, corpus-linguistics,
translation and technology and to serve as a showcase for inventive cross-disciplinary
deployment of tools and frameworks. This editorial indexes the rich diversity of the
contributions made to Language, corpora, and technology in applied linguistics which not
only extend knowledge in the target disciplines but also offer applications for the practice
contexts of researchers, translators and teachers.

In extension of the focus on applied linguistics, a number of featured studies furnish
pedagogical insights with the potential to improve instruction and the learning outcomes
of learners across academic levels as well as of translation trainees. From the perspective
of instruction, researchers offered useful insights from linguistic investigations with
applications for the classroom. For instance, in a study based on meta-analysis of Chinese
and global studies on the effect of metaphorical instruction on learners’ outcomes, Zhou
et al. identified that when teaching features prolonged instruction in metaphors which is
integrated with practice, L2 learners are likely to make gains in achieving metaphorical
competence. Similarly, an intervention-based study by Alawerdy and Alalwi used analysis
of empirical data from first year Saudi EFL learners at university to showcase the impact of
explicit instruction in the use of cohesive devices within essays, offering insights into how the
writers’ ability to write cohesively can be enhanced. Using comprehension and performance
tasks with Arabic speaking children at a Riyadh international school, Alothman and Alsager
investigated their acquisition of L2 spatial deixes. Observing the absence of proximity bias as
an anticipated obstacle, the researchers found that the children’s comprehension of spatial
deixis in English was better than their production of the latter, suggesting the need for
teachers take this into account when designing communicative activities. With implications
for self-directed learning, an insightful study by Lyu and Han shows how a data driven
approach (making use of a corpus) to bring about improvements helped a Chinese medical
in her self-translations of a medical abstract. This approach indicates how other learners
can adopt similar strategies (e.g., use of English equivalents for Chinse terms, keywords to
identify collocations and utilization of accompanying words to discover contexts) to improve
their L2 writing. With classroom interactions serving as a lever to facilitate better learning,
a study by Wei et al. explored how interpersonal meanings between teachers and students
are realized through the use of tag questions in British university seminars in BASE corpus.
Wei et al. found that most tag questions are initiated by the teachers and serve to capture
the attention of the listeners rather to seek information and that they can also serve as a
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means for teacher to retain control of the activities in the session,
although the limited ways in which the tag questions are used
within the context of class interactions suggest the need to pay
greater attention to realizing the full potential of tag questions.
In language learning contexts, paying attention to the influence of
linguistic background of the learners can help to provide better
instruction. In this vein, Song’s corpus-based investigation of the
mood functions of summing up adverbs found that the pragmatic
mechanism of “violation” helped to realize similar functions of the
“Hezhe” (& %), “ganqing” (EX 1), and “nao le bantian” ([ T
K. These findings suggest the need to pay attention to words
with provenance in Chinese dialects, particularly at midway and
advanced levels.

Factors such as familiarity, meaning, transparency or
decomposability in the context of figurative phrases tend to
be considered autonomous. In this context, Alkhammash(a)
analyzed data from participants belonging to a variety of
language groups to show that the ability of the speakers to
guess the meaning of a phrase correctly increases scores
thus

need for closer attention to these factors when designing

in transparency and decomposability, flagging the
instruction. Within the context of translation research, Man
et al. propose the development of a longitudinal learner
translation corpus that can facilitate assessment feedback on
translation proficiency with the help of an ecological approach
that takes into account spatial and temporal contexts for
the texts.

Other contributions demonstrated a more specific linguistic
focus, albeit demonstrating variation in the topics, themes and
methodologies used to develop the insights. With implications for
research on syntactic complexity (a gauge for L2 writer proficiency),
a corpus analysis of syntactic complexity evident in the essays of
Japanese university EFL writers (NICE corpus), Lyu et al. showed
substantial statistical difference in the writings of the L2 writers and
those of native writers at the same academic level, thus suggesting
the need for researchers to pay closer attention to this factor when
taking into account the evolution of L2 writer competence. Cui
and Kim explored structural and functional bundle lengths in a
self-compiled corpus of student dissertations to show considerable
variation in bundle categories (research-oriented, text-oriented and
participant-oriented) across 3-, 4-, and 5-word bundles. Stance
expression is another area of challenge for L2 writers. Using
a corpus-based approach to compare Chinese and American
students’ rhetorical moves and stance features in 112 dissertation
abstracts, Liu et al. found that abstracts by Chinese academic writers
tended to focus on presenting their research rather than situating or
discussing it. Additionally, stance expressions across the abstracts
written by both groups of students demonstrated variation, with
Chinese students demonstrating a preference for modal verbs in
addition to stance verbs + that clauses to express their position.
Serving as an innovative contribution, a study by Wang Q.
adopted a cognitive semantic approach integrated with interview
data collected from disciplinary researchers to provide insights
into how the geo-academic location of academic writers can
predict their use of interest markers (e.g., interesting, intriguing,
fascinating) to indicate their authorial stance. Based on this finding,
enabling academic writers to notice these choices may help them
to adapt to the writing conventions of the target and dominant
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scholarly community. From a semiotic perspective, Alharbi and
Mahzari investigated the pragmatic functions of emojis within a
dataset of Arabic tweets, revealing that emojis reflecting sorrow,
love, tiredness among others were used prevalently, whereas the
functions ranged from reaction, action, modification of tone to
softening. These insights can allow for cross-cultural comparison
of variations in how semiotic resources are appropriated and
used. Exploring corpora comprising US, Chinese and UK media
programs, Fu and Ho found that discourse markers such as so,
and, but tend to be used the most in American programming
which finding has implications for the realization of more effective
bilateral communication between media program hosts and guests.
Al-Mutairi and Mahzari examined a dataset of messages from
computer-mediated communication related to advice-seeking by
patients and advice-giving by doctors in the Arab medical context.
The study found while the patients tended to ask yes/no questions
and elaborate on their medical problems, the doctors made use of
discoursal strategy dependent on offering clarification/information
and direct advice.

A number of research contributions showcased the use
of technology-integrated linguistic tools to investigate political,
diplomatic and academic discourses. For example, undertaking
a corpus-based analysis of political speeches of US presidents,
Xu shows how different categories of pragmatic evidentiality in
diplomatic discourse helps the orators to demonstrate distance
or proximity to their propositions as well as to express their
stances toward the topics of their speeches. Investigating the
shifts in Chinese diplomatic discourse over the period of 1949-
2018 by applying corpus-based discourse analysis, Tian and Li
find that the evolution of Chinas engagement with countries in
the world, its cooperation efforts and stride toward international
sustainable development are represented in tandem within its
discourses. These findings index the expansive potential of corpora
in helping to probe and unpack linguistic data across spoken and
textual data. Exploring academic discourses, Hu used a discourse-
based approach to examine evolutions in American academia’s
cognitive construction of Confucius institutes (aimed at achieving
Sino educational and cultural cooperation across the globe). Hu
shows how positive reception in the early years (2004-2013)
was succeeded by a cognitive transformation of the institutes
as a political agency and swift increase in the closure of the
institutes (2014-2017). Zhang, Zhao et al. analyzed the multiple
sections mediating the presentation of language policies within a
dataset of constitutional texts, revealing that these tended to be
discussed the most in the section dilating upon the fundamental
rights of the citizen and that the geographical location wherein
these texts originated also influenced the distribution of the
policies. Using Biber’s multi-dimensional (MD) analysis as an
analytical lens, Zhang, Afzaal et al. investigated Sino and American
diplomatic discourses, revealing that while Chinese discourses are
packed with information and independent of context, American
discourses are not only context-dependent but also emotive as well
as interactional.

The breadth of translation research is evidenced in the diversity
of the contributions related to this thematic strand within the
Research Topic. Some of the studies focused on the implications
of translators’ linguistic choices for their translated texts while
others focused on the influence of culture, history and background

frontiersin.org
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on. For instance, the incidence of modal verbs which are used to
express the speaker’s attitudes was investigated within a corpus of
Chinese-English government press conference interpretation data
by Zhang and Cheung. Their study showed a greater instantiation
of modal verbs in English translations when compared with the
original Chinese texts, suggesting that the deployment of modal
verbs expressive of attitudes in translated texts was due to the
desire to achieve specific pragmatic functions. In another example,
Meng and Pan apply corpus-analysis to English translation of
Wang Anyi’s novel The Song of Everlasting Sorrow. They find
that translators make conscious stylistic choices when rendering
source cultures texts into target culture translations to make these
texts comprehensible to audiences accustomed to very different
styles. Examining English translations of Mao Zedong’s speeches
with the help of corpus-based analysis, Huang and Shi reveal not
only idiosyncratic language use but also the evident influence of
source language transfer into the target language, expressed in the
underuse of the person pronoun and preference for the modal verb
must rather than should. Other studies focused on the translation
context, taking into account the impact of historical background
and cultural identity. For instance, investigating a self-constructed
corpus of six English translations of the Chinese classic Daxue
by Chinese and international translators, Wang H. shows that the
translational choices made by them are influenced by their cultural
identity as well as historical background and motivations to carry
out the translations. Yang et al. show how the use of modal verbs
in representative English translations of Shih chi is influenced not
only by the professional identities of text translators but also by
the historical as well as cultural contexts in which they lived and
worked. In an innovative study making use of narrative inquiry,
Geng chose to adopt a human-centered approach to explore the
experience of five seasoned and senior translators as evident in
their self-narratives. The study shows that translators are strongly
influenced by their social, political and cultural settings while
carrying out their work and that their narratives are structured
chronologically with focus on critical incidents in their journey
through life and work as translators.

Other
methodological lens to explore language data, ranging from

studies adopted  distinctive  theoretical —and
how poetic texts were adapted into the visual medium to how
digital public platforms can reflect the asymmetries of a gender
imbalanced society and world. For instance, systemic functional
semiotics was used as a heuristic by Chen and Zhong to compare
distribution of process types of language in comic adaptations of
Chinese poetry. Their research reveals how poems are rendered
into perceptions as well as actions and verbal processes within
the comics to facilitate dramatization, development of the
storyline as well as visualization of metaphors amongst other
functions. Analyzing a self-constructed corpus of 7,000 tweets on
@FacesofCovid with the help of social actor representation and
corpus linguistics, Almaghlouth shows how gender asymmetry
(reflected in the underrepresentation of female victims) persists
even on a public mourning platform established to commemorate
the COVID dead from around the world.

The editorial progresses toward its conclusion by focusing
on three key studies based on a bibliometric and meta-analytic
review of literature. Tackling a sensitive topic, Peng and Hu
performed a bibliometric analysis of COVID-related research
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with the help of CiteSpace software. They found that pandemic
research reflected a narrow topical focus as well as inadequate
attention to discourse-based analyses. In another bibliometric
study with implications for trends in metaphor studies within
crisis communication, Alkhammash(b) shows how investigations
in COVID metaphors tend to be underpinned by Critical Discourse
Analysis and span conventional and emerging genres (e.g., social
media and multi-modal data). From a more theoretical perspective,
Han et al. undertake a novel review of research publications
on Conceptual Metaphor Theory with the help of CiteSpace.
They identified keywords indexing predominant themes in the
publications, dominant research domains for present research as
well as the need for more interdisciplinary research on CMT.
Such studies serve an important function, identifying as they do
dominant themes and topics as well as under-researched areas so
that future researchers can turn their attention to urgent topics,
avoid research in already saturated areas as well as pursue epistemic
and methodological trajectories which can truly push the frontiers
of knowledge in their domains.

Given that technology serves as a key thematic strand
in the Research Topic, it is worth noting that many of the
contributions make strategic use of technology. Featured studies
integrating extended use of technology include the utilization of
CiteSpace to enable keyword visualization and cluster analysis
in bibliometric and metanalytic studies (Peng and Hu; Han et
al.), #LancsBox corpus processing software to analyze tweets
on @Facesof COVID (Almaghlouth), Multidimensional Analysis
Tagger (MAT) supported analysis of Sino and American political
discourse (Zhang, Afzaal et al.) as well as meta-analysis statistical
tool for determining whether metaphorical competence can be
taught (Zhou et al.).

Summing up, this Research Topic evidences the exciting
breadth and diversity of linguistic research across the disciplinary
spectrum and global contexts. It also speaks to the potential of
technology to be integrated into linguistic, corpus and translational
research so as to allow for the leveraging of its power to tackle
big data, thus enabling the production of meaningful results and
findings applicable to wider populations as well as exploration of
emergent topics, issues, and challenges.
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Research on COVID-19 has drawn the attention of scholars around the
world since the outbreak of the pandemic. Several literature reviews of
research topics and themes based on scientometric indicators or bibliometric
analyses have already been conducted. However, topics and themes in
linguistic-specific research on COVID-19 remain under-studied. With the help
of the CiteSpace software, the present study reviewed linguistic research
published in SSCI and AGHCI journals to address the identified gap in the
literature. The overall performance of the documents was described and
document co-citations, keyword co-occurrence, and keyword clusters were
visualized via CiteSpace. The main topic areas identified in the reviewed
studies ranged from the influences of COVID-19 on language education, and
speech-language pathology to crisis communication. The results of the study
indicate not only that COVID-19-related linguistic research is topically limited
but also that insufficient attention has been accorded by linguistic researchers
to Conceptual Metaphor Theory, Critical Discourse Analysis, Pragmatics, and
Corpus-based discourse analysis in exploring pandemic discourses and texts.

KEYWORDS

COVID-19, linguistics, bibliometric analysis, CiteSpace, hot topics

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted human beings in significant ways, and
scientists and researchers have actively responded to the challenges in the post-pandemic
era by investigating the phenomenon from the vantage point of their research domains.
Since 2020, publications about COVID-19 have proliferated across disciplines. The
COVID-19 research literature has also increased in bibliometric and scientometric
studies (e.g., Chahrour et al., 2020; Deng et al., 2020; Colavizza et al,, 2021), as well as
systematic reviews and meta-analyses of a variety of COVID-19 pandemic-related topics,
such as the risk factors for critical and fatal COVID-19 cases (Zheng et al., 2020) and
considerations of whether asthmatic patients are at higher risk of contracting the virus
(e.g., Morais-Almeida et al., 2020).

In response to the pandemic, linguistic researchers have provided multilingual public
communication services or other helpful language services (Shen, 2020; Di Carlo et al.,
2022). However, at this juncture, a clear need to map the contributions of the linguistic
research community to pandemic literature was in evidence. Hence, the present study
reviewed the COVID-19-related literature published in SSCI and A&HCI journals
on the Web of Science over the past 2 years to address this need. The study used
the CiteSpace bibliometric tool to analyze the current state of linguistic research on
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COVID-19. CiteSpace is a tool for performing a visual analytic
examination of the academic literature of a discipline, a research
field, or both, referred to as a knowledge domain (Chen, 2004,
2006, 2020). A bibliometric analysis is significant for recognizing
the expansion of literature in linguistics. It can aid scholars in
gaining quantitative insights into the rise of linguistic research
on the COVID-19 pandemic, taking into account the social
impact of the disease. The findings can identify the frontiers
and gaps in the linguistic study on COVID-19 and guide
future research.

Previous studies

The COVID-19 pandemic has exercised a disruptive and
profound impact on every aspect of human life. Scientific
research papers concerning this pandemic have been growing
exponentially. We searched publications related to this topic
with “COVID” as the topic term in the Web of Science core
collection and got 69,591 results'. To help researchers assess
the research trends and topics on this issue, several literature
surveys have already been implemented. Based on scientometric
indicators or bibliometric analyses, these reviews include a focus
on research patterns from publications on COVID-19 (Sahoo
and Pandey, 2020), the most productive countries and the
international scientific collaboration (Belli et al., 2020), and the
current hotspots for the disease and future directions (Zyoud
and Al-Jabi, 2020). The majority of these studies, however,
have concentrated on the medical elements of COVID-19, while
paying little attention to the research in the social sciences.

In this context, a recent review by Liu et al. (2022) based
on a scientometric analysis of the performance of social science
research on COVID-19, covering the landscape, research fields,
and international collaborations, represents a notable departure
from the prevalent focus of earlier studies. Representing a
linguistic focus, another recent study by Heras-Pedrosa et al.
(2022) consisted of a systemic analysis of publications in health
communication and COVID-19. It found that, in 2020, concepts
related to mental health, mass communication, misinformation,
and communication risk were more frequently used, and
in the succeeding year (2021), vaccination, infodemic, risk
perception, social distancing, and telemedicine were the most
prevalent keywords.

Within the linguistic field, literature reviews tend to focus
on COVID-19-related language education exist. For instance,
Moorhouse and Kohnke (2021) explore the lessons learned from
COVID-19, and identify and analyze the primary knowledge
produced by the English-language teaching community during
the epidemic, also offering recommendations for further
research on this particular subject. A systemic literature review
of adult online learning during the pandemic by Lu et al.

1 The search date is 15/05/2022.
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(2022) compiled and assessed 124 SSCI literature of empirical
studies using a systematic literature review and the literature
visualization tool CiteSpace. A bibliometric analysis on “E-
learning in higher education in COVID-19” by Brika et al.
(2022) deployed VOSviewer, CiteSpace, and KnowledgeMatrix
Plus to extract networks and bibliometric indicators about
keywords, authors, organizations, and countries. The study
offered various insights related to higher education. Distance
learning, interactive learning, online learning, virtual learning,
computer-based learning, digital learning, and blended learning
are among the many terms or subfields of e-learning in
higher education.

Linguists have made notable contributions to COVID-19
research. However, there is currently no literature review
available on the overall state of the field, including topics such
as the most active contributors (e.g., countries, institutions, and
journals) to research, dominant topic areas in the field, and
trends and gaps in linguistic research. To bridge this gap, this
study utilized CiteSpace software 6.1 R2 to conduct a systematic
review of the present state of linguistic research on COVID-19.
Specifically, this study addressed the following questions:

Q1: Which countries, institutions, and journals have
contributed the most to the linguistic research on COVID-19?

Q2: What are the active research areas in the linguistic
research on COVID-19?

Q3: What are the recent trends and the research gaps in the
linguistic research on COVID-19?

Methods

Data collection

As the study was focused on the linguistic field, we
searched the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) and Arts and
Humanities Citation Index (A&HCI) available on the Web of
Science (WoS) platform. The data were collected through an
advanced search. All collected articles/reviews were written in
English, and we retrieved the data using the following fields:

1. Topic = (“covid%x” OR “4nCoV” OR “SARS-CoV-2" OR
“new coronavirus” OR “coronavirus disease 2019”7 OR
“severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2” OR
“novel coronavirus” OR “coronavirus 19”). These terms were
only allowed in the title, abstract, or keywords.

2. Time span = 2020-2022

3. Document type = article OR review (the review articles do
not include book reviews)

4. (“«7) is a wildcard in WOS that represents any group of
characters, including no character.

5. Research area = “linguistics”

Based on the search items listed above, 363 research and
review articles were obtained from the Web of Science Core
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Collection on 25 May 2022. Through manual analysis, the
documents completely unrelated to linguistic research, as well as
conference abstracts, book reviews, correspondence, and other
unrelated documents were excluded. To guarantee the recall
ratio, this study used the “remove duplicates (WOS)” function
in CiteSpace to filter out duplicated studies from the collected
data. After the cleaning procedure, the final dataset contained
355 documents.

Instrument

The instrument deployed in this study was CiteSpace 6.1 R2
developed by Chen (2004) as a bibliometric analysis tool (Chen,
2004, 2006, 2017; Chen et al., 2010). The input in this software
is a set of bibliographic data files in the field-tagged Institute for
Scientific Information Export Format.

In this study, the files were downloaded from the WoS
core collection. We chose “full record and cited references”
as the record content and the files can be recognized by
CiteSpace software directly. When the files are added to the
software, they are subjected to the following procedural steps:
time slicing, thresholding, modeling, pruning, merging, and
mapping (For more details, please see Chen, 2004). The outputs
of this software are visualized co-citation networks which is
to say that each of the networks is presented in a separate
interactive window interface. It can show the evolution of a
knowledge field on a citation network, display the overall state
of a certain field, and highlight some important documents in
the development of a field. The strength of CiteSpace lies in the
analysis and visualization of the thematic structures and research
hotspots. It can provide us with co-citation networks among
references, authors, and countries which is of pivotal importance
given the research questions underpinning the present study.
Hence, to locate important references, recognize research trends,
and pinpoint research hotspots in the linguistic research on
COVID-19, co-citation documents and keyword co-occurring
analyses were conducted in this study through this software.

Results

Global distribution of articles on
COVID-19

The overall distribution characteristics are presented below.
Figure 1 displays the number of papers published each month
since January 2020 when the World Health Organization
formally declared the epidemic a global public health emergency.
There was only one article about COVID-19 published in
January 2020, whereas the publications show a peak in April
2022 with 30 publications. Overall, the results show that
publications on the topic are increasing every month. Therefore,
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we might conclude that linguistic researchers have begun to be
increasingly interested in COVID-19 linguistic research.

Tables 1, 2, respectively, indicate the top 10 most productive
countries and institutions for COVID-19 publications. The
USA was ranked as the top country in terms of the number
of articles related to linguistic publications on COVID-19,
with 111 publications in total, followed by China with 57
articles and England with 47 articles (Table 1). In terms of
the number of linguistic research publications on COVID-19,
Purdue University ranked as the top contributing institution (16
records), followed by the University of London (10 records) and
the State University System of Florida (eight publications).

The 355 articles reviewed in the current study were
published in 83 journals. The top 10 most productive journals
are listed in Table 3. System ranked the top journal in the number
of published articles, with 21 publications related to COVID-19,
followed by American Journal of Speech Language Pathology and
International Journal of Language Communication Disorders,
with 20 and 18 publications, respectively. As we can see in
Table 3, most of the top 10 journals are related to language
education or speech-language pathology.

Based on the Global Citation Score in the WoS, the top
10 most-cited articles contributing to COVID-19 research are
listed in Table 4. MacIntyre et al. (2020) ranked as the most-
cited article with 127 citations. This article is published in
System which is also the most productive journal. The top
four articles are all about online language teaching during the
COVID-19 period.

Document co-citation analysis

The 355 bibliographic recordings from WoS were visualized
and a 1-year time slice was selected for analysis. The size of the
node is proportional to the frequency of the cited references.
Different colors around nodes represent the frequency of
references in different time periods. The labels shown in Figure 2
are all documents with more than three citations, and the
connection between nodes shows the co-citation relationship.

The top 50 most cited articles every year were selected.
There were 176 individual nodes and 562 links, representing
cited articles and co-citation relationships among the whole
data set, respectively. The results are illustrated in Figure 2.
The results are somewhat different from those obtained from
the Global Citation Score in the WoS (Table4) since the
Global Citation Score in the WoS is calculated based on
all the citations in WoS, while the document co-citation
analysis is based only on the 355 documents retrieved
from WoS.

According to the document co-citation analysis, the most co-
cited article was written by Maclntyre et al. (2020). This study
explores the issue of language teachers’ coping mechanisms
and their correlates in the context of the distinctive stressors
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FIGURE 1
Number of articles published by month.

months

of the COVID-19 pandemic and the educational responses
at the global level. It demonstrates how language teachers
have faced a variety of challenges as a result of the global
response to the COVID-19 outbreak. High levels of stress have
been caused by the quick transition to online education, the
blending of job and personal life, and the constant worry
about personal and familial wellbeing. With the help of a
variety of techniques, teachers were found to be dealing as
effectively as they could. Coping strategies that are deemed to
be more active and approach-oriented, namely ones that more
directly addressed the problems brought on by the phenomenon
including the emotions evoked, were found to be connected
with more favorable outcomes in terms of psychological health
and wellbeing. The greater use of avoidant coping mechanisms
was linked to worse psychological outcomes. Increased use of
avoidant coping, in particular, was linked to higher stress levels
and a range of unpleasant feelings (anxiety, anger, sadness, and
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loneliness). MacIntyre et al. (2020) also found that a variety
of particular techniques were employed by the participants
within the approach and avoidant categories of coping, and
the majority of them produced outcomes consistent with the
category in which they appeared. The multidimensional nature
of the stressors required multidimensional coping strategies, but
it was obvious that some coping strategies were superior to
others. This study by MacIntyre et al. (2020) offers insights into
the effectiveness of coping strategies used by language teachers
during the crisis and their implications for other stressful events
and processes such as school transfers, educational reform, or
demanding work periods like the end-of-year exam. MacIntyre
et al. (2020) suggest that all pre-service and in-service teacher
education programs should incorporate stress management as a
fundamental professional competence.

The second most cited article is written by Gacs et al. (2020),
which compares the crisis-prompted online language teaching
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TABLE 1 Top 10 most productive countries for COVID-19 linguistic
research.

Ranking Country Records (Freq, total N = 355)
1 USA 111 (31.3%)
2 China 57 (16.1%)
3 England 47 (13.2%)
4 Germany 32 (9.0%)
5 Australia 28 (7.9%)
6 Canada 19 (5.4%)
7 Spain 17 (4.8%)
8 New Zealand 10 (2.8%)
9 Austria 8(2.2%)
10 Iran 7 (2.0%)
10 Italy 7 (2.0%)

TABLE 2 Top 10 most productive institutions for COVID-19 linguistic
research.
Records

Ranking Institutions

—
—_
f=)}

Purdue University

—_
(=]

University of London

State University System of Florida
Michigan State University
University College London

Hong Kong Polytechnic University
Imperial College London

Northwestern University

O 0 N e R W N

Ohio State University
10 Adam Mickiewicz University

10 Columbia University

B A B B ) B =) U e =)

10 Education University of Hong Kong

during the COVID-19 era with well-designed and carefully
planned online language education. Due to the 2020 pandemic,
many institutions were forced to transition away from face-to-
face (F2F) teaching to online instruction. The crisis-prompted
online language teaching is different from actual planned online
language education. This is because in times of pandemic, war,
crisis, natural disaster, or extreme weather, neither teachers nor
students are prepared for switching over to online education
without good technology literacy, access, and infrastructure.
Gacs et al. (2020) describe the process of preparing, designing,
implementing, and evaluating online language education when
adequate time is available and the concessions one has to make as
well when adequate time is not a possibility in times of pandemic
or in other emergent conditions. This article presents a roadmap
for planning, implementing, and evaluating online education in
an ideal and crisis contexts.
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TABLE 3 Top 10 most prolific journals.

Ranking Journal Records
1 System 21
2 American Journal of Speech 20
Language Pathology
3 International Journal of 18
Language Communication
Disorders
4 Multilingual Journal of Cross 15
Cultural and Interlanguage
Communication
5 Foreign Language Annals 13
5 Linguistics Vanguard 13
5 RELC Journal 13
8 Language Assessment 12
Quarterly
8 Metaphor and Symbol 12
10 Journal of Language and 11
Social Psychology

The third most cited article conducted by Gao and Zhang
(2020) set up a qualitative inquiry to investigate how EFL
teachers perceive online instruction in light of their disrupted
lesson plans and how EFL teachers teach during the early-stage
COVID-19 outbreak developed their information technology
literacy. The findings from this study on teachers’ perceptions
of online instruction during COVID-19 have theoretical
ramifications for studies on both teachers’ cognitions and online
EFL teaching.

It is evident that the three top-cited articles are on the
theme of language education. Therefore, it can be concluded that
remote online education during a pandemic crisis is the most
studied area from the linguistic perspective.

Keyword co-occurrence

In a way, keywords serve as the central summary of articles
and serve to convey their major idea and subject matter.
The co-occurrence of keywords in an article indicates the
degree of closeness between the keywords and the strength of
this relationship. According to common perception, the more
strongly related two or more terms are, the more often they
are likely to appear together. CiteSpace provides a function
called Betweenness Centrality to describe the strength. In other
words, if a keyword consistently appears alongside other distinct
keywords, it is likely that we will see it even if we talk about other
related subjects. As a result, the greater the value of Betweenness
Centrality a keyword displays, the more significant a keyword is.
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TABLE 4 Top 10 most-cited articles contributing to COVID-19 linguistic research.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1005487

Citation counts Author (time) Title Journal

127 Maclntyre et al. (2020) Language teachers’ coping strategies during the Covid-19 System
conversion to online teaching: Correlations with stress,
wellbeing and negative emotions

52 Gacs et al. (2020) Planned online language education vs. crisis-prompted Foreign Language Annals
online language teaching: lessons for the future.

39 Derakhshan et al. (2021) Boredom in online classes in the Iranian EFL context: System
sources and solutions

38 Kohnke and Moorhouse Facilitating synchronous online language learning through RELC Journal

(2022) (online time August Zoom
2020)

32 Piller et al. (2020) Linguistic diversity in a time of crisis: Language challenges of Multilingua-Journal of

the COVID-19 pandemic Cross-cultural and Interlanguage
Communication

28 Zaga et al. (2020) Speech-language pathology guidance for tracheostomy American Journal of
during the COVID-19 pandemic: an international Speech-Language Pathology
multidisciplinary perspective

22 Bischetti et al. (2021) Funny but aversive: A large-scale survey of the emotional Lingua
response to COVID-19 humor in the Italian population
during the lockdown

22 Marler and Ditton (2021) “I'm smiling back at you”: Exploring the impact of mask International Journal of Language
wearing on communication and Communication Disorders

20 Russell (2020) Language anxiety and the online learner Foreign Language Annals

19 Alfadda and Mahdi (2021) Measuring students’ use of zoom application in language Journal of Psycholinguistic

course based on the technology acceptance model (TAM)

Research

A keyword co-occurrence analysis was conducted in this
study to identify the research fields and dominant topics. A
term analysis of words extracted from keywords was conducted
to identify the words or phrases co-occurring in at least two
distinct articles. Terms with high frequency may be treated
as indicators of hotspots in a certain research field (Chen,
2004). The top five high-frequency keywords were language,
student, communication, discourse, and teacher. The keyword
co-occurrence network is shown in Figure 3, and the keywords
with frequencies of more than three are displayed in Table 5.

Cluster interpretations

Based on the analysis of the results of keyword co-
occurrence, we used CiteSpace to conduct a cluster analysis.
The 355 articles generated 20 clusters in total. Labeling clusters
with indexing terms and showing clusters by log-likelihood
ratio (LLR), Figure 4 shows the eight most important keyword
clusters obtained by keyword co-occurrence analysis. Table 6
shows the keywords lists of the seven important clusters in
linguistic research on COVID-19. It illustrates an aggregated
distribution in which the most colorful areas overlapped,
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indicating that these clusters share some basic concepts or
information (as suggested by Chen, 2004).

Cluster #0 is labeled as emergence online
teaching

Cluster #6 (online learning) and Cluster #7 (distance
learning) are closely related to Cluster #0 since both Cluster #6
(online learning) and Cluster #7 (distance learning) fall under
the umbrella of online education during a crisis. Emergency
online teaching and online/distance learning are clearly shown
to be the focus of linguistic research related to COVID-19.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, teaching and learning
experienced a shift from physical, in-person (or face-to-face)
learning environments to virtual, online learning environments.
Although online education is well-established, pandemic-
initiated online teaching and learning differed from traditional,
well-planned online teaching, thus leading to significant
difficulties for both language teachers and students. The
stakeholders had to quickly adapt to new environments and
learning styles while dealing with the pandemic’s personal and
societal repercussions on their everyday lives and wellbeing
(MacIntyre et al,, 2020). The online teaching of foreign and
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FIGURE 2
Critical articles in linguistic research on COVID-19.

second languages during COVID-19 is referred to as emergency
remote teaching (ERT), a term used to describe education
temporarily moved online due to unforeseeable events such
as natural catastrophes or conflict (Hodges et al, 2020).
The difficulties primary school ESOL teachers in the United
States encountered as a result of the unexpected instructional
adjustments brought on by the COVID-19 epidemic are
described by Wong et al. (2022) along with how these difficulties
appeared to have impacted the teachers’ wellbeing.

There are problems unique to language education, even if
English language teachers and students have faced many of the
same difficulties as their peers in other disciplines. For instance,
many people view the interaction between students and teachers
as a crucial component of language acquisition (Walsh, 2013),
whereas interaction works very differently in the online mode
(Payne, 2020). Therefore, to encourage and support engagement
during online language lessons, teachers need to showcase
certain competencies (Cheung, 2021; Moorhouse et al., 2021).

Understandably, the research community has developed a
keen interest on how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected
language teaching and learning. More attention is directed
toward adapting to the COVID-19 pandemic-initiated online
education due to the rapid and abrupt switch from classroom
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instruction to online learning. For instance, how the students—
especially primary pupils—and the teachers adapt to online
teaching is the main topic discussed in a special issue of System
(2022, volume 105). The COVID-19 pandemic also changed the
in-person and on-campus testing into placement testing. Ockey
(2021) provides an overview of COVID-19’s impact on English
language university admissions and placement tests.

Cluster #1 is labeled as science communication

During the COVID-19 pandemic period, it has become
very crucial for scientists and government politicians to
communicate scientific knowledge to the public to limit the
spread of COVID-19. Linguistic factors can play an important
role in science communication. A study by Schnepf et al.
(2021) inquired into whether complex (vs. simple) scientific
statements on mask-wearing could lead audiences to distrust
the information and its sources, thus obstructing compliance
with behavioral measures communicated on evidence-based
recommendations. The study found that text complexity affected
audiences inclined toward conspiracy theories negatively.
Schnepfetal. (2021) provided recommendations for persuading
audiences with a high conspiracy mentality, a group known
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Keyword co-occurrence network for documents of linguistic research on COVID-19.
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to be mistrustful of scientific evidence. Janssen et al. (2021)
inquired into how the use of lexical hedges (LHs) impacted
the trustworthiness ratings of communicators endeavoring to
convey the efficacy of mandatory mask-wearing. The study
found that scientists were perceived as being more competent
and having greater integrity than politicians.

Cluster #2 is labeled as dysphagia

When a society faces a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic,
the impact of COVID-19 on special needs populations, such
as people with dysphagia or aphasia or hearing impairments
(Cheng and Cheng, 2022; Mathews et al., 2022), assumes greater
importance for the linguistic community. A study by Jayes et al.
(2022) described how UK Speech and language therapists (SLTs)
supported differently abled individuals with communication
disabilities to make decisions and participate in mental capacity
assessments, best interest decision-making, and advance care
planning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Govender et al.
(2021) investigated how people with a total laryngectomy
(PTL) were impacted by COVID-19. Feldhege et al. (2021)
conducted an observational study on changes in language style
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and topics in an online Eating Disorder Community at the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Owing to the severity
of the pandemic, speech-language pathologists (SLPs) shifted
quickly to virtual speech-language services. Thus, telepractice
(cluster #4) also becomes one of the important keyword
clusters. Telepractice has been used extensively to offer services
to people with communication disorders since the global
COVID-19 pandemic. Due to physical separation tactics used
to contain the COVID-19 outbreak, many SLPs implemented
a live, synchronous online distribution of clinical services.
However, SLPs have received synchronous telepractice training
to equip them for the shift from an in-person service delivery
approach. Using synchronous modes of online clinical practice,
Knickerbocker et al. (2021) provide an overview of potential
causes of phonogenic voice issues among SLPs in telepractice
and suggest prospective preventative techniques to maintain
ideal vocal health and function.

Cluster #3 is labeled as social media and it is closely related
to Cluster #5 (multilingual crisis communication) since social
media research is a way to analyze public communication,
particularly during a health crisis. Given the physical restrictions
during COVID-19, social media platforms enabled individuals
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TABLE 5 The co-occurring keywords with high frequency.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1005487

Count Central Keywords Count Central Keywords Count Central Keywords
19 0.05 Language 6 0.04 Politics 4 0.01 Health
15 0.01 Student 6 0.03 Motivation 4 0.01 Strategy
11 0.18 Communication 6 0.03 Telepractice 3 0.05 Satisfaction
11 0.09 Discourse 6 0.01 Intervention 3 0.05 Therapy
11 0.02 Teacher 6 0.01 Sar 3 0.04 Distance
10 0.08 Speech 6 0.00 COVID-era 3 0.03 Engagement
sociolinguistics
10 0.02 COVID-19 5 0.09 Delivery 3 0.02 Meme
pandemic
9 0.13 Technology 5 0.09 Distance 3 0.02 Press
learning
9 0.10 Perception 5 0.03 Impact 3 0.01 Joke
9 0.09 Education 5 0.02 Language 3 0.01 Mental health
learning
9 0.04 English 5 0.01 Perspective 3 0.01 Online learning
9 0.00 Telehealth 4 0.09 Care 3 0.01 Science communication
0.10 Online 4 0.08 Literacy 0.01 Social media
teaching
8 0.06 Anxiety 4 0.06 Information 3 0.01 Teacher agency
8 0.03 Children 4 0.05 Classroom 3 0.00 Conceptual metaphor
7 0.12 Management 4 0.04 Need 3 0.00 Depression
7 0.10 Identity 4 0.04 Risk 3 0.00 Emergency online teaching
7 0.07 Experience 4 0.03 Attitude 3 0.00 Linguistic landscape
7 0.04 Disease 4 0.03 Emotion 3 0.00 Mechanism
7 0.02 Crisis 4 0.02 Crisis 3 0.00 Multilingual crisis
communication communication
6 0.18 Community 4 0.02 Dysphagia 0.00 Narrative
6 0.10 Disaster 4 0.02 European 3 0.00 Proficiency
union
6 0.05 Online 4 0.01 COVID-19

to maintain contact and share ideas. Many studies have
investigated the performances of various types of social media
platforms during the pandemic, such as Twitter (Weidner et al,
2021), Weibo (Ho, 2022; Yao and Bik Ngai, 2022), WhatsApp
(Pérez-Sabater, 2021), and YouTube (Breazu and Machin,
2022). Weidner et al. (2021) looked at the characteristics
of tweets concerning telepractice via the prism of a well-
known framework for using health technology. During the
epidemic, there was a surge in telepractice-related tweets.
Although several tweets covered ground that is expected in
the application of technology, some covered ground that
might be particular to speech-language pathology. Yao and
Bik Ngai (2022) investigated how People’s Daily communicated
COVID-19 messages on Weibo. Its findings contribute to the
understanding of how public engagement on social media can
be augmented via the use of attitudinal messages in health

emergencies. Cluster #5 multilingual crisis communication
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is mostly studied from the perspective of sociolinguistics.
Contributing to the sociolinguistics of crisis communication,
Ahmad and Hillman (2021) examined the communication
strategies employed by Qatar’s government in dealing with
the COVID-19 pandemic. While a study by Gallardo-Pauls
(2021) proposed a specifically linguistic/discursive model of
risk communication, Tu et al. (2021) inquired into how
pronouns “we” and “you” affected the likelihood to stay at home
differently. In another study, Tian et al. (2021) investigated
the role of pronouns in crafting supportive messages and
hope appeals and facilitating people to cope with COVID-
19.

When a society is faced with a crisis, its language can
reflect, reveal, and reinforce societal anarchy and divides.
A study by Nagar (2021) examined how minority groups—
Muslims and migrant workers—experienced marginalization,
oppression, and damage through linguistic mechanisms such
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FIGURE 4
Cluster view of keyword co-occurrence.

as silence, presuppositions, accommodations, othering, dog-
whistling, and poverty.

Implications for future study

As a discipline, linguistics has contributed significantly to
the literature on COVID-19. Based on the results obtained
from the above descriptive statistics and visualizations via
Citespace, the study found that linguistic research on COVID-
19 hitherto has largely focused on the influences of COVID-19
on language education, speech-language pathology, and crisis
communication. Language education is one particular strand of
applied linguistics, while speech-language pathology and crisis
communication, respectively, comprise interdisciplinary studies
of language and pathology, and language and communication.

The present state of linguistic research on COVID-19 reveals
that there is a dearth of studies deploying linguistic theories such
as Conceptual Metaphor Theory, Critical Discourse Analysis,
Pragmatics, and Corpus-based discourse analysis. These theories
can serve as important heuristics for exploring COVID-
19 discourses. A strand of research from the perspective
of these theories has highlighted the problematic nature of
COVID-19 discourses.

Frontiersin Psychology

19

Following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, linguists
were concerned about the language regarding COVID-19.
The Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff and Johnson,
1980), as one of the primary theoretical constructs in
Cognitive Linguistics, was employed by some scholars to
explore the COVID-19 discourse. Through their analysis of
the conceptual metaphors in different kinds of COVID-19
discourse, linguistic scholars found that the WAR metaphor
dominated the COVID-19 discourse (Bates, 2020; Chapman
and Miller, 2020; Isaacs and Priesz, 2021). However, other
metaphors such as FIRE remained underexplored concerning
the pandemic (Semino, 2021). Although a study by Abdel-
Raheem (2021) has explored the multimodal COVID-19
metaphor by examining political cartoons, in general, the
multimodal COVID-19 metaphor has not been studied
extensively. Further, despite the fact that Preux and Blanco
(2021) experimental study explored the influence of the WAR
and SPORT domains on emotions and thoughts during the
COVID-19 era, the impact of the COVID-19 metaphor on
the emotions and mental health of the public has received
limited attention.

Critical Discourse Analysis has been deployed by some
linguistic researchers. For example, critical discourse analysis
was used by Zhang et al. (2021) to compare the reports on
COVID-19 and social responsibility expressions in Chinese
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TABLE 6 Important clusters of keywords in linguistic research on COVID-19.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1005487

Cluster ID  Size Silhouette Cluster names Top terms (LSI) Top terms (LLR, p-level)
(LLR)
#0 21 0.803 Emergence online Online teaching; emergency online teaching; Emergency online teaching (11.03, 0.001);
teaching teacher agency; critical incidents; New teacher agency (11.03, 0.001); online teaching
Zealand; online education; second language; (7.79, 0.01); autoethnography (7.33, 0.01);
reflective teaching; digital affordance; foreign online education (7.33, 0.01)
languages
#1 19 0.837 Science communication Science communication; health psychology; Science communication (12.52, 0.001);
corona virus; epistemic trust; COVID-19 hybrid instruction (4.14, 0.05); youth cultures
discourse; time course; recovery; sentence (4.14, 0.05); information (4.14, 0.05);
comprehension; wh movement; agrammatic face-to-face instruction (4.14, 0.05)
aphasia
#2 17 0.864 Dysphagia Communication; aspiration pneumonia; Dysphagia (8.45, 0.005); outcm (8.45, 0.005);
utility; coordination; water reliability; scale; care (8.45, 0.005); patient (8.45, 0.005);
oropharyngeal dysphagia; validation; COVID-19 (7.83,0.01)
severity; dysphagia
#3 17 0.814 Social media European Union; critical discourse studies; Social media (7.71, 0.01); European union
European identities; media discourse; (7.71, 0.01); climate change (7.71, 0.01); sar
disaster linguistics; climate change; (7.71, 0.01); critical discourse studies (7.71,
COVID-era sociolinguistics; COVID-19 0.01)
pandemic; radical right
#4 17 0.816 Telepractice Telepractice: intervention; children; Telepractice (22.24, 1.0E-4); speech (13.72,
experience; mental health; telehealth; 0.001); intervention (13.72, 0.001); telehealth
perspective, speech; pathologist; ata practice (13.72, 0.001); children (9.11, 0.005)
#5 16 0.849 Multilingual crisis Multilingual crisis communication; language Multilingual crisis communication (7.49,
communication challenges; intercultural dialogue; emergency 0.01); remote teaching (4, 0.05); pandemic
linguistics; Chinese public health (3.93, 0.05); dark humor (3.73, 0.1); context
communication; remote teaching; foreign models (3.73, 0.1)
language teaching; post-secondary
classrooms; prek-12 classrooms; covid
#6 16 0.675 Online learning Online learning; foreign language; young Online learning (9.19, 0.005); teacher-student
learners; parental support; student interaction (4.58, 0.05); pronouns (4.58,
experience; academic purposes; international 0.05); social pain (4.58, 0.05); young learners
students; remote teaching; pathway programs  (4.58, 0.05)
#7 12 0.882 Distance learning Distance learning; online teaching; flexible Distance learning (30.76, 1.0E-4): English

learning; English language teaching;
Philippine state university; teacher training;
curriculum design; pre-service language

teachers; flexible learning

language teaching (12.05, 0.001); online
teaching (12.05, 0.001); Philippine state
university (12.05, 0.001); teacher training
(12.05, 0.001)

and American media sources. Based on a case study of
U.S. regulations on travel restrictions during the COVID-
19 pandemic, Li and Gong (2022) use proximization theory
to demonstrate how proximization helps to legitimize health
emergency measures. By using a multi-level content analysis
technique based on theories of proximization and representation
of distant suffering, Florea and Woelfel (2022) investigated
the news portrayal of COVID-19 during the year 2020 as
proximal vs. remote discourses of suffering. Forchtner and
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Ozvatan, 2022 take a step toward the conceptual integration
of narrative (genre) into the Discourse-Historical Approach
in Critical Discourse Studies. Their study illuminated the far-
right populist Alternative for Germany’s (AfD) performances
of delegitimization of itself/the nation in relation to Europe
and legitimization of itself/the nation by articulating two
paradigmatic, transnational crises: climate change and COVID-
19. Szab6é and Szabd (2022) used the discourse dynamics
approach to identify the metaphorical terms employed by the

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1005487
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Peng and Hu

Prime Minister to legitimize the crisis management of the
Hungarian government and delegitimize critical commentary
external to the European Union.

Drawing on critical discourse analysis and textual
(2021)
study of the semiotic work dedicated to legitimating
Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) treatment of
COVID-19 in the social media account of an official TCM
institution. While CDA analysis of COVID-19 discourses
has been undertaken, more CDA-led studies need to be

analysis, Zhou conducted an interdisciplinary

undertaken, given the complexity of power and inequities
interwoven reflected in the texts and discourses pertaining to
the pandemic.

COVID-19 is
underexplored area. Ogiermann and Bella (2021) analyze

Pragmatics  research on another
signs displayed on the doors of closed businesses in Athens
and London during the first lockdown of the COVID-19
pandemic, providing some new insights into the dual function
of expressive speech acts discussed in pragmatic theory. Blitvich
(2022) explores the connections between face-threat and
identity construction in the on/off line nexus by focusing
on a stigmatized social identity (Goffman, 1963), a local
ethnographically specific, cultural position (Bucholtz and Hall,
2005) attributed to some American women stereotypically
middle-aged and white who are positioned by others as Karens.
Thus, a woman who is perceived to be acting inappropriately,
harshly, or in an entitled manner is categorized as a Karen.
This incorrect behavior is frequently connected to alleged
acts of racism toward minorities. The anti-masker Karens
also achieved attention during the COVID-19 pandemic.
This research offers a multimodal analysis of a sizable corpus,
256 films of persons whose actions and the way they were
seen caused them to be positioned as Karens, to advance our
knowledge of the Karen identity. More theories of Pragmatics,
such as Relevance Theory, can be employed in the study of
COVID-19 discourse.

Corpus-based COVID-19 discourse analysis is also
deserving of research attention. Mark Davies has built the
Coronavirus Corpus (https://www.english-corpora.org/
corona/)—an online collection of news articles in English
from around the world from January 2020 onwards. The
corpus, which was first released in May 2020, currently has
about 1,500 million words in size at the cutoff point (16
May 2022), and it continues to grow by three to four million
words each day. It can provide vast original discourse data
for researchers. For example, based on a 12.3-million-word
corpus, Jiang and Hyland (2022) explore keyword nouns
and verbs, and frequent noun phrases to understand the
central concerns of the public reflected in its news media.
In future, more research can be conducted based on the
Coronavirus Corpus.
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Conclusion

Human life has been greatly affected and disrupted by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Scientists and researchers have actively
responded to this pandemic by investigating the phenomenon of
COVID-19 from the lens offered by their fields of research, and
publications relevant to COVID-19 have proliferated rapidly
across disciplines since the beginning of 2020. To investigate
contributions made by linguistic researchers to pandemic
research, the current study carried out a bibliometric analysis
of the relevant and available literature. Three hundred and fifty-
five bibliometric recordings ranging from January 2020 to May
2022 were collected from WoS, and CiteSpace software was
adopted to quantitatively and visually review these papers. The
study found that there was continued growth in publications
between January 2020 to May 2022. USA was found to be
the most productive country in terms of contributions to
literature contributing 111 publications pertaining to COVID-
19, whereas System ranked as the top journal in the number
of published articles related to COVID-19 (21 publications).
Through the visualizations of keyword co-occurring analysis
and cluster interpretation via Citespace, the study also found
that linguistic research on COVID-19 focused largely on
the influences of COVID-19 on language education, speech-
language pathology, and crisis communication. However, the
present review flags the need for more investigations of COVID-
19 texts and discourses deploying the explanatory lens of
key linguistics theories such as Conceptual Metaphor Theory,
Critical Discourse Analysis, Pragmatics, and Corpus-based
Discourse Analysis.

Although within its delineated scope, the present
study aspired to be as comprehensive as possible, some
limitations were unavoidable. For instance, the study searched
documents in the Web of Science alone, not including
other data sources such as Scopus, Google Scholar, Index
Medicus, or Microsoft Academic Search. Further, only one
scientometric tool was employed in this review. Future
research may make use of a larger database and different
analytical tools.

Nonetheless, this study comprises a pioneering review of
linguistic research on COVID-19 and identifies and provides
a clear overview of international linguistic research in relation
to COVID-19. Hence, it can be used as a useful springboard
by linguistic researchers interested in probing COVID-19
discourses and texts through the lens of leading theories
in the field, thus not only expanding the topical breadth
of linguistic research on the pandemic but also generating
valuable insights in areas of pragmatics and metaphor as well
as CDA and corpus research. These insights are likely to
have theoretical as well as practical implications for the field
of linguistics.
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Linguistic expressions of interest instantiated by interesting, intriguing, and
fascinating that signal the authorial stance are not uncommon in applied
linguistics research articles. Nevertheless, they have received little scholarly
attention. This paper, taking a cognitive semantic approach, reports on a
study that sought to examine how linguistically expressed interest in applied
linguistics research articles is leveraged by researchers’ geo-academic location
(the Corevs. the Periphery). Drawing on a semantic frame generated for interest
markers in academic writing, this study focused on the incidence of the various
elements of the Interest frame in the discipline of applied linguistics based on a
mixed-methods approach. The corpus-based quantitative analyses found that
academic writers' geo-academic location was a robust predictor of authors’
overall use of interest markers and some frame elements associated with the
Interest frame. Triangulation with the interview data obtained from disciplinary
specialists revealed that the observed differences could be attributable to the
hierarchical academia featuring periphery-based scholars’ unequal access to
the knowledge production market and under-representation.

linguistic expressions of interest, interest markers, frame semantics, geo-academic
location, research article

Introduction

Academic writing generates and disseminates disciplinary knowledge in a specific field
of study. Research articles (RAs), as a prestigious academic genre and rhetorically
sophisticated artifacts for generating new knowledge and communicating scientific
inquiries (Hu and Cao, 2015), are central to academic work and a robust indicator of the
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achievements of a certain academic standard. Traditionally, RAs
are expected to be objective, faceless, and impersonal and seen as
an embodiment of detached reasoning and rationality. However,
it has now been regarded as a “privileged form of argument”
(Hyland, 2011, p. 193) deployed by academic writers to encode
concepts, express authorial attitudes, and interact with or engage
the intended audiences to persuade them (Hyland, 2020). As such,
attitude markers are essential linguistic resources to achieve
writer-reader interaction (Hyland, 2005) because they allow
“writers to both take a stand and align themselves with
disciplinary-oriented value positions” (Hyland, 2011, p. 199). In
applied linguistics RAs, it is quite common to encounter
expressions of interest (hereafter interest markers) instantiated by,
for example, interesting, intriguing, and fascinating. This emotive
response is characterized as a knowledge emotion (Silvia, 2010)
because it motivates our epistemic efforts to resolve cognitive
incongruence stemming from perceived discrepancies between
new information received and prior knowledge (Silvia, 2019).
Thus, interest markers, as a sub-type of attitude markers (Hyland,
2005; Hu and Chen, 2019; Chen and Hu, 2020), are inherently
associated with knowledge-making practices in academic writing.

Academic writing, although involving a huge number of
scholars, publishers, and research/higher education institutions
across the globe, are locally situated practices and context-bound
(Howells, 2012; Hyland, 2015). Consequently, academic writing is
possibly influenced by, for example, the sociocultural environment
where scientific communication occurs or even academics’
research institutions that are geographically defined. Researchers
in China, for example, share certain experiences of academic
training and international publications with researchers elsewhere.
However, their attitudes, epistemological beliefs, and academic
practices might also be shaped by the norms valued in the local
community where they conduct their research or the research
Due to the
imbalanced distribution of global academic resources, the Core'

conventions of their institutional affiliations.

(e.g., North America/European countries) dominates the
production and dissemination of academic knowledge (Kien¢,
2017; Larson, 2018). Notably, when institutional policies give
more credit to Center-affiliated journals in which English has
become unquestionably the language for scientific exchange, this
linguistic imperialism (Canagarajah, 2002; Pennycook, 2017; Lillis
and Curry, 2018) could influence regional intellectual and
epistemological assumptions espoused by scholars in general and
discursive practices such as expressing attitudes in particular.
Some research has found that scholarly practices acquired in
geographically defined research sites could be manifested in
the presentation and organization of knowledge with

1 The Core/Center was initially used to group counties that were
geographically and economically advantaged in contrast to the Periphery
which lacked the resources to engage in scholarly endeavors or

knowledge-making practices (Canagarajah, 2002).

Frontiers in Psychology

25

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1020854

community-preferred patterns of alignment (Swales, 1996;
Yakhontova, 2002; Tight, 2007).

However, to date, there is very limited research on the
potential influences of geo-academic locations on academics’
discursive practices, particularly on such impacts brought about
by a specific type of authorial attitude, for example, expressing
interest in scientific discourse. Given that the epistemic nature of
interest markers is inherently connected with knowledge-making
in RAs, this study, taking a cognitive semantic approach, set out
to examine how the use of interest markers in applied linguistics
RAs may be mediated by researchers’ geo-academic locations. This
attempt is expected to unveil the possible knowledge-making
practices that underpin academic traditions and values in the field
of applied linguistics within the global context. Two research
questions were proposed to guide the study.

1. Are there any differences in the overall use of interest
markers between applied linguistics RAs written by
academic writers affiliated with geographically defined
research communities?

2. Are there any differences in the use of interest markers
between applied linguistics RAs written by academic
writers affiliated with geographically defined research
communities in terms of the distribution of each frame
element category?

Previous research

Interest markers as evaluative resources
in academic writing

Linguistic expressions of interest in writing index the writer’s
stance toward advanced propositions and, more importantly, the
writer’s social presence in discourse. They are part of emotive
communication, purporting to interact, engage, or persuade
readers strategically. To date, most studies revolving around
evaluative resources have been conducted primarily from a
metadiscoursal perspective (Hyland, 2005) or within the appraisal
framework (Martin and White, 2005). The model proposed by
Hyland (2005) distinguished between “interactive” (textual) and
“interactional” (interpersonal) functions of metadiscourse in a
the
“management of information flow;” whereas interactional

text. Interactive metadiscourse primarily involved
metadiscourse was “more personal” (Hyland, 2005, p. 44). In other
words, the former concerned with orienting readers with the help
of signposts such as frame markers, transition markers,
sequencers, and code glosses, while the latter referred to the
interaction-oriented expressions of attitudes, hedges, and boosters
to engage readers more overtly by evaluating and commenting on
the text. Interest markers, in essence, constitute a part of attitude
markers and connect with the other types of interactional
metadiscourse (i.e., hedges, boosters, and self-mentions) discussed

by Hyland (2005). Linguistic evaluative resources manifested in
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expressions such as interestingly and intriguing could communicate
authorial stances and attitudes in discourse. In addition, the
intensity of this emotive response could be mitigated by hedges
such as somewhat appealing or enhanced by boosters such as very
interestingly. identify
experiencers of this emotion, as revealed by such examples as the

Moreover, self-mentions explicitly
authors were interested in.

Apart from being addressed from the metadiscoursal
perspective, interest markers were also examined within the
appraisal framework consisting of three evaluative systems:
attitude, engagement, and graduation, with each system being
comprised of its own subcategories (Martin and White, 2005).
Linguistic expressions of interest fall into the attitude system.
Specifically, they are affective responses, as illustrated by We were
intrigued by the recent meta-analysis by Pilling et al. (2002).
Furthermore, these markers can also indicate a judgment about
people or behavior. For instance, He is a very interesting person
conveys a judgment of the person’s character. Moreover, interest
markers are also indicators of appreciation, for example, signaling
our “reactions” as illustrated by The results reported are very
interesting. Finally, they are also associated with the graduation
system since these emotions can either be sharpened/upscaled or
softened/downscaled, suggesting varying intensity levels. For
example, “force” resources can be employed to enhance or mitigate
the degree of evaluation, as illustrated by expressions such as
particularly interesting. Similarly, they can also be used to indicate
the prototypicality or centrality of a phenomenon or an attitude,
as illustrated by the examples of We are genuinely interested in, and
These statistical analyses were really interesting. Among the studies
examining evaluative expressions in academic discourse, Tutin
(2010), for instance, investigated the use of evaluative adjectives
in French academic writing and found that authors from
disciplines such as Linguistics and Economics tended to deploy
these linguistic resources to provide justification for the author’s
research and claim the significance of the results obtained.
Moreover, in a study that analyzed evaluative adjectives as attitude
markers in scholarly writing, Koutsantoni (2004) revealed that
these expressions, especially when used positively, contributed to
enhancing the originality of the author’s study.

As made clear by the discussion above, attitude markers such
as expressing interest served primarily textual and interpersonal
metafunctions of language (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2013) in
the metadiscoursal and appraisal frameworks. Examining such
explicitly used linguistic devices as functional markers within
these frameworks indeed captured the interactive feature of
writer-reader communication. However, it should be noted that
these functionally oriented analytical approaches could not
account for the key semantic features and cognitive properties of
a specific type of attitude markers, i.e., interest markers, in
academic writing. As noted earlier, interest markers are essential
cognitive resources for fostering the creation and growth of
knowledge (Silvia, 2019). Therefore, to better understand how
these markers relate to knowledge construction, a fine-grained
and semantically oriented conceptual framework is needed to
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capture their semantic properties in academic writing. To this end,
frame semantics provides the needed apparatus for accomplishing
the task.

Frame semantics as a cognitive semantic
approach to academic writing

Frame semantics (Fillmore, 1985; Fillmore and Baker, 2010)
proposed by Fillmore could provide a powerful conceptual tool
for developing semantic frames for an understanding of the use of
interest markers. This linguistic theory, deemed a cognitive
linguistic framework of language understanding, assumes that a
word’s meaning is construed in relation to our background
knowledge acquired from different types of previous experience.
Fillmore (1985) held that a semantic frame is a script-like coherent
structure of concepts, which constitutes a schematic representation
of an event, a particular situation, or a relation. Fillmore provided
the Commercial_transaction frame depicting participation in a
scenario of commercial transactions with different roles to
exemplify what a frame is. This frame includes roles such as buyer
(someone who has money and wants to exchange it with goods),
seller (someone who has goods and wants to exchange it for
money), goods (the item that is exchanged for money), and money
(any circulating medium of exchange, including coins or paper
money). The buyer yields money and takes the goods, and the
seller yields the goods and takes the money. Frame elements (FEs)
are the roles (i.e., buyer, seller, goods, and money), participants,
props, and conceptual elements that constitute the frame.
Informed by frame semantics, the Berkeley FrameNet research
project (Baker et al., 2003; Ruppenhofer et al., 2016) is a unique
online database documenting a wide variety of frame semantics
descriptions and syntactic information for the core English lexicon.

According to Ruppenhofer et al. (2016), FEs can be classified
into core and peripheral elements “in terms of how central they
are to a particular frame” (p. 23). “A core frame element
instantiates a conceptually necessary component of a frame while
making the frame unique and different from other frames”
(Ruppenhofer et al,, 2016, p. 19). In other words, core frame
elements could uniquely define a frame and capture the essential
aspects of an evoked frame. For example, in the Commercial
transaction frame, buyer, seller, goods, and money are all core
elements of the frame because they are crucial to understanding
the frame. The Commercial_transaction frame cannot exist
without a buyer or seller. In contrast, peripheral frame elements
relate to those that characterize the scene more generally, such as
the medium, time, degree, or place when an event occurs
(Ruppenhofer et al., 2016). For instance, frame elements such as
time, place, and degree in the Commercial_transaction frame are
peripheral because they do not uniquely distinguish the frame but
merely provide additional information. The given Examples 1-2,
taken from the present corpus and presented in line with
FrameNet annotation format, illustrate the Stimulus_focus frame
with its FEs evoked by a typical interest marker, intriguing and the
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Experiencer_focused_emotion frame evoked by interest in applied
linguistics RAs, respectively.

1. He also found a [pegree Very]l INTRIGUING™ [ ;105 SEX
difference in LLS use, with females showing a greater
propensity than males to engage in out-of-class
social interactions].

2. [ixperiencer Tesearchers in language and education policy] have
long been INTERESTED™ %" in [couen the theories and
literature of LI to explain and even to predict the
effectiveness of language policy in society] [gxpanation giVen
that language planning has not only developed in depth,
but also breadth which reached a hitherto unknown degree].

In line with the annotations given by FrameNet, Stimulus (sex
difference in LLS use...) and Content (the theories and literature of
LI to explain and even to predict...) are core frame elements
suggesting what evokes this emotive response, whereas Degree
(instantiated by very), Experiencer (researchers in language and
education policy), and Explanation (given that...) are peripheral
frame elements. A close examination of frame elements evoked by
interest markers led us to conclude that FrameNet assigns different
names to the conceptually equivalent FEs related to what triggers
the feeling of interest. For example, in the examples presented
above, Stimulus in the Stimulus_focus frame is renamed Content
in the Experiencer_focused_emotion frame although they all
indicate the causes of interest. Likewise, Explanation that indicates
why something is interesting is labeled Circumstance in the
Stimulus_focus frame but is renamed Reason in the Emotion_
directed frame.

In addition to describing semantic frames and their FEs,
FrameNet documents relations between semantic frames evoked
by lexical units such as Inheritance, Perspective_on, and Using.
Frame-frame relations allow “frames (and thus their lexical units)
to be associated despite being separated” (Ruppenhofer et al.,
2016, p.79), thereby connecting frames to constitute a network of
their concepts. According to FrameNet, Inheritance relation
describes a connection between a child and a parent frame in
which a child frame has all the semantic characteristics and
properties of a parent frame (Ruppenhofer et al., 2016). The
Perspective_on relation indicates “the presence of at least two
perspectives or different points of view on the Neutral frame
(non-lexical and non-perspectivized)” (Ruppenhofer et al., 2016,
p. 82). The Using relation involves “a particular frame making
reference in a very general kind of way to the structure of a more
abstract, schematic frame” (Ruppenhofer et al.,, 2016, p. 83).
Apparently, such frame-frame connections and the conceptual
overlapping of frame elements across related frames would make
it possible to generate a generic semantic frame (Hu and Chen,
2019) for interest markers as an analytical framework to uncover
how applied linguists’ geo-academic location might affect their
deployment of these markers for communicating science. The
Interest frame developed for the interest markers will
be presented later.
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Geo-epistemological orientations and
academic writing

The concept of geo-epistemology assumes that knowledge
production and circulation cannot be detached from the
immediate physical space involved (Agnew and Livingstone,
2011; Mignolo, 2012). Geo-epistemology well captures how
geographical locations tend to influence the process of
knowledge production and interpretation because of historical,
academic, and cultural trajectories (Agnew, 2007). Our
conceptual perspectives developed from the immediate
environment cannot be detached from the local domain where
we work or live. Of course, given the mobility of academics
worldwide, the location where an author works may not
necessarily match his/her nationality. For example, some
academics affiliated with institutions situated in North America
are nationals of Asian countries and vice versa. However,
academic values, attitudes, and conventions are socially
constituted and thus are possibly shaped by the local community
in which academics conduct their research activities. In
addition, universities and research institutes, as prestigious
knowledge production sites, are supposed to contribute to
endogenous societal development (Mansell, 2014). As such,
authors” institutional affiliations are suggestive of the local
academic community to which they belong.

As revealed by some research, epistemological assumptions
and paradigms developed in a local or national context where
intellectual styles may vary could exert a considerable influence
on the choice of language and rhetorical practices in scientific
discourse (Bennett, 2014; Bondi, 2014). Indeed, substantial
textual differences in research papers by American authors and
their British counterparts were noted by Swales (1996).
He likened British writers’ communication style to the “quick-
quick-quick-repeat” style (starting with interesting ideas,
followed by some vague methodology, scrappy results, and a
summary), in contrast to their American counterparts’
preference for the “slow-slow-slow-quick” style (beginning with
an exhaustive review of the extant literature, followed by
painstaking methods, the results, and a thorough discussion;
Swales, 1996, p. 46). Along the same line, Tight (2007) also
found that higher education scholars across regions tended to
have different referencing practices. Specifically, higher
education scholars based in North America and Britain were
prone to write without referring to any publications/policies
coming from outside their systems whereas the scholars from
other countries, for example, Australia and the Netherlands,
showed an opposite preference (reference to studies/experience/
evidence outside their system). Tight speculated that scholars
working within a more extensive and distinctive higher
education system would be more inward-looking, while
researchers working within relatively smaller systems would
be more inclined to situate their research in a more comparative
or global context. In addition, Tight reported that North
American researchers’ texts tended to describe theoretical and
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methodological issues more explicitly than scholars based in
other countries and regions. In a study conducted by
Yakhontova (2002), it was found that Ukrainian and Russian
academic authors were inclined to employ more positive
evaluative language in their abstracts than Western scholars.

Since having access to knowledge is a prerequisite for new
knowledge creation (Graham et al., 2011), it is not surprising
that researchers from the Center, namely the Anglophone and
other European countries, have enjoyed a disproportionately
large percentage of academic publications due to this kind of
“academic imperialism” (Fewer, 1997, p. 764). Canagarajah’s
(2002) study on the geopolitics of academic writing critically
evaluated the Western textual conventions, publishing
communities, and social norms governing academic writing,
through which the forms of intellectual hegemony stemming
from the linguistic dominance of English were unveiled. This
study, therefore, called for a reconfiguration of the Western-
dominated knowledge production market from Western-
centered literacy to more democratic realms of scholarship. As
Canagarajah (2002) pointed out, the production of scientific
knowledge is ideological, value-ridden, and contextual. When
science involves a Center-Periphery relation, it is almost
impossible to separate knowledge from the location where it
is produced. Notably, some research (Acharya, 2014;
Wembheuer-Vogelaar and Peters, 2016; Alejandro, 2018)
probed into the Western-dominated scholarly work in the
discipline of International Relations (IR). For example,
Wemheuer-Vogelaar and Peters (2016) revealed how the
regional context shaped the academic practices of IR scholars,
although they more often than not identified themselves with
issue-based research communities crossing geographic
boundaries. It was reported that Western scholars (e.g.,
United States, Canada, and Western Europe) were more likely
to eschew traditional paradigmatic analysis in their
publications, whereas non-Western researchers (e.g., Latin
America or East Asia) were almost twice as likely to choose
Marxism as a theoretical framework. Moreover, Western
scholars’ strong preference for qualitative or quantitative
methods in conducting research was observed, in contrast to
the non-Western scholars’ propensity to conduct policy
analysis. In addition, scholars from the West most likely
identified themselves with the global community, while their
non-Western counterparts predominantly opted for national
or subnational communities in research practices.

In summary, previous work on the knowledge-making
practices upheld by scholars across geographically defined regions
has added to our understanding of scientific communication.
However, research on the potential mediating effects of authors’
geo-academic location on their choice of interest markers in RAs
for expressing evaluative attitude is rather limited. This study,
therefore, set out to bridge the research gap and provide new
insights into how the use of linguistic expressions of interest in
scientific communication may be leveraged by an academic
author’s geo-academic location.
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Materials and methods
Corpus

To address the research questions, a corpus of 160 full-length
applied linguistics RAs (1 million words) was compiled to examine
how linguistically expressed interest was mediated by various
contextual variables such as authors’ disciplinary background,
gender, geo-academic location, and time of publication. These
RAs were written by male and female scholars from core and
peripheral regions of scientific research, and were published in
two periods separated by a 30-year interval (1985-1989 vs. 2015-
2019). The two publishing periods were chosen to examine
possible diachronic changes in the use of these markers. The
gender of the sole author or the first author of a co-author article
was determined by capitalizing on multiple sources of information
available (e.g., the bio-notes attached to the RAs, faculty profiles,
Academia.edu, Researchgate, academic blogs, Facebook pages,
and LinkedIn). The geo-academic location of the researcher in
terms of his/her institutional affiliation was roughly divided into
two broad regions: Anglophone countries + other Western and
Northern European countries (Core) vs. the remaining countries
(Periphery). This division was informed by Canagarajah (2002)
and Kien¢ (2017). The former study that examined inequalities in
academic publishing referred to the West as center academic
communities and those colonized by European invasion, i.e., the
Third World, as periphery ones. The latter one defined scholars’
core and periphery status according to whether they were “based
in countries with a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita less
or greater than US$18,000” (p.125). Kien¢ (2017) used this
classification because there was a strong co-relation (0.84) of a
country’s publication output and GDP per capita according to
World Bank Data on academic journal articles (Kien¢, 2017).
Informed by these studies, Core regions in the present study refer
to Anglophone countries as well as other Western and North
European countries, such as the United States, Canada, Britain,
Australia, Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, Germany, and
France. Periphery regions consist of those areas that do not fall
into the Core category, such as Asian countries, Latin America,
and Caribbean countries. The geographical location of the singe
or the first author’s research affiliation was checked and
categorized into Core-based academics or Periphery-based
academics. Given the limited space, this paper only focused on
how the use of interest markers might be mediated by an academic
author’s geo-academic location. As presented in Table 1, these
empirical RAs were randomly chosen from four prestigious
journals that are identified with a high impact and nominated by
disciplinary experts.

Text-based interviews

Text-based interviews in a semi-structure format were
conducted with disciplinary specialists to complement the
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TABLE 1 Profile of the corpus.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1020854

Time Geo-academic location Gender No. of RAs Total no. of words  No. of words/RA  Journals included
Time 1 Core Male 20 175,840 8,792 Applied Linguistics
Female 20 173,860 8,693 Language Learning
Periphery Male 20 171,840 8,592 TESOL Quarterly
Female 20 174,740 8,737 The Modern Language Journal
Time 2 Core Male 20 98,640 4,932 Applied Linguistics
Female 20 102,120 5,106 Language Learning
Periphery Male 20 97,880 4,894 Foreign Language Annals
Female 20 99,320 4,966 The Modern Language Journal

TABLE 2 Demographic information of participants for the interview.

Informant Location Academic rank
1-1 Core (United States) Professor

1-2 Periphery (China) Associate professor
1-3 Core (Britain) Associate professor
1-4 Periphery (Portugal) Assistant professor
1-5 Periphery (Russia) Professor

1-6 Core (Australia) Assistant professor

corpus-based quantitative analyses of interest markers found in
the applied linguistics RAs. The interviews were intended to
explore what motivated applied linguists to employ interest
markers and their perceptions of other scholars’ use of these
markers. The interview guide (Appendix A) purported to elicit
the interviewees’ responses concerning their considerations for
their use or non-use of these markers based on an extract
authored by himself/herself. It allowed deviations, digressions,
and expansions from the prompts so that both interviewer and
interviewees were at liberty to raise questions of relevance coming
up in the course of interviews (Mackey and Gass, 2016). The
method that allows for the exploration of situated meanings of a
text (Lillis, 2008) could provide insights into academic writers’
intentions behind their choice of interest markers. Hyland (2012)
also remarked that gaining insights from “activities surrounding
the production and reception of texts and how participants
actually understand what they are doing with them” (p. 37)
contributed to a greater understanding of academic writing as a
socially negotiated act.

In total, 6 disciplinary informants from applied linguistics,
identified based on the corpus constructed for this study, were
enlisted (see Table 2). Each interview lasted approximately 30 mins
and was conducted in English or Chinese (the first language of
some interviewees). The transcripts were sent to the informants to
check for accuracy after the interviews were transcribed. The
interviewees were referred to as Informants 1, 2, and so on to
preserve anonymity. All of them had a considerable number of
English publications in prestigious journals. The interview results
were used to triangulate the quantitative findings obtained from
the corpus-based analysis.
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Analytical framework: The interest frame
with its FEs

The Interest frame developed by Wang and Hu (2022) was
used as an analytical framework to code frame instances associated
with interest markers in the corpus. The main procedures for
developing this frame are briefly presented. A lexical approach
(Hu and Chen, 2019) was adopted to generate a generic Interest
frame for the RAs sampled. Informed by Thesaurus.com and
Thesaurus by Merriam-Webster, a list of headwords that were
either synonyms or antonyms of interest and all its derivative
forms were compiled. This list of words was used as search words
(Appendix B) to identify interest markers in our dataset. All the
hits in the corpus were manually checked to remove those lexical
items irrelevant to the expressions of interest, such as interest in
raising interest rates. These markers were scrutinized and found to
evoke six interconnected semantic frames via frame relations of
Using, Inheritance and Perspective_on described by FrameNet.
The six semantic frames are the Emotion-directed frame, the
Stimulate_emotion frame, the Experience_focused_emotion
frame, the Stimulate_focus frame, the Stimulate_emotion frame,
and the Mental_stimulus_exp_focus frame, respectively. Then, a
coding scheme based on the FEs associated with these semantic
frames that FrameNet lists was developed. The coding scheme was
used to code and identify all the FEs of the interest markers that
occurred in the corpus. It was found that Stimulus occurred most
frequently, followed by Degree, Experiencer, and Explanation. As
noted earlier, the interconnections of the interest-related frames
and the conceptual overlapping among frame elements across
various frames made it possible to generate the Interest frame
(Figure 1). In what follows, the illustration of each frame element
and its subcategories are presented in detail.

Trigger, as a core frame element, indicates what elicits the
interest. The first type of Trigger, Appraisal, refers to evaluations
of the value, significance, or implications of the findings or results
of the current study or previous studies (Example 3). The second
type of Trigger includes relationships between different research
variables or objects, between results obtained in the current study
or from different studies, as shown in Example 4. The third type
of Trigger, Proposal, includes hypotheses, viewpoints, or potential
research trends suggested or proposed (Example 5). Attribute, as
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—— Appraisal
—— Relationship
— Trigger ————— Proposal
—— Attribute
—— Phenomenon
— Not Provided
—— Explanation ————— Internal Factor

Interest —— External Factor

frame — Neutral

—— Degree ———— Boosted

—— Mitigated

—— Implied (Author/Reader)
—— Author

—— Experiencer ————— Author/Reader/Other Researchers

—— Another Researcher

—— Other People

FIGURE 1
The interest frame (Wang and Hu, 2022).

another type of Trigger, concerns the distinctive features,
characteristics, and qualities of research methods, research
objects, research variables, or participants, as seen in Example 6.
Finally, as a Trigger for the emotion of interest, Phenomenon
refers to experiences, entities, and happenings that do not fall into
the categories mentioned above, as illustrated by Example 7. In the
corpus of applied linguistics RAs, the five categories of Trigger (in
the order presented above) accounted for 25%, 14%, 16%, 13%,
and 32% of the frame instances, respectively.

3. This finding suggests a very INTRIGUING™®" [y
possibility that increased cognitive task complexity might
be associated with diminished LI influences
on comprehensibility].

4. The relationship between L2 listening and the ability to
discriminate consonants was the highest for these learners
(about r=0.37). As the authors suggest, these results
indicate an INTERESTING™®" [y, relationship];
however, this is not necessarily a causal relationship.

5. [1igger Examining learners’ motivations for maintaining the
gains made abroad as well as their self-perceptions of
language maintenance] would be INTERESTING™$ areas
to explore in future research to better understand to what
extent we are meeting the needs of these students in order
to maintain the gains they made while abroad.

6. This study has clear limitations: due to space constraints,
many INTERESTING™®" ;... data episodes] are omitted.

7. Perhaps INTERESTINGLY ™%, 1, N0 mention is made
of any difficulty in learning two typologically different
languages concurrently].

Explanation concerns the reason for the evoked feeling of

interest. Some research has shown that people find something
interesting when they appraise events as more relevant to them
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(Connelly, 2011) or perceive an event as novel, unexpected,
complex, yet potentially comprehensible (Reeve et al., 2015; Silvia,
2019). The factors contributing to feeling interested could
be signaled explicitly or implicitly in scientific communication.
When an explanation is provided explicitly, the elicited interest
could be ascribed to internal or external factors. The internal ones
relate to results or findings from the current study or characteristics
of research objects, variables or participants, as shown in Example
8. The external factors refer to hypotheses, the results, and findings
of previous research or characteristics of the research background
or context, as illustrated by Example 9. In the corpus, most frame
instances (77%) did not explain why something was interesting
(see Example 10), while 15% provided explanations related to
external factors, and 8% gave explanations related to internal
factors.

8. The latter finding is particularly INTERESTING™¥,
[Explanation @8 the vocabulary test was very easy (see Appendix
C): Learners who failed to achieve the maximum score on
L1 vocabulary were likely to be among the weakest
FL readers].

9. This finding obtained from Wicherts et al. (2011) is
INTERESTING™, [t pianation given the previous evidence
that researchers who were more willing to share their data
were less likely to have committed errors in reporting
their results].

10. However, these studies also reveal some INTERESTING™#*
inconsistencies indicative of a nascent drive toward
vindication of English spoken with Chinese accents.

Degree concerns the intensity of an expressed interest and
describes how strongly it is felt. The emotion could be boosted
(Example 11) or mitigated (see Example 12). Most of the frame
instances (i.e., 71%), however, fell into the “neutral” category, with
the expressed interest being neither boosted nor weakened
(Examples 13), compared with the 21% that were boosted and the
8% that were mitigated. Notably, when expressed interest was
boosted, various boosting devices were employed, for example,
very, certainly, and particularly. When expressed interest was
hedged, perhaps, may and somewhat were preferred.

11. This finding suggests an [pegee Very] INTRIGUING™
possibility that increased cognitive task complexity might
be associated with diminished LI influences
on comprehensibility.

12. [pegree Perhaps], a FASCINATING™* but little-understood
aspect of language learning is the involuntary processing of
language features.

13. It is INTRIGUING™®" that learner motivation in the
experimental group did not improve in motivational

intensity as one important aspect of motivation.

Experiencer refers to the person who experiences the emotion
of interest. Experiencers can either be stated or implied in RAs. It

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1020854
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Wang

was found that the omission of the Experiencers was salient,
occurring with a majority of cases of expressed interest (69%), as
shown in Example 14. When the experiencers were explicitly
provided, five different categories were identified, including
Author(s) (15% of instances of expressed interest), as seen in
Example 15, Author/Reader/Other Researchers (7%), as shown in
Example 16, Another Researcher (4%), as illustrated by Example
17, and Other People (5%), as illustrated by Example 18.

14. The assumption of a phonological core deficit in FL, though
APPEALING™¢" has to be evaluated with further
investigation.

[ixperiencer We] were particularly INTERESTED™® in
LLS teachability.

It is obvious that they must draw on the insights and

15.

16.
methodologies of [pgperiencer linguists, sociologists, and
practitioners of other disciplines] who have long been
INTERESTED™" in the phenomenon of cultural diffusion
and transformation.

[Experiencer Wicherts et al. (2006)] were INTERESTED™#" in
reanalyzing data from published research in psychology to

17.

examine the sensitivity of reported findings to outliers.
18. However, as [gyperiencer Jane] was only interested in two ranks,
the fact that 50 instead of 57 judges participated in the test
did not detract from the power of the test or the validity of

the conclusion.

Methods of data coding and analysis

Drawing on the Interest frame presented earlier, two coders
(the author and trained coder with a doctorate in applied
linguistics) coded all the frame instances of interest markers in
applied linguistics RAs independently. All disagreements were
resolved through discussion. The results for inter-rater reliability
showed Cohen’s Kappa values of 0.79 with a 95% confidence
interval (CI) from 0.68 to 0.85 for the frame element of Trigger, of
0.76 with a 95% confidence interval (CI) from 0.74 to 0.88 for
Explanation, of 0.85 with a 95% confidence interval (CI) from 0.77
to 0.82 for Degree, and of 0.85 with a 95% confidence interval (CI)
from 0.77 to 0.82 for Experiencer, respectively. These values
indicated good inter-coder reliability (Hallgren, 2012).

To address the RQs of this study, binary logistical regression
analyses were conducted using SPSS 23.0. Such analyses were
intended to determine whether the predictor variable, that is, the
author’s geo-academic location could predict the absence or
presence of the Interest frame elements and their subcategories in
an applied linguistics RAs. Given the binominal measures in this
study, the outcome variables were coded as dichotomous variables,
i.e., the absence or presence of an interest marker and its frame
elements. The reasons for using logistical regression analyses were
twofold: (1) there were not many instances of interest markers
across the data; (2) the interest markers that occurred multiple
times in the corpus shared the same source of incongruence.
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While a binary logistical regression can provide the statistical
results related to the choice of interest markers and their frame
elements, Nagelkerke’s adjusted R* and odds ratio indicators can
index the proportion of variance explained by the predictor
variable. The odds ratio indicating the likelihood of the occurrence
of one event compared to another assumes a positive relationship
between the two events if it is greater than 1. By contrast, a
negative relationship can be assumed if an odds ratio is smaller
than 1. In the binary logistical regressions, Core-based academics
were set as the reference value. Bonferroni correction was applied
to adjust the alpha value because multiple statistical tests were
conducted on the subframes of interest markers.

For the interview data, a thematic analysis was conducted
since this method illustrates the data in detail and addresses
diverse subjects via interpretations (Boyatzis, 1998). As such, an
in-depth analysis with the main focus either on the perspectives
of separate or groups of individuals can be achieved by
investigating the observational data emanating from participants’
opinions or feedback (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). All the
transcribed data were uploaded to MAXQDA Pro (version 2018)
and read through to generate prominent themes related to the
research questions of this study. I started by generating initial
codes and then grouped them by assigning them headings. Next,
I compared, reexamined and revised the codes to identify the
themes that emerged. The themes were then re-read, refined and
finalized. The experts relevant to the RQs were included in
this paper.

Findings

Overall distribution of interest markers
by authors’ location

As shown in Table 3, the binary logistic regression on the
overall distribution of interest markers in the corpus returned a
statistically ~ significant difference (B=-1.231, p<0.001,
Nagelkerke R’=0.112, OR=0.622). The full model explained
approximately 11% variance in the outcome variable. The odds
ratio statistics indicated that applied linguists from the Periphery
regions were 1.6 times (dividing odds ratio by 1) more likely to
employ interest markers in their RAs than those from the
Core regions.

In the interviews, when the informants were asked about their
opinions regarding the use of English for international publishing,
the respondents agreed that scholars based in the Periphery had
linguistic disadvantages compared to those from the Core.
However, they also added that this linguistic handicap was not a
decisive influence on the rejection of a paper. A Core-based
scholar (I-6) commented that academic writing was also
challenging to native speakers, so they did not believe that this
linguistic superiority would make it easier for them to publish.
Although a majority of the Periphery-based scholars expressed
their linguistic concerns about using English to write up
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TABLE 3 Results of binary logistic regression on the overall use of interest markers.

Outcome Predictor Odds ratio 95% CI for OR
(OR)
B SE Wald P Lower Upper
Interest markers Core vs. periphery —1.231 0.336 2.631 0.000 0.622 1.721 8.045
Constant 1.463 0.624 3.928 0.036 1.073

R*=0.069 (Cox and Snell); R =0.112 (Nagelkerke)
Model (1) =8.594, p<0.001

manuscripts by commenting that “English norms somehow are
different (I-2),” they acknowledged that English publications
allowed them to be more visible in the globalized research
community. Informants 2 and 4, two Periphery-based scholars
elaborated as follows:

Using English is something we cannot change... I feel it is
sometimes difficult to achieve persuasiveness when writing in
English. You basically have to restructure everything when
you write in another language...; but English publications
allow me to reach a wider audience and get more recognition...

In Portuguese, I can always find the words I like. I know if
these words are accurate or not. However, when writing in

English, I sometimes do not say what I know, only what I can.

Apart from the more general language limits, the academics
in the Periphery had worries regarding the appropriate use of
interest markers in writing. For example, informant 5 commented
on his use of interest markers (Example 7 presented earlier) and
stated that “it was not easy for him to decide if hedging should
be expressed” because he was not sure “if the editors thought this
was interesting, too.” Similarly, although informant 4 believed that
these expressions were helpful to “draw the readers’ attention to
that important information,” and thus increased “the possibility to
get the paper published,” she was sometimes hesitant to employ
the linguistically expressed interest since “frequent use of them
may sound too emotional or make the study less rigorous.” Her
responses echoed with comments given by informant 2 on fewer
possibilities of publishing in top-tier journals by Periphery-
based scholars.

When prompted for probable variations in the use or non-use
of these markers by scholars across the Core and Periphery areas,
the respondents stated that by intuition they were unable to
discern any distinctions by stating that “we all expressed interest
when we found something different or new.” However, when asked
why they employed these markers, Periphery-based scholars
emphasized their intention to “sell their work” (I-4) or “promote
the significance of the study” (I-2). As informant 5 elaborated:

This linguistic choice was a kind of promotional tool to

increase the likelihood of making my research visible.
Comparatively speaking, it is not easy for us to get published
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in top journals. If you want to persuade editors that the study
is good enough, you need to show that.

Notably, Periphery-based informants expressed their
preference for collaborations with Core-based scholars to improve
the quality of presentation because co-authorship provided great
opportunities for them to learn how to make their manuscripts
grammatically correct, stylistically acceptable, and rhetorically
persuasive.

Distributions of interest frame elements
by authors’ geo-academic location

Trigger

As summarized in Table 4, the binary logistic regressions run
on the FE of Trigger only located statistically significant differences
in the subcategories of Proposal (B=0.823, p<0.001, Nagelkerke
R’=0.257, OR=2.791) with the full model explaining impressively
26% of the variance in the outcome variable. The odds ratios
showed that authors from the Periphery regions were 2.8 times
more likely to express interest triggered by newly proposed
hypotheses or potential research trends.

Informed by such results, Informant 3, a scholar from the
Core regions, was asked to explain why her interest was triggered
by a potential research issue (Example 5), she emphasized her
intention of “putting forward a new question to get the readers’
attention” since she was “working on a new project related to that
topic” According to her, this was “another way to enhance the
significance of her study” Informant 1, a Core-based scholar
also commented:

It is important to extend and build on your previous research,
so you can become a kind of expert in the field. It is better to
follow up what you have done....If you want to show you are
a credible disciplinary member who knows this field quite
well, you are obliged to give directions for this line of work...

Explanation

As presented in Table 5, the binary logistic regressions run on
Explanation only found a significant association between
geo-academic location and the incidence of unidentified sources
of interest (B=1.752, p<0.001, Nagelkerke R*=0.3123,
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TABLE 4 Results of binary logistic regressions on the frame element of trigger.

Outcome Predictor Odds ratio 95% CI for odds ratio
B SE Wald P Lower Upper
Appraisal Core vs. periphery -1.625 0.437 1.775 0.022 0.794 1.266 7.323
Constant —0.217 0.323 4.155 0.144 1.171
R?=0.015 (Cox and Snell); R* =0.028 (Nagelkerke)
Model y*(1)=9.116, p =0.033
Relationship Core vs. periphery 1.013 0.455 5.156 0.019 1.917 0.553 4213
Constant 2.116 0.645 9.116 0.073 1.653
R?=0.176 (Cox and Snell); R? = 0.255 (Nagelkerke)
Model x*(1)=11.245, p =0.081
Proposal Core vs. periphery 0.823 0.336 8.115 0.000 2.791 0.554 7.146
Constant —-1.212 0.515 6.228 0.123 0.321
R?=0.121 (Cox and Snell); R? =0.257 (Nagelkerke)
Model (1) = 10.807, p <0.001
Attribute Core vs. periphery 1.773 0.427 6,355 0.051 2.103 0.666 6.185
Constant —1.316 0.553 9.535 0.226 0.721
R?=0.021 (Cox and Snell); R* =0.045 (Nagelkerke)
Model y*(1)=6.116, p =0.082
Phenomenon Core vs. periphery 2325 0.611 7.125 0.015 1.926 0.995 4.577
Constant —1.544 0.444 8.544 0.655 0.444

R?=0.125(Cox and Snell); R? =0.223 (Nagelkerke)
Model (1) =13.165, p =0.071

OR=1.911). The full model accounted for about 31% of the
variance in the outcome variable. The odds ratio revealed that
authors from the Core regions were 1.9 times more likely to leave
the source of expressed interest unidentified than their
counterparts from the Periphery regions.

In light of the above quantitative results, informant 4, a
Periphery-based researcher, was asked to comment on her
intention to provide explanations for her expressed interest in her
extract (Example 9). She opined that explaining why she evaluated
the information as interesting would help target readers better
understand the message and work toward a common
understanding:

I believed that providing explanations for this emotion could
make the message clearer because it helped invite my readers
into the disciplinary dialog, so they would get along with
my point...

Conversely, applied linguists from the Core regions, for
example, informant 3, opined that “explanations were not
necessary” because scientific research was supposed to “develop a
specific field you know much about” In the discipline of applied
linguistics, “many people have been working in this field for quite
a long time,” so that they have been “familiar with previous
research.” In addition, informant 1 added that “the absence of an
explanation would contribute to negotiating readers’ expectations”
because “this gave them the impression that they were disciplinary
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experts and they could totally get the information.” Similarly,
informant 6 also held that his readers could “see the same thing”
as he did in the claims, so the omission of explanations would
“help readers delve in the information encountered.”

Degree

For this frame element, Table 6 shows that geo-academic
location significantly predicted the boosting of expressed interest
in applied linguistics RAs (B=1.963, p<0.001, Nagelkerke
R’=0.322, OR=3.062). The Nagelkerke R’ statistics indicated that
the full model explained about 32% of the variance in the outcome
model. Researchers from the Core regions were 3.1 times more
likely than their counterparts from the Periphery regions to
intensify their feeling of interest.

When my Core-based informant (I-3) was asked to comment
on the use of boosting expressions of interest instantiated by very
(Example 11), she held that “presenting information with full
assurance helped construct an authoritative disciplinary expert
and this contributed to persuasiveness” Similarly, informant 1 was
convinced that the use of boosting conveyed the researchers’
confidence in their knowledge claims and researchers “had the
need to argue for what they had found.” Different from the Core-
based academics’ beliefs in the importance of making a stronger
argument, the Periphery-based scholars thought that it would
be better to “avoid being overconfident” (I-2) and “be cautious”
(I-4) because that would probably “induce disagreement or
doubts” (I-5) from the readers.
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TABLE 5 Results of binary logistic regressions on the frame element of explanation.

Outcome Predictor Odds ratio 95% CI for odds ratio
B SE Wald P Lower Upper
Unidentified Core vs. periphery 1.752 0.462 5.626 0.000 1.911 0.842 7.286
Constant —2.026 0.515 2.718 0.071 0.633
R?=0.221(Cox and Snell); R? =0.312 (Nagelkerke)
Model »*(1) =9.556, p =<0.001
Internal factor Core vs. periphery 2.073 0.453 5.262 0.052 1.882 1.255 6.313
Constant 1.157 0.227 4.289 0.028 2.011
R?=0.016 (Cox and Snell); R* = 0.026 (Nagelkerke)
Model (1) =9.463, p =0.012
External factor Core vs. periphery —-1.746 0.423 6.185 0.022 0.825 1.937 8.226
Constant —2.628 0.682 9.268 0.055 0.367
R?=0.161 (Cox and Snell); R =0.336 (Nagelkerke)
Model (1) =11.215, p =0.052
TABLE 6 Results of binary logistic regressions on the frame element of degree.
Outcome Predictor Odds ratio 95% CI for odds ratio
B SE Wald P Lower Upper
Neutral Core vs. periphery 2.114 0.426 2.551 0.472 2.011 1.035 8.257
Constant —2.735 0.546 5.216 0.268 0.785
R?=0.027 (Cox and Snell); R* =0.055 (Nagelkerke)
Model y*(1)=11.737, p =0.039
Mitigated Core vs. periphery 1.316 0.428 5.219 0.214 1.827 0.822 6.212
Constant 2.657 0.528 7.228 0.153 2.198
R*=0.008 (Cox and Snell); R* = 0.125 (Nagelkerke)
Model x*(1)=10.678, p =0.338
Boosted Core vs. periphery 1.963 0.586 5218 0.000 3.062 1.736 8.328
Constant —2.776 0.474 7.136 0.055 0.463

R?=0.186 (Cox and Snell); R? =0.322 (Nagelkerke)
Model *(1) =12.643, p <0.001

Experiencer

The statistical analyses (see Table 7) revealed a significant
location-based difference for the subcategories of Implied
(B=-1.116, p<0.001, Nagelkerke R’=0.205, OR=0.558) and
Author (B=1.051, p<0.001, Nagelkerke R’=0.094, OR=1.878).
Scholars from the Periphery regions were 1.8 times more likely to
leave Experiencers implied than their Core-based counterparts,
while the latter group of researchers were 2.3 times more likely to
describe themselves as people who experienced the expressed
interest.

In the interviews, when informant 4, a scholar based in the
Periphery regions, was asked why he opted for the omission of
experiencers (Example 14), he held that researchers should “stand
behind” their work because persuasiveness might be achieved by
“presenting the data and letting your argument talk?” By contrast,
his Core-based counterpart, informant 1 opined that it was
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essential to “let readers know this was the author’s unique
perspective” although he agreed that scientific writing needs to
be “objective and faceless.” Notably, he associated his intrusion of
the text by using we (Example 15) with the purpose of “establishing
a credible disciplinary persona or image” and “better involving
readers to co-construct knowledge”

Discussion

Researchers’ overall use of interest
markers across different regions

Our quantitative findings showed that academic authors

based in Periphery research locations were inclined to use more
interest markers for expressing their evaluative attitudes in applied
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linguistics RAs. This observation, perhaps, could be attributable
to the Periphery-based scholars unequal access to and
marginalization in the knowledge production market. Collyer
(2018) noted that there exist staggering inequalities in global
academic knowledge production, especially when English has
become the default language for academic dissemination and
communication (Hyland, 2015; Lillis and Curry, 2018; Mauranen
et al., 2020). Consequently, the non-Center participants of the
international academic community are greatly disadvantaged in
gaining more visibility, better recognition, and more professional
credit through publishing in high-profile Center-affiliated
journals. Gregson et al. (2003) also pointed out that the
internationalization of knowledge was “inevitably caught up in a
complex web of power relations that connect power and
knowledge. . .; writings themselves are constitutive of, and not just
reflective of, power-knowledge systems” (p. 6). In fact, linguistic
imperialism or hegemony has been well documented in a body of
literature (e.g., Hyland, 2001; Canagarajah, 2002; Pennycook,
2017), indicating that knowledge of science, in its modern
meaning, is equivalent to colonial science. As a primary mode of
communicating scientific knowledge, academic discourse is
socially constructed and infused with power relations in the
international context (Bennett, 2014). In such context, Periphery-
based scholars have to invest considerably more effort to promote
their research and persuade the “gatekeepers” of high-ranking
journals to accept their research. Their propensity to employ
interest markers to describe their research findings highlights the

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1020854

hierarchical structure of the field. These practices, according to
them, seem to be strategies to increase the likelihood of making
their research visible in the international sphere. In addition, the
Periphery-based informants’ responses regarding their great
willingness to collaborate with Core-based scholars to make the
writing more persuasive and linguistically acceptable, as a matter
of fact, accentuate the privileged and dominant position of the
Core-based scholars in the knowledge production market. To
increase the possibility to get their research published, it is
understandable that the Periphery-based scholars have a greater
need to employ more interest markers in their RAs to better
promote their research.

Regional influences on the occurrence of
the interest frame elements

The corpus-based analysis signaled some distinctive regional
knowledge-making practices. It was found that the Core-based
applied linguists were more likely to express their interest toward
Proposal, and preferred to leave sources of expressed interest
unidentified. In addition, they were more likely to tone up their
expressed interest compared with their Periphery-based
counterparts. Finally, they were more inclined not to identify
experiencers of the emotion than those from the Periphery
regions. However, if they chose to provide experiencers, they
opted to describe themselves as Experiencers of the emotion.

TABLE 7 Results of binary logistic regressions on the frame element of experiencer.

Outcome Predictor Odds ratio 95% CI for odds ratio
B SE Wald P Lower Upper
Implied Core vs. periphery —1.116 0.472 3.276 0.000 0.558 1.372 8.166
Constant —-2.826 0.614 2.148 0.024 0.512
R?=0.113(Cox and Snell); R? =0.205 (Nagelkerke)
Model *(1) =6.264, p <0.001
Author Core vs. periphery 1.051 0.322 5218 0.000 2.278 0.939 7.262
Constant 2.842 0.515 7.219 0.008 1.764
R? =0.025 (Cox and Snell); R* = 0.089 (Nagelkerke)
Model y2(1)=13.815, p <0.001
Author/reader/other ~ Core vs. periphery -1.819 0.428 6.917 0.022 1.912 1.325 8.105
researchers Constant —2.738 0.528 8.021 0.133 0.725
R?=0.015 (Cox and Snell); R* =0.033 (Nagelkerke)
Model *(1)=5.384, p =0.221
Another researcher ~ Core vs. periphery -1.074 0.538 8.155 0.033 0.928 1.038 5.256
Constant —2.768 0.628 9.226 0.318 0.022
R?=0.022 (Cox and Snell); R* =0.035 (Nagelkerke)
Model »*(1) =11.755, p =0.081
Other people Core vs. Periphery 1.027 0.668 7.482 0.092 2.767 0.921 8.355
Constant —2.718 0.568 8.106 0.115 0.236

R?=0.045 (Cox and Snell); R? =0.067 (Nagelkerke)
Model (1) = 12.645, p =0.052
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The reasons why scholars from the Core regions were more
likely to express their interest elicited by the proposed new
hypotheses or a potential research direction might be plausibly
attributed to their easier access to and dominance of the
knowledge production world. According to the comments of the
informants, the Core-based scholars are at the pinnacle of the
academic hierarchy (Moletsane, 2015). In contrast, researchers
residing in the Periphery are likely to be denied access to material
resources and experience a disproportionate representation
(Salager-Meyer, 2008; Curry and Lillis, 2017). In the academic
field where English-speaking voices predominate (Curry and
Lillis, 2017), academics based in the Core regions dictate potential
research trends and thus “play a key role in setting research
agendas and determining what gets published” (Hyland, 2015,
p. 72). Consequently, they tend to highlight their disciplinary
expertise by proposing what type of issues warrant more scholarly
attention. Academic writing, in this sense, may incorporate
“diverse semiotic resources and ecological affordances”
(Canagarajah, 2013, p. 6), and is intertwined with epistemological
forms of power (Maton and Moore, 2010; Canagarajah, 2013).

Additionally, the Core-based academics” propensity to leave
the expressed interest unexplained indicate their scholarly
practices of foregrounding the readers” shared epistemological
assumptions for knowledge negotiation. Conversely, authors from
the Periphery held that explaining the expressed interest
contributed to engaging readers in a more effective disciplinary
dialog. In the interviews, authors from the Periphery regions
opined that their linguistic constraints in using English as an
additional language (Hanauer et al., 2019) motivated them to offer
explanations to ensure language clarity and thus facilitate readers’
comprehension. In fact, this linguistic hegemony (Canagarajah,
2002; Pennycook, 2017) also suggests that academic discourse is
infused with power relations in the globalized academia
(Bennett, 2014).

The Core-based authors’ preference for intensifying their
expressed interest probably relates to their epistemological beliefs
that persuasion could be better achieved through constructing an
authoritative persona by evaluating their arguments with a higher
degree of assurance. As evidenced by the interview data, they
emphasized the critical role of strong convictions could play in
negotiating readers’ expectations for legitimating knowledge
claims. Notably, they also highlighted the importance of
constructing a more prominent authorial stance to claim their role
as an arguer responsible for the propositional information. This
knowledge-making practice could probably be ascribed to the
Anglophone writing featuring a writer-responsible culture (Hinds,
2001) as well as the rhetorical function of authorial presence in
establishing the author’s image as privileged disciplinary knowers
(Hyland and Jiang, 2017), and promoting the research (Walkova,
2019). Conversely, the Periphery-based scholars’ preference for
authorial absence in scientific writing signals their understanding
of scholarly ethos such as valuing objectivity. Consequently,
depersonalization would be helpful to avoid imposing authors’
interpretations of arguments on readers (Yakhontova, 2006). As
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noted by Sabaj et al’s (2013) study, compared to the “self-
promotional” feature of scholarly writing in English (Hyland,
2001), Spanish scholars were convinced that the trait of modesty
contributed to academic persuasion. This suggests that the locally
valued discursive style of relying on research findings rather than
authorial visibility held by Periphery-based academics may also
impinge on academic texts. As noted by Mauranen et al. (2020),
interdiscursive hybridity has become a prominent feature for
academic writing in the globalization process.

Conclusion

As a privileged academic avenue for knowledge production
and dissemination, RAs are an essential channel to safeguard
academic positions and prestige. This study, taking a cognitive
semantic approach, examined how linguistic expressions of
interest in applied linguistics RAs were leveraged by an academic
author’s geo-academic location. It was found that scholars from
the Periphery research communities were 1.6 times more likely to
use interest markers in their RAs than their counterparts based in
Core regions. Moreover, the two groups of scholars exhibited
some location-based differences in knowledge-making practices
through their deployment of some frame elements of interest
markers. While the Periphery-based academics were 2.8 times
more likely to express their interest triggered by newly proposed
hypotheses or potential research trends, the Core-based academics
were 1.9 times more likely not to identify the source of the
expressed interest and were 3.1 times more likely than their
Periphery-based counterparts to intensify their expressed interest.
Finally, the latter group of researchers was 1.8 times more likely to
leave the experiencers unidentified, whereas Core-based scholars
were 2.3 times more likely to describe themselves as experiencers
of expressed interest than those from the Periphery were.

The Periphery-based informants’ responses in the interviews
revealed their concerns with linguistic drawbacks regarding using
English to write up the manuscript. Given their disadvantaged
position in the academia, they were incentivized to exert greater
effort to claim the value of their study by employing more interest
markers to boost their chances of publishing in top-ranked
journals. Moreover, their preference for explaining the
linguistically expressed interest index their disadvantaged position
in gaining more visibility, better recognition, and more
professional credit in the disciplinary community, compared to
their Core-based counterparts. In contrast, Core-based academics
who play the role of gatekeepers of high-profile journals, are
privileged in scholarly publishing. Thus, they were prone to
demonstrate a more confident, visible, and authoritative discoursal
image in knowledge claims.

In summary, the examination of the mediating effect of
authors’ geo-academic location on the use of interest markers has
offered some insights into the possible connections of different
geographically located research communities and their specific
ways of constructing and communicating scientific ideas.
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However, this study has some limitations. First, it only focused on
applied linguistics RAs, and it is worthwhile to examine cross-
disciplinary variations in the use of interest markers and
particularly, whether interdisciplinarity may impact the use of
these markers as more trans-disciplinary and interdisciplinary
research is emerging. Second, the adoption of a binary category,
i.e., Core vs. Periphery, may obscure some intra-group distinctions
since academic authors’ L1 background/nationality/ethnicity may
also have some impact on their propensity to employ certain
linguistic/rhetorical devices in knowledge claims. Finally, authors’
affiliations may not necessarily reflect locally defined knowledge-
making practices due to academics’ increasing mobility. It would
be potentially revealing to examine the interplay of various
demographic factors such as researchers gender, cultural
background, and the research communities to which they
geographically belong. Such attempts are expected to yield a more
in-depth understanding of the epistemic role that interest markers
can play in knowledge construction and scientific communication.
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This article reports on a corpus-based study of the English translation of Wang
Anyi's award-winning novel, The Song of Everlasting Sorrow [Kit#, Chang
Hen Gel from the perspective of style. Using the keyword and concordance
functions of corpus software packages AntConc and ParaConc, this research
focuses on how the translator’'s style reveals itself in the target text (TT)
as well as how the style of the source text (ST) is represented in the TT.
Findings show that the translators have a preference for contracted negative
verb forms and expressions such as “bit" over “little,” making the text more
colloquial. In general, the rendering of the ST style tends not to be entirely
faithful. A distinction between reader-centered and text-centered keywords
is made. While the reader-centered ST keywords are, as expected, largely
altered, the translation of text-centered ST keywords is also rewritten, contrary
to expectations. Presumably, the translators tended to reduce the ambiguity
of the ST, resulting in a more explicit TT. The article argues that the translators
chose to rewrite the translation to make it more understandable for the target
audience since it concerned a work from a source culture very different from
the target culture.

corpus-based translation studies, translator’'s style, Wang Anyi, The Song of
Everlasting Sorrow, corpus keywords

Introduction

This study investigates how the style of a source text (ST) is represented in a target
text (TT) as well as how the translator’s style reveals itself in the TT. The corpus of this
research is the English translation of The Song of Everlasting Sorrow by Michael Berry and
Susan Chan Egan of the Chinese novel k1% [Chang Hen Ge] by Wang Anyi. A mixed-
method methodology is applied using corpus techniques (AntConc and ParaConc).

Style is one of the primary concerns of literary translation and can be defined as:
“the linguistic characteristics of a particular text” (Leech and Short, 2007, p. 11). It is
“the linguistic choices evident in a text [that] contribute to the overall meanings and
effects of that text” (Mclntyre and Walker, 2019, p. 16). The style of a translated text or
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the translation style, is supposed to be a mixture of the
style of the original work and the translator’s style (Saldanha,
2011, p. 26). A translator’s style, known also as his/her
“thumbprint” (Baker, 2000, p. 245), is “a matter of patterning:
it involves describing preferred or recurring patterns of
linguistic behavior, rather than individual or one-off instances
of intervention” (Baker, 2000, p. 245); it is a “way of translating”
that “distinguishes the translator’s work from that of others”
(Saldanha, 2011, p. 30). Until now, corpus-based translation
studies on style have focused on how the ST style is represented
in the TT or on how the translator’s style reveals itself in the TT.
How exactly this happens is still largely to be investigated. Most
studies on translational style take an ST-oriented perspective,
regarding the style of the TT as “a way of responding to the
source text [style]” (Saldanha, 2011, p. 27, original emphasis)
while not giving adequate consideration to the translator’s
responsibility for the TT style (Bosseaux, 2004; Winters, 2007;
Ji, 2009; Cermékovd, 2015, 2018; Mastropierro and Mahlberg,
2017; Ruano, 2017; Malmkjeer, 2018; Mastropierro, 2018a, 2020;
Toolan, 2018; Chen, 2019). Studies that are TT-oriented are
usually concerned with the translator’s thumbprint and they
fall into two sub-groups. One group, represented by Baker
(2000), follows a TT-exclusive approach, leaving out the ST
(Olohan, 2004; Saldanha, 2011; Mastropierro, 2018b). As noted
by Saldanha (2011), the problem with this approach is that the
style may be “carried over from the source text” (p. 32) and may
not be a result of the translator’s mediation. Although this group
of studies assumes that the translator’s style is an integral part
of the T'T style, they do not show how this style is related to the
TT style. The other group adopts a parallel model where two
or more TTs of the same ST are first compared between them
and then with the ST (Winters, 2009; Li et al., 2011; Wang and
Li, 2012; Meng, 2015). While parallel model studies effectively
attribute specific stylistic choices to a particular translator, they
ignore the ways in which TT style depends on the style of
the translator. Moreover, they suffer from a methodological
drawback: texts with more than one translated version in the
same language are, in any case, rare.

Both ST-oriented and TT-oriented studies rely on specific
pre-selected linguistic elements as indicators of style. For
instance, Baker (2000) in her ground-breaking corpus-based
study on translator’s style says about reporting verbs such as
“say” that “[r]eporting structures in fiction and (auto)biography
are both common and important [...] for interpreting the
role of the narrator and supporting characterization. We might
expect a high level of variation here [. . .]” (p. 251). In his corpus-
based study of four Spanish translations of Dickenss Hard
Times, Ruano (2017) claims that the rendering of specific speech
verbs is “fundamental if Dickens’s style and his individualization
of the fictional voices is to be preserved” (p. 96). These
assumptions can be challenged if we acknowledge that style can
only be revealed in comparison, or in the words of Leech (2008),
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that “[t]o be stylistically distinctive, a feature of language must
deviate from some norm of comparison” (p. 55).

This study investigates to what extent the ST style is
transferred into the TT and how the translators reveal their
“thumbprints” in the TT. The style markers of the ST and
the TT, its keywords, are generated by comparing the texts
with a “norm” rather than assuming them. Since the TT
for the case study is currently the only English translation
of the ST, a parallel-comparative model based on parallel
and comparable corpora is adopted for this study, where the
translators’ “thumbprint” is sought by comparing the translation
with both a “norm” and the ST. This article contributes to the
study of the translator’s style with a model that can detect the
translator’s style when an ST has only one TT.

“Key-words provide a useful way to characterize a text or
a genre.” (Scott, 2019, online). Using “keywords” to uncover
the stylistic makeup of a literary work is common in corpus
stylistics (McIntyre and Walker, 2019). However, the function of
keywords in revealing translation style is under-explored. Kenny
(2001) uses keywords to facilitate the discovery of creative
language use in the translation. Cermakové (2015, 2018), from
a practical perspective, discusses the importance of translators’
awareness of ST keywords in order to show a ‘particular
consistency’ (2018, p. 123). To explore how ST cohesion is
represented in the TT, Mastropierro and Mahlberg (2017) use
keywords to help identify nodes that form cohesive networks
in the ST that are then compared with the translation. In a
few studies on the translators style, the TT keyword list is
used to reduce the number of items for further study (Winters,
2009) or to help to determine meaningful word groups to
look at as indicators of the translator’s style (Wang and Li,
2012). A different perspective is adopted by Johnson (2016). She
considers both ST and TT keywords, and instead of comparing
the texts with a comparable corpus, she makes an intra-text
comparison, comparing the two parts of the same text. Her
comparison between ST and TT concentrates on the keywords,
while the translation contexts in which these keywords occur
are left out. The next section introduces previous studies on
The Song of Everlasting Sorrow, followed by a description of the
methodology.

Chang Hen Ge and The Song
of Everlasting Sorrow

The novel Chang Hen Ge, winner of the Mao Dun National
Prize for Fiction! in 2000, was written in Mandarin Chinese
by Chinese writer Wang Anyi [F#%12] (1954-) and published in

1 Named after renowned Chinese writer Mao Dun, the prize was
created in 1981 to honor the excellent Chinese novels every 4 years and
remains the most prestigious award for literature in the China mainland
today.
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1995. It was translated into English by Michael Berry and Susan
Chan Egan as The Song of Everlasting Sorrow (2008). In 2009,
the translation received an honorable mention for the Sixth Lois
Roth Award for the Translation of a Literary Work, and in 2011
it was nominated for the Man Booker Prize.

According to Wu (2012), Michael Berry spent 8 years
working on his translation and visited Shanghai several times.
In an interview, Berry stressed that he sought to be transparent
and tried different English styles to get as close to the original as
possible (Wu, 2014, p. 49). Although Berry and Egan admitted
that the translation contained a series of stylistic deviations, they
referred not so much to the language style as to the length of
paragraphs and sentences, the adding of inverted commas to
dialogues, and the italicization of a few words (Berry and Egan,
2008, p. vii).

Studies claim Berry and Egan’s translation is largely faithful.
Zhu and Yang (2017), focusing on culture-specific items, suggest
that the translators conveyed the exotic in the novel with
slight loss, although they made minor adjustments to some
expressions which seemed impossible to translate literally. Wu
(2012) also noted the faithful representation of “otherness” in
the translation, even when this went against Western literary
aesthetics. These studies, while showing that the translators are
skillful in rendering culture-loaded expressions, also testify to
their high Chinese proficiency.

Some corpus-assisted studies, however, came to a different
conclusion. Focusing on the application of degree adverbs,
Wang and Li (2015) found that the translators tended to
use English adverbs that emphasized the tragedy experienced
by the heroine, enhancing the dramatic effect. At the textual
level, Wang’s (2018) study analyzed how the introduction of
paragraph breaks affected narratological features. Comparing
the first two chapters of the ST with the TT, Wang found that
the added paragraph breaks weakened the effect of the theme-
relevant prolepses in the ST, even to the point of changing the
plot.

Although these studies show style changes, they only
consider a specific, pre-selected group of words or only examine
a small part of the novel, thus leaving much space for further
discussion. The present study revisits these conclusions from the
perspective of a corpus-based analysis.

Materials and methods

The keywords function of the AntConc generates a list
of words by comparing a text with a reference corpus.
The keyness feature shows the statistical significance of each
occurrence. Usually, the list contains three types of keywords:
proper nouns, indicators of the “aboutness” of a text, and
style indicators (Scott, 2019, online). Jonathan Culpeper
states that “[s]tyle markers as words whose frequencies differ
significantly from their frequencies in a norm are precisely
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what keywords are” (Culpeper, 2009, p. 33). Keyword research
should thus reveal “the most significant lexical differences
between [texts], in terms of aboutness and style” (Baker, 2004,
p- 237).

For this study, the ST and T'T were paralleled at the sentence
level using ParaConc (Barlow, 2009), a software program for
parallel analysis, so that the ST concordances containing a given
ST keyword could co-occur with the TT concordances and vice
versa.

Two reference corpora were built to be compared with
the ST and the TT, respectively. The Chinese reference corpus
(CRC) which was used to reveal the ST textual style, consists
of four novels, selected according to the following criteria: (i)
winners of the Mao Dun National Prize for Fiction, and (ii)
translated into English.? The English-language reference corpus
(ERC) applied to the exploration of the translation style (a result
of the combination of the ST style and the translators’ style), was
compiled from COCA sample data downloadable from https:
/Iwww.corpusdata.org/formats.asp.® While the sample contains
texts of different genres, only works of fiction were fed into
the ERC. The purpose of comparing the TT with a reference
corpus justifies the selection of the fiction section of COCA as
data for the ERC. Different from the aim of using the CRC
to generate an ST keyword list that indicates the ST textual
style, the application of the ERC was expected to generate
a keyword list that contained both elements induced by the
ST style transfer and those indicating the translators’ style.
Since a translator’s style was “the translator’s characteristic use
of language, his or her ...preferred or recurring patterns of
linguistic behaviour” (Baker, 2000, p. 245), it can be disclosed,
at least to some extent, by comparing his or her translation
with a reference corpus that represented the linguistic norm
of the target language in the same genre as the translation.
In other words, the reference corpus should be representative
enough to reflect the norm and be made up of texts in the
same genre as the TT and published in the same period.
Designed with a balanced structure, COCA, “the only large
and ‘representative’ corpus of American English’, provides
the ideal norm of language use against which the American-
English TT can be compared. On the other hand, the sample
data which were drawn randomly from fiction published from

2 The four novels are ##itkitzeil [Mu Si Lin De Zang Lil, Jade King by %&ix
[Huo Dal; ##iRui [Du Shi Feng Liul, Metropolis by #/iand&/& [Sun Li and
Yu Xiao-huil; 24XF [Shao Nian Tian Zi], Son of Heaven by #7 [Ling Lil;
and 5% [Xiong Dil, Brothers by #&* [Yu Hual.

3 As noted on the website, the sample data are taken from COCA
entirely at random from texts published from 1990 through 2012 (about
1/100th the total number of texts). The sample data are not cleaned up;
consequently, there is some noise in them, such as messy codes @ and #.
Limitations that may result from this should be acknowledged here. For
one, the number of messy codes, though not large, impacts the statistics.
Different types of fiction vary in terms of linguistic style, which might also
influence the statistics of the keywords.

4 https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/, accessed 23 September
2022.
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TABLE 1 Size of texts and corpora.

ST CRC TT ERC

Tokens (character or word) 266,921 979,029 196,461 361,938

1990 to 2012 was representative of the contemporary linguistic
norms in the same broad genre of fiction as the TT, and thus
a comparison between it and the TT can generate features that
reveal the translators’ linguistic style. Table 1 shows the size of
texts and corpora. In addition to the DIY corpora, the fiction
section of COCA will be referenced in the discussion of the
findings.

To extract keyword lists for both ST and TT, the electronic
version of each text was queried using AntConc 3.5.9 (Anthony,
2020), with a log-likelihood setting of p < 0.0001 and Hardie’s
Log Ratio as the keyword effect size measure with 2 as the
threshold. AntConc produced a list of 192 keywords for the
ST and 84 for the TT (see Supplementary Appendices). The
keyword list for the ST contained mainly double character
words and multi-character and single-character words. Because
the segmentation of the ST at the word level is not entirely
accurate,® a one-character word can be part of a word that
was misrecognized. Single character words, 30 in total, were
disregarded since they might not be bounded.

Both ST and TT keywords included adverbs, verbs, and
adjectives, but primarily nouns. The nouns (and pronouns in the
ST list), which are “words that human beings would recognize”
(Scott, 2019, online) and reveal the “aboutness” of the novel. The
other words show the style of the text. Nominal keywords are
central to the faithful translation of the content (cf. Cermdakova
and Farovd, 2010) or when a literary text is analyzed from the
perspective of literary criticism (cf. Mahlberg and Mclntyre,
2011). In this study, nouns and pronouns among the keywords
are not considered since they seem irrelevant to the style. This
does not mean that style and aboutness are separable. Certain
words have more to do with the style, while others have more
to do with the aboutness of a text. The ST verbs T4 [take an
injection] and #7# [play cards] and the TT adjective western have
also been left out of consideration, as they have more to do with
the aboutness of the story than with the style. The TT keyword
Mr has also been ignored because it is used exclusively as a title
for two male characters in the ST: #:2: (Mr. Cheng) and /4L
(Mr. Yan). A problem is that the Chinese words —2: [some], #%¢
[some/a little], —#% [as if/like] and #@#k [lively] belong to more
than one part-of-speech category. The word —#, for example,

5 Words in Chinese text are written together without spaces between
them. Therefore, Chinese texts are usually segmented (i.e., spaces are
inserted between words or characters) with computer software for a
corpus. Unfortunately, to date, no software achieves 100% accuracy
in segmenting Chinese, including the software ICTCLAS used for
segmenting the ST in this study.
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can be an adverb or an adjective. These words are placed in the
category in which they appear most frequently.

Previous studies on style and translation have paid little
attention to static verbs as a style indicator. Wang and Li
(2012) found that the translators of two Chinese versions of
Ulysses showed a different style of adopting Chinese action
verbs. Mastropierro (2020) and Ruano (2017) show how changes
in the translation of reporting verbs affect characterization.
Static verbs have yet to be investigated. In addition, function
words indicating style have not been sufficiently studied,
as some studies show that articles and prepositions are
important style indicators (Culpeper, 2009; Wang and Li, 2012;
Mastropierro, 2018a,b). Culpeper’s (2009) study suggests that
subordinate adverbs such as “if” can explain characterization in
Romeo and Juliet. Mastropierro (2018b) finds that conjunctive
adverbs along with participles such as the cluster “and a,” can
be markers of the translator’s idiosyncrasy. The present study
considers how certain Chinese static verbs and function adverbs
operate as style indicators and how their translations alter the
style.

Different ways of categorizing keywords have been proposed
to meet specific research goals (Culpeper, 2009; Mahlberg
and Mclntyre, 2011; Johnson, 2016). In their study of Ian
Fleming’s Casino Royale, Mahlberg and Mclntyre (2011)
categorize keywords into “text-centered” and “reader-centered”
(pp. 211-212). Although Mahlberg and Mclntyre focus
only on nouns, their categorization of text-centered and
reader-centered keywords is useful and adopted here. Text-
centered keywords imply low subjectivity, as they consist of
“relevant links to characters, objects and places.” The reader-
centered category “contains mainly abstract and metaphorical
meanings that require more complex interpretation” and
therefore “relates to the effects that the text creates on
the reader at a higher level of abstraction” (Mahlberg and
Meclntyre, 2011, p. 211). The meaning and function of text-
centered words are context-independent, while the meaning
of reader-centered words is ambiguous and may change
according to the context, leaving space for interpretation.
The identification and classification of the keywords into
either group are done independently by the two authors
of the article in accordance with the criteria that whether
the meaning of the ST keywords could lead to more
than one interpretation with the concordance lines as
context. When discrepancy occurred, a third analyst who also
specializes in literary translation studies is consulted until an
agreement is reached. Words whose meaning depended on
the context are categorized as reader-centered, the others as
text-centered. The hypothesis is that the translation of the
text-centered keywords is faithful, while the ambiguity of the
reader-centered keywords would be sacrificed to a certain
extent.

Table 2 shows ST and TT keywords, with literal translations
and part-of-speech indications for the ST words.
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TABLE 2 Source text and target text keywords.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1034912

TT
keywords

Text-centered Reader-centered
H9adv. [actually] i niadv. [alittle] Didn’t
[A 3 adv. [therefore] A7 adv. [a little/some] Couldn’t
S22 adv. [in short] A v. [conduct oneself/be a proper person] Wasn’t
M4 adv. [hard to avoid] —%%JL adv. [a while] Wouldn’t
K2 adv. [always] %47 v. [go through] Cannot
F_E%v. [look] —#% adv. [as if/like] Don’t
i v. [be called] BAT v [feel] Isn’t
M54 adv. [if] 175 v. [have] Doesn’t
HES adv. [sometimes) -2 adv. [some] Weren’t
AN Hiadv. [cannot help] 1714 adv. [as if/like] Gradually
4% adv. [have to] 4 v. [have] Simply
#ii adv. [gradually] JoHTiE v. [do not care] However
A #} adv. [unexpectedly] i adj. [lively] Neither
Wi . v. [hear] WAt 4 adv. [no/little/few] Bit
Bef v. [know] Proper

Findings and discussion

While elements of the ST style were transferred into the
TT, the translators also left their fingerprints on the TT. The
translation of reader-centered ST keywords was essentially
unfaithful, but a significant proportion of the text-centered
ST keywords were also rewritten. The translators eliminated
ambiguousness, leaving less room for other interpretations.
This resulted in alterations in characterization and narration.
Tables 3, 4 show the translation strategies for the TT and ST
keywords, excluding the TT verbs which are shown in Table 5 in
the following sub-section.

The labels “mutation” and “modification” are taken from
van Leuven-Zwart (1989, p. 159). Based on her definition
and criteria, in this study, mutation refers to adding, deleting,
and using words that result in a complete meaning shift;
modification refers to the strategies that result in a disjunction of
meaning, without it being completely different. Cases of faithful
translation are referred to as “equivalence.” Again, the grouping
of the translation strategies is conducted manually by the two
authors assisted by a third analyst when necessary. The following
sub-sections elaborate on the findings.

The translators’ style and the target
text style

First, the translators preferred the contracted forms of
negation, as evidenced by the use of didnt, couldn’t, wasn’t,
wouldn’t, don't, isn’t, doesn’t, and weren’t. Since the Chinese do
not have contractions, these forms do not come from the ST.
Although non-contracted forms are also used in the TT, they
are significantly less frequent or equally frequent, as shown in
Table 5. The forms wasn’t and weren’t occur less often than
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the standard forms in the TT, but this does not affect the
general trend. All these contracted forms show a high effect
size (over 6) compared with the “norm.” Since the contracted
forms of negation are less formal or emphasized than their
counterpart two-word forms, the translators’ preference of the
latter suggests that they tend to opt for a more casual style of
narration.

As for the word bit that enjoys the highest keyness in the TT
keyword list apart from the contracted forms (see Table 3), the
analysis of the TT concordances shows that the translators used
the word bit rather than little in adverbial phrases such as bit by
bit, a bit of, and especially the pre-adjective mitigating adverbial
phrase a bit. The phrases a bit, bit by bit, and a bit of occurring
128 times, 3 times, and 9 times, respectively in the TT, in contrast
to the 31 occurrences of a little and the absence of little by little
and a little of. This pattern is at odds with the occurrence of
bit and little in the fiction section of COCA. In COCA fiction
section, a little occurs 55,476 times, and a bit 15,950 times;
the occurrence of little by little, 318 times, is about 1.5 times
that of bit by bit, 193 times; the occurrence of a little of (567),
although smaller than that of a bit of (3,832), also contrasts with
its absence in the TT. This means that the translators prefer bit-
constructions to little-contructions, although the latter is more
widely used in American English. While bit is quite informal
and mainly used in conversations, its adoption in the TT again
indicates that translators tend to write in a casual style.

Regarding the TT style, Table 3 shows that most occurrences
of neither (94.80%), gradually (74.62%), bit (56.52%), and
however (56.41%) are equivalent to the ST expressions,
indicating that the TT style follows the ST to some extent.
Moreover, the Chinese equivalent for the word gradually, i,
and that of the mitigating adverbial phrase a bit (occurring
128 times), %4, also features in the ST keyword list, suggesting
further that the TT style is partly the result of an ST style

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1034912
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Meng and Pan

TABLE 3 Translation strategies for the TT keywords.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1034912

Occurrence Keyness Effect size Mutation Modification Equivalence
n % n % n %
Bit 161 118.33 2.1351 40 24.84 30 18.63 91 56.52
Gradually 65 96.02 4.0977 17 26.15 6 9.23 42 64.62
Simply 94 93.6 2.7369 72 76.6 0 0 22 234
However 117 90.25 2.2108 48 41.03 3 2.56 66 56.41
Neither 77 60.96 2.2046 2 2.6 2 2.6 76 94.8
Proper 42 47.22 2.987 15 35.71 8 19.05 19 45.24
transfer. Regarding the adjective proper, the expression proper Example 1

young lady is used 17 times (of the 19 times it appears as an
equivalent of ST expressions) as an equivalent of the Chinese
word #ii [proper young lady], which also shows the ST influence
on the TT style. However, the word simply in the TT keyword list
is largely (76.60%) applied due to the translators’ mediation and
reduces the interpretation space for TT readers. This tendency
is discussed in the following.

Representation of the source text style
in the target text

Translation of reader-centered keywords

The ambiguity of the reader-centered ST words leaves
readers plenty of room to develop their own interpretation. In
the ST, degree adverbs such as i [a little], #2¢ [a little/some],
—# [some], —#/L [a while], and #ft2 [no/little/few] express
vague degrees or quantities; %# [feel], ## [have], #4# [have],
as verbs of static or general meaning, are usually followed by
abstract concepts that require active deciphering by the reader;
#A [conduct oneself/be a proper person], #17 [go through], A7
[do not care], and i## [lively] are generally used figuratively; 4%
[as if/like] and — [as if/like] imply uncertainty in speculation,
judgment, or feelings. When these words occur, the narrator
either sounds uncertain or gives only vague information. These
words give the narrator and the characters, especially the male
ones, a kind of feminine quality characterized by delicate
perception and emotional mildness and restraint, reflecting the
author’s intention to feminize Shanghai (Qi and Lin, 1995, p. 67;
Nan, 1998, p. 69).

In the TT, the translators reduced or eliminated the original
ambiguity by deleting or interpreting these words. As shown in
Table 4, the equivalence rate for all reader-centered keywords,
except #if%, is below 50%. This change affects narrative style
and characterization. Examples® 1-3 below, which show the
translation of three adverbs, the keyness of which ranges from
the highest to the lowest in the reader-centered keyword list (see
the upper part of Table 4), illustrating the point.

6 All translations in square brackets are by the authors.
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ST: W[k S, MR 405, & R T IE.

[Several days passed after returning from the film studio, she
gave few comments, this made Wu Peizhen depressed.]

TT: In the days following their visit to the film studio, Wang
Qiyao did not utter a single word about their trip, and this left

Wu Peizhen quite depressed.

Example 2

ST: HEWLIA B % Bl Ar 6 1, JLT /MR ), 7 SURREAR L.

[Kang Mingxun was alittle disquieted, faintly had some
guesses, almost dared not to ask any more, but thought he
should ask.]

TT: Kang Mingxun was disquieted. He had some inkling of
what she was up to; he was hesitant to ask but also felt he ought
to press her for an explanation.

Example 3

ST: FIEITIXN, THEATFRASRE, 281, Wi R R,
MRS

[It could be said that only till then did she begin to take
it seriously, before then, she simply seemed to be dealing with
Jiang Lili and Mr. Cheng perfunctorily.]

TT: Only then did she begin to take the pageant seriously;
up until that point she had simply been trying to make Jiang Lili
and Mr. Cheng happy.

The Chinese adverb of negation #ft4 [no/little/few]
in Example 1 is important for both narrative style and
characterization. Unlike #/## [no], which always conveys a
complete negation, #fl4 can express a complete or partial
negation depending on the context. When the contextual
information is not adequate or not available, different readers
are likely to reach different conclusions. In Example 1, the
narrator tells the readers about the heroine Wang Qiyao’s
reaction after her visit to a film studio with her friend
Wu Peizhen. The trip, arranged by Wu through her family
connections, changes the course of the heroines life. The
narrator tells the readers that although Wang is very interested
in the studio, she does not tell her best friend Wu. So
whether or not Wang makes any comments after their
return is unclear. To make matters worse, the narrator is
ambiguous about this, using #f4% = [gave few comments].
The heroine comes across as highly reserved to the point
of being peculiar if we interpret the Chinese expression as
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TABLE 4 Translation strategies for the ST keywords.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1034912

Occurrence Keyness Effect size Mutation Modification Equivalence
n % n % n %

Hadv. 404 709.75 3.0767 249 61.9 73 18.91 83 21.5
—2 ady. 260 361.02 2.5672 84 3231 95 36.54 81 31.15
1% adv. 170 197.18 2.2557 54 31.76 16 9.41 100 58.82
Hs% adv. 130 178.22 2.5438 102 78.46 14 10.77 14 10.77
HE V. 78 137.23 3.0886 31 39.74 17 21.79 30 38.46
BE V. 67 136.19 3.4973 26 38.81 30 44.78 11 16.42
—% adv. 113 115.44 2.067 29 25.66 36 31.86 48 42.48
—# adv. 74 79.86 2.1459 32 43.24 7 9.46 35 47
SE adj. 31 71.98 3.9704 4 12.9 15 48.39 12 38.71
A V. 30 64.48 3.6821 14 47 11 36.67 5 17
B4 adv. 40 62.17 2.7975 1 2.5 20 50 19 48
Fiv. 18 60.22 6.6455 8 44.44 8 44.44 2 11.11
FFFE V. 19 45.92 4.1386 4 21.05 8 42.11 7 36.84
whEV. 21 39.72 3.283 5 24 15 71.43 1 4.76
H adv. 252 443.19 3.0866 165 65.48 3 1.19 84 3333
1% adv. 62 186.19 5.4298 9 14.52 2 3.23 51 82.26
i adv. 83 146.44 3.0958 12 14.46 2 241 69 83.13
B v. 49 133.99 4.7684 5 10.2 15 30.61 29 59.18
% adv. 49 110.1 3.8424 38 77.55 5 10.2 6 12.24
i adv. 79 101.24 2.4218 36 45.57 6 7.59 37 46.84
B2 adv. 101 98.59 2.0045 41 40.59 24 23.76 36 35.64
T adv. 67 92.85 2.5644 49 73.13 3 4.48 15 22.39
W v. 63 75.25 2.3032 15 23.81 6 9.52 42 66.67
ELEv. 45 62.71 2.5752 16 35.56 4 8.89 25 55.56
T adv. 40 56.12 2.5881 14 35 12 30 14 35
Hit adv. 44 53.11 2.3203 28 63.63 3 6.82 13 29.55
R adv. 35 47.3 2.5174 28 80 1 2.86 6 17.14
I v. 22 46.34 3.6131 6 27.27 3 13.64 13 59.09
%z adv. 19 45.92 4.1386 13 68.42 0 0 6 31.58

meaning “there was no comment from her.” She would come
across as less reserved and her behavior more palatable if
the ST is taken to mean “a little comment from her.” In
the TT, the translators opt for the first interpretation, which
removes the ambiguity. Because of this explicitness, the TT
narrator sounds authoritative while the heroine comes across
as somewhat odd.

Example 2 describes the reaction of Kang Mingxun,
Wang’s lover. She tells him she has come up with an
idea to cover up that her illegitimate child is his. As
mentioned earlier, all the male characters in the novel are
slightly feminine. In this example, the word % [a little],
together with Fadty [faintly], /LF [almost], and +# [dare not],
forms a descriptive cluster that constructs an emotionally
restrained, sensitive, and mild image of a feminine man.
The deletion of ## in the TT, among other changes,
suggests that the character expresses his emotions more

straightforwardly and seems more agitated than reserved. This
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deletion erases the vagueness and again helps construct a rather
explicit narrator.

The ST in Example 3 tells the readers that the heroine
changes her attitude after entering the second round of the
beauty pageant. Before that, she deliberately appears indifferent
toward the contest in front of Jiang and Cheng, who are making
efforts to help her to do as good as possible in the beauty contest
and uses this attitude as a protective shell for her dignity in
case of failure. The word #% [seem] means that the narrator
does not explicitly tell the readers. It is ambiguous whether
the narrator knows the truth and refrains from telling it or
whether she only views the character from the perspective
of those around her. Either way, the ST readers cannot tell
whether Wang really treats them indifferently or only pretends.
The translation deletes 4% [seem] and gives the TT readers
only one version of the story, namely that Wang did not
take the contest seriously. Also striking in this example is the
addition of simply in the TT. It appears that the translators

wanted to eliminate the indeterminacy and impose their own
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version. Example 4 provides a further illustration of the use of
simply.

Example 4

ST: RAUMEIA, d AL

[It was because of power, also because life was too short to
do everything.]

TT: This was partly the result of what power does to a
person, but it was also simply because he felt that life was too
short to do otherwise.

The ST in Example 4 explains why Director Li, who later
made the heroine one of his mistresses, is always chasing
women. The readers can tell from the context that Director
Li is a powerful official who uses women to relieve himself of
the tensions and dangers he faces. The ST does not distinguish
between the two reasons. However, the addition of simply in the
TT puts extra emphasis on the second reason, while the added
partly weakens the first one.

The verb %17 [go through] deserves attention because of
its effect size, over 6.5, the largest of all the ST keywords,
about 1.2 larger than the second largest. It is used nine times
to describe inanimate objects, twice non-human creatures,
four times general people and only twice to describe two of
the main male characters, one being Kang, whose child the
heroine has out of wedlock, the other being the man who
kills her at the end of the story. This particular use of the
verb suggests that even these two men, who determine the
course of the heroine’s life, are like other nameless, faceless
people or inanimate objects, implying the illusive nature of the
heroine’s life. This is further emphasized by the fact that it is
the only verb in the keyword list with a dynamic meaning.
All other ST verb keywords (#A [conduct oneself/be a proper
person], f# [have], #7# [have]) or verbs of sense or cognition
(B £% [look], w W [hear], ## [feel], T/ [do not care], B
[know]) are static and do not describe observable actions.
The whole fictional world seems to exist only in the minds
of the characters and the narrator. Therefore, keeping this
meaning of the verb in the TT may be necessary to stress
the fictionality of the ST. However, the word was substituted
in different contexts by English words of specific meaning,
such as “crisscross,” “run,” “penetrate,”
“shuttle back and forth.” As Table 4 shows, mutation and
modification are the most common strategies used to translate
this word, 44.44% each, which means that its potential
meanings which result from its vagueness are lost in the

move through,” and

translation.

Translation of text-centered keywords

Table 4 shows that high equivalence rate, over 55%, features
only six text-centered keywords, which include four static verbs,
% L% [look] (55.56%), ™% [be called] (59.09%), Wi [hear]
(66.67%) and % [know] (59.18%), and two adverbs, fii# [if]
(82.26%), and A [sometimes] (83.13%). This means that the
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hypothesis that the translation of the text-centered keywords is
largely faithful does not hold.

The tendency of the translators to eliminate the ambiguity
of the ST is extended to the text-centered keywords, particularly
the adverbs. The group of adverbial text-centered ST keywords
that are deleted or altered can be categorized into two sub-sets.
One set, mainly occurring in the narration, includes adverbs that
function as logical connectors and provide clues to the narrator’s
covert attitudes or evaluations that encourage the readers to
engage in a dialogue with her, which are #% [hard to avoid],
35z [actually], Wit [therefore], and #2 [in short]. The word %,
literally means hard to avoid and indicates a causal relationship
between the result introduced by it and the cause described or
implied in the context. It also suggests that the language user’s
evaluation of the result is negative (Zhang, 2000, pp. 390-395).
The word #3 [actually] introduces a part of a sentence or a
subordinate clause that complements or slightly contrasts the
information given previously and implies that what follows is
true, or truer, than what precedes. Instead of directly denying
or simply deleting the previous information, the narrator gives
more information that complements or contrasts it, leaving
the readers with a more complicated picture. Unlike #% [hard
to avoid] or ¥ [actually], neither Wit [therefore] nor &2 [in
short] carry an evaluative meaning by themselves. In the ST,
they function in a similar way as in other words or similarly
which introduces another idea that elaborates on the previous
one and acquires evaluative meaning when a comment that
precedes them is repeated in what follows. As can be seen
from Table 4, over two-thirds of occurrences of these Chinese
adverbs, % (87.75%), % (66.67%), Fit (70.45%), and #.2
(68.42%), are deleted, changed, or modified to give a version
with an unambiguous meaning, leaving the TT narrator’s
evaluation more explicit. Example 5 shows how it (keyness
53.11), a neutral logic connector that is deleted or changed more
often than the other neutral logic connector & (keyness 45.92),
is translated.

Example 5

ST: xRt R R A4 MR, TR AR B, BAREL, AR MR B,
KLU, "B A2 MBS A, R .

[The rain is not some torrent kind of rain, rather it is the
kind of rain during the season when the plums are ripe, which
though not violent, drenches even the air. Therefore, rumors are
not to be underestimated; they have a fine, closely woven and
soft form, entwining with you very tightly.]

TT: The rain comes down not in a torrent but as a
hazy springtime drizzle. Although not violent, it drenches the
air with an inescapable humidity. Never underestimate these
rumors: soft and fine as these raindrops may be, you will never
struggle free of them.

Wit [therefore] in Example 5, which connects the two
sentences and functions in a comparable way as similarly,
creates ambiguity in the narrator’s discussion of rumors. Before
these sentences in the ST, the narrator compares rumors to

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1034912
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Meng and Pan

clouds bringing rain that symbolizes problems and disputes.
The image of #i§X1M [rain during the season when the
plums are ripe] is used to figuratively discuss the effect of
rumors. The word it suggests that these are almost the same
as #MKEM, The characteristics of rumors, 4I%4HKMEE [a
fine, closely woven and soft form] and f21%f [entwining
with you very closely], depicted in the second sentence, are
very much the characteristics of #iiK®i/, which ST readers
can recognize. However, they are deferred to describe rumors,
rather than the rain in the first sentence. The narrator creates
a kind of ambiguity that confuses rain and rumors. Another
ambiguity is the contradiction caused by % it. Although rumors
are previously compared to the clouds that produce rain, in this
sentence, Hit suggests that these rumors are the rain and thus
the troubles and disputes rather than their cause. In the TT, the
implicitness and ambiguity in the comparison are eliminated,
for it is deleted and replaced by the direct comparison between
rumors and rain, “soft and fine as these raindrops may be.” TT
readers are given a version with an unambiguous meaning and
are saved from the reasoning task set in motion by Bt

The other set, the adverbs 2% [have to], ~th [cannot help],
and ## [unexpectedly], are almost exclusively used to describe
character actions, indicating that the characters are often driven
by forces beyond their control. These words are also significantly
rewritten: only 17.14, 22.39, and 35% of them respectively have
an equivalent in the TT (see Table 5). With these words deleted
or changed, the characters appear to have more control over
themselves, which means that the original meaning potential
that calls for readers” active decoding is sacrificed. Example 6
illustrates this point with the translation of 4, the word of the
highest keyness (92.85) among the three adverbs.

Example 6

ST BewI3akis A WT 1% — 4 JFUR AR 2w Al ke, AHJRIR T TP, W g o

[Kang Mingxun only then realized that all these words
were targeted at him, he could not help but make several steps
backward, speaking haltingly.]

TT: Suddenly Kang Mingxun realized that he was the
object of her wrath. He stepped back and stammered
something inaudible.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1034912

In Example 6, &1 [could not help] suggests that moving
backward is not a deliberate action, but happens unconsciously,
after realizing that he himself is the target of lashing and
criticism in the form of innuendoes from Wang’s mother. She
understood that Kang is the father of the child, and is outraged
that he does not take responsibility. Although the narrator
does not mention his inner feelings, the word ##i suggests his
complex emotions (surprise, shame, panic, and helplessness)
that are not under his control, leaving room for the reader’s own
interpretation. The TT, on the other hand, does not imply this,
and his action of stepping back looks very conscious.

It is worth noting that the translation of the frequency
adverb ## [sometimes] contrasts with that of % [always],
the other frequency adverb in the ST keyword list, of
which about 65% is either deleted or modified, as shown
in Table 5.

two adverbs also suggest that the translators wanted to

The different translation strategies for the

avoid the original ambiguity in the TT. While the English
equivalent of i, sometimes, carries no evaluative meaning,
the counterpart of ##&, always, has a unique usage that
both sometimes and % lack. In some contexts, it does
not literally mean that a particular action always happens
but means that the action happens often. This hyperbolic
use implies that the action or event is questionable or
undesirable. Some occurrences of #% in the ST, if translated
literally as always, could cause indeterminacy of meaning
if the character or narrator were
this the
chose other expressions or deleted the word to avoid

because it sounds as

speaking hyperbolically. In case, translators
ambiguity. It was kept if there was no possibility that the
translation would be understood as a complaint about an

undesirable event.

Discussion

In the above sections, we have shown that translators
tend to rewrite both the reader-centered and text-centered
keywords of the ST. While these words, relevant to the
overall feminine style of the ST, are ambiguous in meaning or

TABLE 5 Occurrences of contracted and non-contracted forms of negation in the TT.

Contracted form Keyness Effect size Occurrence Non-contracted form Occurrence
Didn’t 579.26 9.9964 277 Did not 171
Couldn’t 347.08 9.2577 166 Could not 78
Wasn’t 183.97 8.3421 88 Was not 123
Wouldn’t 81.53 7.1681 39 Would not 24
Don’t 258.98 6.938 133 Do not 18
Isn’t 52.26 6.5266 25 Is not 28
Doesn’t 439 6.275 21 Does not 23
Weren’t 39.72 6.1306 19 Were not 37
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function, the rewriting eliminates the vagueness and renders
the TT rather explicit, thus altering the original style. It is
curious that the translators, who have suggested that they
are sensitive and attentive to the style of the works they
translate (Wu, 2014, p. 49), make these stylistic changes in
their translation. While their Chinese language proficiency
has already been verified by previous studies (see section
“Chang Hen Ge [&iR#] and The Song of Everlasting Sorrow”),
there is little possibility that the translators were not able
to decipher the polysemy of the above-mentioned Chinese
words. Most likely this was for the sake of readability. In
the “translators’ notes,” the two translators said that “[f]or the
purpose of readability in English” and to save the challenge
to the reader (Berry and Egan, 2008, p. vii), their translation
shows some stylistic variance from the original. Although
by the style they only mean the length of paragraphs and
sentences and the presentation of discourse, their translation
principle of achieving readability in English must be applied
to every aspect of the text, including translating the ST
words of ambiguity in meaning and those requiring readers’
considerable interpretive effort. While meaning indeterminacy
in the ST gives way to the readers’ active involvement,
the translators as the first readers from the target culture
produced a version based on their own understanding. On
the other hand, since deciphering the ambiguities in the
ST requires background knowledge that is likely to be
highly culture-specific, a literal translation of ST ambiguous
words could fail to open up the same multiple readings
from TT readers as those from ST readers. This study
argues that despite the fact that in most cases, translators
are supposed to convey the original style to the target
audience, they sometimes have to make a compromise when
translating a literary work in a culture very different from the
original culture.

Another reason for the stylistic unfaithfulness might
be that the translators did not notice the stylistically
significant-but-plain-looking words in their analysis of the
ST before translating. While formal stylistic features such
as those mentioned by the translators are usually easily
identified, words that are important for style are likely to
be subtle and dispersed throughout the text and therefore
may be overlooked with the naked eyes. As shown by
Cermdkova and Farova (2010), translators may not always
be aware of the key status of some of the words in an
ST, therefore missing some of the original meaning or
altering the characterization. From a practical perspective,
the present study implies that literary translators could
be effectively aided by corpus in terms of the analysis
of ST style before translating. Corpus techniques like
KEYWORD can help reveal ST words or word groups
that appear “plain” but are statistically and stylistically
significant, disclosing hidden signposts for the translator’s
textual endeavor.
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This study also shows that both verbs and adverbs
can be important indicators of style. Even function words,
such as conjunctive adverbs, can take on an evaluative
meaning that is important for the narrative style, while
certain recurring dynamic verbs, represented by %7, are
important for representing the deeper literary meaning of
the fictional work. As a result, altering the meaning of
these words in translation leads to stylistic changes that
affect narrative style and characterization. It is also found
that the translators used different translation strategies for
the static and dynamic verbs. As shown in Table 4, the
translators translated the text-centered verbs, which are
all static, fairly faithfully, as the equivalent percentage of
these verbs is above 55%. This pattern contrasts with the
translation of the dynamic verb #f7, and also differs from
both Mastropierro’s (2020) and Ruano’s (2017) findings.
In their respective studies on the translation of reporting
verbs, they both found that the translations showed a
large lexical variety and did not fully preserve the value
of the verbs. These studies and the present study took
into consideration together, it seems to suggest that literary
translators tend to rewrite dynamic verbs to a greater
extent than static verbs in their translations. But large
scale studies across languages are needed to verify this
preliminary point.

The this
study proves effective for revealing the translator’s style

parallel-comparative model proposed in

to some extent. The translators are found to prefer

the contracted forms of negation to their two-word
counterparts for most auxiliaries and they usually opt
for bit rather than little in constructions such as a bit,
bit by bit, and a bit of, endowing the TT with a casual
style from time to time. In other words, the model
turns out to be useful in filtering out the influence of
the ST, which the TT-oriented model would fail,
in singling out some of the translators characteristic
that

translators when there is only one TT, in which case the

and

use of language distinguishes them from other
ST-oriented model would not be workable. Nevertheless,
it should be noted that these features do not account for
a more generalizable description of the translators’ style.
They only indicate some aspects of it. This implies that
keywords alone cannot bring out the full capacity of this
model, and other corpus techniques, such as clusters,
should be applied to complement the search for the
likely candidates for the translators’ style. Mastropierro’s
(2018b) study has shown that key clusters, instead of
keywords, can indicate stylistic differences between two
TTs of the same ST. The parallel-comparative model can
be fruitfully tested with CLUSTERS and other corpus
techniques to reach a more integrated representation of
the translators’ style, which calls for further research in

the future.
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Conclusion

This study uses corpus techniques, particularly the
KEYWORDS, to examine what are the features of the
translators’ style and the transfer of the ST style represented in
the English translation of Chang Hen Ge, The Song of Everlasting
Sorrow. The findings are that the translators preferred the
contracted negative forms of verbs and the word bit to little,
suggesting that they write in a rather casual style. As for the
translational style, the representation of the ST style in the TT
tends not to be faithful. As expected, the reader-centered ST
keywords were heavily rewritten. Contrary to expectations, the
translation of text-centered ST keywords was also unfaithful
to a considerable extent. It appears that the translators wanted
to reduce the ambiguity, making the TT more explicit. The
effects of the rewriting are that the TT readers are left with
a more authoritative narrator who gives less room for their
interpretation and that the characters in the TT are more in
control of themselves, and less susceptible to outside forces.
The rewriting thus fails to some degree to represent the
author’s intention of feminizing Shanghai in the story. Our
findings challenge claims voiced in other studies of the novel
according to which the translation faithfully reproduces the
original, but are consistent with the conclusions made by Wang
and Li (2015) and Wang (2018) who state that stylistic and
narratological differences exist between the ST and the TT.
We argue that stylistic alteration is inevitable for the TT to
achieve readability among readers who come from a culture
very different from the one which the ST author and readers
are from.

Despite the conclusion reached, it is essential to point
out that the findings concerning the translators’ style are only
preliminary. Even though some features of the translators’ style
have been successfully revealed with the corpus KEYWORDS
function, these features only represent part of the spectrum of
indicators of the translators’ style. Future studies are expected to
take into account a wider range of textual features (especially
those above word level) that may indicate the translators
style. Another point to be noted is that the register of the
texts in the ERC, which covers both popular and serious
literature, is not exactly the same as that of the TT, a novel
of a serious theme. While we intended to use this reference
corpus to reveal the general linguistic norm of the target
language in the broad genre of fiction (as justified in section
“Materials and methods”), future studies can build a reference
corpus with texts of more comparable literariness to that of
the TT to see if the results differ. We hope this preliminary
research may constitute the first step toward more corpus-based
studies on the translators™ style using the parallel-comparative
model in the future.
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This study investigates the use of modal verbs in Chinese—English government
press conference (GPC) interpretation. Modal verbs mark the speaker’s opinion
of or attitude toward the event described in a sentence. Interpreters also use
modal verbs to indicate the stances of the source language speakers. The
use of modal verbs has been examined in such contexts as research papers,
textbooks, and second language learners’ output; however, studies that
compare differences in modal verbs between source and target languages
in the context of interpreting are sparse. The investigation being reported is
based on a comparable corpus—an original Chinese GPC and its English-
translated version—and a parallel corpus—a translated English GPC and the
original English version from the US. The results of the comparable corpus
analysis indicate that the frequency of modal verbs in translated English is
significantly higher than in original Chinese, in which only 40% of the modal
verbs in translated English are consistent with their Chinese counterparts,
while others are employed through amplification and value variation. The
results of the parallel corpus analysis suggest that the increase of modal verbs
in the target texts may help to achieve certain types of pragmatic functions in
English.

KEYWORDS

corpus-based, modal verbs, modal values, consecutive interpreting, China

Introduction

Modality is the notion of intermediate degrees between positive and negative poles
(Halliday, 1994), and it makes up the region of uncertainty that lies between “yes” and “no,”
he also classified modalities into modalizations and modulations by the implications of the
message. The use of modal verbs is an important way to encode modality. They are used in
writing and speaking to express opinions, understanding, purposes, obligations, free will,
and other associated notions (Leech, 1987). Modal verbs feature a complex, nonlinear
mapping system between form and function due to their diverse semantic meanings
(Palmer, 2014), as well as their multiple pragmatic meanings (Sinclair, 1990).
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Using a corpus-based approach, this study examines the
changes in modal verb frequency and value between source and
target languages. It explores possible reasons for these changes
from a pragmatic and semantic perspective. Through the analysis
of large quantities of real language examples, corpus-based
research has identified some previously neglected language
structures as a complement to traditional descriptions of language
systems. Researchers use large-scale corpora to observe the
utilization of modal verbs with a greater degree of validity and
reliability. Corpus-based studies of modal verbs tend to focus on
the description of second language (L2) learners’ use of modal
verbs (Westney, 1995; Palmer, 2014) and the distribution of
different modal verbs employed in academic texts; however, most
of these studies concern only monolingual contexts. Therefore, the
question arises as to whether these verbs are used differently in
bilingual settings. However, it is unusual for modal verbs to
be discussed in connection to translation or interpreting, partly
because modal verbs differ semantically and pragmatically from
language to language. Very few interpreting studies investigate the
value changes of modal verbs from ST to TT.

Since 1985, the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC)
have been held jointly every March; these are also known as the
Two Sessions. With about 2,000 to 3,000 delegates from all over
China, the Two Sessions examine and approve the annual Report
on the Work of the Government and make national-level political
decisions. On the closing day of the NPC and the NPPCC, the
sitting Chinese premier usually hosts a press conference
beginning with an opening statement before opening the floor to
domestic and overseas journalists for a question-and-answer
To Chinese-English
consecutive interpreting is provided for both the opening

session. facilitate communication,
statement and question-and-answer session. This gives the media
access to firsthand information about the Chinese government’s
attitudes and stances on important political, diplomatic, and
economic issues.

Consecutive interpreting can be studied from either the
interactive or textual perspective. Studies, such as those conducted
by Cheung (2012a, 2014b, 2017, 2018), Pease et al. (2018), and Li
et al. (2022), have investigated how different interactive and
textual functions can be achieved by altering linguistic devices
between source language and target language during consecutive
interpreting (Cheung, 2007). Simultaneous interpreting, on the
other hand, tends to be studied in terms of the cognitive aspects
(Cheung, 2001, 2008, 2009b, 2012b, 2014a). Chinese officials’
statements tend to be heavily scripted. Because English is a lingua
franca (Cheung, 2022), these Chinese statements often come with
carefully crafted versions in English (Cheung, 2019; Song and
Cheung, 2019; Ma and Cheung, 2020; Wu et al., 2021). The
government press conferences (GPCs) on which this study focuses
are no exception, as many non-Chinese-speaking correspondents
may rely on prepared English versions delivered live. Studying the
differences between Chinese GPCs and their corresponding
English interpretations could shed light on whether the Chinese

Frontiers in Psychology

52

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077

government may want it to be perceived differently between
domestic and foreign audiences, as different features in the
interpretation could have different impacts on listeners
perceptions (Cheung, 2003, 2013, 2015, 2020). Using a corpus to
study interpreting could illuminate both professional practice and
training in interpreting (Setton, 2011).

Literature review and theoretical
framework

Modal verbs

Huddleston and Pullum (2002) defined modality as the
speaker’s opinion on whether a particular subject is necessary or
possible. A modal verb is an auxiliary verb that implies probability,
necessity, inevitability, or inclination. As their name suggests,
modal verbs are important for encoding modality. The attributes
of modal verbs can be summarized by the acronym NICE, which
stands for negation, inversion, code, and emphatic affirmation
(Huddleston, 1976, 333). Negation means that modal verbs can
combine with the word not, so that the newly made phrase carries
a negative meaning. Inversion means that modal verbs can be put
in front of the subject to form an interrogative sentence. Code
means that modal verbs can replace predicate verbs in sentences.
Emphatic affirmation means that modal verbs can help emphasize
a point.

Modal verbs differ from other auxiliary verbs in at least three
ways (Palmer, 2014). First, a modal verb has the same form,
regardless of whether it follows a singular or plural or a first-
person, second-person, or third-person subject. Second, modal
verbs do not have an infinitive or gerund form. Third, modal verbs
have an exclusive relationship with one another. Thus, one should
use only one modal verb at a time.

Broadly speaking, modal verbs include central modal verbs
(can, could, may, might, must, shall, should, will, and would),
marginal modal auxiliary (dare [to], need [to], ought to, and used
to), and semi-modal verbs (have to, [had] better, [have] got to, be
supposed to, and be going to; Quirk et al., 1985; Biber et al., 1999).
Additionally, Biber et al. (1999) established a relationship between
pairs of central modals according to a grammatical value based on
the expression of time: can and could, may and might, shall and
should, will and would.

Modal verbs are regarded as the main carriers of modal
expression in many languages, including Chinese (Peng, 2007).
Chinese scholars have given modal verbs various names, such as
auxiliary verbs (Liu, 1960; Zheng, 2001) or modal auxiliary verbs
(Tsang, 1981). However, these names and their corresponding
definitions fail to capture the full range of modality between the
positive and negative poles. This full range of modality is reflected
in Zhu (1996) definition of gingtaidongci (modal verb) with
respect to the semantic and stylistic characteristics of Chinese
modality. Therefore, in this paper, modal verb also refers to
Chinese auxiliaries expressing modality.
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TABLE 1 Value classification of English modal verbs.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077

TABLE 2 Chinese modal verbs values.

Value 1 2 3 4 Value 1 2 3 4
Modal verbs Can, could,  Would Shall, should, ~ Must Modal verbs ] Plkeyi, K #i¥xiwang,  Zyao, FiZ% W5 Zibixu,
may, might will dagai, RS Jiyuan, ¥4 %  yinggai, ffde,  #Rbiran, T
nenggou, A/ B¢  jiangyao #8xiang, W kending, — ¥
keneng, .7 ruguo, M4 yiding, 3 %
yexu yingdang shibi

Classification and value of modal verbs

The semantics of modal verbs has been the focus of much
corpus-based research over the past decade. There are three major
ways to classify modal verbs. The bipartite classification (Lyons,
1977) into epistemic and deontic modality seems to be the earliest
one. Palmer (2014) further developed the bipartite model into a
tripartite classification that includes deontic, dynamic, and
epistemic modality. Biber et al. (1999) and Quirk et al. (1985)
distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic modality.

Among all three modal verb classifications, Palmer’s is the
simplest to operationalize since it considers both semantic
meaning and pragmatic functions. Thus, this paper will adapt
Palmer’s classification of modal verbs into three categories:
epistemic, deontic, and dynamic.

Epistemic modal verbs are used to express how certain the
speaker is about a statement. For example, “what she stated can/
might/should/will/may/must be wrong” Deontic modal verbs are
used to express how much responsibility the subject assigns to the
object. For example, “you should get the work done by tomorrow”
or “I must submit the paper on time” Dynamic modal verbs can
be used to express the ability or willingness of the subject. For
example, “he can take this job” or “T will join this team on
the project”

As each modality has a certain magnitude and pragmatic
orientation (Halliday, 1994), the speaker can alter the pragmatic
orientation of the discourse based on the value implied in the
modality expression. Thus, the affirmative and negative of one
modal verb might have different values. Halliday (1994) believes
that the modality of positive modal verbs (modal operators) can
be roughly divided into three levels based on their modal intensity:
low, medium, and high. In terms of pragmatic orientation, the
lower the value of modal verbs, the weaker and more euphemistic
these modal verbs are.

Based on Halliday (1994) value classification and Huddleston
and Pullum (2002) semantic analysis of modal verbs, modal verbs
in this paper are divided into four groups based on their values.
There will be “can/may/could/might” for Value 1, “would” for
Value 2, “shall/should” for Value 3, and “must” for Value 4
(Table 1).

According to their values, Chinese modal verbs can also
be divided into several groups. Xu (2018) identified twenty-four
Chinese model verbs. The formality of GPCs, however, reduces
the number of Chinese modal verbs found in the corpus to
nineteen. Table 2 shows the categorization of these nineteen
Chinese modal verbs according to Li (2018) and Xu (2018), as well
as the values of their English counterparts.
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Research questions

Studies on modal verbs tend to focus on written rather spoken
aspects. Using computer learner corpora, Aijmer (2002) compared
the range and frequency of some key modal words between native
English and advanced English learners’ writing using a 52,000-
word corpus. The findings show that L2 writers overused modal
verbs, a tendency that may be both developmental and
interlingual. Chinese speakers who use English as a foreign
language may overuse verbs because Chinese is a verb-heavy
language (Pease and Cheung, 2018). While Aijmer’s study reports
the frequency of different modal verbs in both corpora, it fails to
explain why the frequency varies from one modal verb to another.
Studies that investigate modal verbs used in oral output tend to
use corpora with limited sizes. Park (2019) examined the
distribution of modal verbs in a corpus of about 55,000 spoken
words and concluded that English learners from Korea produced
fewer modal verbs than native speakers, contradicting Aijmer
(2002) findings. Romer (2004) conducted a comparative analysis
of modal verbs by using spoken British English corpus data and
data from English as a foreign language (EFL) textbooks and
found discrepancies between authentic English and English
textbooks in terms of the use of modal verbs. The modals will, can,
and must were overused in the textbooks, while would, could,
should, and might were underused.

Frequently regarded as a challenging grammatical structure in
English (Palmer, 2014), modal verbs pose one of the greatest
challenges for EFL learners (Saced, 2009; Bensaid, 2016; Cournane
and Pérez-Leroux, 2020). The misuse of modal verbs by EFL
learners could result in unintended pragmatic consequences in
cross-language communication contexts (Hyland and Milton,
1997). Markkanen and Schroder (1997) stressed the importance
for EFL leaners to become familiar with the use of modal verbs to
avoid potential misunderstanding. Therefore, observing EFL
speakers, including interpreters, is imperative for shedding light
on the link between use of modal verbs in EFL and effective cross-
cultural communication.

Most corpus-based investigations of modal verbs are found in
the translation literature instead of interpreting. Kranich’s (2009)
study of the translation of scientific texts from English to German
revealed that translators tend to use higher-value epistemic
modals by using a relatively large corpus of over 500,000 tokens;
however, it only examined popular scientific texts. Zhao and Liang
(2013) compared the English-Chinese translation of the epistemic
verbs may and might between literary and non-literary texts, thus
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expanding the scope of study to literary translation. Wu (2019)
explored the differences between four Chinese translations of
Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure in terms of can, may, must,
shall, and will. Pei and Li (2018) investigated the distribution of
the semantic meanings and values of more than ten Chinese and
English modal verbs in thirty-three Chinese civil-commercial
legislative instruments and their English translations.

There are few studies on the interpreting of modal verbs.
Warchal and Lyda (2009) were the first to study modal verbs in
interpreting and collected eighteen student interpreters’ Polish—
English and English-Polish consecutive interpretations and
examined their transfer of epistemic modal markers. However,
with a “translation failure” of about 21% (Polish-English) to 26%
(English-Polish), it seems that this research’s primary focus was
on L2 learners’ utilization of modal verbs and thus will not provide
any insights into the interpreting of modal verbs.

Chinese scholars (Li and Hu, 2013; Li, 2018; Fu and Chen,
2019) have used the GPC corpus to study the shift of modal verbs
identified in English interpretation. Their findings suggest that
such a shift could be attributed to the need to follow the
conventions in the target language. However, none of these studies
explored the modal verb distribution in both the ST (source text)
and T'T (target text), nor did they address the difference in values
between modal verbs within the comparable pair. This fails to help
us to understand how modal verbs are interpreted in the GPCs.
Most of the research has focused on the utilization of modal verbs
of strong value and the function of low-value modal verbs in
interpretation has been neglected. As one of the most important
and difficult grammatical systems in English (Palmer, 2014),
modal verbs indicate proficiency in English (Thomas, 1994;
Romer, 2004).

This study addresses this research gap by examining the
distribution and value of modal verbs in both the ST and T'T for
a more accurate description of Chinese-English interpreting in
terms of modality. Drawing on a self-built corpus of GPC
interpreting, this article attempts to conduct a comprehensive
intertextual analysis and seeks possible explanations behind the
statistics. To this end, this study attempts to answer the following
two questions:

1. What are the emergence frequencies of modal verbs with
different values in the comparable corpus?

2. What are the interpreting methods for modal verbs, and
how they are distributed?

Corpus and procedures

The corpus is comprised of twenty press conference sessions
recorded during the Two Sessions of the National Peoples
Congress and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference from 2003 to 2022 and delivered by two premiers of
China, as well as five interpreters. The corpus consists of 309,737
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TABLE 3 Comparison of the total of modal verbs in ST and TT.

Corpora Tokens Modal verbs  Percentage
Chinese ST 180, 777 1,768 0.98
English TT 128, 960 2,658 2.06

tokens in total (128,960 in English and 180,777 in Chinese), and
a total recording length of 2,541 min. Additionally, to understand
if the use of modal verbs by interpreters was similar to that of
native English speakers, we compared the figure in GPC
interpretation with the original English GPC corpus created by Li
and Hu (2013), which contains 223,728 tokens derived from thirty
press conferences held between 1989 and 2011. According to
Quirk et al. (1985), Biber et al. (1999), Mindt (2000), and
Facchinetti et al. (2003), the central modal verbs (can, could, may,
might, must, shall, should, will, and would) are the most typical and
frequently used. These modal verbs will be discussed in this study,
with an emphasis on their affirmative versions.

The frequency of modal verbs (nineteen in Chinese and nine
in English) in the ST and TT in the corpus will first be reported.
Then, the analysis characteristics of the use of modal verbs in
Chinese-English interpreting of GPCs by comparing the
frequency and value of Chinese modal verbs in the ST and their
English counterparts in the TT will be presented. Finally, the
Chinese into English interpretation of modal verbs will
be categorized and analyzed.

Analysis and results

Distribution of modal verbs in STand TT

Table 3 shows that the proportion of modal verbs in English
interpretation is higher than that in Chinese STs. The English
corpora contain more modal verb use than the Chinese corpora.
Due to its paratactic nature, Chinese uses covert coherence to
illustrate grammatical relationships in loosely structured, short,
and simple sentences (Cheung, 2009a). In contrast, the English
language emphasizes the logic and completeness of sentence
structures by using modifiers. Thus, when interpreting Chinese
into English, interpreters may have to make explicit in the English
target language what is implicit in the Chinese source language
(Cheung, 2007, Cheung, 2009a,b, 2016). This could account for
the differences in the number of modal verbs between the Chinese
and English corpora.

Table 4 shows that the most frequently used Chinese modal
verb is “#” which has the approximate meaning of “should” in
English. The second most frequent is “48” meaning “will”
in English.

Adopting from the typology of modality in Halliday (1994)
and the scale of modal orientation in Li (2018), all modal verbs
were assigned a numerical value from 1 to 4. Table 4 shows that
the two most frequently used modal verbs in the Chinese are
Value 3, accounting for 55.7% of all modal verbs. A total of 9% of
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TABLE 4 Distribution of Chinese modal verbs.

r(rlll(l)lclllzﬁsfrerb Number Percentage Value
HWF yexu 3 0.17 1
K dagai 11 0.62 1
1] fitkeneng 108 6.11 1
fi£#¥nenggou 137 7.75 1
A Lhkeyi 179 10.12 1
42 jiangyao 3 0.17 2
7 ¥ xiwang 78 4.41 2
Jyuan 105 5.94 2
% Myingdang 16 0.90 3
fdei 115 6.50 3
i ruguo 122 6.90 3
[ iZyinggai 124 7.01 3
#ixiang 200 1131 3
%lyao 408 23.08 3
# 7 kending 3 0.17 4
i shibi 4 0.23 4
W¥Rbiran 7 0.40 4
-5Eyiding 57 3.22 4
WZibixu 88 4.98 4
Total 1768 100 N.A
TABLE 5 Frequency of each English modal verb in TTs.
fnlz)%:isll;erb Number Percentage Value
might 14 0.53 1
could 61 2.29 1
may 124 4.67 1
can 337 12.68 1
would 266 10.01 2
shall 5 0.19 3
should 265 9.97 3
will 1,320 49.66 3
must 266 10.01 4
ALL 2,658 100 N.A

modal verbs are found to be Value 4, which is the lowest of all four
types. According to Perkins (1983), there are only sixteen modal
verbs in English, while there are twenty-four in Chinese (Xu,
2018). Chinese speakers have more choices of modal verbs than
English speakers, and this fact has an important effect on our
corpora. The distribution of Chinese modal verbs is not as
centralized as English. The figure may be indicative of the
preference for more formal language in press conferences on the
part of the Chinese premiers, as well as attempts at avoiding
ambiguity and conveying toughness.

A total of 2,658 English modal verbs were identified from this
corpus of 128,960 words, of which the “will” and “shall” verbs were
manually differentiated into modal verbs and auxiliary verbs.
Table 5 shows that the most frequently used modal verb is “will,”
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appearing 1,320 times among 128,960 tokens and making up
nearly half of the modal verbs in the interpretation. The proportion
of English modal verbs in the TT with the value of 3 increases,
while the proportion of modal verbs with the value of 4 decreases,
when compared to Chinese modal verbs in the ST. The modal
verbs used most frequently after “will” are “can,” “would,” “must,”
and “should” Table 5 shows the frequency of each modal verb

in English.

Comparison of modal verbs in the
English interpretation and original
English GPC corpora

Table 6 shows the similarities and differences between how
often modal verbs are used in English-interpreted Chinese GPCs
compared to the native-English ones. Frequency in Table 6 refers
to the how often a modal verb is used per thousand words of the
entire corpus, while percentage refers to how frequently each
modal verb is used per hundred modal verbs. A list of the modal
verbs investigated by Li and Hu (2013, 28) appears in the Original
English GPC column.

Table 6 shows that the overall frequency of modal verbs in
English interpretation is 20.06%o, which is 16% higher than the
English-speaking GPCs. However, the difference between the
usages of each modal verb is even more noticeable.

On the one hand, in interpretation, low-value modal verbs are
used less frequently. Modal verbs such as “can,” “could)” and
“might” are rarer in the interpretation than in English-speaking
GPCs. As Table 6 shows, “could” shows up only 0.47 times every
1,000 words in interpretations of Chinese GPCs, while it shows up
much more regularly in English GPCs. This difference is also true
of the usage of “might” However, “may” is an exception to this
rule. Although “may” is low-value, it is more frequently used in
Chinese GPCs (0.96 times per 1,000 words) than in English-
speaking ones (0.47 times per 1,000 words).

On the other hand, modal verbs of a medium or higher value
are used much more frequently in the interpretation of Chinese
GPCs than in English-speaking ones. As Table 6 shows, “must;’
“shall,” and “should” are used more often in interpretation. The
results show that the word “should” appears in English translations
of Chinese GPCs nearly twice as often as it appears in English
press conferences. In the former case, it occurs 2.05 times for
every 1,000 words, while for the latter, it appears 1.1 times for
every 1,000 words. The biggest gap in the usage of high-value
modal verbs is “must” The data show that “must” appears in the
interpretation 2.06 times for every 1,000 words spoken, five times
that of the English-speaking GPCs, suggesting that modality value
tends to be intensified when interpreting from Chinese
into English.

Table 7 shows the differences in the average of modal values
among the corpora.

Table 7 shows that the TT has the highest (2.60) average
modal value, followed by ST (2.49), while Original English
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TABLE 6 Comparison of modal verbs in bilingual/English-speaking press conferences.

e Interpreted English Original English GPC

Modal verb Counts Frequency* Value Counts Frequency* Value
can 337 2.61%o 1 712 3.18%0 1
could 61 0.47%o0 1 236 1.05%o 1
may 124 0.96%o 1 106 0.47%o0 1
might 14 0.11%o 1 125 0.56%o 1
would 266 2.06%o 2 925 4.13%o0 2
shall 5 0.04%o 3 2 0.01%o 3
should 265 2.05%o 3 246 1.1%o 3
will 1,320 10.24%o 3 1,416 6.33%o 3
must 266 2.06%o 4 84 0.38%o 4
Total 2,658 20.06%o N.A 3,852 17.22%o NA

*Every thousand words.

TABLE 7 Average value of modal values.

Original English
ST TT GPC
Average modal 2.49 2.60 2.17

values

GPC has the lowest (2.17) among the three. The difference
between the TT and ST is 0.11. However, the difference
between the TT and the Original English GPC is 0.43, or
19.382%. This difference seems to contradict the claim that
the need to comply with the conventions of the target
language leads to shifts in modal value when interpreting
from Chinese into English (Li and Hu, 2013; Li, 2018; Fu and
Chen, 2019). A negligible difference in the average of modal
value between TT and Original English GPC may support
that claim. However, a nearly 20% difference in average modal
values between the TT and Original English GPC implies that
there could be other reasons to account for an increase of
modal values in TT.

Interpreting modal verbs from Chinese
into English

Interpreted modal verbs fall into five categories: deletion,
amplification, direct translation, switching between affirmation
and negation, and using modal verbs of different values. As
Table 8 shows, only 39.69% of the modal verbs in the
interpretation are directly derived from the ST without value
change, while a similar percentage of modal verbs are additions
in the TT that did not have a corresponding modal verb in the
ST. Additionally, 20.62% of the modal verbs have their value
changed in the process of interpreting, and fewer than 1% of the
modal verbs are shifted between affirmative and negation. It is
worth mentioning that 141 (7.98%) of the modal verbs used in
Chinese are omitted in English.
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TABLE 8 Categories of how modal verbs were interpreted into
English.

Countsin Countsin Percentage of

ST TT TT
Omission 141 0 0%
Amplification 0 1,031 38.79%
Direct translation 1,055 1,055 39.69%
Switch between affirmative 24 24 0.90%
and negation
Adjusting modal values 548 548 20.62%
Total 1768 2,658 100%
TABLE 9 Amplification used on each modal verb.
\ltlel:i‘)lc)l al Counts Amplification Percentage
will 1,320 480 36.36
can 337 152 45.10
would 266 141 53.01
must 266 56 21.05
should 265 103 38.87
may 124 51 41.13
could 61 33 54.10
might 14 11 78.57
shall 5 4 80.00
ALL 2,658 1,031 38.79
Amplification

Amplification refers to the addition of a modal verb in the
interpretation that is not found in the source language. As shown
in Table 9, the interpretation contains a total of 2,658 modal verbs,
of which 1,031 are the results of amplification, making up 38.79%
of all the modal verbs. Table 9 also shows that high-value modal

» «

verbs such as “should,” “will,” and “must” take up the smallest
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percentage of amplification. Modal verbs that make up the highest
proportion are “might” (78.57%), “shall” (80%), and “could”
(55.1%).

Two primary reasons may account for the use of amplification.
First, when interpreting from Chinese to English, meanings that
are implicit in Chinese need to be made explicit so that the
interpretation is comprehensible to English speakers; hence, extra
words are added (Cheung, 2009a,b), including modal verbs. The
following examples illustrate the amplification of modal verbs in
the target language.

Example 1a

Premier Wen
HERTmlz ba, EEKM . FR Tz be, B
FiZ . (2003).

GLOSS
Bury me on the highest mountaintop, staring at my mainland.
Bury me on the highest mountaintop, looking afar my hometown.

Interpreter

Bury me on the highest mountaintop, so that I can get a sight
of my mainland. Bury me on the highest mountaintop, so that
I can get a glimpse of my hometown.

Example 1b

Premier Wen
WSS, TR —. (2004).

GLOSS
Good faith, trustworthiness, and responsibilities and rights
in consistency.

Interpreter

The government must also be clean, honest, and honors its
commitments. And there must be a combination of power
and responsibility.

Example 1c

Premier wen
HEilif e, TiEIER#. (2010).

GLOSS
Although Huashan Mountain is towering, the mountaintop
is accessible.

Interpreter

No matter how high the mountain is, one can always ascend
to its top.

In Example 1 a-c, the Chinese STs with four-character
formulaic expressions. All three are null sentences that are
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grammatical in Chinese and comprehensible to Chinese speakers.
However, the interpreter has to make the implicit subject and
modal meaning explicit when interpreting into English so that the
interpretation is grammatical and comprehensible in English. The
hidden modal meaning in the source language should be amplified
in the interpretation because of the differences between the
two languages.

Example 2

Premier Li

T3 HERE R X FIRCEPHE— /M aik ik, FRABIEE
PAVETT S 717 o ANERIB— MR SEIE R,
FTHR R WAL, (2019).

GLOSS

As to the China-Japan-ROK FTA or RCEP, which will
be concluded first, I think that depends on how the parties
concerned make efforts. And whichever agreement will come first,
China welcome that.

Interpreter

As to which one will be concluded first, the China-Japan-
ROK FTA or RCEP, I think that depends on efforts made by the
parties concerned. And whichever will be concluded first, China
would welcome that.

In Example 2, Premier Li stressed that as a strong advocate of
free trade, China welcomes both, and there is no priority between
the two. The word “would” not only emphasizes the Chinese
government’s eagerness to promote China-Japan-ROK FTA and
RCEP but also projects China’s inclusive attitude when conducting
international affairs.

Example 3

Premier Wen
BB AN B AR ST Tl R, ST SC R AN 1 T
X WRRZ T DEL BEE. (2005).

GLOSS

In the second phase, we make industry nurture agriculture
and cities support the countryside. For farmers, we give more, take
less, and liberalize the countryside.

Interpreter

In the second phase, we should make industry nurture
agriculture and cities support the countryside. We should give
more to, take less from, and liberalize the countryside.

Rural development has always been a priority of the Chinese
government. In Example 3, Premier Wen talks about how the
government would promote reform and development of China’s
rural areas, and he uses three two-character modifier-head
structures to express his strong determination and concern about
the rural areas. Modal verbs serve a variety of pragmatic functions,
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TABLE 10 Modal verbs’ value change between ST and TT.

Value changes (TT’s value-

ST’s value) Counts

-3 0

-2 31

-1 231

1 257

2 28

3 0

Total 548

including marking evidentiality, possibility, likelihood,

determination, strategic vagueness, and politeness (Markkanen
and Schroder, 1997). So in order to achieve a similar pragmatic
function in English, the word “should” is added to indicate the
premier’s determination and confidence in rural development.

Switch between affirmation and negation

There are twenty-four cases of switching modal verbs between
affirmation and negation. Of the twenty-four conversions,
twenty-one are changed from negative in Chinese to positive in
English, probably to follow language conventions in English, as in
the following example.

Example 4

Premier Wen
HR L R BRI L e BN . (2006).

GLOSS

China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity brook no division.

Interpreter

China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity should always
be intact.

This is Premier Wen’s reply to a question about the cross-strait
relationship. Example 4 shows how the meanings of the source
language are presented by using very different wordings in the
target language. In this case, instead of saying what should not
happen, the idea is formulated in a positive way—that is, what
should happen.

Adjusting modal values

Modal value also correlates with levels of politeness (Leech,
1987). Analyzing the difference, if any, between the ST and TT
modal values may reveal the level of certainty between the two
languages. Analyzing the changes in the value of each modal
verb between the ST and TT may provide insights into the
handling of modal verbs in settings characterized by
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cross-cultural and cross-linguistic communication. As Table 10
shows, 548 modal verbs in the TT experienced value changes in
comparison to their Chinese counterparts. Of those, 285 are
rendered into higher-value modal verbs in the TT, and 262 into
lower-value ones. The value difference was calculated by
comparing the value in the interpretation to the value in the
original text. For example, if the value in the TT is 3, and the
value in the ST is 1, the difference in value is 2. The value
deviation of modal verbs from the ST to the TT was within the
range of —2 to 2. There are no instances where the differences are
either 3 or —3, suggesting that there are no cases in which there
is an extreme difference in the modal value of the ST and
TT. Table 10 shows that in most of the value changes, the value
variation between the ST and TT is only 1.

Example 5

Premier Li
X JUAE R ST DOIE,  h [E 2 5B il 10 n] LUK
£, (2017).

GLOSS
The past few years’ economic performance demonstrate that

>

the predictions of China’s “hard landing” should be put to an end.

Interpreter

I hope this will put an end to any more predictions of a
hard landing.

High-value modal verbs could be used to express strong
attitudes. In Example 5, to illustrate the premier’s firm objection
to the narrative of China’s looming economic hard landing, the
value of the modal verb is adjusted from 1 in the ST to 3 in the
TT. As such, the attitude in English is stronger than that in
Chinese, with a difference of 2.

Example 6

Premier Wen
[y, FRALAZULR, XA TRAT B 1) 45
B (2012).

GLOSS
At the same time, I must say that this is exactly what our
proactive regulations have delivered.

Interpreter

At the same time, I would like to say that the economic
slowdown in China is mainly the result of our proactive
macro control.

Premier Wen is responding to a question on the slowdown of
Chinas economic growth in Example 6. In the source language,
the modal verb “/#% 71" which means “must” in English, has a
modal value of 4, indicating a very strong stance and sentiment.
However, the word “would,” with a modal value of 3, was used in
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English, potentially projecting a softer and gentler image of China
in English than in Chinese.

Example 7

Premier Wen
RN T AT, @B AEERK T Rk p B, A
PLAZE. (2005).

GLOSS

Yet too fast economic growth rate will not work either because
the economy life will face long-term stretch-out in an
unsustainable situation.

Interpreter

Yet too fast economic growth rate will not do either because it
may make the economy to stretched out for a long time in an
unsustainable situation.

In Example 7, when responding to a question about the speed
of economic growth, Premier Wen concentrates on the possible
dangers of hasty economic development. Instead of using the
Value 3 modal verb “will;” which has an equivalent modal value in
English, the word “may,” which is a Value 1 modal verb, is used to
increase the level of uncertainty in the prediction.

Omission

Omission means no trace of the ST modal verb is found in the
TT. Results show that 7.98% of the modal verbs in the ST were
omitted. Chinese-English interpreting usually uses omission to
eliminate redundant words to be idiomatic in English, as the
following example shows.

Example 8

Premier Li

M AR b, e E RIEFE, T SE R R,
HESL T ORI RIS AL, I A2 W] DA AR I 5 R ) t PR)
FEAAH I — AN B2 . (2019).

GLOSS

Moreover, on this basis, the government and residents jointly
take the risk, purchase serious illness insurance, and establish a
mechanism of serious illness insurance, this is an important
measure that could alleviate the burden of patients with serious
illness, especially the people with difficulties.

Interpreter

In addition, we have established the scheme for serious illness
insurance with a cost-sharing formula between the government
and individuals, an important measure to mitigate the burdens on
patients with serious illnesses, especially needy patients.

In Example 8, Premier Li introduces a policy the Chinese
government has taken to reduce patients’ financial burdens, but
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when he describes the purpose of this policy, he uses the modal
verb “BJ L which has a low value of 1. The statement may
be perceived as uncertain and less convincing with the presence
of this low-value modal. Thus, the interpreter omits the “7] D\”
included in the ST and places “H £ %54/” (important measure) at
the beginning of the clause to signal the Chinese government’s

commitment to improving social welfare.

Conclusion

The study analyzed the frequency and features of modal verbs
and how they are interpreted from Chinese into English in
corpora with twenty GPCs from the Two Sessions. The findings
only partly support the claim that the need to follow target
language conventions leads to shifts in modal value during the
process of interpreting Chinese into English (Li and Hu, 2013; Li,
2018; Fu and Chen, 2019). The difference in the average modal
values between the original English corpus and the interpretation
corpus suggests that other factors may also contribute to these
shifts. One such factor may be varying signals between domestic
and overseas listeners. The differences in modal values between
the ST and TT indicate that the value shifts may be attributed to
the need to convey semantic and pragmatic functions in the target
language. The current study also categorized the different
interpreted modal verbs, an area that has not been extensively
studied, and found that only 40% of the modal verbs were
rendered literally in the TT. Quite a few modal verbs in the T'T
were amplified, partly because of the need to make what is implicit
in the ST explicit in the TT. Some modal verbs were omitted in the
TT, but the intended pragmatic functions of these omitted modal
verbs were retained by sentence restructuring in the TT. Other
approaches, such as using euphemism and adverbs in the TT, may
have similar functions but will be explored in the future.

At least two factors limit the generalizability of this study.
First, all interpreters are not native English speakers and might
have used modal verbs unidiomatically, despite being highly
proficient in English. Second, the setting of the Two Sessions is
formal and heavily scripted; data from settings that are less formal
and unscripted may yield different results. Future studies should
investigate the use of modal verbs in diverse settings and test
related hypothesis with inferential statistics.

Data availability statement
The original contributions presented in the study are included

in the article/Supplementary material, further inquiries can
be directed to the corresponding author.

Author contributions

YZ performed data analysis and wrote the first draft of the
manuscript. AC contributed to data-coding and interpretation of

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Zhang and Cheung

results. All authors contributed to the article and approved the
submitted version.

Funding

This paper is sponsored by the Fundamental Research Funds
for the Central Universities HUST: 2016AC027.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

References

Aijmer, K. (2002). “Modality in advanced Swedish learners' written interlanguage”
in Computer Learner Corpora, Second Language Acquisition and Foreign Language
Teaching. eds. J. H. Granger and S. Petch-Tyson (Amsterdam: John Benjamin
Publishing Company), 55-76. doi: 10.1075/111t.6.07aij

Bensaid, M. (2016). Arab ESL learners and modals. Arab World Eng. J. 6, 90-97.
doi: 10.2139/ssrn.2843929

Biber, D., Johansson, S., Leech, G., Conrad, S., Finegan, E., and Hirst, G. (1999).
The Longman grammar of spoken and written English. TESOL Q. 35, 1265-1269.
doi: 10.1016/S0378-2166(03)00029-8

Cheung, A. K. E. (2001). Code-mixing and simultaneous interpretation training.
Interpreters’ Newsl. 11, 57-62.

Cheung, A. K. E (2003). “Does accent matter? The impact of accent in simultaneous
interpretation into mandarin and Cantonese on perceived performance quality and
listener satisfaction level,” in Evaluacion de la Calidad en Interpretacién de Conferencia
Investigacién. eds. A. C. Ais, M. F. Sanchez and D. Gile (Granada: Interlingua) 85-96.

Cheung, A. K. E (2007). The effectiveness of summary training in consecutive
interpreting (CI) delivery. Forum 5, 1-23. doi: 10.1075/forum.5.2.01che

Cheung, A. K. . (2008). Simultaneous interpreting of numbers: an experimental
study. Forum 6, 23-38. doi: 10.1075/forum.6.2.02kfc

Cheung, A. K. E (2009a). "33 B4 32 AL R 2200 /31T (Explicitation in
consecutive interpreting from Chinese into English: a case study). Chinese Translators J.
5,77-81.

Cheung, A. K. F. (2009b). Numbers in simultaneous interpreting: an experimental

study. Forum 7, 61-88. doi: 10.1075/forum.7.2.03che

Cheung, A. K. E. (2012a). The use of reported speech by court interpreters in Hong
Kong. Interpreting 14, 73-91. doi: 10.1075/intp.14.1.04che

Cheung, A. K. E. (2012b). Omission in simultaneous interpreting: word order
differences. Forum 10, 19-33. doi: 10.1075/forum.10.2.02che

Cheung, A. K. F. (2013). Non-native accents and simultaneous interpreting quality
perceptions. Interpreting 15, 25-47. doi: 10.1075/intp.15.1.02che

Cheung, A. K. F. (2014a). Anglicized numerical denominations as a coping tactic
for simultaneous interpreting from English into mandarin Chinese: an experimental
study. Forum 12, 1-22. doi: 10.1075/forum.12.1.01che

Cheung, A. K. E. (2014b). The use of reported speech and the perceived neutrality
of court interpreters. Interpreting 16, 191-208. doi: 10.1075/intp.16.2.03che

Cheung, A. K. E. (2015). Scapegoating the interpreter for listeners’ dissatisfaction
with their level of understanding: an experimental study. Interpreting 17, 46-63. doi:
10.1075/intp.17.1.03che

Cheung, A. K. E (2016). Paraphrasing exercises and training for Chinese to
English consecutive interpreting. Forum 14, 1-18. doi: 10.1075/forum.14.1.01che

Cheung, A. K. E (2017). Non-renditions in court interpreting: a corpus-based
study. Babel 63, 174-199. doi: 10.1075/babel.63.2.02che

Cheung, A. K. E (2018). Non-renditions and the court interpreter’s perceived
impartiality: a role-play study. Interpreting 20, 232-258. doi: 10.1075/intp.00011.che

Cheung, A. K. F. (2019). “The hidden curriculum revealed in study trip reflective
essays, in The Evolving Curriculum in Interpreter and Translator Education:

Frontiers in Psychology

60

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077

Publisher’'s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their
affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors
and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this
article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not
guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Supplementary material

The Supplementary material for this article can be found
online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.

2022.1065077/full#supplementary-material

Stakeholder Perspectives and Voices. eds. D. B. Sawyer, F. Austermiihl and V. E. Raido
(Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company), 393-408.

Cheung, A. K. (2020). Interpreters’ perceived characteristics and perception of
quality in interpreting. Interpreting 22, 35-55. doi: 10.1075/intp.00033.che

Cheung, A. K. E (2022). Listeners’ perception of the quality of simultaneous
interpreting and perceived dependence on simultaneous interpreting. Interpreting
24, 38-58. doi: 10.1075/intp.00070.che

Cournane, A., and Pérez-Leroux, A. (2020). Leaving obligations behind: epistemic
incrementation in preschool English. Lang. Learning. Dev. 16, 270-291. doi:
10.1080/15475441.2020.1738233

Facchinetti, R., Krug, M., and Palmer, F. (2003). Modality in Contemporary
English. Berlin: Mouton De Gruyter.

Fu, R,, and Chen, J. (2019). Negotiating interpersonal relations in Chinese-English
diplomatic interpreting: Explicitation of modality as a case in point. Interpreting 21,
12-35. doi: 10.1075/intp.00018.fu

Halliday, M. A. K. (1994). An Introduction to Functional Grammar. London: E.
Arnold.

Huddleston, R. (1976). Some theoretical issues in the description of the English
verb. Lingua 40, 331-383. doi: 10.1016/0024-3841(76)90084-X

Huddleston, R., and Pullum, G. (2002). The Cambridge Grammar of the English
Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hyland, K., and Milton, J. (1997). Qualification and certainty in L1 and L2
students’ writing. J. Second Lang. Writing 6, 183-205. doi: 10.1016/
S1060-3743(97)90033-3

Kranich, S. (2009). Epistemic modality in English popular scientific texts and their
German translations. Trans. Kom. 2, 26-41.

Leech, G. (1987). Meaning and the English Verb. 2nd Edn. London: Longman.

Li, X. (2018). Mediation through modality shifts in Chinese-English government
press conference interpreting. Babel 64, 269-293. doi: 10.1075/babel.00036.1i

Li, R, Cheung, A. K. E, and Liu, K. (2022). A corpus-based investigation of extra-
textual, connective, and emphasizing additions in English-Chinese conference
interpreting. Front. Psychol. 13:844735. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.847735

Li, X., and Hu, K. B. (2013). 3& Ti5 B 105 1045 2 D00 1 B P I S 3hiA 1)
N FE [a corpus-based study of modal verbs in Chinese-English government
press conference interpretation]. Technol. Enhanced Foreign Lang. Educ. 151, 26-32.
doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1001-5795.2013.03.005

Liu, J. (1960). On auxiliary verbs. Stud. Chinese Lang. 1, 1-4.
Lyons, J. (1977). Semantics. Volume 2. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ma, X., and Cheung, A. K. E (2020). Language interference in English-Chinese
simultaneous interpreting with and without text. Babel 66, 434-456. doi: 10.1075/
babel.00168.che

Markkanen, R., and Schroder, H. (1997). “Hedging: a challenge for pragmatics
and discourse analysis: approaches to the analysis of a pragmatic phenomenon in
academic texts,” in Hedging and Discourse: Approaches to the Analysis of a Pragmatic
Phenomenon in Academic Texts. eds. R. Markkanen and H. Schroder (Berlin:
Mouton De Gruyter), 3-20.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1075/lllt.6.07aij
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2843929
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0378-2166(03)00029-8
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.5.2.01che
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.6.2.02kfc
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.7.2.03che
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.14.1.04che
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.10.2.02che
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.15.1.02che
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.12.1.01che
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.16.2.03che
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.17.1.03che
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.14.1.01che
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.63.2.02che
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.00011.che
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.00033.che
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.00070.che
https://doi.org/10.1080/15475441.2020.1738233
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.00018.fu
https://doi.org/10.1016/0024-3841(76)90084-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1060-3743(97)90033-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1060-3743(97)90033-3
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.00036.li
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.847735
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1001-5795.2013.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.00168.che
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.00168.che

Zhang and Cheung

Mindt, D. (2000). An Empirical Grammar of the English Verb System. Berlin: Cornelsen.
Palmer, E R. (2014). Modality and the English Modals, 2nd Edn. London: Longman.

Park, S. (2019). The use of make in a Korean learner spoken corpus. Mon. Stud.
Eng. Lang. Lit. 63, 49-68. doi: 10.17754/MESK.63.3.49

Pease, A., and Cheung, A. K. E (2018). Toward a Semantic Concordancer. In
Proceedings of the 9th Global WordNet Conference, 97-104.

Pease, A., Pease, J. C., and Cheung, A. K. (2018). Formal ontology for discourse
analysis of a corpus of court interpreting. Babel 64, 594-618. doi: 10.1075/
babel.00054.pea

Pei, J., and Li, J. (2018). A corpus-based investigation of modal verbs in Chinese
civil-commercial legislation and its English versions. Int. J. Legal Discourse 3,
77-102. doi: 10.1515/ijld-2018-2003

Peng, L. Z. (2007). Modern Chinese Modality Study. Beijing: China Social
Sciences Press.

Perkins, M. (1983). Modal Expressions in English. London: F. Pinter.

Quirk, R., Greenbaum, S., Leech, G., and Svartvik, J. (1985). A Comprehensive
Grammar of the English Language. London: Longman.

Romer, U. (2004). “Comparing real and ideal language learner input: the use of an
EFL textbook corpus in corpus linguistics and language teaching,” in Corpora and
Language Learners. eds. G. Aston, S. Bernardini and D. Stewart (Philadelphia: John
Benjamins Publishing Company), 151-168.

Saeed, A. (2009). Arab EFL learners’ acquisition of modals. Res. Lang. 7, 75-98.
doi: 10.2478/v10015-009-0006-5

Setton, R. (2011). “Corpus-based interpreting studies (CIS): overview and
prospects,” in Corpus-Based Translation Studies: Research and Applications. eds. A.
Kruger, K. Wallmach and J. Munday (London: Bloomsbury Publishing PLC), 33-75.

Sinclair, J. M. (1990). Collins Cobuild English Grammar. London: Harpercollins.

Song, S., and Cheung, A. K. E (2019). Disfluency in relay and non-relay
simultaneous interpreting: an initial exploration. Forum 17, 1-19. doi: 10.1075/
forum.18016.che

Frontiers in Psychology

61

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077

Thomas, M. (1994). Assessment of L2 proficiency in second language
acquisition research. Lang. Learning. 44, 307-336. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-
1770.1994.tb01104.x

Tsang, C. (1981). A Semantic Study of Modal Auxiliary Verbs in Chinese. Ph.D.
Thesis. California: Stanford University

Warchat, K., and Lyda, A. (2009). “Epistemic modality markers in polish-English
and English-polish consecutive interpreting: modal values and categories,” in W
Kregu Teorii: Studia Jezykoznawcze Dedykowane Profesorowi Kazimierzowi
Polariskiemu in Memoriam. eds. H. Fontanski, R. Molencki and O. Wolinska
(Katowice: Uniwersytet Slaski), 247-265.

Westney, P. (1995). Modals and Periphrastics in English: An Investigation into the
Semantic Correspondence Between Certain English Modal Verbs and Their
Periphrastic Equivalents. Tfibmgen: Max Niemeyer Verlag.

Wu, B. (2019). Chinese translation of modal verb shall in Shakespeare’s measure
for measure. Int. J. Ling. 11:53. doi: 10.5296/ijl.v11i5.15589

Wu, B,, Cheung, A. K. F, and Xing, J. (2021). Learning Chinese political formulaic
phraseology from a self-built bilingual United Nations security council corpus: a
pilot study. Babel 67, 500-521. doi: 10.1075/babel.00233.wu

Xu, Y. (2018). HUILHT [ BHEREE T 15 IE 5K o 1 0Eh 5 B R S I .
[the translation and change of modality and transformations in ideology in the
context of institutional news translation] foreign Lang. Edu. 39, 93-97. doi:
10.16362/j.cnki.cn61-1023/h.2018.03.019

Zhao, Q. R., and Liang, M. C. (2013). AR B 48] may M might{ ok fE2E
ALHFFE [The modal strength of epistemic verbs may and might in English-Chinese
translation]. Shandong Foreign Lang. Teach. 157, 96-99. doi: 10.3969/j.
issn.1002-2643.2013.06.017

Zheng, T. G. (2001). “Semantic property and syntactic property of auxiliary” in
Chinese Language and Culture Study (Series 8). eds. X. Wenging and S. Hui (Beijing:
Intellectual Property Publishing House), 60-73.

Zhu, Y. (1996). “Modality and modulation in Chinese,” in Meaning and Form:
Systemic Functional Interpretations. eds. M. Berry, C. Butler, R. Fawcett and G.
Huang (Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing Corporation), 183-209.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1065077
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.17754/MESK.63.3.49
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.00054.pea
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.00054.pea
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijld-2018-2003
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10015-009-0006-5
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.18016.che
https://doi.org/10.1075/forum.18016.che
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-1770.1994.tb01104.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-1770.1994.tb01104.x
https://doi.org/10.5296/ijl.v11i5.15589
https://doi.org/10.1075/babel.00233.wu
https://doi.org/10.16362/j.cnki.cn61-1023/h.2018.03.019
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-2643.2013.06.017
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1002-2643.2013.06.017

& frontiers  Frontiers in

’ @ Check for updates ‘

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Muhammad Afzaal,

Shanghai International Studies University,
China

REVIEWED BY

Xiangtao Du,

Shanghai Jiao Tong University, China
Hamza Ethelb,

University of Tripoli,

Libya

*CORRESPONDENCE
Haroon N. Alsager
h.alsager@psau.edu.sa

SPECIALTY SECTION

This article was submitted to
Language Sciences,

a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

RECEIVED 18 July 2022
ACCEPTED 26 September 2022
PUBLISHED 03 November 2022

CITATION
Alothman HN and Alsager HN (2022)
Acquisition of L2 English spatial deixes by
Arabic-speaking children.

Front. Psychol. 13:997110.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110

COPYRIGHT

© 2022 Alothman and Alsager. This is an
open-access article distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or
reproduction in other forums is permitted,
provided the original author(s) and the
copyright owner(s) are credited and that
the original publication in this journal is
cited, in accordance with accepted
academic practice. No use, distribution or
reproduction is permitted which does not
comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology

TYpPe Original Research
PUBLISHED 03 November 2022
pol 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110

Acquisition of L2 English spatial
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Deictic words are considered the earliest words which children acquire at
the stage of two-word-utterance. However, mastering them like adults may
take more time. This paper investigates how L2 children comprehend and
produce English spatial deixis ‘here’, 'there’, 'this’, and ‘that’ by observing and
documenting their responses and reactions in hide-and-seek game. It also
aims to find out the children’s obstacles in acquiring these words, such as
proximity bias and egocentrism. The subjects are Arabic children of ages four,
five, and six who acquire English as a second language in international schools
in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. They performed two types of tasks: comprehension
task and production task. Both tasks contained two trials: same perspective
and the different perspective. Based on the results, children did better in
comprehending the spatial deixis than in producing them. Moreover, the
results showed that there was no proximity bias happened with children in
this study. In addition, the results of the two trials in both tasks illustrated that
changing the deictic center improves with age. Although the study provides
some significant results, there should be an increase in the number of the
samples in order to make the results generalized.

KEYWORDS

spatial deixis, English, second language acquisition, children, Arabic

Introduction

One of the main things which makes participants communicate effectively is to share
the knowledge of what they have been talking about. According to Zhao (2007), deictic
words are considered the most useful tool which reflect the relationship between language
and context. They are used to refer to a location in which objects are in a specific context
(Cutting, 2005). Thus, in all languages, the utterance is linked with its context. In the early
stages of development, children start communicating and interacting with their caretakers
about locations (here\there) and objects (this\that) around them. The reason of this study’s
concentration on deictic words, especially spatial deixis, is that they are challenging our
ability to learn\acquire a language.

There are many conducted studies about the first language acquisition of spatial deixis
in many different languages. The acquisition of spatial deixis (demonstratives) has become
a new subject again in some recent works (for a review see Zhao, 2007; Krasnoshchekova,
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2012; Muslu, 2015; Gonzalez Pena, 2020). Based on our readings,
there is a small number of studies which have been conducted
about the acquisition of spatial deixis as a second language.
Although most of the studies were conducted on children’s
acquisition of deictic words as a first language, this study tries to
focus on the L2 children’s comprehension and production of
English spatial deixis. The present study helps us to understand
the development of children’s acquisition of spatial deixis. The
deictic words which we will focus on in the current study are here\
there and this\that.

This paper poses the following questions: Is there any age
effect on children’s comprehension and production of acquiring
English demonstratives and locative adverbs as a second language?
Do children take the speaker as a point of reference? Do children
first acquire the proximal deixes ‘this\here’ or the distal ones ‘that\
there’? Which deictic pair ‘this\that’ or ‘here\there’ do children
acquire first? In order to answer the previous questions, the overall
structure of the study is divided into six parts. The first part
provided a general introduction of the study topic followed by the
research significant and the research objectives. The second part
begins with an overview of the main theories of first and second
language acquisition, and a general introduction about the
differences between Arabic and English demonstratives. Then, the
same part reviews some previous studies about children’s
acquisition of spatial deixis in different languages, and it mentions
some of their main issues. The third part presents the research
questions which led to the conduct of this study. The fourth part
discusses the method used in this study. The study’s findings are
presented in the fifth part. Finally, the last part gives a conclusion
with the study’s limitations.

Research significance

The present study will be valuable to those who teach and
acquire English in Arab countries in addition to those who will
conduct studies about the acquisition of English spatial deixis. It
is also important for parents whose children acquire English as a
second language as well. The current research provides
information about how children acquire the spatial deixis from
age four till six. In the research field, researchers tend to figure out
the children’s obstacles in acquiring those spatial deixes. This
paper proves that children have some characteristics which may
affect their acquisition of languages, especially deixis words.

Research objectives
The major objectives of the present study are as follows:
1. To find out the children’s obstacles in acquiring English
spatial deixes.

2. To find out the developmental stages in acquiring the
spatial deixes.
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Demonstratives structure in Arabic and
English

At the early stages, infants start interacting with their parents
and caregivers about objects and locations in space. As an
outcome, they are engaging in deictic communication (Gonzalez
Pena, 2020). According to the frequency counts in lexical
databases, such as Celex, Lexique and Subtlex, demonstratives are
amongst the most highly used lexical items in many languages
(Peeters et al., 2021). The number of demonstratives in each
language is a remarkable cross-linguistic diversity. In English,
demonstratives are classified as ‘proximal’ (this and here) and
‘distal’ (that and there) forms. Some languages divided
demonstratives into three types, such as Spanish and Japanese.
Quileute, Somali, Malagasy and Navajo are languages which
divided demonstratives in more than three types (Diessel, 1999,
2013; cited in Peeters et al., 2021). In all languages, demonstratives
play a crucial role in any discourse. For example, speakers use
demonstratives to refer to either the objects in the context
(exophoric use) or things which represented textually (endophoric
use or cataphoric use; Zaki, 2007). Because all the study’s
participants are Arabs who acquire English as a second language,
it is important to mention the main differences between the
structure of demonstratives in Arabic and English. The following
paragraphs will illustrate types of demonstratives in English and
standard Arabic.

In English, ‘this] ‘that, ‘these’ and ‘those’ are demonstratives,
The
demonstratives ‘this’ and ‘that’ can be used as pronouns (e.g.,

whereas ‘there’ and ‘here’ are the locative adverbs.
‘what is that?), or determiners (e.g., ‘that book on the right’;
Rabadi, 2016; Gonzalez Pena, 2020). Demonstrative pronouns and
demonstrative adjectives are similar, but they are different in
sentence/phrase structure. Table 1 shows that the former is used
as a pronoun with a demonstrative meaning, while the latter is
used as a determiner which followed by a noun (Rabadi, 2016). In
other words, the main difference is that the demonstrative
pronoun takes the place of the noun phrase, while the
demonstrative adjective (often called determiner) comes before a
noun. The demonstrative pronouns\adjectives can be used to
indicate objects which are far or near from the speaker (this, that,
these, those; Musa, 2017).

Demonstratives in Arabic are more complicated than in
English (Gonzalez Pena, 2020). In Standard Arabic, the

TABLE 1 The difference between demonstrative pronouns and
demonstrative adjectives (Rabadi, 2016).

Demonstrative Pronouns Demonstratives followed by N

This is a red dress. This dress is red.

That is a tamed lion. That lion is tamed.
These are intelligent boys. Those boys are intelligent.

Those are beautiful roses. Those roses are beautiful.
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demonstratives have been described as Names of Reference’
(Musa, 2017). The spatial deixes are demonstratives which are
used near the speaker: <lia «clia Uia <Y1 ¢¢¥ ), and further away
from the speaker: <ii¥! « i 5l «elilgl. For the singular and dual
forms, see Tables 2, 3 (Al Aubali, 2015). According to Rabadi
(2016), demonstratives in Arabic are divided into two groups
which depend on the referent. The first part focuses on the referent
recognition in terms of singularity, duality, plurality, muscularity
and femininity. The second part focuses on how the referent is
proximal, medial and distal. For instance, the prefix ‘h@ is used to
indicate proximity, the suffix ‘ka’ is used to indicate medial
distance, and the suffix ‘i’ is used to indicate distal distance. The
demonstrative pronouns in Arabic occur before a noun which
they refer to; for example, clall ¢l sl ‘Tlike that student. On the
other hand, the demonstrative modifiers\adjectives can occur
before (prenominal position) or after (postnominal position) a
noun, such as ‘that man’ Ja_ll €3 and ‘those girls’ <l sl <,

To sum up, the main difference between Arabic and English
demonstratives is that English has only two-dimensional deictic
points (distal and proximal), while Arabic has three deictic points
(distal, medial and proximal; Rabadi, 2016). Moreover, the
demonstrative position is also different in both languages. In
English, when a demonstrative is used as a determiner, it precedes
the head. On the other hand, it precedes or follows the head in
Arabic (Al Aubali, 2015; Alsager, 2017, 2020; Alsager and Mahzari,
2021). For example:

1. Ihave read this book.

Jaa L el 8/ ) 1aa el 3

1.a qaraatu hatha alketab \ qaraatu alketab hatha.

1.b. T have read this book \ I have read book this.

The main features which are shared by the Arabic and English
languages are the proximal and distal features. The proximal form
is speaker-oriented while the distal form is hearer-oriented. Both
of the languages share the same grammatical features of
demonstrative pronouns, but they are different in one way. In
Arabic, the demonstratives (proximal and distal forms) are
marked in number (singular, dual, plural), gender (masculine,
feminine) and case (nominal, genitive, accusative; Zaki, 2007).
Zaki (2007) classified the structure of demonstrative phrase in
Arabic and English into three categories based on two samples of
corpora (see Table 4). The first category contains a demonstrative
and a head noun without a modifier. The second category contains
a demonstrative phrase with an adjectival modifier before (in
English) or after (in Arabic) the head noun. The third category is
having the most complex structures where a structure is modified
with propositional phrases or relative pronouns with or
without adjectives.

TABLE 2 Arabic demonstratives used near the speaker.

Masculine Feminine
Singular 138, ola,
Dual e ol Ol oila,

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110

Although the Arabic and English languages belong to different
families, their uses of demonstratives are somehow similar to each
other in both semantic and syntactic features. The study of Rabadi
(2016) showed that the demonstratives in Arabic and English
share some linguistic similarities than differences. In other words,
demonstratives in both languages are similar, except for the dual
form in the Arabic language. Furthermore, the demonstratives
alone in both languages are vague unless they are used in a context.

Previous studies

Deictic words are considered aspects of language which
require sorts of contextualization, such as time, place, and person
(Fillmore, 1975). One type of deictic words is spatial deixis.
Murphy (1986) defined it as “words that are dependent on the
spatial position of the speaker and/or hearer and convey
information about location” (p: 119). Spatial deixis contains
demonstratives and locative adverbs. Demonstratives have a long
history, and they can be found in all languages. They can be deictic
or non-deictic. All deictic words are exophoric which are used to
refer to objects and locations in the context. On the contrary, the
non-deictic words are used to refer to things in the text. Anaphora
is the most well-known non-deictic. Demonstrative words in
English are the singular ‘this’ and ‘that, the plural ‘these’ and
‘those, and the locative adverbs ‘here’ and ‘there. The main
difference between the demonstrative words and the locative
words is that the former is used to refer to objects, whereas the
latter is used to identify specific places (Clark and Sengul, 1977;
Gonzalez Pena, 2020).

The acquisition of deictic words, especially the spatial deixes,
requires mastering some main factors. The first factor is about
determining who is speaking and who is being addressed. The
second factor is to be aware of the speaker and the addressee’s
place (Fillmore, 1975). For example, the phrase ‘that book’ for the
speaker might mean ‘this book for the hearer (De Villiers and De
Villiers, 1974). Moreover, Clark and Sengul (1977) added two
main factors about spatial deixes. The first factor emphasizes to
understand that the speaker is the point of reference; for example,

TABLE 3 Arabic demonstratives used away from the speaker.

Masculine Feminine
Singular REUKPIE(RY Sl cells,
Dual ELREIRY Sl celis,

TABLE 4 Classification of syntactic structure in Arabic and English
(Zaki, 2007).

Syntactic structure English % Arabic %
Head Noun only 74 73
Adjective modifying 14 18
Complex modifying 12 9
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‘here’ refers to a place near the speaker while ‘there’ refers to a
place farther away. The second factor is that each pair of deictic
words contrasts in the distance dimensions; for example, ‘here’
and ‘this’ are proximal while ‘there’ and ‘that’ are non-proximal
(Clark and Sengul, 1977). According to Zhao (2007), the
acquisition of demonstratives is considered a gradual process. All
children around the world do not acquire them all at once.

There are many conducted studies about the acquisition of
deictic words whether in the first or second language. The
acquisition of deixis has been a subject of some recent studies
(Zhao, 2007; Krasnoshchekova, 2012; Muslu, 2015; Gonzalez
Pena, 2020). There are several issues which have been discussed
regarding the acquisition of deictic words. First, it has been argued
that deictic words are among those words that are acquired first.
Second, some researchers discussed the main reasons of children’s
errors in their studies which lay back to their bias toward choosing
objects near them. Third, some researchers conducted studies to
see whether cues and gestures affect the children’s performance
about deictic words. Fourth, there was also a point which has been
discussed about the children’s recognition of deictic contrasts.
Fifth, some studies tested children to see the most difficult deictic
pair to acquire. Each issue will be discussed in depth in the
following paragraphs.

There was a claim which stated that demonstrative words are
among the earliest words which children acquire. Caselli et al.
(1995) described in their study the language acquisition of English
and Italian through parental report with the MacArthur-Bates
Communicative Development Inventory (CDI) on more than 800
children. The results showed that the demonstratives did not
appear with the first 50 words which children acquired in both
languages. Similarly, Gonzalez-Pena et al. (2020) conducted a
study and re-evaluated this claim. The results of the spontaneous
speech transcripts and parental report data showed that
demonstratives are not the most frequent of early verbal deixis. In
other words, they did not appear before the 50th word which
children acquired. They are more frequent at the stage of
two-word-utterance. Many researchers also faced the problem of
children’s proximity bias in their studies. In the experiment of
Clark and Sengul (1977), they put two toys within reach of the
children in order to avoid bias. They were 30 and 40 away from the
children. In addition, there is an egocentrism hypothesis which
stated that children who are under the age of six have some
difficulties in shifting the deictic center when they and the
experimenter have different perspectives. According to many
results, the children’s performance in the different perspectives
was worse than in the same perspective. They never see things
from anybody else’s point of view except their own (Zhao, 2007;
Muslu, 2015). According to Zhao (2007), all children think in an
egocentric way. Thus, egocentrism is probably a universal
phenomenon which affects the acquisition of a language
in children.

There are some devices in every language, such as linguistic
deictic terms and extralinguistic devices, which are used to convey
deictic aspects of communication. Linguistic deictic terms are like

Frontiers in Psychology

65

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110

the pronouns of the participants in the discourse, their locations,
and the time when the utterance is occurred. On the other hand,
extralinguistic devices are like the gestures and the facial
expressions which are used by the participants (Tfouni and
Klatzky, 1983). According to many studies of spontaneous speech,
it is natural that children at a very early-stage point to things by
using nonlinguistic cues, such as gestures or eye-gaze. Later, they
use deictic words along with their gestures (Clark and Sengul,
1977; Zhao, 2007). There are many different researchers who have
discussed the effect of gestures and cues on children’s performance.
The two following paragraphs will discuss some of them.

Tfouni and Klatzky (1983) conducted a study which aimed to
test the children’s comprehension of the spatial deixes in two
different conditions: hearer-addressee and hearer-spectator. The
population consisted of 18 children who were divided into two
groups: the pragmatic group and the semantic group. The
procedure which they used is similar to Clark and Sengul (1977).
With the pragmatic group, the experimenter was pointing by
using gestures to disambiguate the meaning of the spatial deixis.
On the other hand, there were no gestures used with the semantic
group. According to the findings of the study, there is a distinction
between the children’s comprehension of the linguistic knowledge
and the pragmatic knowledge. The pragmatic knowledge of place
and space is acquired first, followed by linguistic knowledge. The
use of pointing gestures (pragmatic) with the deictic words
(semantic) facilitates the comprehension of the utterance in which
the words appeared. In addition, children in their study found that
when the deictic words were used without gestures, they were
difficult to comprehend. They concluded the paper by mentioning
the importance of pointing in children’s comprehension because
the lexical words which are used to indicate the deictic meaning
have only a partial meaning.

The use of cues has also an impact on the children’s ability to
understand the demonstratives. Muslu (2015) conducted a study
which aims to provide information about the development of
children’s comprehension of demonstrative pronouns in their first
language (Turkish). Moreover, the researcher tried to find out
whether there is an age effect on the children’s comprehension or
not. She also used toys with 12 children ages 3-5. In her study, the
children should make a choice between two toys based on the
experimenter’s testing sentences. When the testing sentence was
with non-linguistic cue, she looked at the child directly without
any cues. On the other hand, when the testing sentence was with
a linguistic cue, she said the sentence by giving an eye gaze to the
objects. The findings of the study revealed that the use of physical
cues had an impact on children’s ability to perform correctly.
However, the results are varied without any physical cues.

Spatial deixes, such as demonstratives and locative adverbs,
show pair contrasts (Fillmore, 1975). Children at the early ages do
not recognize the deixis contrasts. Clark and Sengul (1977)
conducted a study in which the first experiment aimed to see how
children interpret and deal with deictic contrasts. The
experimenter set a game where a child decides which toy should
he\she move. According to the results of their experiment,

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Alothman and Alsager

children went through three stages in acquiring deictic contrasts.
In the first stage, children acquired deixis without any contrast. At
this stage, they did not know that the point of reference is the
speaker, and the deictic terms contrast on a proximal/
non-proximal dimension. Both of the speaker principle and the
distal principle were not mastered by the children. In the second
stage, they mastered them with partial contrast. In the last stage,
they acquired deixis with full contrast equivalent. According to
their findings, children acquired the locative pair ‘here’ and ‘there’
before they acquired the demonstratives ‘this’ and ‘that’. In short,
children improve as they grow older.

In addition, many researches were conducted to see whether
the proximal words ‘that\there’ or the distal words ‘this\here’ are
hard to acquire and comprehend. It has been predicted by Clark
and Sengul’s (1977) that ‘this’ and ‘here’ are easier to acquire and
comprehend than ‘that’ and ‘there’ This is because the first pair is
proximal to a speaker, and the shift of reference is less than the
second pair. The results of the second experiment showed that
children did well with ‘here\this’ when they were sitting beside the
experimenter. However, when they were sitting opposite each
other, they did well with ‘there’ and ‘that’ On the contrary, Tfouni
and Klatzky (1983) gave the reason why ‘that’ and ‘there’ might
be easier than ‘this’ and ‘here’. This is due to the fact that they are
used in many different applications other than ‘this’ and ‘here’. For
example, they can be used as a relative pronoun, a subordinating
conjunction, and they appear in existential constructions. In
addition, they can be used in a deictic sense or in an
anaphoric sense.

Krasnoshchekova (2012) focused in her study on how
Russian-speaking children acquire the system of demonstratives.
Her study aims to show the process of building up the
demonstrative system of Russian-speaking children like adult. The
study used longitudinal observations of childrens speech in
addition to parental diaries, audio and video recordings. There
were 14 monolingual children (7 boys and 7 girls) who were aged
1-4. Their speech was recorded by their parents once a month.
The results showed that the first demonstrative pair which
produced based on the data is the locative adverbs ‘there\here’ in
the age of 1,3 and 1,4; for example, ‘Dania there Dania’ which
means ‘Dania! There is Danial> To be more precise, the
demonstrative ‘here’ appeared immediately after ‘there’. Later,
children started to use the pronoun ‘this’ After that, they produced
‘that’ which is paired with ‘this at the ages of 2,5 and 2,6.

The study of Webb and Abrahamson (1976) tested the
children’s comprehension of the deictic pair ‘this\that’ through
comprehension and production tasks. The sample contains 60
children of ages 4 and 7. They were divided into two groups based
on their age. Each group was made up of 15 children of both
genders. In the comprehension task, children were instructed to
choose one of two toys based on the speaker’s instructions. The
children and the experimenter first sat next to each other, then
opposite to each other. In this task, there were two expectations.
The first prediction which was confirmed is that children were
expected to learn the spatial deictic words, and subsequently learn
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to use them from the experimenter’s perspective. The second
prediction is that children can perform well with the deictic word
‘that. However, the latter prediction was not confirmed when the
experimenter and the children were sitting next to each other. In
the production task, the experimenter replaced the toys with two
different candies. She covered them by using paper cups to not
distract the children’s attention from choosing a specific one. Then
she asked a child, “Which candy do you want?” If the child did not
either utter the word or point to it, the experimenter asked the
child again, stating, “Point to the candy you want and say either
‘this one’ or ‘that one’” The result showed that children who are
four-years-old have a bias toward objects near them, while seven-
year-old children preferred to choose objects which are far away
from them. Furthermore, two out of 60 children violated the
restriction that ‘this’ could only refer to a nearby object. In terms
of egocentrism, three-year-old children did not have a consistent
linguistic reference point, while the seven-year-old children relied
on themselves or the speaker as a point of reference.

Zhao (2007) conducted a study which aimed to investigate the
children’s comprehension and production of demonstrative
pronouns ‘this’ and ‘that’ in Mandarin Chinese. In addition, the
study also attempted to show how children acquire the proximal
and distal demonstratives. Eight nursery children, ages 3-6, who
are monolingual Mandarin Chinese speakers took part in the
study. They were used to test their developmental stages and age
differences in their use of demonstrative pronouns. The
egocentrism hypothesis of Piaget and the marking hypothesis of
Clark were both tested in the study. The researcher used two trials
in her study (same and different perspectives). She put two
identical cartoon boxes on a table; one with candies and the other
with cookies. Children were asked to choose one of these boxes in
each trial. The study’s findings backed up the former hypothesis.
It has been discovered that children under the age of six were
unable to alter the deictic center when they and the experimenter
had a different perspective. For the latter hypothesis, the results
showed that children performed better with the marked ‘this’ than
with the unmarked ‘that. This study showed some inconsistent
results because of the use of candies and cookies which distracted
the children’s attention to the experimenter’s instructions. This
happened with group 2 where a child chose her favorite snack
instead of the requirement set by the experimenter. On the
comprehension and production tasks, the results revealed that
children did better with the proximal word than with the distal
one. Both results contradicted Clark’s hypothesis which stated that
children acquire the deictic word ‘that’ before ‘this.

Similarly, the study of De Villiers and De Villiers (1974) used
a procedure to test the children’s comprehension and production
of some of the contrastive deixes, such as ‘this\that’ and ‘here\
there’. The sample was 39 children whose ages ranged from 2.5 to
4.5. In order to create a comprehension and a production task, the
researchers divided a table into two parts with a cup on each side.
Regarding the comprehension task, the experimenter put an
M&M under one of the cups and then asked a child to take it; for
example, “The M&M is over here/there” In the production task,
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the experimenter was blindfolded. He asked another participant
to hide the M&M inside one of the cups. Then, he asked the child
to tell him where the M&M is. The first task is done when the
experimenter faced the child while the second task is done in two
different ways: they were opposite and next each other. The results
of the study showed some of children’s proximity bias. Unlike
most of the studies, this study showed that 3 or 4-year-old children
have the ability to take a speaker as a point of reference for the
demonstratives ‘this, ‘that, ‘here’ and ‘there’ in both tasks. This
result is against the evidence which stated that preschool children
are egocentric in their point of view.

Research questions

Q1. Is there any age effect on children’s comprehension and
production of acquiring English demonstratives and locative
adverbs as a second language?

Q2. Do children take the speaker as a point of reference?

Q3. Do children first acquire the proximal deixis ‘this\here’ or
the distal ones ‘that\there’?

Q4. Which deictic pair ‘this\that’ or ‘here\there’ do children
acquire first?

Materials and methods
Subjects

The total number of children who were involved in the study
is 30. They are bilingual Arabic children who acquire English as a
second language. They were divided into three groups based on
their ages who are from 4 to 6years old. Each group contains 10
children of both genders and they were chosen randomly. The
children are from different Arabic nationalities, such as Saudi,
Syrian, Sudanese, Egyptian, etc. The ages of the participants were
chosen based on previous studies. The deictic words appear firstly
with children at the age of two and a half (Grant, 1915; Nice, 1915;
Rodrigo, 2004 as cited in Zhao, 2007), and they acquire them like
adults not until the age of six or seven (Clark and Sengul 1977;
Kiintay and OZyﬁer, 2006).

Stimuli

The total number of testing sentences which were used
with each child is 16; eight in each task and four in each trial.
In the comprehension task, there were eight testing sentences
with the use of this\that and here\there. For example, the
experimenter says to a child: “the toy is here” or “the toy is in
this cup” On the other hand, the production task contained
four phrases in each trial in order to force children to produce
the words instead of using their figures to point or giving an
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eye-gaze. For instance, the experimenter says: “can you tell me
where the candy is? Is it here or there? \Is it in that cup or this
cup?” The order of the testing sentences was randomized by
the experimenter.

Materials

Two identical black paper cups on both sides of a table are
used. In the comprehension task, one of the cups contained a
small toy and a sticker. On the other hand, one of the cups in the
production task contained only a piece of candy. The stickers and
the candies were used in order to motivate children to think before
they answer. In addition, two different puppets (monkey and frog)
are used in order to avoid children from being bored; one is used
in the first task while the other is used in the second task.
Moreover, there is a use of a recorder in both tasks to make sure
about the childrens responses in the production and
comprehension tasks.

Tasks

In this study, there are two types of tasks: comprehension task
and production task. The first task tested the children’s
comprehension of the words ‘this, ‘that, ‘here, and ‘there’ in two
different trials: same perspective and different perspective. On the
other hand, the second task tested the children’s production of the
same words in two different trials. These two tasks are based on
the procedure of De Villiers and De Villiers (1974). In both tasks,
there was a table which was divided into two parts to indicate far
and near space. There were also two identical black paper cups
which were put upside down, and one of them contained a toy and
a sticker (in the comprehension task) and a candy (in the
production task). The two cups were hand reachable in order to
avoid any proximity bias. Unlike the original procedure of De
Villiers and De Villiers (1974), the experimenter in this study used
a puppet to utter testing sentences in order to avoid any
non-linguistic cues, such as eye gaze. It is similar to the studies of
Muslu (2015) and Gonzalez-Pena et al. (2020) where they used a
puppet when they uttered the testing sentences to avoid any
non-linguistic cues which may help children to choose the
intended object (Figure 1).

Procedure

Unlike the procedures of Webb and Abrahamson (1976), Clark
and Sengul (1977) and Zhao (2007), the procedure of this study
(hide-and-seek game) is very familiar with children which increased
the natural communication between them. The experimenter tested
each child individually in a small private room which contained a
table and two chairs at the children’s school.
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Comprehension task

At the beginning of the task, the experimenter played a
recorder and told each child that they are going to play hide-and-
seek game, and she\he had to listen to the puppet’s instructions in
order to find the hidden toys. The task began with the
experimenter sat next to the child (same perspective). Then, she
asked the child to turn around and close her\his eyes while she
was hiding a toy inside one of the cups. To avoid any auditory
cues, the experimenter lifted both cups in every time. After that,
the child opened her\his eyes and the experimenter used a puppet,
either the frog or the monkey;, to give the instructions. The use of
a puppet helped the experimenter to avoid any non-linguistic cues
by looking directly at the puppet, while the puppet is looking at
the child, and its arms perform ambiguous gestures. In order to
encourage the children to think and to avoid any proximity bias,
the experimenter hid a sticker with a toy in one of the cups, and
she gave the sticker to those children who answered correctly. If
they do not, the puppet will take the stickers. In each trail, the
experimenter uttered four testing sentences for each participant
by using ‘this, ‘that, ‘here, and ‘there’; for example, ‘the toy is in
that cup, or ‘the toy is here. Thus, eight testing sentences are
divided into two groups. Four testing sentences are uttered when
the experimenter is sitting next to the child (same perspective),
and the other four are uttered when the experimenter is sitting
opposite to the child (different perspective).

Production task

At the beginning of this task, the experimenter informed each
child that they are going to change the game slightly. The task
began with the experimenter sitting next to the child (same
perspective). First, the experimenter asked a volunteer assistant to
help her conceal a piece of candy in one of the cups. The puppet
and the experimenter covered their eyes while the child was
watching the place of the candy. The assistant should hide candies
in four specific places for each trial: twice inside the near cup and
twice in the far cup. The instructions had been given to her before
starting the task to avoid hiding candies in the same place and in
the same trial three times in a row. Then, the experimenter and the

Position 2
Cups
Child Position 1
FIGURE 1
The situations used in both comprehension task and production task.
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puppet opened their eyes and asked the child about the place of
the candy. The experimenter attempted to avoid non-linguistic
responses from the children by asking them to choose between
two deictic words; for example, the experimenter said “Is the
candy here or there?” or “Is it in that cup or in this cup?”” So, the
experimenter asked the children to make a choice between two
deictic words in order to force them to use the linguistic cues and
to avoid the non-linguistic ones. The aim of this task is to motivate
children to produce the demonstrative words by asking them
about the place\location of candies. If the children answer
correctly, they can keep the candy. If they do not, the puppet will
take the candy. Like the comprehension task, this task contains
two trials: same perspectives and different perspectives.

Data collection and analysis

The results of the study were collected through the observation
of children’s responses and reactions in comprehension and
production tasks in two trials (same perspective and different
perspective). The data were illustrated in Tables 5, 6. Table 5 shows
the results of children’s correct responses in the comprehension
task in the two trials (same perspective and different perspective).
As well as that, Table 6 represents the children’s responses in the
production task in the two trials. The Tables show that children
were divided into three different groups based on their age. Each
group contained 10 children of the same age. Tables 5, 6
documented only the children’s correct responses.

This study has adopted two different statistical methods
(Two-Way ANOVA test and t-test) in order to analyze the data. In
Two-Way ANOVA test, we tried to compare between the same
perspective and the different perspective with different ages within
the same task (comprehension and production task), but it did not
provide any significant results. On the other hand, we applied
t-test which provided interesting results.

TABLE 5 The number of children’s correct responses in the
comprehension task.

Same Perspective Different Perspective

This That Here There This That Here There
4 7 1 6 7 9 5 6 5
5 5 6 9 8 7 9 9 8
6 7 5 8 8 8 9 8 8

TABLE 6 The number of children’s correct responses in the
production task.

Same Perspective Different Perspective

This That Here There This That Here There
4 8 6 7 4 6 4 7 3
5 6 6 8 7 2 2 4 5
6 8 8 10 9 1 5 5 5
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Results and discussion

The findings of the present study are presented in order to
answer the research questions. The results are illustrated in
Tests 1-4. Test 1 showed the result of the comprehension task in
the same and different perspectives, while Test 2 showed the result
of the production task in both same and different perspectives.
Tables 3, 4 compared between the same perspectives or the
different perspective in the two tasks (comprehension task and
production task).

Results of comprehension and
production tasks in both trials

As seen in Table 5, children who are five and six-years-old
have shown a little increased of correct responses in the
comprehension task in both trials than those at age four. They
actually scored 46 correct answers, while those at ages five and
six scored 61. The results of four-year-old children can
illustrate two different reasons. First, the results may go back
to those children, especially boys, who tended to guess the
place of the toy instead of thinking of what the puppets said.

TEST 1 Same perspective (Table 5) and different perspective (Table 5).

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110

Second, they may not fully comprehend the meaning of the
deictic words ‘this’, ‘that’ ‘here’ and ‘there’. In other words, the
result of Test 1 did not provide any significant differences
between the same perspective and the different perspective in
the comprehension task.

On the other hand, Table 6 shows that four-year-old children
got five more correct responses than those at age five who got 40 in
both perspectives. The result of this task with age four shows
irregular development. Most of them tended to guess the place of
the candies or they chose the last word which the puppet said.
According to the observation in the different perspective trial, a few
numbers of 4 and 5-years-old children started to notice the
difference between the deictic center. They noticed that when they
answered incorrectly, the puppets took either the sticker or the
candy. Then, they knew that the answer they chose was incorrect.
The six-year-old children scored 51 correct responses. The result of
Test 2 showed that there is a difference between the same perspective
and the different perspective in the production task. Children
actually in the production task showed some understanding of the
spatial deixes in the same and different perspectives.

The results of Tests 1, 2 illustrate that children of all ages have
a good ability to comprehend the spatial deixis ‘this; ‘that, ‘here’
and ‘there’ than to use (produce) them. In other words, the total

Group Statistics
Factor N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Datal Same Perspective (Table 5) 12 6.4167 2.10878 0.60875
Different Perspective (Table 5) 12 7.5833 1.50504 0.43447
Independent Samples Test
Levene’s Test for t-test for Equality of Means
Equality of Variances
95% Confidence Interval
Std. Error
F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Difference of the Difference
Difference
Lower Upper
Datal Equal variances assumed 0.395 0.536 -1.560 22 0.133 -1.16667 0.74789 -2.71770 0.38437
Equal variances not assumed -1.560 19.898 0.135 —1.16667 0.74789 -2.72726 0.39393
TEST 2 Same perspective (Table 6) and different perspective (Table 6).
Group Statistics
Factor N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Same Perspective (Table 6) 12 7.2500 1.60255 0.46262
Data2
Different Perspective (Table 6) 12 4.0833 1.78164 0.51432
Independent Samples Test
Levene’s Test for t-test for Equality of Means
Equality of Variances
95% Confidence Interval of
Sig. Mean Std. Error
F Sig. t df the Difference
(2-tailed) Difference Difference
Lower Upper
Data2 Equal variances assumed 0.180 0.675 4.578 22 0.000 3.16667 0.69176 1.73204 4.60129
Equal variances not assumed 4.578 21.758 0.000 3.16667 0.69176 1.73111 4.60222
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TEST 3 Same perspective (Table 5) and same perspective (Table 6).

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110

Group Statistics
Factor N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Same Perspective (Table 5) 12 6.4167 2.10878 0.60875
Data3
Same Perspective (Table 6) 12 7.2500 1.60255 0.46262

Independent Samples Test

Levene’s Test for

Equality of Variances
F Sig. t
Data3 Equal variances assumed 0.297 0.591 -1.090
Equal variances not assumed -1.090

20.528

df

t-test for Equality of Means

95% Confidence Interval

Mean Std. Error
Sig. (2-tailed) of the Difference
Difference Difference
Lower Upper
0.288 —0.83333 0.76459 —2.41899 0.75233
0.288 —-0.83333 0.76459 —2.42561 0.75895

results of each age group in each task reveal that the
comprehension task has a higher number of correct responses
than the production task. According to the children’s responses
in both tasks, they acquired first the proximal words ‘this’ and
‘here’ then the distal words ‘that’ and ‘there’. According to Clark
and Sengul (1977), the proximal words are easier to acquire than
the distal ones. Specifically, children scored more correct answers
with the word ‘here’ than ‘there), and ‘this’ than ‘that. In addition,
all children acquired the deictic contrast ‘here\there’ before ‘this\
that. As Clark and Sengul (1977) and Zhao (2007) found,
children acquired first ‘here\there’ then ‘this\that. However, the
results of Krasnoshchekova (2012) showed that children at earlier
ages acquired the distal word ‘there’ than the proximal one ‘here,
then they acquired ‘this’ before ‘that’ Similarly, the study results
of Kiintay and Ozyiirek (2006) showed that children do not
acquire ‘this’ and ‘that’ until the age of six. Through the
observation, many children at ages four and five did not notice
the difference between proximal and distal deixes, especially in
the production task when they use their fingers to point. They
used ‘here’ and ‘this’ to indicate both far and near objects\places.
When the experimenter in the production task told them not to
use their hands or give an eye-gaze, they started noticing the
difference between far and near objects and they gave a correct
answer. In the current study, children responded to most of the
spatial deixes correctly in the same perspective trials, while they
responded incorrectly in the different perspective trial. In
addition, when they were next and opposite the experimenter,
they did well with ‘here’ On the other hand, their responses with
other words were varied.

Unlike the studies of De Villiers and De Villiers (1974),
Webb and Abrahamson (1976) and Clark and Sengul (1977),
there was no proximity bias happened with all ages in the
present study. Although Clark and Sengul (1977) put the cups
near the children in order to avoid any proximity bias, they still
chose the nearest cup to them. However, even the cups in
present study were hand-reachable to the children, there was
no bias toward near objects. So, there was no occurrence of
proximity bias with all ages. If children did not understand
what the puppets said, they tended to guess which cup
contained the toy and the candy. Guessing was more
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widespread among the younger children than the older ones.
In both tasks, a small number of four-year-old children did not
listen to the puppets’ instructions. They quickly chose a cup
when they opened their eyes. Some children chose the last
word which the puppet said in the production task when they
felt that they were unable to choose the correct word.

Unlike the studies of Tfouni and Klatzky (1983) and Muslu
(2015), the present study does not use eye-gaze and pointing to
help children in the tasks. In fact, the results of their studies showed
that the use of non-linguistic expressions can affect the children’s
ability to perform correctly. Similarly, Zhao (2007) mentioned that
the non-linguistic expressions, such as pointing and eye-gaze, play
a main role in helping children to understand the meaning of
deictic words. Like the study of Gonzalez Pena (2020), the present
study dealt with this issue by giving only the instructions without
the use of non-linguistic expressions in order to have a clear picture
of the children’s development stages of acquiring English spatial
deixis. It is also not allowed for children to use non-linguistic
expressions. When children used their hands to point to one of the
cups, we told them not to use their hands to point and they had to
choose between the phrases which the puppet provided.

Result of the same perspective and the
different perspective

Tests 3, 4 focused on the children’s understanding of the same
and different perspectives. Test 3 showed the result of the same
perspective in both Tables 5, 6, and the result did not show any
significant differences. To be more specific, six-year-old children
clearly have more control of spatial deixis in both perspectives than
four-and five-year-old children. When comparing the responses of
children in the same perspectives, it has been noticed that four-
year-old children performed better than those at age five. After that,
the performance increased again at age six which shows the
U-shaped pattern of development. The result is surprising that four-
year-old children did better than those at age five. Similarly, this
happened in the study of Muslu (2015) in which children at age four
did better than those at age three and five, and she explained this
issue in her paper by saying that “[T]he learner first learns a given

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Alothman and Alsager

TEST 4 Different perspective (Table 5) and different perspective (Table 6).

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.997110

Group Statistics
Factor N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Different Perspective (Table 5) 12 7.5833 1.50504 0.43447
Data4
Different Perspective (Table 6) 12 4.0833 1.78164 0.51432

Independent Samples Test
Levene’s Test for

Equality of Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

95% Confidence Interval

Mean Std. Error
F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) of the Difference
Difference Difference
Lower Upper
Data4 Equal variances assumed 0.280 0.602 5.199 22 0.000 3.50000 0.67326 2.10374 4.89626
Equal variances not assumed 5.199 21.402 0.000 3.50000 0.67326 2.10147 4.89853
target behavior, then unlearns it and finally learns it” (p: 423). Conclusion

Moreover, Long (1990) also explained the U-shaped pattern of
development by stating, “Progress is not linear; backsliding is
common, giving rise to so-called U-shaped behavior observed in
first and second language acquisition” (p: 659).

On the other hand, Test 4, which provided the result of the
different perspective in both tables, showed a significant result.
Children showed an increase in understanding the changes of the
deictic center with age. In the present study, when the
experimenter changed her place and sat opposite to the children,
they started to notice that there was a problem. They get confused
about which perspective to take. Clark and Sengul (1977) have
mentioned that children face some problems in changing the
deictic center. The result is not surprising because it is consistent
with the results of the previous studies (Clark and Sengul, 1977;
Zhao, 2007; Muslu, 2015).

In addition, Zhao (2007) concluded her results by mentioning
that children think in an egocentric way which may be considered
as a universal phenomenon that obstructs children’s acquisition
of deictic words. In other words, children who are under the age
of six do not have the ability to change the deictic center when
they and the speaker have a different perspective (Zhao, 2007).
Just as Zhao (2007), Meltem Muslu (2015) mentioned in her
study that children between the ages of 2 and 7 think in an
egocentric way. In other words, children did not acknowledge any
other perspectives except their own. Thus, they failed to recognize
the speaker-center in the different perspective. However, the
observation of the two tasks in the present study showed that
most of the children noticed that there was a problem in their
comprehension and production of the spatial deixis when the
experimenter changed her place and sat opposite to them. They
noticed that there is something wrong happened when the
experimenter changed her place. For example, when the puppets
got the candies and stickers instead of giving them to the children,
they noticed that their answers were incorrect. Similar to the
results of the current study, De Villiers and De Villiers (1974)
stated that children showed a simple ability to take a speaker as a
point of reference in the second trial (different perspective). Thus,
children are not totally egocentric.
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To sum up, all languages, especially deixis words, are designed
for face-to-face communication in daily life which cannot
be separated from the context of utterance. The current study aims
to investigate how Arabic children between the ages of four, five
and six acquire the English spatial deixis ‘this, ‘that, ‘here’ and
‘there’. In order to investigate that, a hide-and-seek game was used
to observe and record the children’s responses about English
spatial deixis. The results indicate that children, unlike the
previous studies, did not show any proximity bias regarding their
choice of the cups. Instead, they tended to guess the place of
candies and stickers when they did not understand what the
puppets said. Moreover, there was a U-shaped pattern of
development in the same perspective in both tasks, while they
showed an increase with age in different perspective. The results
also showed that children first acquire the proximal words ‘here\
this’ than the distal ones ‘there\that. In addition, they also acquire
the deictic pair ‘here\there’ before ‘this\that. The results of the
study can show some inconsistent results because children,
especially those at age four, tended to guess the place of the candy
and sticker instead of thinking.

Limitations

The present paper attempts to provide a clear picture of the
acquisition process of spatial deixis with children at ages four, five
and six. However, the study’s results cannot be generalized
because of some limitations regarding the samples. Further
studies should include a larger number of children from
different ages.
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Dissertation is the most important research genre for graduate students as they
step into the academic community. The abstract found at the beginning of the
dissertation is an essential part of the dissertation, serving to “sell” the study
and impress the readers. Learning to compose a well-organized abstract to
promote one's research is therefore an important skill for novice writers when
they step into the academic community in their discipline. By comparing 112
dissertation abstracts in material science by Chinese and American doctoral
students, this study attempts to analyze not only the rhetorical moves of
dissertation abstracts but also the lexical-grammatical features of stance in
different abstract moves. The findings show that most of the abstracts include
five moves, namely, Situating the research, Presenting the research, Describing
the methodology, Summarizing the findings, and Discussing the research.
However, fewer abstracts by Chinese students include all five moves. In
addition, the choices of stance expressions by the two groups vary across
the five abstract moves for different communication purposes. The results of
this study have pedagogical implications for facilitating the development of
academic writing skills for L2 writers.

stance markers, rhetorical moves, dissertation abstracts, Chinese doctoral students,
American doctoral students

Introduction

Theses and dissertations are the most important research genres for master’s
and Ph.D. students as they step into the academic community. Swales (2004, p. 99)
commented that “the dissertation/thesis is the most sustained and complex piece of
academic writing (in any language) they will undertake,” especially for non-native English
speakers (Sitkan and Mohammadzadeh, 2022). As an abstract is a highly condensed and
conventionally structured text, the knowledge of the rhetorical moves of abstracts and
linguistic sources to realize these moves is essential for novice writers, particularly for L2
writers (Pho, 2008).
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Swales (1990) defines the abstract as both a summary and
a “purified” reflection of the entire article. In addition to the
informative function, abstracts also function to promote the
research to the readers. Therefore, it is important to understand
the reader-writer interaction and the linguistic realization of
the promotional function in abstracts. Much attention has been
paid to the rhetorical moves (Santos, 1996; Can et al., 2016;
Tanko, 2017; Amnuai, 2019) and linguistic characteristics of
abstracts in research articles (Ebrahimi and Chan, 2015; Friginal
and Mastafa, 2017; Ansarifar et al., 2018). Dissertation abstracts,
however, differ significantly from research article abstracts in the
subcategories of moves and use of metadiscourse features (El-
Dalkhs, 2018), and little is known about how L2 graduate writers
employ linguistic features to engage readers in dissertation
abstracts. The present study, therefore, aims at exploring not
only the rhetorical moves of dissertation abstracts by L2 graduate
students but also the lexical-grammatical features of stance in
different abstract moves.

Literature review

Move structure of abstracts

The significance of the abstract in academic writing lies
in the variety of functions and roles it plays (Ebrahimi and
Chan, 2015; Friginal and Mastafa, 2017; Nasseri and Thompson,
2021; Sitkan and Mohammadzadeh, 2022). Firstly, it saves the
reader’s time by providing a condensed version of the whole
research article (RA). Secondly, it helps the readers to decide
on whether to continue to read the article. Thirdly, it has a
persuasive function in convincing journal editors to accept a
research article. Lastly, it also aids in indexing, which assists the
research article to be easily located in the database. Dissertation
abstracts can hold a higher stake than RA abstracts as the direct
reader of dissertations is the reviewer who evaluates the quality
of research and writing.

Following Swales’s (1990) move analysis, a five-move pattern
of abstracts was first proposed by Santos (1996) which includes
Situating the research (M1), Presenting the research (M2),
Describing the methodology (M3), Summarizing the results
(M4), and Discussing the research (M5). Hyland (2000), based
on an analysis of 800 RA abstracts from eight disciplines,
proposed a similar five-move model: introduction, purpose,
method, product, and conclusion (IPMPC). In the same line of
research, Lorés (2004) found that 61% of 36 abstracts in the field
of applied linguistics follow the IMRD structure (introduction-
method-result-discussion), while 31% of them employ the CARS
model (creating a research space), and 8% show a mixture of the
two structures.

It has been attested that Ph.D. thesis abstracts and RA
abstracts are two distinct genres, with the former representing
an educational genre, and the latter, a professional one (Kawase,
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20155 El-Dakhs, 2018). El-Dakhs (2018) compared Ph.D. thesis
abstracts and RA abstracts in applied linguistics and found
that thesis abstracts included lengthier introductions while RA
abstracts provided a lengthier description of the methodology,
findings, and implications. Afzaal et al. (2019) noted that EFL
learners in Pakistan mostly followed Swales’ CARS model in the
abstract of master’s dissertations, but they used past participle in
the move of occupying the niche, suggesting a lack of confidence
when presenting their own study. A review of these studies
suggests that it is insufficient for novice writers to understand
the generic move structure of abstracts. It is equally important
for them to know how to realize rhetorical functions through
linguistic devices.

Stance in academic writing

Stance, a common feature concerned with writers or
speakers’ personal attitudes, feelings, or judgments about the
information communicated, has received increasing attention in
recent years (Hyland, 2005b; Biber, 2006; Du Bois, 2007; Aull,
2019; Kaltenbock et al., 2020; Zhang and Zhang, 2021). Stance
markers refer to the way that stance is expressed or realized,
including a range of grammatical devices like modal auxiliaries,
adverbial hedges, and complement clauses (Poole et al., 2019).
They function to express different feelings such as the attitudes
that a speaker or writer has about the information (Biber, 2006).
Stance and stance markers play significant roles in academic
writing but pose a challenge to academic writers. The author not
only needs to guarantee the credibility of the research and make
objective comments while reporting results or findings but also
has to establish an authorial presence to interact with readers as
well as acquire visibility in this field (Can and Cangir, 2019).

The past decade has witnessed a growing interest in stance
and stance markers in academic writing. Following this line
of research are investigations of a variety of linguistic devices,
such as boosters and hedges (Hyland, 2012), personal pronouns
(Yang, 2016; Can and Cangir, 2019), reporting verbs (Hyland,
1999, 2002; Peng, 2019), and engagement sources (Lancaster,
2014). The results have confirmed that academic writing, despite
its expected objectivity, involves the expression of an authorial
stance, including evaluation of previous studies, commitment to
one’s own claim, as well as attitudes toward one’s own research.

The identification of stance features is highly context-
dependent, which can lead to fuzziness in the classification. Biber
(2006), therefore, examines stance from a lexical-grammatical
approach which focuses on three categories of evaluative
language: modal and semi-modal verbs, stance adverbs, and
complement clauses controlled by stance verbs, adjectives, or
nouns. This classification is more comprehensive and specific
in identifying stance features and has been adopted in several
studies on stance in academic writing (Chan, 2015; Cakir, 2016).
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Stance in academic writing has been mainly examined from
two perspectives: cross-disciplinary (Hyland, 2005b; Chan, 2015;
Yang, 2016; Li, 2020) and cross-linguistic (Hu and Cao, 2011;
Mur-Duefas, 2011; Kim and Lim, 2013; Jiang, 2015; Loi et al.,
2016; Bax et al, 2019). A comparison of research articles in
different disciplines has shown that soft disciplines generally
employ more stance markers than hard disciplines (Hyland,
2005b; Chan, 2015). Interestingly, a diachronic study of stance
has found that the frequencies of stance markers are increasing
in the sciences and falling in the soft disciplines, demonstrating
a converging tendency (Hyland and Jiang, 2016).

As stance markers are used by writers to “engage with
the socially determined positions of others” (Hyland, 2005a,
p. 52), the deployment of these linguistic sources is expected to
vary across different linguistic and cultural communities. For
instance, Chinese journal articles are found to include fewer
metadiscourse features, especially interactional metadiscourse
features (hedges, boosters) than English research articles (Mu
et al,, 2015). The lower density of metadiscourse features in
Chinese journal articles is also consistent in different parts
of the articles, including abstracts (Hu and Cao, 2011) and
introductions (Kim and Lim, 2013). These findings suggest the
avoidance of authorial presence in a reader-responsible context.

In such a context, Chinese ESL (English as a second
language) learners may transfer these norms from Chinese
academic writing to English academic writing. As Hyland (2004,
p. 141) argues, “the ways that writers present themselves,
negotiate an argument, and engage with their readers are closely
linked to the norms and expectations of particular cultural and
professional communities.” Many existing studies have revealed
difficulties in expressing the stance encountered by Chinese ESL
students (Li and Warton, 2012; Lee and Deakin, 2016; Afzaal
et al, 2021). Unlike their L1 peers, Chinese ESL students are
found to maintain a more detached and impersonal writing
style, and they are less strategic in making assertions (Lee
and Deakin, 2016; Yoon, 2020). Most of these findings are
based on argumentative writing by L2 students. As abstracts are
persuasive in nature, it can be assumed that L2 novice writers
may face similar challenges when drafting abstracts.

As mentioned in the last section, Ph.D. thesis abstracts differ
from RA abstracts in the rhetorical structure. The linguistic
realization of the rhetorical moves and the use of stance markers
have also been found to be different. For example, more hedges
and attitude verbs are found in Ph.D. thesis abstracts while the
abstracts of journal articles include more impersonal markers
and self-mentions (El-Dakhs, 2018). This difference suggests
that compared to RA authors, who are in a higher power status
in the scientific community, thesis writers as new members are
more cautious in taking responsibility for their claims.

Although much attention has been paid to stance markers
in academic writing and moves in abstracts, little is known
about how novice L2 writers employ stance markers in the
rhetorical moves in abstracts. In addition, most of the studies
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TABLE 1 Overall information of CCSA and CASA.

Corpus Number of abstracts Word count  Average length
CCSA 56 47,836 854
CASA 56 25,434 454

on abstracts have involved cross-linguistic or cross-disciplinary
comparisons, and they have addressed disciplines in soft sciences
such as applied linguistics (Hu and Cao, 2011; Can et al,, 2016;
Ansarifar et al., 2018; El-Dakhs, 2018; Nasseri and Thompson,
2021), literature, translation studies (Li, 2020), economics
(Ebrahimi and Chan, 2015), and accounting (Amnuai, 2019).
In contrast, abstracts in the hard sciences have received little
attention. In universities in China, except for language-related
studies, dissertations in other disciplines are written in Chinese.
Nevertheless, abstracts in both English and Chinese are required.
The dissertation abstract, therefore, is an ideal genre to examine
EFL students’ use of stance markers in academic writing. The
purpose of the present study is to examine the use of stance
markers in the moves structures of English abstracts written
by Chinese and American doctoral students. Specifically, the
present paper aims to answer the following two questions:

(1) Are there any similarities and differences between the
features of move structure in Chinese and American doctoral
students’ dissertation abstracts?

(2) What are the lexical-grammatical features of stance
in the five moves of Chinese and American students’
dissertation abstracts?

Methodology

Data collection

The corpus-based study aims to investigate the lexical-
grammatical features of stance in the move structures of English
dissertation abstracts written by Chinese and American Ph.D.
students. The data for this study include 112 English dissertation
abstracts written by Chinese and American doctoral students
majoring in materials science and engineering between 2010 and
2016. Two corpora were constructed as the corpus of Chinese
students’ abstracts (CCSA) and the corpus of American students’
abstracts (CASA). CCSA included 56 dissertation abstracts
extracted from the China Dissertation Database of Full Text. The
dissertations were selected from universities in seven areas of
China (i.e., North China, Central China, and Northwest China).
The 56 dissertation abstracts of CASA were selected from the
ProQuest Dissertation and Theses Database of Full text. The
dissertations were selected from universities in four areas of
America (i.e., North, South, West, and Midwest). Table 1 shows
the overall information of the two corpora.
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Data analysis

All dissertation abstracts were analyzed in two ways. Firstly,
Santos (1996) five-move structure model was employed to
analyze the moves in the dissertation abstracts. The framework
for the move structure is presented in Table 2 with one Chinese
student’s dissertation abstract used as an example. Ten abstracts
were randomly selected and coded by the first and third authors
separately. The coding was compared, and the agreement
rate reached 98%. The application of the coding scheme was
discussed. The third author then coded the rest of the data twice
in 2 weeks intervals. All uncertain or inconsistent cases were
discussed and settled among the three authors.

Secondly, stance markers in the dissertation abstracts were
identified based on Biber (2006) classification of linguistic and
grammatical features of stance, including modal and semi-
modal verbs, stance adverbs, and stance-complement clauses
controlled by verbs, adjectives, or nouns. AntConc software
was used to identify the stance markers, and all identified
instances were manually checked and classified into different
sub-categories according to the semantic meaning revealed
by the controlling stance word. Frequencies of the stance
features were then normalized to a relative frequency per
10,000 words to account for the different sizes of the two
corpora. The distribution of stance features in each abstract
move was compared.

Findings

Move structure of abstracts in CCSA and
CASA

To answer the first research question, moves in each
dissertation abstract in CCSA and CASA were identified based
on Santos (1996) five-move structure model. We first counted
the number of moves in the abstracts to see if the abstracts
included all five moves. The general move structure of abstracts
in the two corpora is presented in Table 3.

As seen in Table 3, most abstracts in both corpora include
four or five moves (89.28% for CCSA and 94.64% for CASA).
Very few abstracts have an incomplete structure with three
moves. Fewer abstracts in CCSA include four or five moves than
in CASA, though the average length of abstracts in CCSA is near
twice the length of abstracts in CASA (see Table 1).

To examine the distribution of the five moves in the two
corpora, the length and occurrence of each move were counted
(see Table4). As seen in Table 4, the largest portion of the
abstracts in both corpora is devoted to the Summarizing the
findings move, and the second and third largest portions are
Describing the method and Situating the research respectively.
Compared to American students, Chinese students put more
emphasis on the research result with more than half of the
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abstract summarizing the findings, leaving very little room
for discussing the research. In contrast, the length of each
move in American students’ abstracts is more balanced. On the
other hand, the occurrence of each move is similar in both
corpora. Most abstracts in both corpora include three obligatory
moves: Presenting the research, Describing the methodology,
and Summarizing the findings.

Stance features of abstracts in CCSA and
CASA

To answer the second research question, stance markers
in both corpora were identified and classified, and then the
normalized frequencies were calculated and compared. Biber
(2006) divides stance markers into three categories: modals and
semi-modals, stance adverbs, and stance-complement clause
constructions. Table 5 presents the frequencies of the three
major categories of stance markers in CCSA and CASA.

Table 5 shows no significant differences in the total number
of stance markers between the two corpora (p > 0.05). Both
groups use stance-complement clauses the most, and the
American students employ slightly more of them than Chinese
students (p = 0.05). The second preferred category for both
groups is modal and semi-modal verbs and Chinese students
employ significantly more of them than American students (p <
0.05). The least preferred category by the two groups is stance
adverbs. The frequency of stance adverbs used by American
students is higher than that of Chinese students.

As the most common category in both corpora, stance-
complement clauses are further divided into verb-complement
clauses, adjective-complement clauses, and noun-complement
clauses. The results are presented in Table 6. A closer look
at the sub-categories of the stance construction reveals some
noticeable discrepancies between the two corpora. As shown in
Table 6, both groups rely heavily on stance verb-complement
clauses to show stance in the abstracts. Chinese students
show a remarkable preference for the stance verb + that-
clauses while American students use more stance verb +
to-clauses than Chinese students. Stance-complement clauses
controlled by adjectives and nouns were rarely found in the two
corpora, although American students employed significantly
more stance noun + fo-clauses than Chinese students (p
< 0.05).

As for the choice of stance verb-complement construction
in CCSA and CASA, it was noted that American students
employed a similar amount of that- and to-clauses, whereas
Chinese students preferred that-clauses to fo-clauses. Significant
differences were found between the two student groups
in their use of stance verb + that-complement clauses
and stance verb + to-complement clauses (p < 0.05).
Specifically, in contrast to their American counterparts,
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TABLE 2 Santos (1996) framework for move structure.

Moves Function/description

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1004744

Example (CCSA-01)

Move 1: Situating the

research < STR > generalization)

Move 2: Presenting the

research < PTR > and/or hypotheses

Move 3: Describing the
methodology < DTM > procedures
Move 4: Summarizing the

findings < STF >

Move 5: Discussing the

research < DTR >

Reporting the main finding of the study

Setting the scene for the current research (topic

Stating the purpose of the study, research questions

Describing the materials, subjects, variables,

Interpreting the results/findings and/or giving

recommendations, implications of study

With a stable six-membered ring structure, carbon
nanotubes (MWNTs) have good thermal stability and
play a flame retardant synergistic effect during the
combustion of polymers.

On this basis, this paper presented carbon nanotubes
was wrapped with silica microspheres, modified
phosphazene, and ionic polymer respectively, by surface
chemical modification. It studied the effect of MWNTs
on the thermal stability and flame retardant of polymer
and the flame-retardant mechanism during the
combustion.

First part, two kinds of triazines charring agent
(CA-ODA and CA-DDS) with high benzene ring
content were synthesized by amino-substituted reaction.
With 4% of PAAZn-g-MWNTs, the PHRR of PMMA
composites was reduced from 590 W-g~! down to 355
W-g~!, and the total heat release rate was reduced from
25.5k]-g7! down to 16.1 kJ-g~".

It presented there was a synergistic effect between the

MWNTs and modified phosphazene.

TABLE 3 General move structure of abstracts in CCSA and CASA.

Corpus 3 moves 4 moves 5 moves Total
CCSA 6(10.71%) 16 (28.57%) 34 (60.71%) 56
CASA 3 (5.36%) 17 (30.36%) 36 (64.28%) 56

Chinese students tend to overuse that-clauses controlled by
communication verbs and epistemic certainty verbs (p <
0.05), but underuse to-clauses controlled by mental verbs and
communication verbs (p < 0.05). In-depth analysis reveals
that the stance verb + that-complement construction in
both corpora is particularly common with communication
verbs (e.g., show, indicate, reveal, and demonstrate) and
verbs expressing epistemic certainty (e.g., find, determine,
and conclude).

Example 1: The results show that antimony, tin oxide,
ferric oxide can improve fire-resistance time and reduce smoke
density (CCSA-02).

Example 2: Lastly, it was determined that the fabrication
process greatly influences the impurity types and concentrations
of the alloys, and therefore greatly dictate which thermal stability
mechanisms care active (CASA-21).

In examples 1 and 2, stance verb + that-complement clauses
are accompanied by inanimate subjects in both sentences.
This structure is used to report information in an impersonal
way, which conforms to the typical characteristics of academic
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writing. Both groups prefer that-clauses controlled by certainty
verbs and communication verbs, which implies their confidence
in the reported information.

Different from the use of stance verb + that-clauses in
both corpora, the stance verb + to-complement construction
is frequently employed with mental and communication verbs,
especially among CASA.

Example 3: The Sb composition is found to vary non-linearly
with substrate temperature and V/III ratios (CCSA-28).

Example 4: Instead, color center formation was shown to
be controlled by oxidation and reduction of variable valence
impurity ions, primarily Fe 24-/3+ (CASA-26).

As seen in examples 3 and 4, similar to that-clauses, stance
verb + to-complement clauses usually appear with impersonal
subjects, which demonstrates the objectivity and impartiality
of the writers in declaring information. Nevertheless, the use
of the mental verb find and communication verb show by the
writers indicate a higher degree of certainty to the reported
information, thus increasing the force of their claim. The
two words find and show take up more than half of the
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TABLE 4 Length and occurrence of each move in abstracts in CCSA and CASA.

Moves Average length Average length Number of Number of
of the move in of the move in abstracts in abstracts in
CCSA CASA CCSA CASA
containing the containing the
move (n = 56) move (n = 56)
Move 1: STR 15.18% 21.68% 53 (94.64%) 48 (85.71%)
Move 2: PTR 6.33% 7.25% 47 (83.93%) 55 (98.21%)
Move 3: DTM 20.28% 27.56% 56 (100.00%) 55 (98.21%)
Move 4: STF 53.49% 35.08% 56 (100.00%) 51 (91.07%)
Move 5: DTR 4.72% 10.39% 40 (71.43%) 48 (85.71%)

(The weight of the move in abstracts indicates the portion of the move out of the total word count of the abstract).

TABLE 5 Overall frequencies (per 10,000 words) of stance markers in CCSA and CASA.

Stance markers CCSA
Modal and semi-modal verbs 59.58
Stance adverbs 21.53
Stance-complement clauses 68.57
Total 149.68

communication and mental verbs in both corpora, indicating
the students’ inclination to employ these to-complement clauses
to ascertain their confidence and certainty with regard to
the information.

Stance features in different moves of
abstracts in CCSA and CASA

This section reports various types of stance markers
across five moves of abstracts by both student groups. As
shown in Table 7, the overall use of stance markers across
the five moves in CCSA and CASA corpora have similar
distribution characteristics. There are more stance markers in
STR, STE, and DTR moves than in PTR and DTM moves
in both corpora. It is noteworthy that American students
use more stance markers in STR, PTR, DTM, and STF
moves of abstracts than Chinese students, except for the DTR
move. The distribution of stance markers is closely related to
the different functions of each move. Situating the research
(STR) move serves to set the scene or present background
information for the study, which states the significance of
the present study. Summarizing the findings (STF) move,
which reports the findings and discusses the research part,
shows a detailed interpretation of the results. However,
presenting the research (PTR) move gives the hypothesis,
and describing the methodology (DTM) move describes the
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CASA X-square p-value
39.32 13.04 0.00
31.45 656 0.01
81.39 3.77 0.05
152.16 0.07 0.79

methods of the study, in both of which an objective tone
is expected.

The following sections provide a detailed examination of the
distribution of different types of stance markers in every move
of abstracts in CCSA and CASA.

Stance features in the STR move

The situating the research (STR) move in the abstracts
serves to set the scene for the research and establish the
significance of the current study (Hyland, 2000). As shown
in Table 7, the distributions of stance markers in this move
in the CCSA and CASA abstracts are similar. No significant
differences in the frequencies of the five categories were
identified between the two corpora (p > 0.05). In presenting
this move, both groups of students favor modal verbs and
stance verb-complement clauses the most, and stance noun-
complement clauses the least. Further analysis shows that both
groups prefer possibility modals in modal verbs the most and the
other sub-classes of stance markers are remarkably less common
than possibility modals.

Both Chinese and American students use various stance
devices in this move to emphasize the significance of their
research topic, which is useful for setting the scene for the
present research. Particularly remarkable is the frequent use of
modal verbs in the STR move. The possibility modal can is
used with inanimate subjects to show ability or logical possibility
meaning, as can be seen in examples 5 and 6.
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TABLE 6 Normalized frequencies (per 10,000 words) of each class of stance-complement clauses in CCSA and CASA.

CCSA CASA X-square p-value
Stance verb + that-clause 50.59 34.99 8.982 0.00
Stance verb + fo-clause 10.03 34.60 54.085 0.00
Stance adjective + that-clause 1.05 0.79 0.117 0.73
Stance adjective + to-clause 6.06 7.86 0.806 0.37
Stance noun + that-clause 0.42 1.18 1.411 0.24
Stance noun + fo-clause 0.42 1.97 4.164 0.04
TABLE 7 Normalized frequencies of stance markers across five moves (per 10,000 words).
Stance markers Modals Stance Stance Stance Stance Total
adverbs verb- adjective- noun-
complement complement complement
clauses clauses clauses

STR CCSA 77.11 20.66 3443 24.79 1.38 158.36

CASA 89.73 35.89 49.85 17.95 7.98 201.40
PTR CCSA 3.30 0 3.30 0 0 6.61

CASA 5.43 5.43 16.28 10.85 0 37.98
DTM CCSA 5.15 1.03 4.12 0 1.03 11.34

CASA 15.69 8.56 8.56 7.13 2.85 42.80
STF CCSA 7191 31.26 87.93 5.47 0.78 197.36

CASA 19.05 44.83 133.36 5.60 1.12 203.97
DTR CCSA 172.72 31.00 155.00 8.86 0 367.58

CASA 98.37 56.75 90.81 3.78 3.78 253.50

Example 5: However, the performance of lithium ion
batteries can no longer satisfy the ever increasing demands
for high energy density even though they almost reach the
theoretical limit both in mass and volume. Therefore, the
improvement of the research for lithium ion batteries is
urgent (CCSA-31).

Example 6: For instance, the ability to create controllable
nanostructures in a scalable manner can enable the wide use of
nanotechnology (CASA-07).

As shown in examples 5 and 6, the possibility modal
can is utilized with inanimate subjects by both Chinese and
American students. Example 5 stated that lithium-ion batteries
fail to meet the demands, thus providing a rationale for the
current study. Example 6 suggested the necessity to develop
a new function of nanotechnology. The choice of can shows
the possibility of conducting research related to this topic from
different perspectives.

In contrast, the necessity modals (must and should) are less
frequently employed than the possibility modals in the STR
move in CCSA and CASA. Both must and should express the
necessity, which can boost the claim expressed in the sentence.
The word must is commonly used to express any unavoidable
requirement or obligation. When they are employed in this
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move, the personal obligation voiced by them indicates the
writer’s emphasis on the necessity of the present study. This can
explain why necessity modals appear more frequently in this
move than in the other four moves of abstracts. For instance:

Example 7: The most efficient mode of transportation of
petroleum-based fuel is via pipelines, and due to the 300%
increase in ethanol use in the U.S. in the past decade, a similar
method of conveyance must be adopted for ethanol (CASA-29).

Example 8: Therefore, the segregation behavior of B should
be confirmed and the recovery rate of Si should be improved
during the alloy solidification refining process (CCSA-07).

As seen in examples 7 and 8, must and should demonstrate
the writers’ advocacy of the action introduced in the clause,
as well as the writers’ confidence in claiming authority in the
research area.

Stance features in the PTR move

As shown in Table 7, presenting the research (PTR) move
includes the least stance markers in the two corpora partly
because of its function to present the objective or hypothesis
of the research in academic papers. The occurrence of different
kinds of stance markers employed by American students is
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significantly higher than by Chinese students, with no exception
(X?=6.116, p < 0.05).

It is noteworthy that both corpora contain more to-clause
controlled by verbs of effort (try, seek) in the PTR move
compared to the other moves. We can see in examples 9 and 10,
the writers’ employment of the stance resources demonstrates
their purposes of stating the attempt and endeavor of their
research effort, which is a useful way to accomplish the goal of
presenting the research objective of the PTR move. For instance:

Example 9: In this thesis, we try to introduce a new weak
(soft) phase on the basis of traditional nanoglass, to replace the
role of grain boundaries, construct a new kind of nanoglass
composite (CCSA-38).

Example 10: This investigation seeks to determine if current
superalloy casting methods can result in the formation of oxide
bifilms... (CASA-34)

In addition, some instances of epistemic likelihood verbs +
that clauses and stance adjectives + fo clauses exist in the PTR
move of CASA. For instance:

Example 11: It was hypothesized that atmospheric pressure
plasma treatment could functionalize and/or remove peel ply
remnants on the CFRP surfaces to improve adhesion (CASA-
54).

Example 12: Although the exact form of y(V) is unclear, it is
reasonable to assume an exponentially-decaying form of y(V),
where at low temperatures y is... (CASA-31)

In example 11, the writer’s uncertainty about the claim is
revealed by the use of an extraposed that-clause controlled by
the epistemic likelihood verb (hypothesize) and the combination
of the modal verb with tentative meaning (could) in that-
clause, which serves to present the hypothesis and indicate
the writer’s discretion in making the assumption. In example
12, the use of extraposed to-clause controlled by an adjective
(reasonable) conveys a positive evaluation of this assumption.
In both examples, the American students make the assumptions
more convincing with the use of stance expressions. Although
stance devices in the PTR move are the fewest in both corpora,
the American students use more of these devices than the
Chinese students to strengthen their personal involvement in the
presentation of the research objective.

Stance features in the DTM move

Few stance expressions are found in describing the
methodology move in both corpora. This is because the
major function of this move is to introduce the methods and
procedures for conducting the study. In this move, CCSA
contains significantly fewer stance markers than in CASA (X°
= 16.450, p = 0.000), and Chinese students employ significantly
fewer modal verbs, stance adverbs as well as stance adjective +
to-clauses than the American students (p < 0.05). The possibility
modals are the most common stance markers used by both
student groups. For instance:
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Example 13: The objective of these experiments was
to correlate observations of slip transfer with a geometric
parameter m, which can be used to identify and predict
crystallographic arrangements that are better suited for slip
transfer (CASA-03).

Example 14: So we introduce the method that can remove or
weaken undesired carrier localization (CCSA-28).

In examples 13 and 14, the use of the possibility modal can
in the description of methodology shows the justification of
the methods employed. The considerably higher use of modals,
especially possibility modals, in the DTM move of CASA than
that of CCSA (X? = 4.500, p < 0.05) suggests that the American
students’ greater efforts in justifying the choice of research
tools and methods in this move. Regarding stance adverbs in
DTM move, style adverbs and epistemic likelihood adverbs are
preferred by American students. For instance:

Example 15: Specifically, tensile stress generation was
evaluated using an in situ wafer curvature measurement
technique, and correlated with the inclination of edge-type
threading dislocations observed with transmission electron
microscopy (TEM) (CASA-24).

Example 16: In particular, the use of nanosphere lithography
to pattern thin films of aluminum prior to anodization is
described, which allows for nearly arbitrary control of the pore
size, interpore spacing and aspect ratio (CASA-07).

The style adverb specifically in example 15 indicates the
writer’s attempt to describe the research methods to the readers
in detail. The likelihood adverb nearly in example 16 shows
the writer’s caution when introducing the effectiveness of the
research procedure. Both examples show American students’
objectiveness in presenting the methodology, which is enhanced
by stance adverbs.

Stance features in the STF move

Summarizing the findings (STF) move takes up the largest
portion of the abstracts in both corpora and it involves the
frequent occurrence of stance expressions. Results indicate
that the American students employ significantly more stance
13.837, p = 0.000), whereas
the Chinese students use significantly more modals than the
American students (X* = 31.922, p = 0.000). Stance verb-
complement clauses have the highest frequency in STF move in

verb-complement clauses (X* =

both corpora. In contrast, stance noun-complement clauses have
the lowest frequency in both corpora. Unlike American students,
Chinese students show a preference for modal verbs over stance
adverbs in this move.

A close examination of the subcategories of stance
expressions in the STF move shows that the stance verb +
that-clauses is the most preferred device used by Chinese and
American students. To be specific, that-complement clauses
occur mostly after communication verbs (such as indicate and
show) and epistemic certainty verbs (such as find and determine)
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in both groups. Examples 17 and 18 are two instances of stance
verb + that-clause controlled by communication verbs (indicate
and show) in the STF move.

Example 17: The simulations indicate that the particle size
dependent velocity of the sedimentation increases the rate at
which the system coarsens (CASA-10).

Example 18: The results show that the wear resistance of
WC/Co-Cr composite coating is better than H13 steel (CCSA-
23).

The communication verbs show and indicate are the
most preferred stance verbs used by both students in STF
move. Textual analysis reveals that stance verb + that-clauses
controlled by communication verbs occur most frequently
with inanimate subjects, such as “simulations” and “results” in
examples 17 and 18. This shows the writers’ objectivity and
certainty toward their results when reporting their findings.
Both student groups report the findings with words with high
certainty to establish their personal expertise, thus making the
findings more convincing.

In addition to the stance verb + that-clause, the stance
verb + to clause, especially the to-clause controlled by mental
and communication verbs, is also frequently used by American
students in the STF move. However, this stance device is rarely
found in Chinese students’ abstracts. Significant differences were
found between their overall use of stance verb + to-clauses (X*
= 91.104, p = 0.000), as well as their use of to-clauses controlled
by mental and communication verbs (p = 0.000 for both). To-
clauses in CASA were frequently controlled by mental verbs
(such as find, determine, and observe) and communication verbs
(such as show and confirm). Textual analysis shows that they
often occur with subjects concerning the research-related object
or process to denote objectiveness in the presentation of the
findings (such as find and show), and the verbs selected are often
with high certainty. For instance:

Example 19: The dissolution behavior of disordered
Fe50Pd50 was found to strongly relate to the crystallographic
orientation of specific grains (CASA-41).

Example 20: Finally, non-planar LEDs were shown to
exhibit broader light-emission spectra than conventional planar
LEDs (CASA-09).

In examples 19 and 20, the stance verb + fo-clause in the
STF move shares a similar role with that-clause, but the Chinese
students seem to ignore this function of fo-clauses in the STF
move and tend to overuse that-clauses.

When presenting the findings of the current research,
both Chinese and American students were prone to
display their objectiveness and discretion to make the
Nevertheless,

findings more reliable. they also employ

some constructions with high certainty to make the
The

Chinese students prefer verb + that-clauses to verb +

result appear more powerful and convincing.

to-clauses in STF move. In contrast, American students
employ more stance verb-complement clauses with high
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certainty to make the research findings more powerful
and forceful.

Stance features in the DTR move

Consistent with the argumentative nature, discussing the
research (DTR) move in both corpora includes the most stance
expressions. Results demonstrate that the two corpora are
similar in the distribution of stance expressions, with modal
verbs being the most frequently used and followed by stance
verb-complement clauses and stance adverbs. Nevertheless,
significant differences were found between the two corpora
in the frequency of stance devices employed in this move.
Specifically, the DTR move of CCSA contains significantly more
modal verbs and stance verb-complement clauses (p < 0.05).

Modal verbs are the most preferred grammatical stance
device in this move in both corpora, which are more frequent
than in the other four moves.

Example 21: It proves that the wet-mix shotcrete with high
air content can solve the inharmonious contradiction between
pumpability and shootability (CCSA-46).

Example 22: The findings of this research will hopefully
guide future efforts to design more thermally stable
nanocrystalline alloys (CASA-21).

The use of possibility or prediction modals in examples 21
and 22 indicates the writer’s confidence in the findings. Can in
Example 21 implies that the present research is meaningful and
will in example 22 suggests the future positive influence of the
current research results. Moreover, it is also noteworthy that the
use of the verb of effort/ facilitation + to-clause in the DTR
move of both corpora contains the most frequent occurrence.
In examples 23 and 24, the students choose to use verbs of
facilitation (help and allow) to demonstrate their attitude that
the results of the present research are valuable, which indicates
the importance of the study. For example:

Example 23: These results help to control the conditions for
generating the continuous and uniform carburized layer on the
surface and around the pore wall of porous TiAl alloy (CCSA-
52).

Example 24: A potential consequence of this study would be
the development of a superior armor material that is sufficiently
affordable, allowing it to be incorporated into the general
soldier’s armor chassis (CASA-33).

Stance adverbs are also common in this move of both
corpora, especially likelihood adverbs and style adverbs.
For instance:

Example 25: The initial crystalline thickness increase was
mainly due to the crystallization of some tie chains in the
amorphous region, as well as small transformation of diffuse
transition layer into crystalline region (CASA-17).

Example 26: The remarkably enhanced performance of
lithium electrode could probably be attributed to the effective
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protection of a unique SEI layer; formed under the synergistic
effect of LiFSI and DOL (CCSA-40).

The adverbs in the two examples are used in the
interpretation of the research results. The use of style adverbs
(mainly) in example 25 in this move suggests the writers’ attitude
that their explanation is rational and acceptable but there may
be other possible causes behind the results. And the likelihood
adverb probably in example 26 is to demonstrate the writers’
caution and prudence in the interpretation. Both groups utilize
stance adverbs to avoid being assertive in making claims, which
demonstrates their respect for opinions from their community
and makes their explanation of results more acceptable to
the readers.

Chinese and American students have similar preferences in
the choice of stance markers in the DTR move of the abstract. On
the one hand, they utilize possibility and prediction modals and
verbs of facilitation + fo-clauses to show the positive impacts
of the research results. On the other hand, they prefer to use
that and to-clauses controlled by communication verbs and
mental verbs as well as style and likelihood adverbs to show
their respect for different opinions, which makes the research
significance more credible. Both groups employ different stance
devices in the DTR move to realize the interpersonal function of
the abstract.

Discussion

Taken together, the findings reveal a similar move
structure; but the divergence is apparent in the lexical-
grammatical features in the dissertation abstracts by Chinese
and American students.

In response to the first research question, most abstracts
in both corpora include four or five moves, indicating a
comprehensive understanding of the rhetorical features of the
writers (Sitkan and Mohammadzadeh, 2022). Within those five
moves, Presenting the research, Describing the methodology,
and Summarizing the findings are found in most abstracts,
supporting previous research findings (Santos, 1996; Pho, 2008;
Can et al,, 2016; Siikan and Mohammadzadeh, 2022). This
is especially true for dissertation abstracts in the current
study, all of which report empirical studies in the discipline
of materials science and engineering in IMRD (introduction-
methods-results-discussion) format. In terms of the length of
each move, the emphasis on the Summarizing the findings move
by both groups conforms with the findings of El-Dalkhs (2018),
which is a salient feature of scientific discourse. American
students put more balanced emphasis on Situating the research,
Describing the method, and Summarizing the findings moves
in abstracts of journal articles. In contrast, Chinese students
focus more on Summarizing the findings. This is different from
Ren and Li (2011) finding which shows that Chinese students
over-emphasize the introduction move in MA thesis in applied

Frontiersin Psychology

82

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1004744

linguistics. The reason for this incongruence can be disciplinary
differences. Scientific discourse, as McKenny and Bennett (2011)
point out, is characterized by the presentation of facts while
social science and humanities rely more on argumentation. The
results of the move structure in the abstracts by the two groups
suggest a larger effect of disciplinary norms than cultural factors.

In response to the second research question, we first looked
at the overall lexical-grammatical features of stance in the
dissertation abstracts. No significant differences were found in
the total number of stance expressions in CCSA and CASA. Both
groups employed stance-complement clauses the most, followed
by modal and semi-modal verbs and stance adverbs. This
supports Biber (2006) observation of the lexical-grammatical
features of the written registers. However, Chinese students use
significantly more modals and semi-modals while American
students use more stance adverbs. This is in line with Cakir
(2016) finding that native writers employ more stance adverbs
in abstracts than L2 writers.

Although no significant differences were found between
the overall frequencies of stance-complement construction in
the CCSA and CASA, the use of stance verb-complement
construction differed in the two corpora. Stance verb + to-
complement construction shares a similar function to that-
complement construction in abstracts. Both constructions
are likely to appear with inanimate subjects to indicate
objectiveness, and they are often controlled by verbs with a
higher degree of conviction and certainty, such as find and
show. The inanimate subject structure can reveal the authors’
confidence in the information, thus collaboratively enhancing
the persuasiveness of abstracts. However, compared to their
American counterparts, Chinese students tended to limit their
choice to that-complement construction but underused to-
complement clauses followed by find and show. This is in
line with Charles (2006) finding that find/show verbs are the
most frequently used reporting verbs in doctoral theses in
material science, displaying the author’s detailed knowledge of
the research.

In terms of the distribution of stance markers in different
moves, the results show that three moves (Situating the research,
Summarizing the findings, and Discussing the results) in
abstracts in both corpora are heavily loaded with stance markers
while the other two moves include few stance features. This
supports Pho (2008) finding that rhetorical devices are scarcely
found in Presenting the research and Describing the Method
moves. Both groups preferred to use possibility modals such
as can and may in Situating the research move to emphasize
the importance of their research topics. The employment of
modal verbs such as may and can when summarizing the
previous findings to lead to their own study can reduce the
definiteness of the claim concerning previous research and
take the responsibility off the present writer (Pho, 2008). In
Summarizing the findings move, however, possibility modals
are used to show the writer’s caution about the outcome of

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1004744
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Liu et al.

the current study. Modals in Discussing the results move
have two functions: allowing alternative interpretations of the
results (with the use of possibility modals) and emphasizing the
significance of the findings (with the prediction modals, such as
will). This finding is in line with Pho (2008) observation that
writers prefer to use modal verbs as hedging or boosting device
in the DTR move.

Next to modal verbs, stance verb-complement clauses are
the second most preferred stance device employed by both
groups, particularly in Summarizing the findings and Discussing
the research moves. This is most likely due to the multiple
functions of verbs in conveying the epistemic meaning that is
dominant in abstracts (Hyland, 2000). It is interesting to note
that Chinese students use more stance verb-complement clauses
in Discussing the research move while American students use
more of them in Summarizing the findings moves. In the
Summarizing the findings move, complement clauses followed
by find/show verbs are used to present the writer’s own findings.
This is consistent with Pho (2008) finding that the principal
syntactic feature of the STF move is the employment of that-
complement structure controlled by the reporting verbs. In
contrast, the complement clauses in Discussing the research
move, particularly the verb of effort/ facilitation + to-clause,
help to highlight the value of the research findings.

Stance adverbs are the least frequent stance markers used
by both groups, most of which are found in the Summarizing
the findings and Discussing the research moves. The frequent
use of stance adverbs (probably and mainly) in Discussing
the research move suggested Chinese and American students’
interpretation of the research results in a cautious way. This can
be attributed to the tentativeness of researchers when explaining
their research findings (Pho, 2008). Despite the shorter length
of Discussing the research move, abstracts by Chinese students
are more densely loaded with stance expressions, particularly
modal verbs, than abstracts by American students. This suggests
L2 writers lack confidence when making claims based on the
research findings.

Overall, the stance expressions across the five moves
used by the two student groups shared similar distributional
features. The DTR, STE and STR moves are more densely
loaded with stance expressions than the DTM and PTR
moves in both corpora. The different functions of the
moves were realized with the use of these stance features,
pinpointing the necessity of conducting the study, establishing
the credibility of the research findings, or highlighting the
significance of the research. This indicates students’ good
understanding of the rhetorical function of each move and
control of the degree of authorial voice expressed in each
move. As pointed out by Li (2020), abstracts function
to inform and persuade readers. While students in both
groups are aware of discipline-specific knowledge of abstracts,
the American students seemed to promote their research
more consciously with the use of a variety of stance
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devices than the Chinese students in the PTR, DTM, and
STF moves.

Conclusion

The present study investigated the lexical-grammatical
features of stance in English dissertation abstracts written
by Chinese and American students majoring in materials
science and engineering. Both similarities and differences were
identified in the move structure in Chinese and American
doctoral students’ dissertation abstracts. Abstracts in both CCSA
and CASA corpora include four or five moves, but American
students’ move structure of abstracts is generally more balanced
than their Chinese counterparts, with each move present in
most abstracts. In contrast, Chinese students’ abstracts were
characterized by a longer average length with fewer moves. Both
groups underscored the significance of DTM (describing the
method) and STF (stating the findings) moves in the abstracts.
However, compared to their American counterparts, Chinese
students concentrated more on STR (situating the research)
than PTR (presenting the research) and DTR (discussing the
research) in abstracts.

Some similarities and differences in the overall distribution
of lexical-grammatical features could be found in the five moves
of CCSA and CASA corpora. The distribution of the three
main categories of stance expressions was similar in Chinese
and American students’ abstracts, with stance-complement
clauses being the most preferred stance device and stance
adverbs being the least used one. Similar features were also
found in the distribution of sub-categories of these stance
expressions, with both preferring possibility modals, stance
verb-complement clauses, and style and likelihood adverbs.
However, in comparison with their American counterparts, the
Chinese students preferred modal verbs and stance verbs +
that-clauses to express stance, but they seldom employed stance
adverbs and stance verbs + to-clauses.

The findings of the present study have pedagogical
implications for academic writing. The results suggest
that Chinese students face some challenges in the textual
organization of English abstracts. Since Chinese students’
dissertations in material science are composed in Chinese,
the required abstract in English is very likely to be translated
from the Chinese abstract, maintaining the textual features of
the Chinese version. Therefore, rhetorical moves and stance
markers of research article abstracts should be incorporated
into the instruction of academic writing (Zhang and Zhang,
2021). Teachers can highlight the importance of these moves
in writing an English abstract with both informative and
persuasive functions. Discussion on the differences between
the writing convention in English and Chinese would benefit
L2 students’ English abstract writing. Additionally, writing
instructors can provide students with feedback on their use
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of stance markers in academic writing to make stance more
visible. Some meaningful findings have emerged from the
current study, yet there exist some inevitable limitations.
Firstly, the sizes of the corpora are relatively small, which
may restrict the generalizability of the findings. Secondly, the
study focuses only on a single discipline and may not provide
a comprehensive understanding of students’ stance features
in abstract moves. Therefore, future studies could construct a
larger corpus to cover abstracts from different disciplines and
conduct cross-disciplinary research on the choice of stance
devices in different abstract moves. Moreover, a comparative
study on the use of various stance devices in different moves
of abstracts by students at different proficiency levels is also
expected to provide meaningful findings.
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This study investigates the changes in China's diplomacy in the past seven
decades based on the diachronic corpus of Chinese diplomatic discourse
from 1949 to 2018 using corpus based critical discourse analysis theoretical
insights. The study examines the targeted keywords used in the seven periods
of Chinese diplomatic discourse and their significant collocations. The results
show that China has worked with the United States, Japan, the United Kingdom,
and some Asian, Latin American, and African countries to safeguard world
peace while opposing war, establish good relations with these countries,
and promote mutual development through cooperation. In addition, China'’s
diplomacy has experienced politics-oriented and economy-oriented eras
and is now in an era of global sustainable development. Therefore, Chinese
diplomatic discourse is the linguistic representation of China’'s diplomacy,
fundamentally determined by its national interests and changing social and
historical situations domestically and internationally.

KEYWORDS

China’s diplomatic stance, shifts, Chinese diplomatic discourse, critical discourse
analysis, corpus

Introduction

Diplomacy is “the conduct of relations between sovereign states through the medium of
officials based at home or abroad, the latter being either members of their state’s diplomatic
service or temporary diplomats” (Berridge and Lloyd, 2012, p. 97). The subject of diplomacy
of an independent sovereign state is neither an individual nor an organization or a group,
but the central government (Guan, 2000; Jin, 2007). China’s diplomacy is a direct source of
the international community’s perceptions, evaluations, and understanding of China (Hu
and Li, 2018). It showcases China’s foreign policies and initiatives, such as “Five Principles
of Peaceful Co-existence” in the 1950s and the “Belt and Road Initiative” in the 2010s. It
constitutes an essential part of China’s soft power, expands China’s influence home and
abroad, and constructs China’s national image on the international stage. Diplomatic
discourse is “the linguistic and discursive actions resorted [to] by the subject of diplomacy
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to express their international strategies and foreign policies in a
certain historical period” (Hu and Li, 2018, p. 5). In addition, the
diplomatic discourse has been regarded as “the most institutionalized
political discourse of the highest level of formality” (Wu and Cao,
2011, p. 28). The Chinese diplomatic discourse is the linguistic
representation of Chinas diplomatic policies and domestic and
international activities in which China has initiated or participated.
It is also an important source for the international community to
learn about China’s stances and attitudes toward domestic and
international affairs.

China, being the largest developing country in the world, has
been attentive to build and improve its international image through
diplomacy. According to Wang (2003), China has tried, through its
diplomatic discourse, to project its images as a peace-loving country,
victim of foreign aggression, socialist country, bastion of revolution,
anti-hegemonic force, developing country, major power, international
cooperator, and autonomous actor to world in the past 40years. It is
suggested by scholars (Sun, 2020; Sun and Kong, 2020) China should
strengthen its diplomatic capacity, improve the discursive system, and
cooperate with different diplomatic subjects and fields globally with
the international community to fight the pandemic to maintain its
international image. To better disseminate its ideas to the international
community, China must construct a diplomatic discourse system
characterized by Chinese characteristics as well as a shared future for
humankind (Sun, 2017, Lu, 2018, Ma and Ma, 2018). Studies (Xu,
2017; Liu, 2018; Afzaal et al., 2019, 2022a,b) show that differences in
US and Chinese diplomatic press conferences reflect their different
national interests, ideologies, and cultural traditions, and the
increased use of competitive and antagonistic lexical items in China
and Indias diplomatic discourse indicates the pluralism and instability
between these two countries.

Previously, many studies focused on diplomatic or major
events that happened in a short period, but a few studies have
investigated China’s diplomacy as a whole and have examined
Chinas diplomacy within a comparatively longer timespan
through Chinese diplomatic discourse. In this regard, this
research, based on the diachronic corpus of Chinese diplomatic
discourse over 1949-2018, divides China’s diplomacy into seven
different periods to investigate its changes in China’s diplomacy
over the past 70years. The following questions are addressed:

1. What are the significant linguistic features of Chinese
diplomatic discourse over these 70 years?

2. What are characteristics of China’s diplomacy of different
periods? How has it changed in the past 70 years?

3. What factors have contributed to the changes in China’s
diplomacy over different periods?

Research design

Corpus based approaches are employed for the diachronic
studies to analyze the discourse of over 25 to 30 years. The research
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period can be divided into several periods to examine the changes
that occurred over time (Baker, 2004; Hu and Li, 2017). Primarily,
this study divides China’s diplomacy into seven periods and then
introduces the diachronic corpus used for the study and the
primary data of the corresponding periods. As is generally
accepted, discourse is the linguistic representation of social facts,
and the study on discourse investigates the correlation between
linguistic features and social realities and changes. This study also
applies Fairclough’s three-dimensional model to analyze the
interaction between linguistic patterns and social realities to
examine the changes in China’s diplomatic discourses. With this
model, this research adopts a corpus-based approach first to
examine the linguistic features of Chinese diplomatic discourse as
a whole to find out the top priorities of China’s diplomacy by
scrutinizing the critical keywords of Chinese diplomatic discourse.
Then it examines Chinese diplomatic discourse at different
periods to analyze the characteristics of China’s diplomacy at
different periods reflected through the linguistic patterns. Finally,
it explores the social and historical factors that contributed to the
changes in China’s diplomacy.

Division of the study period

Jin (2007) suggests that the policies and strategies of a
diplomatic entity are often adjusted at different times. Indeed,
researchers can “divide a long historical period into several
periods following the different eras or major historical events
[that] happened” (Hu and Li, 2017, p. 70). For example, the third
plenary session of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist
Party of China in Beijing in 1978 was a landmark moment in the
country’s history, as it signaled the start of the reform and opening
up era (Yang, 2008; Wang, 2015). The 2008 Beijing Olympics were
another important event in China’s history, as the world could see
the extent to which the country had opened further to the outside
world (Yang, 2006; Bing, 2008). Drawing insights from the
abovementioned scholars and based on the development of
China’s diplomacy over time, this study considers these two
important events as nodes. It divides China’s diplomacy into three
stages and seven periods, with a span of 10years for each period.

The first stage (1949-1978) is the initial period of China’s
diplomacy. During this stage, China made great efforts to establish
diplomatic relations with other countries. The first stage is
subdivided into three periods. In the first period (1949-1958), the
first decade of the People’s Republic of China, China initiated its
diplomacy as a newly established country focusing on the bilateral
relations with international community. The second period
(1959-1968) was characterized by the slow development of the
Chinese economy, during which domestic development, especially
economic development, slowed due to the influence of the Great
Leap Forward Movement and the turning of China’s relations with
Russia. Finally, the third period (1969-1978) was a special period
in China’s history in which it experienced twists and turns in its
politics, economy, and foreign relations.
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In the second stage (1979-2008), a period that saw the
development of China’s diplomacy, economic development was of
prime significance. After implementing the reform and
opening-up policy in 1978, China conducted more frequent and
closer communication and exchanges with other countries to
facilitate its economic development. Similar to the first stage, this
period is subdivided into three periods. In the fourth period
(1979-1988), the initial stage of China’s reform and opening up
policy, the country started to open to the outside world, and its
diplomacy played an increasingly important role in facilitating
exchange and communication with the world. In the fifth period
(1989-1998), the
development as the opening-up and reform policy accelerated.
Finally, in the sixth period (1999-2008), during which China
opened up even further and conducted exchanges with most

Chinese economy experienced rapid

countries in various fields, the Chinese economy grew faster
than ever.

During the third stage (2009-2018), the seventh period,
China’s strength in all aspects increased constantly. It started to set
agendas, formulate rules, and participate in international affairs as
a significant global power. Its top diplomatic priority in this period
was to build an advantageous and favorable international image.

The corpus

The present study is based on the diachronic corpus of
Chinese diplomatic discourse over 1949-2018, which spans the
70years from the founding of the People’s Republic of China in
1949 to the present (2018). The texts in the corpus include the
diplomatic speeches and remarks of Chinese presidents, premiers,
and (vice) foreign ministers; official diplomatic documents; inter-
state treaties; agreements, statements, and declarations; diplomatic
negotiations; articles signed by major leaders and interviews with
Chinese presidents and premiers; and diplomatic decrees and
instructions. The corpus size is 2,142,156 tokens (words). Table 1
lists the details.

Theoretical foundations

The study employs the theatrical underpinnings of critical
discourse analysis (CDA) while taking Faircloughian three
dimensional model (Fairclough, 1992). The model presents
discourse as a social behavior and language as a tool for the verbal
representation of social facts. CDA claims that social reality is
represented through language and that discourse is an important
means of social construction (Wodak and Meyer, 2016).
Fairclough (1992) claims that a text should be analyzed from these
three dimensions; at the “text” dimension, the linguistic analysis
of the text is made; at the “discursive practice” dimension, which
is the “interaction” in the “text-and-interaction” view of discourse,
investigates the property of the text production and interpretation
processes, including what types of discourse are selected and the
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TABLE 1 Basic information of the corpus.

Period Timespan Types Corpus size
(tokens/words)
First 1949-1958 5,944 81,745
Second 1959-1968 5,005 62,577
Third 1969-1978 1,582 7,686
Fourth 1979-1988 4,318 67,855
Fifth 1989-1998 4,959 56,894
Sixth 1999-2008 9,489 293,044
Seventh 2009-2018 18,427 1,572,355
Total (tokens/words) 2,142,156

way how they are combined; and at the “social practice”
dimension, the issues of social analysis are examined, such as what
are the institutional and organizational circumstances of the
discursive event and how the nature of the discursive practice, and
the constitutive/constructive effects of discourse are constructed
in the social contexts.

As the linguistic representation of Chinas diplomatic
activities, Chinese diplomatic discourse has changed following
China’s diplomacy over time, resulting in ever-changing political,
economic, and social situations domestically and internationally.
Accordingly, investigating Chinese diplomatic discourse in
different periods can reveal the changes in China’s diplomacy over
time. This research essentially explores the interaction between
discourse and social changes, which fits Fairclough’s model well.
Therefore, Fairclough’s model for discourse analysis is employed
to analyze the interaction between Chinese diplomatic discourse
and China’s diplomacy (Figure 1).

Using this model, this study analyzes Chinese diplomatic
discourse from the three dimensions of text analysis, discourse
practice, and social practice. First, in the dimension of text
analysis, the essential keywords and keywords of Chinese
diplomatic discourse are analyzed. The essential keywords are
those “keywords with higher recurrence rates on the keywords list
of a series of texts in the observation corpus” (Wei et al., 2005,
p. 169). Thus, they are shared by all the texts in the corpus,
reflecting the themes under constant focus. Therefore, examining
the critical keywords of Chinese diplomatic discourse sheds light
on the essential factors that China has been paying attention to in
its diplomacy.

The keywords are lexical items whose frequencies are
much higher or lower in the observation corpus than in the
reference corpus (Scott and Tribble, 2006). The investigation
of keywords is a critical approach to examining the language
features and actual contents of texts; it is also a significant
research area in corpus-based translation studies and corpus-
based critical translation studies (Hu and Li, 2015). In this
sense, examining the keywords of Chinese diplomatic
discourse in different periods highlights the diplomatic
priorities of China over time.
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FIGURE 1
Fairclough’s three-dimensional model for discourse analysis

The dimension of discourse practice represents the
discursive practice of China’s diplomatic strategies and foreign
policies over time, such as the diplomatic subjects, objects,
goals, scopes, and interests. Jin (2007) states that no diplomatic
activity can be separated from the six elements of diplomacy:
the diplomatic subject, object, foundation, purpose, method,
and scope. Diplomatic strategies, the general plans for a
country’s diplomatic activities, usually include diplomatic ideas,
diplomatic interests, diplomatic strength, diplomatic objectives,
and foreign policies. Different diplomatic entities naturally
enact different strategies to meet their respective diplomatic
objectives. As Jin (2007, p. 109) suggested, “for the same
diplomatic entity, the specific contents of its diplomatic
strategies are often adjusted and changed at the different
historical periods” As a discourse, the product of the social
construction and discourse construction, influences society,
we further analyze how Chinese diplomatic discourse reflects
the social reality and changes in China’s diplomacy through the
changes in diplomatic subjects, objects, objectives, scopes, and
interests at the discourse level in different periods.

The dimension of social practice reflects China’s diplomatic
strategies and foreign policies in different periods, which are
determined by the social and historical conditions at that time.
In other words, China’s diplomatic strategies and policies are
aligned with political, economic, and social changes domestically
and internationally. These constantly changing strategies and
policies inevitably change Chinas diplomatic objectives,
purposes, modes, scopes, etc. Since these changes are represented
linguistically through Chinese diplomatic discourse, it constantly
evolves with changes in domestic and international environments.
In this sense, the social, economic, and historical factors that
prompt the changes in China’s diplomatic policies and strategies
are explored, as these lead Chinese diplomatic discourse to
change over time.
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Methodology and procedures

This study investigates the changes in China’s diplomacy by
scrutinizing the Chinese diplomatic discourse and examine in
the light of the rules of language use by analyzing regular
linguistic patterns. Sinclair (1991) points out that using the
corpus methodology to research a large number of texts
systematically can reveal linguistic facts that may have thus far
been neglected. In addition, the corpus approach is a more
effective research method than other methods, and its results
can be verified (Leech, 1993). As it is based on the linguistic
data that people use, it is not subject to interference from the
researcher’s personal intuition or judgment, ensuring that the
research results are more realistic, reliable, and objective (Hu,
2011; Afzaal et al., 2022a,b). The procedure comprises three
major steps. First, the key keywords of Chinese diplomatic
discourse are examined. Seven keyword lists of Chinese
diplomatic discourse and the keywords that appear five times or
more are screened to create a major keyword list to examine the
long-term focus of China’s diplomacy. Then, the keywords of
Chinese diplomatic discourse are examined. Content keywords
usually highlight the theme of the texts, while functional
keywords reflect their style (Li and Hu, 2017). Therefore, the
examination of the keywords of Chinese diplomatic discourse
over time helps us identify the priorities that China values most
in each period. Finally, in the dimension of social practice, the
social and historical factors that contributed to the changes in
China’s diplomacy are explored.

Findings

This part illustrates the results of this research by examining
the critical keywords of the Chinese discourse and the keyword
of the Chinese discourse of seven different periods. As
discussed above, essential keywords are those keywords that
appear in all the texts in the corpus, which are the patterns
repeatedly used in all texts to highlight the top priorities of
China’s diplomacy all the time. Therefore, examining the
critical keywords of Chinese diplomatic discourse in this
section will first draw attention to the primary highlights of
China’s diplomacy over the past 70years. In addition, the
keywords are lexical items with much higher or lower
frequencies. Investigating the keywords of the Chinese
diplomatic discourse of different periods will reveal the focus
of China’s diplomacy at different periods. Accordingly,
examining the keywords of the Chinese diplomatic discourse
helps analyze the characteristics of China’s diplomacy at
different periods and then further explore the Changes in
China’s diplomacy over time. As a result, the scrutiny of the
Chinese diplomatic discourse will, on the one hand, underline
the long-term priorities of China’s diplomacy over the past
70years and, on the other, highlight the primary mission of
China’s diplomacy in different periods, respectively.
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Key keywords and China’s diplomatic stance

The keyword lists of Chinese diplomatic discourse are created
using the British National Corpus as the reference corpus; the p
value is set at less than 0.0001 and the cutoff point is set at 100.
Then, the keywords that appear five or more times on these
keyword lists are screened out and the top 20 are selected (Table 2).

As shown in Table 2, 20 key keywords appear at least five
times in the seven keyword lists and these can be tentatively
categorized into four groups. The first group includes China,
Chinese, and we; the second group includes United States, US, Asia,
and countries/country; the third group includes people, relations,
world, peace, peaceful, Taiwan, our, friendship, and cooperation;
and the last group includes should and will.

The first group of key keywords (China, Chinese, and we) is
the subject of China’s diplomacy, which implements its diplomatic
policies and carries out its diplomatic activities and events. The
concordance search results (19,608 concordance lines) show that
these keywords are widely used in Chinese diplomatic discourse
as the subject of China’s diplomacy. For example,

“We are committed to building a harmonious world of lasting
peace and common prosperity”. (20070421)

The second group (United States, US, Asia, and countries/
country) is the object of China’s diplomacy. Since 1949, the United
States/US has been one of the most important objects for China’s
diplomacy; meanwhile, China has attached great importance to
diplomatic relations with countries in Asia, especially its neighbors
such as Japan, South Korea, and India. For instance,

“We actively supported the other developing countries in taking
part in the Expo, including free participation for some countries
from Asia, Africa and Latin America.” (20101101)

“China is the biggest trading partner of ASEAN, Japan, ROK,
India and Australia and the biggest source of investment for

many countries in the region.” (20120705)

The third group (people, relations, world, peace, peaceful,
Taiwan, our, friendship, and cooperation) is about the purposes
and objectives of China’s diplomacy, namely, to establish good
relations with other countries, safeguard world peace, build
friendships with people from various countries, cooperate and
promote mutual development, and properly handle the question
of Taiwan. The Chinese people have suffered several wars (e.g., the
War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression, the War of
Liberation, World War II); therefore, a major task of China’s
diplomacy is to safeguard world peace, while opposing war. This
is repeatedly addressed on different occasions, such as,

“In a globalized world where the interests and destinies of all

countries are entwined, peace is what we all desire and war is
what we all detest.” (20100923)
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TABLE 2 Key keywords of Chinese diplomatic discourse (1949-2018).

No. Major Freq. No. Major Freq.
keyword keyword
1 China 7 11 Taiwan 6
2 Chinese 7 12 We 6
3 Countries 7 13 Cooperation 5
4 People 7 14 Country 5
5 Relations 7 15 Friendship 5
6 World 7 16 Should 5
7 Asia 6 17 States 5
8 Our 6 18 United 5
9 Peace 6 19 Us 5
10 Peaceful 6 20 Will 5

China has been actively establishing good relations with
countries worldwide. In 1949, it had diplomatic relations with
about 10 countries, which had increased to over 170 countries by
2012 (Qi and Li, 2014).

The last category comprises the two modal verbs should and
will, which reflect China’s inclination and attitude toward
diplomatic affairs. Halliday (1994) classifies modal verbs into three
types according to their value, namely, high, medium, and low.
High-value modal verbs are used to represent positive and resolute
attitudes, while low-value modal verbs are used for the opposite
and medium-value ones are used between these two types. In this
regard, should and will are medium-value modal verbs used in
Chinese diplomatic discourse to express China’s positive and
affirmative attitudes toward diplomatic affairs. For example,

“We should abandon the zero-sum game and the Cold War
mentality, make efforts to build a new type of international
relations featuring win-win cooperation ...” (20160603)

In summary, the examination of the key keywords of Chinese
diplomatic discourse reveals that the objects of Chinese diplomacy
have always included the United States, the former Soviet Union,
Japan, the United Kingdom, neighboring countries in Asia, and
nations in Latin America and Africa. The goal of China’s
diplomacy is to safeguard world peace and oppose war, establish
good relations with people globally, and promote the common
development of China and other countries. The scope of China’s
diplomacy is expanding constantly. In addition, China has an
active and affirmative attitude toward diplomatic affairs.

Keywords and China’s diplomatic stance

To create the keyword list of each period, those keywords in
the major keyword list (Table 2) are excluded and the top 20
(content) keywords of each period are selected (Table 3).

Table 3 shows that among the top 20 keywords in the first
three periods of China’s diplomacy, many relate to international
and regional politics, including the names of countries and regions
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TABLE 3 Top 20 keywords in the seven periods.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1021410

First period Second period Third period Fourth period Fifth period Sixth period Seventh period
(1949-1958) (1959-1968) (1969-1978) (1979-1988) (1989-1998) (1999-2008) (2009-2018)
Mao Mao Mao Socialism Hong Development Development
Soviet Imperialism Cambodia Reform Kong Sides International
Burma Shek Samdech Hong Development International Economic
Chiang Chiang Health Kong Economic Mutual Global

Shek Kai Indochinese Socialist World Economic Mutual
Imperialists Japanese Aggression Mao Sino- Republic security

War Struggle Nixon Plenary Reunification EU Sides

Kai Japan Sihanouk Revolution International Exchanges Exchanges
Union Montgomery Samdech Penn Nouth  Productive Compatriots Strengthen ASEAN
Comrade War Norodom Policies Stability Security Promote
Stalin Imperialists Imperialism Zedong Motherland Bilateral Regional
Aggression Vietnam Cambodian Mistakes Straits Promote Africa

Korea Troops national Policy Developing Stability Growth
Kuomintang Revolution Modernizations Principles Socialism Dialog Efforts
Diplomatic Snow Japan Modernization Need ASEM Sustainable
Burmese American Zedong Party Defense Regional EU
Imperialist Latin Penn Economy HKSAR Developing Stability
Sukarno Africa Struggle Years APEC SCO Dialog

Zhou Not Normalization Modernizations Socialist Efforts Strengthen
Imperialism Imperialist Japanese Shall Rights APEC Bilateral

such as Soviet Union, Burma, Korea, Japan, Vietnam, and
Cambodia and the names of political figures such as Mao Zedong,
Chiang Kai Shek, (Joseph) Stalin, (Bung) Sukarno, Zhou (Enlai),
(Bernard) Montgomery, (Edgar) Snow, (Edward) Heath, Samdech
Norodom Sihanouk, Samdech Penn Nouth, and (Richard) Nixon.
The keywords also include those highlighting the themes of war
and struggle, namely, imperialist (s), imperialism, war, aggression,
Kuomintang, struggle, troops, and revolution. Hence, China’s
diplomacy in the first three periods is characterized by its
prioritization of politics over economy and others. This era is often
referred to as the “politics-oriented” era (Liu, 2015).

Among the keywords in the first three periods, Mao, Zedong,
and Zhou (Enlai) acted on behalf of China on the international
stage as the subjects of its diplomacy, while the abovementioned
countries and regions, as well as the political figures, are virtual
objects of China’s diplomacy. These keywords suggest that at the
founding of the People’s Republic of China, the country conducted
most of its diplomatic activities with the two superpowers (i.e., the
United States and the former Soviet Union), as well as some
socialist countries and neighboring Asian countries.

In addition, the appearance of such keywords as imperialist
(s), imperialism, war, aggression, Kuomintang, struggle, troops, and
revolution suggests that as a newly established country, China
experienced wars and struggles both before and after its founding
in 1949. To safeguard its sovereignty and national interests, it
joined the socialist camp led by the Soviet Union and fought
resolutely against such imperialists as the United States and Japan.
Meanwhile, it, together with oppressed nations, launched
revolutions and struggles against imperialist countries on the one
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hand and fought hard against Chiang Kai-shek and Kuomintang
on the other.

Except for the abovementioned keywords, the remaining
keywords in the first period (1949-1958) include comrade,
diplomatic, and Burmese. Comrade, as a salutation originating
from the Soviet Union, refers to people with common aspirations
and it is often used to address strangers. However, it was used to
distinguish between the two camps (socialists and imperialists)
at that time. The concordance lines of diplomatic show that 71 of
the 91 are found in the phrase “the establishment of diplomatic
relations.” This illustrates that at the beginning of the People’s
Republic of China, it attached great importance to the
establishment of diplomatic relations with other countries.
Burmese appears as a keyword because of the Sino-Burmese
border issue. On 1 October 1960, Chinese and Burmese leaders
signed the Boundary Treaty between the People’s Republic of
China and the Union of Burma in Beijing, the first border treaty
between China and its neighboring countries.

The remaining keywords in the second period (1959-1968)
include Japanese, not Americans, and Latin. Among them, Latin
mainly appears in the lexical items of “Latin America” and
“Latin American countries.” At the beginning of the People’s
Republic of China, efforts were made to establish diplomatic
relations with other countries. Latin American countries,
especially developing ones, were important objects of China’s
diplomacy. Surprisingly, not is among the keywords used in this
period. The concordance search results show that it is mainly
used to express Chinas stance and attitude toward foreign
affairs, for example,
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“They do not agree with us, and we do not agree with them.”
(19590510)

The study uses AntConc version 3.5.7 to identify the collocates
function. It is found that the keyword Japanese mainly appears in
such expressions as “Japanese people,” “Japanese aggression,” “the

»

Japanese warlord,

»

Japanese friends,” “Japanese monopoly

» «,

capitalists,” “the Japanese government,” “the Japanese imperialist,”
and “Japanese militarism”” These expressions show that diplomatic
relations between China and Japan were complicated at that time,
including positive and negative aspects.

The remaining keywords in the third period (1969-1978)
include Indochinese, Cambodian, national, modernizations, and
normalization. The concordance search results show that most
occurrences of Indochinese are in the expression of “Indochinese
People against US aggression,” which highlights China’s advocacy
that Indochinese people should unite to fight foreign aggression.
In 1978, China held the third plenary session of the 11th Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China, making the
strategic decisions to implement the reform and opening up policy
and shift its focus from class struggle to socialist modernization
as well as the normalization of relations with Japan and the
United States. This is why these three keywords (national,
modernizations, and normalization) appear as keywords. Such
statements are frequently seen in Chinese diplomatic discourse in
this period, for example,

“At present the Chinese and American people strongly desire the
normalization of relations between the two countries and the
relaxation of tension.” (19720221)

Table 3 presents the keywords in the fourth and fifth periods
are significantly different from those in the first three periods. The
number of economy-related keywords is rising, while that of
politics-related keywords has declined. In addition, with changes
domestically and internationally, the theme of the time has
changed from “war and revolution” to “peace and development.”
As pointed out by Deng (1993), there were two global strategic
issues at that time: peace and development. Among these two
issues, development was the more important. The priority of
China’s diplomacy during these periods aimed to promote
national economic development, and it is often referred to as the
“economy-oriented” era (Chen, 2012; Liu, 2015). In addition, the
unification of Hong Kong and Macao, which was important for
China’s diplomacy, meant that such keywords as Hong Kong,
reunification, motherland, compatriots, socialist, socialism, and
HKSAR appeared among the top 20 keywords, which suggests that
China prioritized this in its diplomacy during these periods.

In the fourth period, there are still some political keywords
such as socialism, socialist, revolution, Mao Zedong, and Party.
Economy-related keywords such as reform, productive, policies,
policy, modernization (s), and economy were added into the list of
the top 20 keywords. As mentioned above, China was shifting its
priority from the establishment of the country to economic
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development and modernization. The concordance search result
of the keyword Plenary shows that all its occurrences are in the
lexical chain of “the third plenary meeting of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China,” which marked the
beginning of China’s reform and opening up period. This meeting
has been highlighted as “a great turning point with far-reaching
significance” (Yang, 2011, p. 43). In addition, the modal verb shall
ranks 20th on the keyword list, which is used to indicate China’s
positive and assertive attitude toward what is being discussed,
for example,

“We shall station troops there to safeguard our national security,
not to interfere in Hong Kong's internal affairs.” (19840622)

Among the keywords in the fifth period, in addition to
economy-related keywords such as development, economic, world,
international, developing, and APEC and those related to the
reunification of Hong Kong and Macao such as Hong Kong,
reunification, compatriots, stability, motherland, straits, HKSAR,
and rights, the remaining keywords include Sino, need, and
defense. The concordance search results show that all the
occurrences of Sino-appear in the expressions of “Sino-US” (35
times), Sino-Japanese (14), Sino-Russian (9), Sino-African (9),
Sino-Indian (4), Sino-Britain (2), Sino-Armenian (2), and Sino-
Indonesian (1) to describe China’s relationships with these
countries. The top five significant collocates (5: 5) of the keyword
defense are technology, national, active, strategy, and development,
which reflects China’s determination to strengthen its defense
technology and capacity, for instance,

“However, this in no way indicates that we can ignore
technology. We need to work hard to develop defense
technology; this is also an important strategic issue.” (19910608)

Still, there is a modal verb need on the keyword list in the fifth
period. The concordance search results show that it is used to
indicate Chinas attitude toward and need for economic
development, such as,

‘... we need to keep economic development as our central task
while promoting all-around social progress.” (19980721)

As shown in Table 3, the top 20 keywords in the sixth and
seventh periods are no longer limited to one or two specific
aspects of China’s diplomacy such as politics and the economy, but
are diverse, covering different aspects, including the economy,
politics, security, cooperation and development, and global issues.
Among the top 20 keywords in both periods, 16 are the same,
namely, development, international, economic, mutual, security,
sides, exchanges, ASEAN, promote, regional, efforts, EU, stability,
dialog, strengthen, and bilateral. By category, politics-related
keywords include ASEAN, bilateral, sides, and regional; economy-
related keywords include development, international, economic,
mutual, and EU; security-related keywords include security,
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stability, dialog, and exchanges; and development-related keywords
include strengthen, promote, cooperation, and development. Some
keywords appear in multiple categories, such as development,
strengthen, promote, EU, and efforts. In this regard, China’s
diplomacy is referred to as the new era of diplomacy (Jin, 2007;
Liu, 2015).

As shown in Table 3, economy-related keywords such as
development, international, and economic rank high on both lists,
reflecting that economic development remains one of the top
priorities in Chinas diplomacy. Meanwhile, the frequent
occurrences of keywords such as EU, ASEAN, SCO, APEC,
regional, bilateral, exchanges, and sides indicate that China works
with different international organizations and countries across
regions to maintain international and regional cooperation and
exchanges. In the 21st century, China actively promotes bilateral
and multilateral diplomacy and contributes its wisdom and
solutions to global governance through a series of diplomatic
strategies, policies, and initiatives such as APEC, the Belt and
Road Initiative, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and the
so-called Major Country Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics
program. In addition, security and stability rank high on both
keyword lists, which reveals that China attaches great importance
to global and regional security issues as well as to maintaining
stability in international and domestic situations to create
favorable conditions for its domestic development, for example,

“The heads of state supported building ties between the SCO and
the Collective Security Treaty Organization and adopting
coordinated efforts between the two organizations in
maintaining regional and international security and
addressing new threats and challenges.” (20070823)

In addition, two verbs, promote and strengthen, appear as
keywords on the list. To see their specific contexts, Table 4 lists
their significant (mutual information value>3) collocations (5:5).

Table 4 shows that except for such functional words as and, to,
the, of, and in, the significant collocations of promote and
strengthen are cooperation, development, we, will, and economic.
The frequent occurrences of these significant collocations indicate
that China still emphasizes promoting and strengthening its
economic development, which is crucial for its diplomacy.

The modal verb will shows the positive attitude of China and
its frequent collocation with promote and strengthen forms a
positive semantic prosody, which directly expresses China’s
positive attitude toward and determination to promote and
strengthen international and regional cooperation to ensure
economic development through diplomacy. Moreover, the word
mutual ranks fourth and fifth on the keyword list in these two
periods. The search result for clusters 2-5 shows that it mainly
appears in these four phrases: mutual benefit (230 occurrences),
mutual trust (155), mutual understanding (114), and mutual
respect (110). The high frequency of such expressions suggests that
when dealing with international affairs, China attaches much
importance to the benefits of its partners and values the trust,
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TABLE 4 Top 10 significant collocations of promote and strengthen.

Ranking  Collocation Mutual Frequency
information value
1 And 5.17918 1,673
2 To 5.51722 1,022
3 The 4.04530 892
4 Cooperation 6.31602 602
5 of 3.94285 457
6 In 4.49260 403
7 Development 5.44652 293
8 We 4.98734 202
9 will 5.32409 169
10 Economic 5.44934 169

understanding, and respect between them, which is repeatedly
addressed on different occasions, for example,

After fifty years of development, China-Arab relations have
entered a period of maturity and stability and can boast a
wealth of experience as follows: politically, mutual respect and

equality; economically, mutual benefit and win-win

cooperation; and culturally, mutual enrichment and

complementarity.” (20060531)

Except for the shared keywords, another four words are on the
keyword list in the sixth period, namely, Republic, developing,
SCO, and APEC. Among these, Republic mainly appears in the
names of countries such as the People’s Republic of China, the
Republic of Tajikistan, the Republic of Korea, the Republic of
Macedonia, the Republic of South Africa, the Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia, and the Republic of India, indicating that China has
diplo