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Abstract
During the last two decades, numerous studies have focused on linguistic features of 
academic writing. One of these features, which appears frequently in academic writing 
and which writers need to improve their use of, is the it-extraposition construction. 
The existing literature on subject it-extraposition has focused on syntactic analysis 
(types and patterns) of this construction and little attention has been paid to semantic 
analysis (meanings); thus, this study aims to explore the types, patterns and meanings 
of subject it-extraposition used in Applied Linguistics research articles. The study 
was run on a corpus of 57 Applied Linguistics research articles, wherein the common 
extraposed subject clauses were the that-clause followed by the infinitive to-clause. It 
was also evident that minimal attention was devoted to the use of the wh-clause and 
the -ing participle clause. Concerning patterns of it-extraposition subject clause, subject 
+ predicate and subject + predicate + complement were the most commonly utilised 
in Applied Linguistics research articles. The findings showed that Applied Linguistics 
writers were more concerned with expressing and evaluating their opinions and claims 
semantically. This study could help novice writers, especially novice non-native writers, 
to increase their awareness regarding how such construction is used syntactically and 
semantically by expert writers in writing research articles.
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1 Introduction

In recent decades, studies on written academic texts have increased. 
Researchers have examined academic texts for rhetorical organisations. 
Although they have focused on a range of texts from textbooks (Hyland 2010, 
Oldstone-Moore 2002) to conference papers (Rowley-Jolivet 2002), most 
of the attention has been devoted to the analysis of the research article (RA) 
as an important written academic genre. RAs and their sections have thus 
received attention from researchers. Concerning rhetorical organisations, the 
RA (Dressen-Hammouda 2014, Kanoksilapatham 2015, Lim 2012, Tessuto 
2015), the introduction section (Fakhri 2004, Gledhill 2000, Ozturk 2007, Loi 
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& Evans 2010, Martín & Pérez 2014, Samraj 2002), the method section (Bruce 
2008, Swales 1990, Lim 2006, Gollin-Kies 2014), and the results and discussion 
section (Brett 1994, Holmes 1997, Hopkins & Dudley-Evans 1988, Williams 
1999, Ruiying & Allison 2003, Peacock 2002, Bitchener & Basturkmen 2006, 
Basturkmen 2012) have been investigated.

Some of these studies have concentrated on specific linguistic features 
of academic writing, for example the use of tense and aspect (Hinkel 2004), 
grammatical subject (Gosden 1993, Ebrahimi & Chan 2015), modality (Vassileva 
2001), stance nouns (Hyland & Jiang 2016), self-mention (Harwood 2005), 
functions of adjectives (Soler 2002), nouns (Flowerdew 2003, Aktas & Cortes 
2008), and citations (Samraj 2013).

The studies reviewed here indicate that one of the linguistic features that 
has received little attention is “subject it-extraposition”. Hewings and Hewings 
(2002) compared the functions of anticipatory it-clauses and the extraposed 
subject it in two corpora of journal articles from the field of Business Studies and 
MBA student dissertations written by non-native English speakers. They found 
that it-clause serves four functions: hedging, marking writers’ attitudes, emphasis 
and attribution. The main difference between the two corpora was a significant 
variation in the use of the it-clause to persuade readers about the validity of 
claims. This study introduces a full description of extraposition in Section 2.

Furthermore, Zhang (2015) studied forms and meanings of subject 
it-extraposition in academic and popular writings. To this end, he compared 
academic and popular writings as sub-corpora within the informational writing 
category of ICE-GB (the British component of the International Corpus of English). 
The results demonstrated clear differences regarding subject it-extraposition in 
form and meanings: main clauses were passive in academic writing and the most 
common extraposed clause was the that-clause. Semantically, academic writing 
includes more clauses to explain and negotiate at the cost of evaluation.

Having these research efforts onboard, the motivation of this study is to 
highlight the types, patterns and meanings of subject it-extraposition in Applied 
Linguistics (AL) RAs. Thus, the intention is to answer the following questions:
1)  How frequent are subject it-extraposition clauses in AL RAs and their 

sections (introduction, method, results and discussion)?
2)  What types of subject it-extraposition clauses are used in AL RAs and their 

sections?
3)  What are the patterns of subject it-extraposition clauses in AL RAs and their 

sections?
4)  What are the semantic meanings conveyed by predicates of subject 

it-extraposition clauses in AL RAs and their sections?
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2 Methodology

2.1 Corpus

This study was carried out on a corpus of 57 RAs from two journals: English 
for Specific Purposes and Journal of English for Academic Purposes. These two 
journals are high impact leading journals in AL. The online versions of both titles 
are available at ScienceDirect.com, the world’s leading platform for high quality 
peer-reviewed full-text journals. The corpus was extracted from issues published 
in the five years from 2011 to 2015. It consisted of 385,846 words (from 
57 articles), with the introduction sections being represented by 110,927 words, 
the method sections represented by 81,000 words, and the results and discussion 
sections represented by 193,919 words. The RAs were written using Swales’ 
(1990) model of RAs: Introduction-Method-Results-Discussion (IMRD). 
Articles containing these four sections (IMRD) were included in the research 
and those which did not follow this construction were excluded. The results and 
discussion sections were considered as one section due to the fact that these 
sections were merged as one section in the majority of the RAs in the corpus. 
The corpus of this study belongs to the AL discipline because the researchers 
are English as second language (ESL) instructors who teach academic writing, 
which includes teaching RA writing.

2.2 The framework

This study aimed to analyse the form and function of subject it-extraposition. 
To this end, the data requires a framework for syntactic and semantic 
classifications. These are discussed below, but prior to that the definition and 
structure of subject it-extraposition are reviewed.

2.2.1 Subject it-extraposition

Extraposition is a movement of the element of the sentence from its normal 
position to the end of sentence as in the following example:

(1)  To retrieve a comprehensive list of reporting verbs is quite impossible.

(2)  It is quite impossible to retrieve a comprehensive list of reporting verbs.

In Example 1, a long main clause is used in the subject position. In Example 
2, with the help of it-extraposition movement, the writer has moved the long 
main clause to the predicate position and filled the subject position with 
the it-extraposition clause. According to Quirk et al. (1985) extraposition is 
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a device of postponement that serves the two principles of “end-focus” and 
“end weight”. Moreover, Richards and Schmidt (2013) stated that the “heavy” 
structures are placed at the end of the sentence because dominant clauses are 
better “encoded” and “decoded” at the end of the sentence (Celce-Murcia 
& Larsen-Freeman 1983). Moreover, Bloor and Bloor (1995) observed that the 
longer and the more complicated the clause, the more likely it is to be extraposed. 
For example:

(3)  Whether NS and NNS writers use bundles for different functions is unclear.

(4)  It is unclear whether NS and NNS writers use bundles for different functions.

In the first sentence the weight or information of the sentence lies in the first 
part, whereas in the second sentence the subject is postponed until the end of 
the sentence. This construction is more likely to occur in formal and academic 
writing and a failure to pay attention to it will lead to understanding difficulties 
(Zhang 2015).

2.2.2	 Syntactic	classification

One area of considerable focus has been syntactic analysis of extraposed 
sentences (e.g. Huddleston & Pullum 2002, Kaltenböck 2005, Quirk et al. 
1985). Collins (1994), among all, conducted a complete investigation regarding 
the syntactic analysis of infinitive clauses examined by Mair (1990) and other 
extraposed elements. This framework includes four types of clause patterns:
1) “Subject + Predicator + Complement” (SPC)
2) “Subject + Predicator” (SP)
3) “Subject + Predicator + Object” (SPO)
4) “Subject + Predicator + Indirect Object + Direct Object”

2.2.3	 Semantic	classification

Besides syntactic analysis, there is a need for semantic analysis of extraposed 
sentences. Many studies have explored semantic classification with regards to the 
main clause of extraposed sentences (e.g. Biber et al. 1999, Charles 2000, Groom 
2005, Kaltenböck 2004, Mindt 2011); however, these studies might not have 
dealt with the overall organisation of the main clause of extraposed sentences. 
Consequently, this study focused on the semantic classification of main verbs 
used in predicates of the extraposed clause. For this aim, Herriman’s (2000) 
classification was used for active verbs while Biber et al.’s (1999) classification 
was used for passive verbs. Herriman’s (2000: 585-586) classification of semantic 
active verbs is stated as follows:
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1)  Epistemic modality including those predicates expressing “the speaker’s 
opinion, existence, and claims concerning the content of the extraposed 
clause” (e.g. it is clear)

2)  Deontic modality representing “obligation and volition” (e.g. it is desirable)
3)  Dynamic modality typically involving a participant’s “ability or power to 

carry out a course of action” (e.g. it is difficult)
4)  Evaluation involving general evaluation, appropriateness, significance, 

frequency, emotive reaction, and responsibility (e.g. it is interesting)

The classification of semantic meaning of passive verbs given by Biber et al. 
(1999: 587):

1)  Activity verbs which are concerned with what people do (e.g. use, give, 
measure)

2)  Communication verbs involving communication activities such as speaking 
and writing (e.g. describe, discuss)

3)  Mental verbs describing cognitive states and activities (e.g. know, believe), 
which also include attitudinal or emotional states (e.g. prefer, love, enchant)

4)  Verbs of existence or relationship denoting that a relation or a state exists 
between entities (e.g. include, represent, define)

5)  Verbs of facilitation or causation indicating a new state of affairs brought 
about (e.g. cause, allow)

6)  Verbs of simple occurrence reporting the occurrence of events (e.g. develop, 
grow)

7)  Aspectual verbs denoting the stage of progress of events or activities 
(e.g. keep, continue)

2.3 Procedure

The study went through the following procedures. First, the corpus was 
downloaded and saved from the English for Specific Purposes journal and the 
Journal of English for Academic Purposes. These RAs were considered as ones 
which have been written by successful writers as these RAs were extracted from 
publications which are among the leading, highest impact ELT journals. These 
journals publish RAs only after strict review (usually twice blind-review) by 
experts within the AL discipline. As these two journals are high-impact, RAs 
which get published in these journals are considered to be of a high standard. 
In this study, the aspect of being native or non-native writers of English was 
not considered. This is supported by Myers (1989). The RAs which followed 
Swales’ model (IMRD) were included in the research and the RAs which did 
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not follow this approach were excluded. Next, all the examples of extraposed 
it-subject in active and passive clauses were selected and collected from the 
corpus. Third, the types of extraposed sentences were indicated using Collins’ 
(1994) classification and the pattern of extraposed sentences was identified using 
Herriman’s (2000) classification. As Herriman’s (2000) classification does not 
consider passive verbs, the semantic classification of Biber et al. (1999) was 
used for passive verbs. The final step is comparing the results of analysis of 
extraposed it-subject in each section of AL RAs and reporting a conclusion based 
on the analysis of the data.

3 Findings and discussion

3.1 Frequency of subject it-extraposition

As can be seen in Table 1, the frequency of subject it-extraposition is 1.32 
per 1,000 words. This result is more than that reported by Hewings and Hewings 
(2002) (0.95 per 1,000 words), which could be attributed to the corpus analysed 
in both studies. In this study AL RAs were examined, whereas Hewings and 
Hewings (2002) explored Management RAs. Thus, it could be concluded that 
disciplinary background knowledge (AL in this study) can have an influence on 
writers in terms of using subject it-extraposition.

The results in Table 1 also indicate that among the RA sections, the writers 
showed the greatest attention to this structure in the introduction section; 
conversely, the method section received the least attention. One possible 
justification for this result might be the rhetorical function of these two sections.

RAs sections Word count Frequency Per 1,000 words

Introduction 106,927 169 1.58

Method 79,600 82 1.03

Results and discussion 187,919 249 1.32

Total 374,446 500 1.32

Table 1: Frequency of subject it-extraposition

3.2 Types of extraposed clauses

The results in Table 2 indicate that, in the analysed RAs, the most common 
type of it-extraposed subject clause is the that-clause (58%) (Example 5) 
followed by to-infinitive clauses (34%) (Example 6). This finding is in line with 
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the evidence reported by Zhang (2015), who analysed academic writing and 
reported the predominance of the that-clause (50%); thus, it can be said that 
using this type of clause is common in academic writing.

(5)  It is crucial that the researcher read the preceding and following sections to 
understand how the information is related.

(6)  It was possible to see the stages in the creation of the texts and to trace each 
student’s contribution.

The results also showed that other types of clauses have received minimal 
attention. The results concerning types of subject it-extraposition clauses are 
presented in Table 2.

Type of Clause that- to- wh- zero -ing Frequency

Frequency 292 172 26 6 4 500

Percentage 58% 34% 25% 2% 1% 100%

Table 2: Frequency and percentage of subject it-extraposition clause types in AL RAs

The results in Table 3 demonstrate that in all sections of AL RAs, the 
that-clause was most commonly used followed by the to-infinitive clause. This 
possibly indicates that writers of AL RAs prefer to use clause types that leave 
them with more choices of extraposition in predicates.

A closer look at the figures in Table 3 indicates that writers of AL RAs prefer 
to employ the that-clause in the results and discussion section. This could suggest 
that such a clause enables writers to present their findings in an explicit way. 
Such extrapositioning helps in hedging the findings and leaves the responsibility 
for research to others, thus freeing the researchers (Example 7).

(7)  It may be a coincidence that these five engineering subjects, which happen to 
involve life- or biology-related content, seem to be more difficult to read.

The results regarding types of subject it-extraposition clauses in sections of 
AL RAs are presented in Table 3.
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that- to- wh- zero -ing Total

Introduction 94 (56%) 56 (33%) 17 (10%) 2 (1%) – 169 (100%)

Method 44 (54%) 34 (42%) 2 (2%) 1 (1%) 1 (1%) 82 (100%)

Results 
and discussion 154 (62%) 82 (33%) 7 (3%) 3 (1%) 3 (1%) 249 (100%)

RA 292 (58%) 172 (34%) 26 (5%) 6 (2%) 4 (1%) 500 (100%)

Table 3: Frequency and percentage of subject it-extraposition clause types in sections of AL RAs

3.3 The main clause patterns of subject it-extraposition sentences

The results in Table 4 indicate that the most frequent clause pattern of 
extraposed sentence is SPC (62%), as shown in Example 8. As demonstrated in 
Example 9, the other pattern which received noticeable attention is SP (37%). 
The last pattern, which is SPO, is rarely used in AL RAs (1%). This result is 
in line with Zhang (2015) and could suggest that the use of this pattern is not 
normal in AL RAs or possibly in the corpus of this study.

(8)  It is important to understand whether the quality of student writing is judged on 
these features or whether other may be more relevant.

(9)  It should be pointed out that in Iran, as a norm, many subject teachers with 
reasonable English proficiency are invited to teach EAP courses.

The results also highlight that among the different AL RA sections, writers 
made significant use of the SPC pattern in the introduction and method sections 
(57%); however, the greatest attention was devoted to the results and discussion 
section (67%).

RAs sections SP SPC SPO Total

Introduction 73 (43%) 96 (57%) – 169

Method 35 (43%) 47 (57%) – 82

Results and discussion 79 (32%) 168 (67%) 2 (1%) 249

RAs 187 (37%) 311 (62%) 2 (1%) 500

Table 4: Frequency and percentage of the main clause patterns of subject it-extraposition 
sentences
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3.4 Semantic meanings of passive verbs in extraposed sentences

The results in Table 5 indicate that passive verbs were used to present four 
semantic meanings. They are mental, communication, existence or relationship, 
and facilitation and causation verbs. Mental passive verbs occurred most 
frequently in the RAs and passive verbs of facilitation and causation received 
the least attention (Examples 10-13). One possible justification for these findings 
might be that, by nature, AL RAs impose the use of mental passive verbs.

(10)  It was found that the writers continued presenting the results and justifying them 
in extended paragraphs without providing citation to support.

(11)  It is now recognized that there are significant differences between acquiring an 
L1 and learning an L2.

(12)  …, it is believed that it can be used in describing the rhetorical functions of 
citations in academic writing from other disciplines that are also empirically 
based.

(13)  It was revealed that novice writers used these citations considerably less 
compared to expert writers as these citations need more awareness of the complex 
rhetorical functions and advanced disciplinary knowledge.
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Next in the frequency list is communication passive verbs (45%) 
(Example 14). The use of this kind of passive verb is unsurprising as RAs 
constitute a communicative genre wherein writers try to communicate the 
important aspects of their study, for example the gap in literature (Example 
15), features of the corpus (Example 16), and their justification of the results 
(Example 17) to community members.

(14)  Accordingly, it was suggested that writing teaching practice may help the students 
avoid transferring the L1 thinking of ideas and organization into their L2 essay 
writing.

(15)  It should be noted that in postgraduate education at the Master’s and doctoral 
levels the institutions awarding the degree usually prepare assessment criteria.

(16)  It should be pointed out that one research article has a separate conclusion section 
following the discussion section while two research articles have a sub-section 
labeled conclusion or concluding remarks within the discussion section.

(17)  Again, it can be noted that as the size of the cluster increases, the similarity 
between the most frequent clusters in both corpora decreases.

In addition, it was conveyed that verbs with existence or relationship meaning 
received noticeable attention (Example 18). This could potentially be because in 
AL RAs, writers are reporting a study they have conducted themselves.

(18)  It appeared that the result will be generalized to all groups.
3.5 Semantic meanings of active verbs in extraposed sentences

The data analysed with regards to the semantic meaning of predicates of 
extraposed clauses and results are presented in Table 6. These findings provide 
evidence that evaluative modality has received the greatest attention while 
the other three semantic categories were comparatively unpopular. Evaluative 
modality was used to state appropriateness, significance, emotive reaction, 
frequency and general evaluation (Examples 19-23). The findings presented here 
are partially in line with Zhang (2015). Such statements are usual in discourses 
such as RAs which must be valid, significant and receive sufficient support to get 
published and read.

(19)  It is therefore somewhat understandable that Hiro chose to focus part of his 
response on Britain.
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(20)  It is therefore worth examining how these different subdisciplines construct 
knowledge through RAs (i.e., how knowledge is formulated, transformed, and 
acknowledged as new).

(21)  It is thus of interest to investigate whether the RAs of different sub-disciplines are 
organizationally identical.

(22)  …, it is common for collaborative groups to consist of both NSE and NNSE 
students.

(23)  It may be useful to first discuss our criteria in terms of what was not included.

Epistemic modality was the other extensively used semantic category in three 
rhetorical sections (33%). The use of epistemic modality suggests that writers 
insisted on the truth of the content of rhetorical sections within RAs (Example 
24). Moreover, this modality was employed more regularly in the introduction 
and results and discussion sections. This could be due to the fact that, in these 
two rhetorical sections, writers are presenting their research and highlighting 
their findings and thus need to clearly state that the content is true and valid.

(24)  It is clear that attributive adjectives, the resource on which they draw more 
heavily than all other modifiers put together, are a favoured structure for the EAP 
students.

The less frequent usage of the other two semantic categories could be justified 
as such semantic meanings are not favoured by RA writers.

Epistemic
Modality

Deontic
Modality

Dynamic
Modality

Evaluative
Modality

Total

Introduction 37 (39%) 4 (4%) 6 (6%) 49 (51%) 96 (100%)

Method 11 (23%) 5 (11%) 7 (15%) 24 (51%) 47 (100%)

Result and Discussion 54 (32%) 7 (4%) 19 (11%) 88 (53%) 168 (100%)

RAs 102 (33%) 16 (5%) 32 (10%) 161 (52%) 311 (100%)

Table 6: Semantic meaning of active verbs (Herriman 2000)
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4 Conclusion

The aim of this study was to analyse the form and function of subject 
it-extraposition in AL RAs. The findings indicated that the introduction section 
contains the greatest concentration of this structure while the method section 
contains the least amount. One possible justification for this result might be the 
rhetorical function of these two sections. In the introduction section, writers have 
to emphasise the centrality of topic, criticise existing literature, and highlight 
the significance of the study. To meet these functions, writers prefer to deflect 
attention from themselves and shift the focus to extraposed claims. Moreover, 
writers have to be more objective and responsible for their data selection, 
procedure and analysis and as a consequence less frequent use of such structure 
compared to other RA sections could be expected.

The findings also showed that the common extraposed subject clauses were 
the that-clause followed by the infinitive to-clause, with little attention paid to 
the use of the wh-clause and the -ing participle clause. This could be due to 
the fact that this type of clause can perform different meanings compared to 
other types of clauses that result in different predicates with different extraposed 
elements. Lower use of the to-infinitive clause compared to the that-clause was 
also demonstrated in the study conducted by Zhang (2015), which potentially 
indicates that it is a norm in academic writing to prioritise the that-clause as 
opposed to the to-infinitive clause. The other possible justification is that the to-
infinitive clause is more fixed than the that-clause. For example, in the introduction 
section all to-infinitive clauses were SPC. Thus, the writers of AL RAs prefer 
to use types of clauses that leave them with more choices of extraposition in 
predicates. The minimal usage of other clause types might indicate that there is 
no room for clauses such as ing-clauses in the list of preferences of writers as 
such clauses serve a limited number of functions. This could also suggest that 
using such clauses is not a norm in academic writing genres such as RAs and 
writers may prefer other clause types.

Concerning the pattern of the it-subject extraposed subject clause, two patterns 
of SP and SPC are commonly used in AL RAs. The SPC clause has received the 
greatest attention in AL RAs, which is in line with evidence reported by Zhang 
(2015) and Collins (1994). The next pattern which is commonly used in AL RAs 
is the SP clause. Although the results concerning this pattern are also in line with 
the findings of Zhang (2015), there is a higher percentage than that reported 
by Collins (1994). The difference could be attributed to the data analysed in 
these studies. Collins (1994), for instance, analysed a corpus including spoken 
and written data, while only written data was investigated in this study. Thus, it 
seems that this type of clause is used more regularly in written data compared 
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to spoken data. The other patterns are rarely used in AL RAs. There appears to 
be no room for such patterns in academic writing or possibly researchers prefer 
another structure to serve such functions.

The findings in relation to passive verbs suggested that, in line with Zhang 
(2015), mental passive verbs have received the greatest attention in the three 
sections of RAs, while passive verbs of facilitation and causation have received 
the least attention. One possible justification for this might be the nature of RAs 
as they impose the use of mental passive verbs; these verbs help the writer to 
signify his/her presence and involvement in the research. Mental passive verbs 
were used in all three sections of the RAs as the predominant semantic meaning, 
which is a consequence of the fact that mental passive verbs enable writers to 
justify the study in the introduction section, clarify the procedure steps in the 
method section, and state the findings in the results and discussion section. Next 
in the frequency list was communication passive verbs. The use of this kind of 
verb is not surprising as RAs are a communicative genre wherein writers attempt 
to communicate the important aspects of their study, for instance the gap in 
literature, features of the corpus, and the justification of the results to community 
members.

The next finding indicates that evaluative modality has been most widely 
employed while other three semantic categories have received little attention. 
Evaluative modality was used to state appropriateness, significance, emotive 
reaction, frequency and general evaluation, and such statements are usual in 
discourses such as RAs which must be valid, significant and receive sufficient 
support to get published and read. Epistemic modality was the other semantic 
category that received noticeable attention from writers in all three rhetorical 
sections. Epistemic modality is used by writers to emphasise the truth of the 
content of rhetorical sections within RAs. This result indicates that this modality 
was used more frequently in the introduction and results and discussion sections. 
In these two rhetorical sections, writers are presenting their research and 
highlighting their findings; thus, it is necessary to clearly state that the content is 
true and valid.

5 Implications

Teachers and RAs writers should become conscious of the different sections 
of RAs in teaching and writing this structure. Based on their needs, they can use 
the structure semantically and syntactically in different sections; for instance, 
it can be utilised in the introduction section to highlight research gaps, in the 
method section to emphasise the methodology, and in the results and discussion 
section to distance themselves from their findings.
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6 Limitations

This study was undertaken to investigate the form and function of subject 
it-extraposition in different AL RA sections. To achieve this goal, the following 
limitations were made. First, this study did not address disciplinary variations 
concerning the use of subject it-extraposition. Thus, the RAs were related 
to the same discipline. Second, more research needs to be done on subject 
it-extraposition with passive matrix predicates, which has mostly been excluded 
in previous studies on extraposition. Third, since the study was based on a 
fairly small corpus, more research on different sections of RAs is necessary in 
the future.

7 Suggestions for further studies

The results of this study, which aimed to analyse the form and function of 
subject it-extraposition in different sections of AL RAs, can illuminate a number 
of areas for further research. First, it is also possible to investigate the pattern 
of subject it-extraposition in different sections of different genres. Second, the 
number of articles can be increased to obtain better results via a large number 
of extraposed sentences. Finally, the pattern of subject it-extraposition can be 
compared in different sections of an MA (Master of Art) thesis.
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