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A B S T R A C T

This study investigates an aspect of the use of discourse-organising nouns (DONs), that is, ab-
stract nouns such as decision, fact, problem, and thing, in Swedish advanced students’ academic
writing in second language (L2) English. Specifically, the study examines the use of pre-modifiers
together with DONs in a corpus of L2 student writing, and in what ways the texts produced by the
L2 students resemble or differ from those produced by native-speaker students and expert writers
in this respect. A number of significant differences across the writer groups were identified,
including variety of usage and the expression of attitude and involvement. In short, the L2 stu-
dents and, to a lesser extent, the L1 students, were found to use fewer types, and different types,
in comparison with the experts, and to use them in different ways, resulting in discourse that can
be characterised as imprecise and colloquial. The differences were largest between the L2 student
writing and the expert writing, though findings suggest that both student groups can usefully be
thought of as learner writers in this respect. The findings reported here contribute to a wider
understanding of the characteristics of student writing and students’ academic literacy in a
second language.

1. Introduction

The use of discourse features in advanced second language (L2) writing is a central concern in applied linguistic research as well
as in the language classroom, and previous studies have found cohesion and coherence to play a key role in terms of writing quality in
L2 students’ writing, in various ways (e.g., Chiang, 1999, 2003; Connor, 1984; Crossley, Kyle, & McNamara, 2016; Jafarpur, 1991;
Neuner, 1987). Previous studies have investigated the use of discourse features in student texts from a variety of perspectives,
including different proficiency levels and different measures of cohesion. The aim of the present study is to contribute to our store of
knowledge about the use of certain cohesive devices in L2 writing, and second, to contribute to our understanding of the nature of the
challenges facing students in the production of academic writing in a second language, and how, in the words of Kroll (1990: 2), ‘the
factor of using a nonnative code affects second language performance.’

The study investigates an aspect of lexical cohesion in advanced students’ writing in L2 English, namely the use of discourse-
organising nouns (DONs). Specifically, the study reports on the pre-modification of such nouns in Swedish university students’ L2
writing, and compares this usage with that found in L1 student writing and in expert disciplinary writing. For the purposes of the
present study, DONs are defined as ‘semantically unspecific, abstract nouns, such as argument, fact, issue, problem, and thing, which
rely on their linguistic co-text for part of their meaning and which have an organisational function in the discourse’ (Tåqvist, 2016b:
107; see also 2016a: 1). Examples (1) and (2) illustrate the use of such discourse-organising nouns in the corpus of L2 writing on
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which the present study is based (see further Section 3).1

1 The second reason which has to do with the first one, is that these inter-war years displayed the necessity to have a centrally
controlled economic machinery, especially in hard times. (ICLE-SW: SWUL9028)

2 The stability which Gorbachev needs is not given to him. And if that was not enough, he has got a bigger problem still. The
Perestrojka is simply not working. (ICLE-SW: SWUL9015)

The discourse-organising nouns used in examples (1) and (2) are reason and problem, respectively. The referent in each case is a
following clause (underlined). In these two examples, the reference relationship is cataphoric (i.e., the DON refers forward to the
following discourse), but anaphoric reference relationships in which the DON refers backwards to preceding discourse are also
frequent (e.g., Tåqvist, 2016a: 141–143). The reference relationship is sometimes contained within one sentence, as in example (1),
and sometimes spans across sentence boundaries, as in example (2).

There is a wealth of research on related and overlapping concepts, most notably Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) general nouns,
Winter’s (1977, 1978) type 3 vocabulary, Francis’ (1986) anaphoric nouns and labels (1994), Ivanič’s (1991) carrier nouns, Schmid’s
(2000, 2007) shell nouns, Flowerdew’s (e.g., 2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2009, 2010, 2015; Flowerdew & Forest, 2015) signalling nouns, as
well as Jiang and Hyland’s (2015) stance nouns. Previous studies on these related concepts have focused on aspects of usage in native-
speaker and learner writing in various registers, and have highlighted various functions of these nouns. Flowerdew (e.g., 2003a,
2003b, 2006, 2009, 2010) has done influential work on their use as signposts or signals which label a stretch of text and establish
links between parts of the text, as well as their use in various modes, genres, and disciplines (Flowerdew & Forest, 2015). Other focal
points in the literature include their use in recurrent word combinations in learner writing (Hasselgård, 2012), their context-de-
pendency and non-subject-specific character (Ivanič, 1991), their functions as markers of evaluation and stance (e.g., Francis, 1986,
1994; Jiang, 2015; Jiang & Hyland, 2015), and language users’ motivations for using them from a functional and cognitive per-
spective (Schmid, 2000). In my own previous research (Tåqvist, 2016a, 2016b), I have dealt with their function as cohesive devices
contributing to the organisation of discourse in university students’ writing in L2 English.

A number of studies have shown these nouns to be particularly frequent in formal and academic registers (e.g., Flowerdew &
Forest, 2015), and many of the nouns are in fact included both in Xue and Nation’s (1984) University Word List and in Coxhead’s
(2000) Academic Word List. Ryshina-Pankova (2015) provides an explanatory perspective on the relative frequency of abstract nouns
in academic genres in an article on grammatical metaphor as an indicator of complexity in advanced learner language. She points out
that a high density of complex noun groups, created through the construal of processes, qualities, and logical relations as abstract
nouns, is characteristic of academic genres and advanced literacy contexts (see also, e.g., Biber, 1988, 2006b; Halliday, 1988). Due to
the centrality of these nouns in disciplinary writing and in the development of students’ academic literacy, scholars have pointed to
the need for their inclusion in lists of core academic vocabulary in the second language writing classroom (e.g., Ivanič, 1991: 96). In
exploring the use of such nouns in a corpus of academic writing by advanced L2 students, the present study aims to make a relevant
contribution to our understanding of students’ academic literacy in a second language.

The origin was a longer study on the function and use of DONs in a corpus of learner writing, where it was found that one third of all DONs
were pre-modified and that the pre-modifiers performed important functions in the noun groups to which they belonged (Tåqvist, 2016a). This
class of abstract noun is regarded in the literature as having relatively little semantic content – the nouns are variously described as semantically
unspecific, flexible, and even empty (but cf. e.g., Schmid, 2000) – and the modifiers were found to supplement the semantics of the DONs in
ways which will be dealt with in the results and discussion sections of this paper. The study thus aims to describe how pre-modification of DONs
is used in texts produced by L2 student writers, and how L2 students’ usage resembles or differs from that of L1 student writers and expert
writers. The investigation focuses on frequency and variety, discourse functions, and adjective gradation, with a three-way comparison across L2
student writing, L1 student writing, and expert writing which reveals aspects of usage a two-way comparison would not, specifically with regard
to the relative importance of the student–expert dimension and the L1–L2 dimension.

As will be reported below, one major finding of the study is the overrepresentation of pre-modifiers to express attitude and
involvement in the student writing. In this respect, the present study adds to the body of research dealing with various ways in which
writers express what Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad, and Finegan (1999: 966) refer to as ‘personal feelings, attitudes, value
judgments or assessments’ – what has been variously referred to in the literature as stance (Biber, 2006a, 2006b; Hyland, 2005b),
evaluation (Hunston & Thompson, 2000), metadiscourse (Hyland, 2005a; Mauranen, 2003), and appraisal (Martin, 2000; Martin &
White, 2005). More specifically, what is relevant here is what Biber (2006b: 89) refers to as ‘lexical expressions of stance’ or ‘value-
laden word choice’, with evaluation embedded in the grammatical structure, here as pre-modifiers of discourse-organising nouns.

2. Defining pre-modification

By pre-modifier, I mean an adjective phrase realised as an adjective, along with any adverbials, which modifies the head noun (in
this case a DON) in a noun phrase. Examples of adjective phrases frequently used in this function in the present material are main
[issue] and most significant [change] (modified DON in square brackets). In addition, participles and numerals can also function as
modifiers. Examples are opposing [argument] and two [concepts]. Two or three modifiers can also be combined, though the latter is rare
in the present material. Examples of dual modification are standard economic [approach] and two significant [changes].

1 Throughout this paper, DONs have been marked in boldface and their referents have been underscored. No amendments have been made to spelling or grammar.
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The focus in this study is frequency and variety, discourse functions, and adjective gradation. The analysis of discourse functions
follows previous research in that three central functions have been identified and accounted for, namely the organisational, the
propositional, and the attitudinal functions (following Francis 1986, 1994), with an additional subdivision of the attitudinal function
into modifiers marking the relative importance of information and modifiers with an evaluative function (following Flowerdew,
2003a). In terms of Hunston and Thompson’s (2000: 22–26) parameters of evaluation, the two attitudinal functions share common
ground with the ‘importance or relevance’ parameter and the ‘good–bad’ parameter, respectively.

The four discourse functions are illustrated in examples (3)–(6), all of which are from the L2 student material used in the present
study. In these and all following examples, pre-modifiers have been italicized. Example (3) illustrates the organisational function,
with the adjective next serving as a signpost to signal topic shift as well as topic continuity within this shift. In this way, it serves to
help readers navigate through the text and make sense of the structuring of information.

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

Example (4) illustrates the propositional function, with the adjective political modifying the DON issue. This adjective is descriptive,
contributing essential information about the topic addressed.

4 One political issue that has become important all of a sudden is a membership in the EC. (ICLE-SW: SWUL7037)

Examples (5) and (6) illustrate the attitudinal function. In the former, the modifier most significant serves to mark relative importance,
labelling one of the differences between a good scientist and a genius as more important than all others. In the latter, the modifier best
has an evaluative function in the discourse, indicating that the proposed course of action (writing off debt) is to be preferred over
other potential courses of action.

5 Perhaps the most significant difference between a good scientist and a genius can be said to be their personal capacity to use their
imagination. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3027)

6 The best thing that the industialized countries could do would therefor be to write off some of this debt, or at least grant the
borrowers a few pay-free years. (ICLE-SW: SWUL9007)

All four discourse functions are frequently used in the data, though not in equal proportions.

3. Material and methods

This study is based on data from two corpora of student writing (L2 English and L1 English, respectively) and one corpus of expert
disciplinary writing. The L2 student corpus is the Swedish subsection of the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE-SW), the L1
student corpus is the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays (LOCNESS), and the expert corpus consists of the academic subsections
of three national subcorpora of the International Corpus of English (ICE), specifically, ICE-Ireland, ICE-New Zealand, and ICE-USA.
The two student corpora belong to the Louvain family of corpora used in many comparative studies on learner language (e.g., Aijmer,
2002, 2005; Ädel, 2003, 2006; Boström Aronsson, 2005; Börjesson, 2014; Herriman, 2011; Mondor, 2008; Tåqvist, 2016a, 2016b).
The Louvain corpora were compiled by a team of researchers led by Sylviane Granger, whose Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis is
relevant here (Granger, 1996a, 1996b, 1998, 2003, 2007). Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis is a method of analysis that draws on
Péry-Woodley’s (1990) and Selinker’s (1989) ideas about learner interlanguage and involves the comparison of learner interlanguage
with other interlanguages or with native language, with a focus on context and use. It is the latter type of comparison (i.e., L2–L1
comparison) which is relevant here. Learners of varying degrees of proficiency may stand to benefit from the findings of such
comparative studies, though Granger herself (2004: 133) suggests that this may be particularly true for advanced learners. The L2
students of the present study were classified as advanced by external as well as internal criteria (Granger, 2009: 11–12), and Con-
trastive Interlanguage Analysis may therefore be deemed an appropriate method of analysis.

Corpus collections are often compiled for the purpose of representing one particular variety, genre, or register of language
(Granath, 2012; McEnery & Hardie, 2012), and the question of comparability is therefore highly relevant in comparative studies such
as this. There are some differences across the corpora in terms of corpus size, the number of texts included, and the length of the texts,
as shown in Table 1. The figures displayed in Table 1 show that the L2 student corpus is the smallest corpus overall and that it
contains, on average, the shortest texts. The figures also show that fewer writers are represented in the corpus of expert writing than

Table 1
Summary overview of the three corpora.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

No. of words 200,033 324,304 253,733
No. of texts 355 436 120
Average text length 563 743 2,114
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in either of the student corpora. In order to compensate for the differences in corpus size, percentages or normalised frequencies were
used in the presentation of results. In Tables 4 and 8, frequencies were normalised to a basis of 200,000 words in order to make them
comparable; elsewhere, percentages were used for this purpose. Where inferential statistical calculations were used in the analysis,
raw frequencies were also reported, in compliance with common practice (see, e.g., McEnery & Hardie, 2012: 51), and in order to
enable readers to double-check the statistical calculations, as these were performed on the raw frequencies.

The present study is based on the same data as in the original study, namely 93 types with the potential to function as
DONs. These 93 types were selected in a two-step process involving, first, automated corpus retrieval based on occurrence in a set of
predetermined syntactic frames, and second, manual text analysis based on functional equivalence. The first step involved
identifying nouns frequently used in syntactic patterns previously shown to be typical of shell noun usage (following Schmid, 2000:
40ff). The data set used for this purpose was the academic subsection of the Corpus of Contemporary American English, or COCA
(Davies, 2008), a freely available tagged corpus in which searches can be limited to specific subsections. The academic subsection
consisted of approximately 86 million words at the time of the search, spanning the years 1990–2011. The following patterns were
searched for:

(i) the + [noun] + that
(ii) the [noun] + [be] + that

One limitation of using a retrieval method based on structural criteria is that it may fail to capture reference relations that span
across, but not within, sentence boundaries (cf. Flowerdew & Forest, 2015: 22–24); however, this weakness does not apply to the
second step of the selection process. In the second step, the aim was to identify additional lexical items with the potential to function
as DONs, in accordance with the stated semantic and functional definition (see Section 1). This involved carrying out a close reading
of 20 randomly chosen full-length texts from the L2 student material and 20 from the L1 student material, manually identifying items
functioning as DONs in accordance with this definition. The two steps yielded two non-identical but overlapping lists of lexical items
with the potential to function as DONs, resulting in a list of 93 items that were used as search words in the study (see further Tåqvist,
2016a: 63–70).

As searches were carried out in the three corpora using the 93 types, a number of tokens failed to meet the semantic and
functional identification criteria for DONs. Specifically, nouns denoting physical entities, compound nouns, and nouns with exophoric
reference (i.e., reference to something outside the text) did not meet these criteria. Although exophoric reference can contribute to
textual organisation and connectedness, it falls outside the scope of textual cohesion in that there is no referent in the linguistic co-text
(see Halliday & Hasan, 1976: 37; Tåqvist, 2016a: 76). Example (7) illustrates exophoric reference in the use of the noun point:

7 I would like to quote Thoreau at this point and say that Although they make money and succeed in making a position for
themselves, they are not happy […]. (ICLE-SW: SWUL4023)

Such tokens were classified as non-DONs and excluded from the study.
For the purposes of the present study, all instances of pre-modification of DONs were identified in the material and the frequency

and function of these items were then analysed both qualitatively and quantitatively, the latter analyses making use of frequency
counts and percentages as well as significance testing using Chi-square (χ2). Chi-square tests can be used to test for asymmetry in
relation to sample size when the scales are nominal (see Lowie & Seton, 2013: 21, 72), as was the case in the present study. The cut-off
point for statistical significance was set at p < .05. Effect size was measured using Cramér’s V (φc) test. This test was used because it
can say something about the magnitude of the asymmetry, factoring out sample size. Effect sizes were interpreted following Cohen’s
conventions (Aron, Aron, & Coups, 2005: 192–193). As this is a study investigating a relatively infrequent phenomenon in a large
data set, with DONs accounting for approximately 1% of the total word count in all three corpora, and pre-modifiers of DONs
accounting for even less, effect sizes were expected to be small throughout the study, as indeed they were. Nevertheless, the findings
testify to real and meaningful differences in the written production across the three writer groups. Results are presented in Section 4.

4. Results

This section presents the results of the analyses, focusing on frequency and variety (Section 4.1), and on the discourse functions of
the modifiers (Sections 4.2 and 4.3).

4.1. Frequency and variety of use

In order to account for the overall frequency with which DONs are pre-modified in the three corpora, the total number of
instantiated modifiers was compared to the total number of instantiated DONs in the material. The results are presented in Table 2, in
absolute frequencies and as percentages of the total. As Table 2 shows, approximately one third of all DONs in each corpus are pre-
modified. No significant difference was found in terms of the proportion of modified DONs across the three corpora (χ2 4.95, df 2, p
.084, φc .026). In other words, the three writer groups are similar in terms of overall frequency of use. However, they differ in terms
of variety of use, as represented in the type-to-token ratio (TTR), i.e., the number of different modifiers (types) in proportion to the
total number of modifiers (tokens). Type-to-token ratio is displayed in Table 3. As shown in Table 3, there is a substantial difference
between the two student groups, on the one hand, and the corpus of expert writing, on the other, in terms of variety of use. The expert
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writing stands out as having by far the highest proportion of types to tokens, while the L2 student writing has the lowest. The L1
students are closer to the L2 students than to the experts in this respect. Two conclusions can be drawn on the basis of these results.
First, it is clear that the student writing approximates the corpus of expert writing in terms of overall frequencies (Table 2), and
second, it is also clear that the student writing differs substantially from the expert writing in terms of variety (Table 3). That is, the
student writers do not modify their DONs more frequently, or less frequently, than the expert writers, but they use a small number of
types very frequently.

Another way of looking at these findings is to consider what types are most frequently used in the three corpora. This involves
identifying all instances of high-frequency modifiers in the material. For the purposes of this analysis, high-frequency modifiers were
defined as types occurring 10 times or more (in normalised frequencies) in one of the three corpora. Table 4 shows these types and the
relative frequencies with which they are used. Bold typeface is used for modifiers occurring on all three lists, italics for modifiers
occurring on two lists, and unmarked typeface for modifiers occurring on one list only.

Table 4 shows that the L2 student writing contains more instances of high-frequency modifiers than the other corpora: there are
14 items occurring 10 times or more (in relative frequencies) in the L2 student writing, nine in the L1 student writing, and eight in the
corpus of expert writing. An additional observation is that all four discourse functions are represented in Table 4. Six items are
organisational. These are first, one, and two (common to all three lists), different and same (unique to the L2 students), and following
and three (unique to the expert writing). Two items are propositional and topic-related. These are environmental (in the L2 writing)
and moral (in the L1 writing). And finally, nine items are attitudinal. Of these, important, main, major and only were classified as
marking the relative importance of information while best, difficult, easy, good, and moral were classified as evaluative, though it
should be noted that moral can be either propositional (i.e., topic-related) or evaluative, depending on the context. As shown in
Table 4, there is a considerable degree of overlap across the corpora; specifically, all three lists include organisational and attitudinal
types. However, there is also one rather striking difference: while the student lists include several types with an evaluative function
(best, difficult, easy, and good in the L2 student list, and good and moral in the L1 student list), such modifiers are completely absent

Table 2
Survey of adjectival modification of DONs.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

N % N % N %

DONs with pre-modification 642 32 811 29 701 30
DONs without pre-modification 1,352 68 1,959 71 1,644 70
TOTAL 1,994 100 2,770 100 2,345 100

Table 3
Type-to-token ratio of modifiers.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

No. of tokens 642 811 701
No. of types 215 296 352
TTR 0.33 0.36 0.50

Table 4
High-frequency modifiers.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS Expert writing (ICE)

Modifier Freq/200,000 Modifier Freq/200,000 Modifier Freq/200,000

important 58 main 36 two 32
one 52 one 22 main 20
two 27 only 22 major 19
major 24 good 19 important 16
good 23 major 19 one 16
main 20 two 14 first 14
same 19 important 12 three 11
difficult 15 first 11 following 10
different 13 moral 10
first 12
only 12
best 10
easy 10
environmental 10
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from the expert list. Instead, the expert list is characterised by the use of modifiers which function either organisationally (first,
following, one, three, two) or as markers of relative importance (important, main, major) – though it should be noted here that linguistic
markers of importance also seem to have an organisational function (Hunston & Thompson, 2000: 24).

To sum up, the student writing differs from the corpus of expert writing in some important respects, with less variety and more
frequent use of evaluative types. In order to fully understand the implications of these findings, it is necessary to examine modifier
usage in the three corpora in terms of discourse function. This will be addressed in Sections 4.2 and 4.3.

4.2. The discourse functions of modifiers: a quantitative perspective

The findings presented in this section focus on the discourse functions of the modifiers. Each instantiation in the material was
classified as either organisational, propositional, or attitudinal, as defined and illustrated in Section 2. The distribution of types and
tokens across the discourse functions is presented below, starting with types.

Table 5 shows the distribution of types across the discourse functions. The figures displayed in Table 5 show some interesting and significant
differences across the three corpora (χ2 41.79, df 6, p .000, φc .155).2 Specifically, the corpus of expert writing stands out in terms of the
relatively high proportion of modifiers with a propositional discourse function: 52%, i.e., more than half of all types in the expert corpus, were
propositional, compared to 37% of all types in the L1 student corpus and 28% in the L2 student corpus. Conversely, the corpus of L2 student
writing stands out in terms of the relatively high proportion of evaluative types: 45% of all types in the L2 student writing were evaluative,
compared to 36% in the L1 student writing and 24% in the expert writing. In sum, we can observe different tendencies in the material, with the
L2 student writers showing a distinct preference for evaluative types, the experts showing a preference for propositional types, and the L1
students showing equal preference for the two. These results are in line with other findings, as reported elsewhere (see Tåqvist, 2016a, 2016b),
in that the L2 student writing differs both from the L1 student writing and from the expert writing in their use of discourse-organisers, and it
differs most from the corpus of expert writing. However, there are also similarities across the corpora: Table 5 shows the number of organi-
sational types to be either 8 or 9% throughout the material.

These findings may provide an explanatory perspective on the differences in type-to-token ratio (TTR) across the writer groups, as
reported in Section 4.1. Specifically, the propositional types found in the material are predominantly low-frequency, topic-specific
items with a limited number of instantiations, many of which are used only once or twice, while the evaluative types are high-
frequency, general-purpose adjectives that can be used in a wide range of contexts and on a variety of topics. Examples are displayed
in Table 6. In view of these observations, the substantial asymmetry across corpora in terms of TTR may be viewed as a symptom of
the L2 students’ tendency to produce writing which is more emotional and attitudinal than that of the expert writing. The L2 student
writers have a greater propensity to use the pre-modification slot to supplement the semantics of the DON with evaluative content
(e.g., best approach, difficult issue), rather than with propositional content (e.g., economic approach, political issue), and this is mirrored
in the types used and the frequencies with which they are used.

The distribution of tokens across the discourse functions was also investigated, with similar results. The figures are displayed in
Table 7. There are significant differences across the corpora (χ2 41.79, df 6, p .000, φc .155), but also important similarities.3 The
organisational modifiers constitute roughly one fourth to one fifth of all tokens in the material, suggesting that the relatively limited
number of organisational types (see Table 6) are nevertheless instantiated relatively frequently throughout the material. Organisa-
tional types are therefore reminiscent of function words, in that they are high-frequency words which can be used in many different
contexts. Examples include different, final, first, four, last, next, one, same, second, third, three, two, and various, all of which occur in all
three corpora. The figures displayed in Table 7 also indicate that tokens with a propositional discourse function are most frequent in
the expert writing and least frequent in the L2 student writing, while evaluative tokens are least frequent in the expert writing and
most frequent in the L2 student writing. The difference between the L2 and the L1 students is slight.

In short, both groups of student writers use a larger proportion of evaluative modifiers and a smaller proportion of propositional
modifiers in their writing, compared to the expert writing, and the L2 student writers stand out somewhat more in this respect than

Table 5
Distribution of types across the discourse functions.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

N % N % N %

Organisational 19 8 26 9 30 8
Propositional 63 28 112 37 186 52
Attitudinal: relative importance 39 17 52 17 53 15
Attitudinal: evaluation 101 45 107 36 84 24
Other 2 1 3 1 2 1
TOTAL 224 99 300 100 355 100

2 The category ‘other’ was excluded in the statistical analysis.
3 The category ‘other’ was excluded in the statistical analysis.

M.K. Tåqvist Journal of Second Language Writing 41 (2018) 14–26

19



the L1 student writers do, at least in terms of types used. One conclusion here is that both groups of student writers are more likely
than the expert writers to use pre-modification of DONs to express attitude, and that they also employ a less extensive range of
modifiers, as evidenced in the number of different types.

A study by Jiang (2015) made similar observations on this feature of L2 student writing. The study investigated the same class of
nouns but with a focus on their role as markers of stance in L2 and L1 student writing, where the L2 group consisted of Chinese
university students. The investigation focused on the use of these so-called stance nouns in noun complement constructions, where
they foreground the writer’s position in relation to the complement clause. Noun complement constructions are known to be pre-
valent in disciplinary writing (e.g., Jiang & Hyland, 2015), and it is therefore interesting to note that the L2 student writing in their
study was found to contain significantly lower frequencies of noun complement constructions but significantly higher frequencies of
pre-modifiers in such constructions, in the form of attitudinal adjectives and possessive pronouns. In addition, a study by Staples and
Reppen (2016) also found differences in L2 and L1 students’ use of adjectives. In their study, two groups of learners (first-year
undergraduate students from L1 Chinese and L1 Arabic backgrounds, respectively) were found to use more evaluative adjectives in
attributive position, and fewer so-called topical adjectives, than the L1 writers. The present study confirms these findings while
adding the dimension of expert writing, as well as a more detailed account of usage across the four discourse functions.

4.3. The discourse functions of modifiers: a qualitative perspective

The presentation of findings in this section focuses on the discourse functions of the modifiers from a qualitative perspective, with
examples illustrating how modifiers with the four discourse functions are used in the material.

Examples (8)–(10) illustrate the use of organisational modifiers in the three corpora. Example (8) is from the L2 student writing,
example (9) from the L1 student writing, and example (10) from the corpus of expert writing.

8 The next question then to demand an answer is, how does this time-saving mentality affect us? (ICLE-SW: SWUL2011)
9 One argument from this group is the idea of religion playing an important role in some education courses. (LOCNESS: USARG)

10 The third major conclusion is that part-time working occurs mainly in the service sector. [ICE-IR: W2A019)

Table 6
Examples of propositional and evaluative modifiers in the three corpora.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

Propositional economic Cartesian Aristotelian
educational cultural experimental
ethnocentric doctrinal feminist
historic functionalist ideological
political genetic native
social metaphysical respiratory
sociological psychological statistical
scientific Socratic theoretical
Swedish theological urban

Evaluative accurate fair appropriate
bad false convincing
best hard debatable
good logical easy
interesting realistic naïve
lame simple paradoxical
natural strong preposterous
optimistic valid remarkable
sad weak simplistic
wise wonderful unfounded

Table 7
Distribution of tokens of modifiers across the discourse functions.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

N % N % N %

Organisational 159 23 170 20 195 24
Propositional 120 17 191 22 272 34
Attitudinal: relative importance 206 30 248 29 190 24
Attitudinal: evaluation 207 30 245 28 132 17
Other 4 < 1 8 1 5 1
TOTAL 696 100 862 100 794 100
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As illustrated in examples (8)–(10), the organisational modifiers (next, one, and third) are used to structure the discourse, and they
function largely as signposts helping readers orient themselves in the text. In this, usage across the three corpora was found to be very
similar.

Examples (11)–(13) illustrate the use of propositional modification in the material.

11 Everyday people hear of environmental problems on television and radio, such as acid rain, deforestation, the depletion of the
ozone layer and the greenhouse effect. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3024)

12 Deciding whether it should have been introduced or not is very much a personal thing and depends on how importantly you rate
the points I have ephasised in this essay. (LOCNESS: alevels5)

13 There are serious problems within the criminal justice system in dealing with evidence, the difficulty of conviction, and the
feminist view that the justice system, in this area, is far from just. (ICE-NZ: W2A015)

The propositional modifiers environmental, personal, and feminist, used in examples (11)–(13), contribute to the semantic content of
their respective head nouns, namely the DONs problems, thing, and view. In example (11), the adjective environmental provides
information on how the problems referred to can be classified (i.e., as relating to the environment), and in example (13), the adjective
feminist performs a similar function in relation to the head noun view. Example (12) is particularly interesting because it illustrates a
relatively frequent phenomenon in the L2 and L1 student writing alike, namely the use of a very unspecific DON, such as thing, as a
‘peg’ on which to hang a modifier with interpersonal, ideational, or textual functions (cf. Francis, 1986, 1994; Tåqvist, 2016a: 97).
Almost all the semantic content of the noun phrase a personal thing lies in the modifier, and almost none in the noun itself. This kind of
usage, with a noun phrase containing a semantically specific modifier and a DON that is unspecific, proved to be particularly frequent
in the two corpora of student writing, with the L2 writers standing out in this regard. It is worth noting here that thing, the most
frequent DON in the L2 student writing, is over four times more frequent there than in the L1 student writing where it is the eighth
most frequent DON, and almost ten times more frequent than in the expert writing, where it is the thirtieth most frequent DON.
Table 8 shows the absolute and relative frequencies of thing across the corpora. The difference across the corpora is significant, with a
distributional skew that is most pronounced between the L2 student writing and the expert writing (χ2 280.47, df 2, p .000, φc .199).
Thus, it is primarily the L2 students who make use of this unspecific DON as a ‘peg’ for modifiers with various discourse functions.
Example (14) illustrates such usage in the L2 student writing.

14 To admit that some students might actually be better than others is a very controversial thing to do. (ICLE-SW: SWUG2048)

Example (14) resembles example (12), from the L1 student writing, in that the propositional modifier used here (very controversial)
provides almost all of the semantic content of the noun group to which it belongs. In terms of semantic content, then, the attributive
modifier performs a more important function in the noun group than the noun itself. Example (15) is similar, but here the modifier
provides attitudinal content, marking the relative importance of information.

15 This vicious circle is a common thing in most countries where different cultures meet and try to live together. (ICLE-SW:
SWUG2011)

In many of these cases, another, semantically more specific DON would have been a more felicitous choice; for instance, the noun
phenomenon would have been a more precise alternative in example (15). In other cases, the use of a noun phrase is formally and
semantically redundant and results in wordiness; in example (14), the predicative is realised as a noun phrase (a very controversial
thing to do) where an adjective phrase (very controversial) would be more succinct. These examples thus illustrate a recurring tendency
of the student writers to produce discourse that is both wordy and imprecise, in comparison with the expert writing. This tendency is
discussed in Section 5.

The next set of examples (16–18) illustrates the use of attitudinal modifiers whose function it is to mark the relative importance of
information. Again, the examples are from the L2 student writing, the L1 student writing, and the expert writing, respectively.

16 Perhaps the most significant difference between a good scientist and a genius can be said to be their personal capacity to use their
imagination. (ICLE-SW: SWUL3027)

17 In examining ethnic American literature, the most important question to ask is: “What is the protagonist trying to accomplish?”
The answer is what separates the ethnic American literature apart from the typical American literature. (LOCNESS: USMIXED)

18 Therefore an outline of her life is presented, with an emphasis on my main theme in this chapter, i.e. the doubles and masks in
Plath’s life. (ICE-IR: W2A007)

Table 8
Frequency of thing.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

Absolute freq 236 91 30
Freq per 200,000 words 236 56 24
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In examples (16)–(18), the use of attitudinal modification serves to indicate the weight or importance of the head noun; in (16), for
instance, the difference referred to is described by the writer as relatively significant in the context of other, less important, differences.
In (17), the question referred to is described as relatively important in comparison with other potential questions that may be asked.
And finally, in (18), the modifier main is used to indicate that the theme referred to is to be regarded as primary in the section of text
in which it occurs.

Examples (19)–(22) illustrate the use of attitudinal modifiers with an evaluative function in the material. Example (19) is
from the L2 student writing, example (20) from the L1 student writing, and examples (21) and (22) from the corpus of expert
writing.

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

20 So, the authors fact based, no emotion approach is a very good idea in this situation. They use several statistics that look at all
aspects of the issue, and are reporting based on the results of a survey. (LOCNESS: USARG)

21 Naïve notions of a homogeneous Pakeha culture also abound. (ICE-NZ: W2A012)
22 Occasionally, the mortal musician is borrowed by the fairies for a specific purpose, and is brought to a fairy feast because they lack

a musician of their own. An interesting point here is the dichotomy apparent in the situation where the fairies are renowned for
their wonderful music and musicians, but have to send for a mortal musician to provide the music for them. (ICE-IR: W2A008).

The evaluative nature of these modifiers is clear. In example (19), the L2 student writer uses the noun group a wise decision to
refer to and evaluate the research method used in the study reported on. In the continuing discourse, the writer specifies the
reason for this positive evaluation (namely, that the research method in question is time efficient). In example (20), from the
corpus of L1 student writing, the noun group a very good idea is used to refer to and evaluate the research of other writers, and a
similar usage can be seen in example (21), in which the noun group naïve notions is used to refer to and evaluate previous
research by other scholars. Finally, in example (22), the noun group an interesting point is used somewhat differently. Here, the
function seems to be to move the discourse forward, linking parts of the text together. This use was less common in the student
writing.

Another area in which the writer groups were found to differ in their use of DON pre-modification is adjective gradation.
Examples (16) and (17), from the two student corpora, illustrate an aspect of student usage which was found to be relatively rare in
the expert corpus, namely the use of superlative forms (here, the most significant and the most important) in the adjective phrases that
pre-modify DONs. The absolute and relative frequencies are shown in Table 9. The figures in Table 9 reveal a slight, though sig-
nificant, difference across the corpora, with the L2 students using the largest percentage of graded adjectives in comparison with the
other writer groups (χ2 9.41, df 2, p .009, φc .066). When the material was analysed in terms of the relative proportions of com-
parative and superlative forms, a more notable difference across the groups emerged (see Table 10). Table 10 shows that the L2
students stand out in terms of the relatively large proportion of superlative forms used in their writing (χ2 27.15, df 2, p .000, φc

.403). The proportion of superlative forms in the L1 student writing is smaller but still noteworthy. In contrast, in the corpus of expert
writing, superlative forms constitute a clear minority.

These are noteworthy findings, particularly in view of how these superlative forms are often used (see examples 23–25).

Table 9
Frequencies of adjective gradation.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

N % N % N %

Graded modifiers 67 10 56 7 44 6
Non-graded modifiers 575 90 755 93 657 94
TOTAL 642 100 811 100 701 100

Table 10
Frequencies of comparative and superlative forms.

L2 students (ICLE-SW) L1 students (LOCNESS) Expert writing (ICE)

N % N % N %

Comparatives 12 18 18 32 29 66
Superlatives 55 82 38 68 15 34
TOTAL 67 100 56 100 44 100
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23 We must try to only give asylum to those who really need it, in order to be able to assimilate them, to make them become part of
our society. One of the biggest problem is within the Swedish Bureaucracy – the time it takes to deal with asylum applications.
(ICLE-SW: SWUL1019)

24 One of the most important reasons for the funding of the arts is the benefit it endows to the community in the form of preventive
and productive measures. As psychologists and pschoanalysts have told us for years, art develops creativity. (LOCNESS: USARG)

25 The use of broadside ballads as such a source for examining nineteenth-century Ireland reveals that while political history may be
the largest overall theme, it still accounts for only one in four out of the total (see Table One below). (ICE-IR: W2A002)

Examples (23)–(25) illustrate an important difference between the two student corpora, on the one hand, and the corpus of expert
writing, on the other. In the student writing, superlative forms are often used as intensifiers or boosters where there is no real
comparison. Such usage is not typical of the expert writing. In the examples from the student writing, reference is made to one of the
biggest problems (in 23) and one of the most important reasons (in 24), but no attempt is made in the surrounding discourse to specify the
basis of these comparisons: the existence of other, lesser, ‘problems’ and ‘reasons’ is implicit. The function of the superlative forms
here is therefore primarily to boost or inflate the writers’ own arguments. In contrast, example (25) from the expert writing contains
an actual comparison with other ‘themes’, which are clearly identifiable in the immediate context and elaborated upon by means of a
quantitative comparison displayed in a table. Such differences between student and expert writing can be understood in the context of
other findings in this study, suggesting that the student writing is argumentative and attitudinal.

5. Discussion and conclusions

The overall aim of the study was to find out how, and with what frequencies, discourse-organising nouns are pre-modified in texts
produced by the Swedish L2 writers, and how the L2 students’ usage resembles or differs from that of L1 student writers and expert
writers. Despite the centrality of abstract nouns in disciplinary writing, this is an area which has not been investigated before. Hence,
the findings reported here contribute to a wider understanding of the characteristics of student writing and students’ academic
literacy in a second language. The following discussion aims to highlight some central findings, and discuss their implications for the
second language writing classroom.

First, one key finding is that the L2 student writing differs both from the L1 student writing and from the expert writing in terms of variety
of use. In other words, the L2 student writing is characterised by fewer types and more frequent instantiations of a small number of high-
frequency types. This finding thus complements previous studies, which have investigated other aspects of the written production of ad-
vanced L2 students and found it to be less varied than that of native speakers or expert users. One well-known example is Hasselgren’s (1994)
study on ‘lexical teddy bears’ in Norwegian students’ learner writing in L2 English; she found that even fairly advanced learners have a
tendency to overuse words that are general in meaning at the expense of more precise vocabulary. Other relevant scholars in this context are
Granger (1993), who suggests that the main areas of difficulty for advanced learners are likely to be vocabulary and style, and Nation (2001:
8–9), who points out that L2 users often have a significantly smaller vocabulary range than that of educated native speakers, even at fairly
advanced levels. The present study accords well with such findings, though with a narrower focus specifically on variety in the use of a
particular class of abstract nouns which are known to be central in disciplinary writing.

Second, the study found differences in terms of the relative frequencies of the four discourse functions of modifiers, with an
overrepresentation of evaluative modifiers (types and tokens) and an underrepresentation of propositional modifiers in the L2
student writing, as compared to the expert writing. The student texts can thereby be characterised as more argumentative and
attitudinal in nature, as compared to the expert texts. These results are consistent with findings reported by Flowerdew (2003a).
In a study on the use of so-called signalling nouns in a lecture-and-coursebook corpus and a corpus of polemical data previously
used by Francis (1986), Flowerdew (2003a) found evaluative modification of signalling nouns (in his terminology) to be more
frequent in the latter, polemical, data than in the former. The present study on Swedish students’ usage finds that it can be likened
more to Francis’ (1986) polemical data than to Flowerdew’s (2003a) lecture-and-coursebook data. Other research indicates that
the expression of evaluation also correlates with discipline. Specifically, Hyland’s (2005b) study on stance and engagement in a
corpus of research articles from eight disciplines found clear differences across the disciplines, with significantly higher fre-
quencies of a wide range of stance and engagement markers, including attitudinal adjectives, in the humanities and social science,
as compared to science and engineering. The more discursive nature of the student texts, as compared with at least some of the
expert texts, may therefore have affected the results obtained in the present study. This limitation notwithstanding, the present
study shows that the pre-modification of discourse-organising nouns to express attitude and involvement is a key feature of
student writing.

Third, the study also found differences in terms of how these modifiers are used. Specifically, the student writing was char-
acterised by frequent use of modifiers in combination with very unspecific DONs (such as thing), resulting in discourse which can be
characterised as wordy, colloquial, and imprecise, and therefore atypical of formal academic writing. This finding is particularly
pertinent in view of Flowerdew and Forest’s (2015) study on signalling noun usage in different genres, modes, and disciplines, and
their finding that thing is significantly more frequent in the spoken than in the written mode. Even though the present study has not
investigated the mechanisms behind the characteristics of the student writing, it may nevertheless be helpful to consider these
characteristics in the context of Gellerstam’s (1986) concept of ‘translationese’. Translationese can be understood as a ‘systematic
influence on the target language (TL) from the source language (SL), or at least generalizations of some kind based on such influence’
(1986: 88). In the context of the present study, such influence or generalisation can be seen in the tendency of the L1 Swedish writers
to overuse the unspecific noun thing as head in places where Swedish would allow the use of a nominalised adjective without a noun
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head (cf. En. the most important thing versus Sw. det viktigaste ‘the most important’). Attitudinal modification of thing is particularly
interesting here, as it was found to be qualitatively similar across the corpora but overrepresented in the student writing in con-
structions where it is used to support writer stance.

Fourth, the use of adjective gradation was found to vary across the corpora, with an overrepresentation of superlative forms in the
two groups of student writing, in comparison with the corpus of expert writing, particularly in contexts where no actual comparison was
being made. Such usage has a pragmatic function of supporting writer stance, in that it can be used to boost or inflate the writer’s claims.

The overall impression of the L2 students’ writing is that of discourse which is largely correct and idiomatic, but also wordy,
colloquial and vague, and therefore atypical of formal academic writing. In other words, it falls short primarily in terms of variety and
exactness as well as style and register appropriacy. This finding can be understood in the light of Halliday’s (1991: 32–33) ob-
servation that ‘[p]art of the meaning of choosing any term is the probability with which that term is chosen,’ and that, therefore,
‘grammatical choices may mean different things in different registers, where the odds may be found to vary.’ The implications for this
study are clear: writers make choices, and choices carrying one particular meaning in one register may mean something else in
another. Characteristics of the L2 student writing identified here may therefore have unintended and infelicitous effects on the text,
resulting in imprecise, emotional, and inefficient academic prose which ultimately fails in its communicative objective. In this
respect, the present findings complement those of previous studies, which have identified other features of L2 English contributing to
an impression of discourse which is imprecise, involved, and informal (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006; Aijmer, 2001, 2002; Altenberg, 1997;
Altenberg & Tapper, 1998; Börjesson, 2014; Gilquin & Paquot, 2007, 2008; Granger, 2007; Herriman, 2011; Lorenz, 1999). It is also
worth noting that Biber’s (2006a, 2006b) investigation of lexico-grammatical expressions of stance in a corpus of spoken and written
university registers found stance expressions to be more frequent in the spoken than in the written mode. The findings reported here
therefore contribute towards building a more complete picture of what features underlie the often spoken-like and informal quality of
student writing in L2 English.

Another key contribution is the finding that the L1 student writing also falls short in these respects, though not to the same extent.
This is a particularly interesting finding in view of the fact that previous comparative studies on L2 writing (e.g., Ädel, 2003, 2006;
Aijmer, 2002; Jiang, 2015; Mondor, 2008) are often limited to L2 and L1 student writing only, for reasons of validity and descriptive
adequacy (see, e.g., Hyland & Milton, 1997: 184). There are still relatively few studies also including expert writing, such as the
present one. One previous trilateral study is that of Bolton, Nelson, and Hung (2002), which investigates the use of connectors in
academic writing in two student corpora (L2 and L1 English) and a corpus of published academic papers. The authors argue that
deviation from the target register ‘is not confined to non-native speakers, but is a prominent feature of students’ writing generally’
(Bolton et al., 2002: 180). A later study by Gilquin and Paquot (2008) also seems to confirm this conclusion; the researchers found
shortcomings in the academic writing of L2 and L1 students alike (though not to the same extent), when compared with an expert
model, particularly in terms of register appropriacy. The present study has come to similar conclusions. Native speakers of the target
language (English) are precisely that and nothing more; they are not native speakers of the target register (academic writing). The L2
and L1 students alike are novice writers in this respect, though the L2 students face the double challenge of writing academic text in a
second language. This double challenge may go some way towards explaining the finding that the L2 students consistently differ from
both the L1 students and from the expert writers in their use of DON pre-modification, and that they differ more from the latter than
from the former. This finding may help us better understand the nature of the challenges facing students in the L2 writing classroom,
as an important first step to helping them become proficient communicators in their second language.

Academic writing is widely agreed to be ‘a persuasive endeavour’ (e.g., Jiang & Hyland, 2015: 529), and non-conformance to
rhetorical and stylistic conventions of the genre may therefore be detrimental to a text’s communicative objective. It is also widely
acknowledged that the scientific register is characterised by the nominalisation of processes to a great extent (e.g., Biber, 1988,
2006b; Halliday, 1988), and discourse-organising nouns play an important role in this nominalisation. Flowerdew (2003b: 330) has
pointed to the cognitive complexity of what he calls signalling nouns as ‘abstract entities’ introducing ‘additional propositional
density to a text,’ and Ivanič (1991: abstract) argues that the interpretation of such nouns ‘requires sophisticated processing stra-
tegies’ – strategies which may require explicit teaching. The nominally dense scientific register – a register referred to as ‘secret
English’ by Martin, Wignell, Eggins, and Rothery (1988) – can be perceived as inaccessible by inexperienced writers, particularly
those writing in a second language, and it is therefore problematic that scholars have identified shortcomings in terms of how abstract
nouns have been dealt with in the second language writing classroom (see Flowerdew, 2003b). In addition, studies have also
identified an underrepresentation of formal registers more generally in Swedish ESL materials and classrooms (Altenberg, 2002;
Ljung, 1990, 1991). It will therefore be worthwhile considering how the findings of this study can be implemented in the second
language writing classroom and in what ways systematic training in this area may prove beneficial to advanced L2 writers.

Although classroom implementations have not been investigated here, one key conclusion reached in the original study
(Tåqvist, 2016a: 204–205) was that the L2 student writers may profit from being taught a variety of aspects of discourse-organising
nouns and their use in formal disciplinary writing, including variety, collocation, and style. Other studies have pointed to the key
function of these nouns as markers of stance and evaluation in the genre of disciplinary writing (Jiang, 2015; Jiang & Hyland,
2015). A genre-based approach to teaching writing may therefore be helpful, and this has also been recommended by scholars such
as Francis (1988: 337–388), Flowerdew (2015: 31), and Hyland (2003). In a discussion on the merits of genre pedagogies, Hyland
(2003: 25–27) points out that ‘genre-based pedagogies support learners within a contextual framework for writing which fore-
grounds the meanings and text-types at stake in the situation’, thus ‘empowering students to participate effectively in target
situations.’ In a genre-based approach, the use of abstract nouns in disciplinary discourse is likely to be central, and a focus on the
functions of these nouns in the construction of disciplinary discourse may be a fruitful component in the development of students’
academic literacy in L2 English.
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Appendix A

Table A1 shows the 93 search items (DONs) on which this study is based.
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Table A1
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