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Abstract
Self-mention clearly establishes the writer’s presence in the text and may enhance the 
persuasiveness of their arguments. Although widely researched in L2 student and expert 
academic writing, relatively little attention has been given to self-mention in doctoral 
writing in European contexts. This corpus-based study compares the use of self-mention 
in 30 English-medium PhD theses by Czech doctoral students and 30 published research 
articles by Anglophone scholars in linguistics. Quantitative and qualitative analysis of the 
frequency, forms and functions was conducted in Sketch Engine. Overall, self-mention 
occurred approximately twice as frequently in the student corpus and was more frequent 
in every rhetorical section. While students primarily employed self-mention to organise 
the discourse and project a confident stance, experts tended to use self-mention to put 
forward claims and justify their methodological decisions. The findings may inform 
future academic writing instruction for L2 doctoral students in similar contexts aiming to 
publish their research internationally.
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1	 Introduction

Whether explicitly present or not, the reader is aware of the person behind the 
text, and the writer’s decision to reveal themselves (or not) will impact how their 
content is received and interpreted. Should the writer choose to step into the text, 
typically through the use of first person pronouns, they may present themselves 
as a credible, confident voice, in control of the discourse. Their presence also 
enables them to attach themselves to the central argument and any knowledge 
claims made, thus gaining recognition from the disciplinary community for their 
contribution to the field.

The significance of authorial presence for effective academic writing has 
been widely studied as part of Hyland’s (2005a) influential metadiscourse 
framework. Hyland defines self-mention as the writer’s “use of first person 
pronouns and possessive adjectives to present propositional, affective and 
interpersonal information” (Hyland, 2005b, p. 181). Studies of expert academic 
writing in applied linguistics, particularly research articles, have found that 
writers frequently employ self-mention devices for various rhetorical purposes 
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(Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023b; Hyland, 2001; Walková, 2019). Hyland (2001) 
explains that the relatively high frequency of self-mention is due to the nature 
of research in the soft disciplines and the writer’s need to gain acceptance 
for their methodological decisions. Their explicit authorial presence, then, 
allows the writer to present their research findings and conclusions in a more 
persuasive manner.

Researchers have also explored intercultural differences in the use of 
self-mention by writers from a wide variety of linguacultural backgrounds (see 
Mur-Dueñas & Šinkūnienė, 2016, for a review). In Slavic languages such as 
Czech, for example, writers tend to background their presence through the use 
of various impersonal constructions or express a degree of modesty through 
the use of authorial we (Chamonikolasová, 2005; Čmejrková & Daneš, 1997). 
However, there is some evidence of Czech academic writing converging on the 
Anglophone style (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023a; Raušová, 2018) as writers 
adapt, consciously or not, to international conventions of publication.

Besides negotiating intercultural differences, student writers must also get 
to grips with the disciplinary norms governing self-mention use in academic 
writing. While writers should not see themselves as slaves to their discipline, 
these norms determine to a certain extent the success of the writing and whether 
it is likely to be accepted by the community. For doctoral students working on 
publications alongside their thesis, there is a sense of having to ‘fake it’ as an 
expert writer in order to be accepted by an academic journal for publication. 
Achieving this is made more difficult still by the conflicting, even misleading, 
advice on self-mention from teachers and academic writing manuals (Jiang & 
Hyland, 2020). It is not surprising, then, that even at the PhD level, doctoral 
students report feeling confused and concerned about using self-mention in their 
writing (Hyland, 2004).

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in self-mention in L2 
doctoral writing, and stance more generally. However, the majority of studies to 
date have been carried out in Asia and the Middle East (e.g. Can & Cangir, 2019; 
Pourmohammdi & Kuhi, 2016; Wang & Jiang, 2018), which leads to difficulties 
in applying the findings to the classroom in Central Europe. These studies have 
also largely ignored the distribution of self-mention devices across the sections 
of research reports (but see Wang & Jiang, 2018; Wu & Paltridge, 2021), which 
limits our understanding of how student and expert writers employ self-mention 
to achieve different rhetorical aims. Similarly, the distribution of self-mention 
devices within the corpus, i.e. intra-group variation, is rarely considered, with 
researchers following the tradition of a whole-corpus design (Brezina, 2018), 
which is based on the analysis of aggregate data. As Dixon (2022) notes, 
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this approach may lead to unintentionally misleading claims about trends in 
self-mention use, and I suggest that an individual text design is particularly 
important given the highly idiosyncratic nature of self-mention.

To address these gaps, this study compares the use of self-mention between 
Czech doctoral students and Anglophone scholars in linguistics and considers 
the influence of writers’ level of expertise and linguacultural background. The 
study contributes to our understanding of the needs of L2 doctoral students in 
this challenging area of academic writing.

2	 Self-mention in L2 doctoral writing

The first major study of L2 doctoral writing was carried out by Hyland 
(2004), who compared interactive and interactional metadiscourse features 
in MA and PhD dissertations/theses written by Hong Kong students. Overall, 
he found that doctoral students used almost four times as many self-mention 
devices as master’s students, with some expected disciplinary differences. 
Doctoral students demonstrated a greater degree of self-confidence through their 
increased authorial presence and a willingness to emphasise their own research 
contributions through patterns such as I show that and my analyses revealed, 
which combine self-mention and boosting devices. When interviewed, students 
at the PhD level appeared more comfortable with self-mention than at the MA 
level, but there remained a degree of uncertainty and a sense that this rhetorical 
strategy was reserved for ‘expert writers’. These findings are supported by 
Wu and Paltridge (2021, p. 13), whose longitudinal study of Chinese students 
in applied linguistics found evidence of “modest progress in stance taking”, 
including a more prominent authorial presence in the Results and Discussion 
section in PhD theses compared to the students’ MA dissertations. Comparing 
frequencies across the individual rhetorical sections in this way may enrich our 
understanding of the phenomenon.

Qiu and Ma’s (2019) cross-sectional study expands the research scope by 
comparing writing by (L1/L2) students at the master’s and doctoral level with 
expert writers in the field of applied linguistics. Like Hyland (2004), they report 
a significant increase in the frequency of self-mention devices from the MA to 
the PhD level and no significant differences between doctoral students and expert 
writers. As further evidence of doctoral students’ progress, Qiu and Ma cite the 
students’ use of self-mention with a wider range of rhetorical functions, including 
the more powerful functions noted earlier by Hyland (2004). Together, these 
studies provide evidence of students’ growing expertise in academic writing, 
regardless of L1, as they proceed through their graduate studies.
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However, the majority of research in this area focuses on a two-way 
comparison between L2 doctoral writing and L1 expert writing. Studies of writing 
in the sciences by Chinese doctoral students (Gu & Xu, 2021; Wang & Jiang, 
2018) found that doctoral students in fact employ more self-mention devices than 
expert writers. The results are likely impacted by the writers’ L1 (Chinese), not 
controlled in Qiu and Ma (2019), and the discipline (pure and applied sciences as 
opposed to applied linguistics). The writing samples in Wang and Jiang (2018) 
comprised project reports, each individually written, but reporting on an earlier 
group project. This might explain the marked use of authorial we in the student 
writing, which was absent in Wu and Paltridge’s (2021) study of Chinese doctoral 
students. Previous research has suggested that writers may feel more comfortable 
employing we than I and that authorial we is also preferred in some hard science 
disciplines. When drawing conclusions from L2 writing research it is therefore 
important to consider the context(s) in which the writing is produced.

In contexts where doctoral students share the same L1, studies focusing 
specifically on cross-linguistic influence can be particularly valuable 
(Connor, 2004). Researchers (Can & Cangir, 2019; Can & Yuvayapan, 2018; 
Pourmohammdi & Kuhi, 2016) have found that Iranian and Turkish students, for 
example, employ less self-mention in their PhD theses than their Anglophone 
counterparts. They attribute this largely to the positivist writing culture in which 
the students operate, but also speculate as to the impact of previous writing 
instruction. For instance, it is noted that academic writing instructors in Iran 
tend to encourage the avoidance of self-mentions to appear “more respectful and 
formal” (Pourmohammdi & Kuhi, 2016, p. 120)

To the best of my knowledge, an earlier exploratory study (Gerrard, 2026) 
is the only one to investigate self-mention in doctoral writing in the Czech 
Republic and, indeed, Central Europe. Comparing stance expression across three 
corpora of Introduction sections, the study found that Czech doctoral students 
tended to use more self-mention devices than expert writers (both L1 and L2 
(Czech) writers). These devices appeared to be most commonly employed by 
student writers either to organise the discourse or to express their personal 
aims and motivation for the research. Self-mentions also frequently collocated 
with the booster believe to express the writers’ confidence and commitment. 
Nevertheless, this small-scale study focused on only one section of a traditional 
research report (the Introduction), highlighting the need for further research in 
this area. To address this gap, in this paper I attempt to answer the following 
research questions:
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(1)		 To what extent do Czech doctoral student writers differ from Anglophone scholars 
in the frequency of self-mention across the rhetorical sections of theses/research 
articles?

(2)		 How do the linguistic forms and functions of self-mention differ between Czech 
doctoral student writers and Anglophone scholars in theses/research articles?

3	 Data and method

3.1	The corpora

Two specialized corpora were compiled for the study: a learner corpus of 
doctoral student writing (hereafter the ‘student corpus’) and a reference corpus of 
expert academic writing (the ‘expert corpus’). Both corpora were designed to be 
broadly representative of their respective domains, i.e. doctoral student writing 
produced by Czech students in linguistics, and expert academic writing produced 
by Anglophone scholars in linguistics. For each corpus, 30 texts (doctoral theses 
or research articles) were selected using stratified random sampling to reduce the 
risk of researcher bias. The two corpora differ intentionally in terms of the writers’ 
level of expertise in academic writing and their linguacultural background, which 
are the dimensions of interest in this study. In all other respects, following the 
basic principles of tertium comparationis (Connor, 2004), they were designed to 
be as comparable as possible, as shown in Table 1.

Student corpus Expert corpus
L1 background Czech English
Research genre doctoral thesis research article
Discipline linguistics linguistics
Authorship single-authored single-authored
Publication date 2009–2023 2009–2023
Research type empirical empirical
Structure ILM[RD]C ILM[RD]C
Texts 30 30
Tokens 1,741,093 273,555

Table 1: Corpus description

Although the doctoral thesis and research article differ slightly in terms 
of their intended audience, purpose and length (Paltridge & Starfield, 2020), 
both genres represent research reports of publishable quality, follow a similar 
rhetorical structure, and show “significant areas of overlap in lexico-grammar 
and rhetorical functions” (Flowerdew, 2015, p. 60). As noted by Leech (2007, 
p. 142), “comparability, like representativity, can be conceptualized as a scale, 
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rather than as a goal to be achieved 100 per cent”, and thus I believe that useful 
pedagogical insights can still be gained from the comparison. To address the 
discrepancy in the size of the corpora and enable meaningful comparisons, all 
quantitative results are reported as relative frequencies.

The student corpus comprises 30 doctoral theses written by students with 
15 different supervisors. To the best of my knowledge, the students and their 
supervisors are all L1 Czech speakers. Based on the standard entry requirements 
for linguistics doctoral study programmes and the successful completion of their 
thesis, the students are considered proficient users of English (C2 level CEFR). 
An equal number of successfully defended theses (15) were sampled from the 
Charles University and Masaryk University online repositories. More than half 
of the theses were written in the last 10 years, so the corpus can still be considered 
representative of contemporary academic writing. The theses report on students’ 
empirical research and largely adopt a mixed methods design, while all closely 
follow the ‘simple’ traditional thesis structure (Paltridge & Starfield, 2020) of 
Introduction, Literature review, Methods, Results, Discussion, Conclusion (some 
sections may be combined). Theses following a markedly different structure were 
automatically excluded to facilitate comparisons across the sections of the texts.

The expert corpus comprises 30 research articles written by Anglophone 
scholars, determined by the writers’ names, institutional affiliation and 
biographical information available. The majority are L1 speakers of American 
and British English, but Australian, Canadian and New Zealand English are all 
represented. For sampling purposes, an ‘expert academic writer’ was defined as 
an academic with a minimum of five prior publications in international journals 
indexed in Scopus or Web of Science. This was determined by examining Google 
Scholar profiles, personal and institutional websites, and CVs. An equal number 
of research articles (10) were sampled from three high-ranking linguistics 
journals in Scopus and Web of Science: Journal of English Linguistics, Journal 
of Pragmatics, and English for Specific Purposes. These journals were frequently 
referenced in the doctoral theses and contain a range of articles on similar topics 
employing similar research methods. To ensure maximum comparability with the 
student corpus, the articles sampled were single-authored and published within 
the same time frame, more than half within the last 10 years. All the articles 
present empirical linguistic studies, organised according to the same structure 
as the theses.

3.2	Procedure

The main sections of each text – the Introduction, Literature review, 
Methods, Results, Discussion, Conclusion – were retained for analysis, but all 
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other sections (e.g., title, abstract, acknowledgements) were manually removed, 
as well as all block quotations and linguistic examples; tables and figures; page 
numbers; and headers and footers. The clean text files were then compiled as 
two corpora in the online corpus platform Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al., 2014). 

The initial quantitative analysis was carried out using the Sketch Engine 
concordance tool. Each corpus was searched for a comprehensive list of 
self-mention markers (Table 2), based on Hyland (2005a) and the addition of two 
markers from recent studies: ours (Mur-Dueñas, 2007) and the researcher(‘s) 
(Lee & Deakin, 2016). The resulting concordances were copied into a Microsoft 
Excel spreadsheet, and, due to the well-established ambiguous nature of 
self-mention (Harwood, 2005; Vladimirou, 2007), each concordance line was 
checked carefully to ensure that in every occurrence an item functioned as 
self-mention. Items which occurred within quotations or examples were also 
excluded from the analysis.

First person singular First person plural Self-reference phrase
I we the author

me us the author’s
my our the writer

mine ours the writer’s
the researcher

the researcher’s

Table 2: Self-mention markers included in the study

Frequencies were calculated per text, based on a Type B (Biber & Jones, 2009) 
or individual text design (Brezina, 2018), which takes into account the internal 
variation within each corpus. Following established practice in corpus linguistics 
(Brezina, 2018), all frequency counts were then normalised to enable meaningful 
comparisons between the corpora, which obviously vary in size. To compare 
the overall frequencies of self-mention, per 10,000 tokens was chosen as the 
basis for normalisation, roughly the length of a research article in linguistics. For 
comparisons of frequencies in individual rhetorical sections, per 1,000 tokens 
was deemed more appropriate to avoid artificially inflating the frequency results 
in the smaller sections (see Brezina, 2018). Histograms revealed that self-mention 
was non-normally distributed in both corpora (positively skewed), so statistical 
significance was determined using the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test. 
This was supplemented by r as a standardised effect size measure, with both 
analyses conducted using Lancaster Stats Tools (Brezina, 2018).
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4 	 Results and discussion

4.1	Frequency of self-mention

The results of the quantitative analysis (Figure 1) show that self-mention is 
more frequent per 10,000 tokens in the student corpus (Mdn = 15.17) than in the 
expert corpus (Mdn = 7.49), although the difference is not statistically significant, 
U = 556, p = 0.119, r = -0.20. As self-mention occurs twice as frequently in the 
student corpus, readers are likely to note the increased authorial presence and 
thus the difference may still be considered linguistically meaningful. The results 
are in line with previous studies of L2 doctoral and expert writing (e.g. Gu & Xu, 
2021; Wang & Jiang, 2018), and if compared to self-mention in master’s level 
writing by Czech students (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023b), doctoral students 
show increased use of self-mention markers.

Figure 1: Overall relative frequency of self-mention
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As shown in Figure 1, the corpora contain extreme values and intra-group 
variation, but this is to be expected given that self-mention is highly idiosyncratic 
and influenced by a range of factors (Ädel, 2022). The greater variation in the 
student corpus may indicate students’ lack of rhetorical skill in this area and/or a 
greater tolerance for personal style in thesis writing, while the more homogeneous 
expert corpus may reflect scholars’ broad consensus on authorial presence and 
awareness of disciplinary conventions. The relatively low frequencies in both 
corpora are consistent with recent diachronic studies suggesting a general decline 
of self-mention in applied linguistics (Hyland & Jiang, 2016, 2018).

Table 3 compares the frequency of self-mention across the five rhetorical 
sections of the texts. In both corpora, self-mention markers were found to 
occur most frequently in the Methods section and least in the Literature 
Review section. In the student corpus, self-mention is also prominent in the 
Introduction section and, to a lesser extent, the Conclusion section. There is 
considerable variation, however, in students’ use of self-mention markers in 
their Introductions (IQR = 4.95), Methods (IQR = 5.56) and, especially, their 
Conclusions (IQR = 7.30). In comparison, self-mention is notably less frequent 
in every section in the expert corpus, and, in fact, there are no markers in more 
than half of the Introductions, Literature Reviews and Conclusions, as indicated 
by the median. Still, the Introduction (IQR = 3.02) and Conclusion (IQR = 2.14) 
sections again show some signs of variation.

Student corpus Expert corpus
Section Mdn IQR Mdn IQR
Introduction 2.10 0.16–5.11 0.00 0.00–3.02
Literature Review 0.56 0.20–1.51 0.00 0.00–0.87
Methods 2.53 0.53–6.09 1.52 0.12–3.92
Results and Discussion 1.40 0.47–3.03 0.28 0.00–0.93
Conclusion 1.60 0.53–7.84 0.00 0.00–2.14

Table 3: Relative frequency of self-mention across rhetorical sections (per 1,000 tokens)
(IQR refers to the interquartile range, the middle 50% of values)

In summary, it appears that student and expert writers approach writing their 
Literature Review and Methods in largely similar ways, often downplaying 
their personal involvement in the former and stepping into the text in the latter. 
The remaining sections indicate greater differences between the writers. The 
increased presence of the writer in students’ Introductions and Conclusions 
may in part be explained by genre differences; for example, thesis introductions 
typically require the student to outline the structure of their work (1) (Paltridge 
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& Starfield, 2020), and they may also wish to explain their choice of topic and 
motivation (2), neither of which are strictly required in a research article. Indeed, 
the presence of their reflexive-self in the Introduction is consistent with previous 
findings that this authorial role is typical of student writing and “contributes to 
writer visibility and gives the text a personal touch” (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 
2023b, p. 11).

(1)		 In Chapter 4 I discuss individual types of motivation - morphological, semantic, 
and phonetic. ST_05

(2)		 I am interested in the notion of community, which is very often formed around a 
particular thread. I am keen to find out how such a community communicates and 
how it cooperates in various contexts. ST_26

Similarly, in the Conclusion, student writers may wish to stress their personal 
contribution when reporting research findings (3), and some thesis conclusions 
end with a final thought or reflection on the PhD process (4). Despite the obvious 
differences in frequency, the variation in self-mention in Introductions and 
Conclusions in both corpora suggest that these sections offer doctoral student 
and expert academic writers a greater degree of personal freedom.

(3)		 However, my findings have demonstrated the usefulness of extending the stylistic 
focus into the pragmatic and social domain. ST_19

(4)		 Last but not least, I trust that I will be able to draw in my teaching career on 
the vast knowledge I believe I have acquired through the writing of this study, 
especially when supervising students’ Bachelor’s and diploma theses. ST_22

4.2	Linguistic forms of self-mention

Self-mention markers can be organised grammatically into first person 
singular markers (I, my, me, mine), first person plural markers (we, our, us, ours) 
and self-reference noun phrases (the author, the writer, the researcher). This 
organisation also signifies a decreasing level of writer confidence in adopting an 
authorial presence in their work. Table 4 compares the actual frequencies of these 
three marker groups and the student and expert writers’ preferences.
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Student corpus Expert corpus
AF Percentage AF Percentage

First person singular 2,584 79.1% 339 89.4%
First person plural 652 20.0% 11 2.9%
Self-reference phrase 29 0.9% 29 7.7%
Total 3,265 100.0% 379 100.0%

Table 4: Self-mention markers according to grammatical form (AF refers to absolute frequency)

Clearly, first person singular markers are preferred by both writer groups, 
comprising approximately 80 % and 90 % of all self-mentions in the student and 
expert corpora respectively. The most striking difference between them is the 
marked frequency of first personal plural self-mentions in the student corpus, 
which may be attributed to the transfer of Czech rhetorical conventions, in which 
the plural, authorial we is preferred over I in academic writing (Chamonikolasová, 
2005; Čmejrková & Daneš, 1997). Another interesting finding relates to 
the proportion of self-reference phrases, which comprise less than 1 % of all 
self-mentions in the student corpus but almost 10 % in the expert corpus. These 
phrases invoke a more distant authorial presence than first person markers, so 
their occurrence in the expert corpus may seem surprising.

The five most common markers, as shown in Table 5, represent the vast 
majority of all self-mentions in the corpora. Together, the two most frequent 
markers, I and my, comprise approximately 75 % and 85 % of the student and 
expert corpora respectively. However, in the student corpus my is notably more 
common and typically collocates with research-related nouns (5), such as corpus, 
analysis, research, and in phrases for giving opinions (6), in my view, in my 
opinion.

(5)		 It is obvious from my analysis that the highest occurrence of nicknames (nearly 
50%; i.e. every 7.5th line) on IRC signifies a clear and an open attitude among 
chat participants. ST_17

(6)		 In  my  opinion, whilst the first part of the argument concerning RP is 
understandable, the latter one concerning south- eastern speech appears to be, 
on the face of it, extremely baffling. ST_27

This marked use of the possessive form may be interpreted as the students’ 
desire to take ownership of their work and stress their personal contribution, a 
prerequisite for being awarded a PhD (Paltridge & Starfield, 2020). Similar results 
for my appear in earlier studies of graduate-level writing, suggesting that this 
may be a common feature of student academic writing (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 
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2023b). Finally, students’ personalisation of research nouns, in particular, 
corpus, analysis, research and findings, may partly explain the higher frequency 
of self-mention observed in the Results and Discussion section of students’ PhD 
theses when compared to experts’ research articles. For example, in cases where 
student writers may opt for my corpus (7), expert writers are more likely to use 
the definite article or refer to a specific corpus by name (8).

(7)		 It is also one of the most frequent patterns in my corpus (see Table 6-2). ST_07

(8)		 General and comparative adjectives were significantly underused in the 
clickbait corpus, relative to the non-clickbait corpus. EX_28

Student corpus Expert corpus
AF Percentage AF Percentage

I 1,565 47.9% I 290 76.5%
my 895 27.4% my 41 10.8%
we 373 11.4% the researcher 21 5.5%
our 271 8.3% the author 8 2.1%
me 87 2.7% me 8 2.1%
Total 3,191 97.7% Total 368 97.1%

Table 5: Five most frequent self-mention markers

Another striking difference between the two groups is the student writers’ 
preference for authorial we, which partly explains the lower percentage of 
I in the student corpus. The marker we is present in half of the texts (15) in 
the student corpus to varying degrees, is preferred to I by the writers of three 
texts, and exclusively used (i.e., without any use of I) by just one writer. The 
use of we by individual writers (9 and 10) is characteristic of Czech academic 
writing style and has previously been observed in student and expert writing 
(Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2013, 2023b).

(9)		 We argue that it is necessary to view the semantics of the verb and the semantics 
of Oi as interrelated. ST_01

(10)		 In the research  we  approached the subject matter from both diachronic and 
synchronic points of view. ST_10

Yet the fact that only three writers prefer we to I may be seen as evidence of 
doctoral students moving towards a hybrid style of authorial presence which partly 
reflects Anglophone conventions of academic writing (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 
2023a; Raušová, 2018). For comparison, we occurs as a self-mention in only four 
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texts in the expert corpus. In two of these it is obviously used to refer to other 
parties (11), with I used predominantly elsewhere in the text, and in the two other 
texts, its use is limited to two instances, with these writers seemingly preferring 
a more impersonal style (12).

(11)		 Thus in many respects the interviews were simply more formalised extensions of 
the discussions we were sharing on an ongoing basis. EX_21

(12)		 However, before we  describe the research methods in detail, it is necessary to 
outline the essential theoretical and contextual background. EX_15

Similarly, the student writers seem to prefer our to the expert writers, with 
at least one instance found in almost half of the texts (13) in the student corpus. 
As was the case with we, the students mix and match their self-mentions, at 
times combining several instances of my corpus, our corpus, and the corpus 
within the same sections. This hybridisation of singular and plural self-mention 
markers has been observed in previous studies of Czech academic writing 
(Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023a). For Czech writers, and particularly students, 
our may be an attractive option as it projects greater modesty than my while still 
retaining some of the ownership. Furthermore, the use of our, even though it 
does not directly involve the reader in the discourse, may still invoke an inclusive 
feeling which may have a positive effect on the readership.

Third-person self-reference phrases comprise almost 8 % of all self-mentions 
in the expert corpus, which is remarkably close to the percentage of we in the 
student corpus. In the context of the high proportion of I found in the former, 
this result seems surprising, as phrases such as the researcher and the author 
rather distance the writer. These self-reference phrases are employed in nine 
texts, almost exclusively in the Methods section (13) and to a limited degree in 
the Results and Discussion (14).

(13)		 The coding was done by the author, based on the first thirty minutes of the 
interview, and was impressionistic. EX_11

(14)		 To explore the functional nature of this category, the researcher analyzed indirect 
paraphrases in context: first for L1 and then for L2 essays. EX_09

In five of the texts, these phrases are in fact the only instances of self-mention; 
thus while Czech doctoral students may choose authorial we to downplay their 
involvement, expert writers are more likely to use the researcher to reference 
their personal involvement in the research. In the remaining four texts, however, 
self-reference phrases seem to be used in the Methods section to direct the 
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reader’s attention to the research process and away from the writer; elsewhere 
these writers then make themselves visible through the use of I. Thus, it seems 
that expert writers may be able to present both a confident authorial persona 
when beneficial to do so and at other times take a step back.

In the student corpus, self-reference phrases make up less than 1 % of all 
self-mention markers, with the phrase the researcher occurring only four times 
in total. The limited use of this phrase and students’ preference for the author 
may reflect their novice status within the academy (15 and 16).

(15)		 In addition, the author of the present thesis has conducted a tentative analysis of 
the phraseology of then in mathematical texts which brought encouraging results. 
ST_11

(16)		 At the end of the pilot study, all of the selected students were sent an email in 
which they were informed of the purpose of the research and of the fact that their 
data would be processed by the researcher (i.e. the author of this dissertation) 
and another assistant-researcher, provided that they agreed. ST_12

The marker me makes up the smallest proportion of all self-mentions in both 
corpora, and yet is employed in rather different ways. In the student corpus, it 
is predominantly used to organise the discourse through variations of the phrase 
let me (17), as noted also by Dontcheva-Navratilova (2023b) in master’s student 
writing. The use of let might also be interpreted as an attempt at modesty, given 
the unequal power dynamic between the student and the primary reader of the 
text (the examiner). Conversely, in the expert corpus, me refers to the writer in 
narrative descriptive in the Methods section (18) and Results and Discussion, 
marking their direct involvement in the process of data collection and analysis.

(17)		 To illustrate the point, let me comment on one of the examples adduced by Chafe 
(1994: 141). ST_09

(18)		 The iterative coding process enabled me  to gain a good grasp of the contexts 
of the interview extracts, allowing me to check and confirm that none had been 
preceded by a leading interviewer question. EX_21

4.3	Authorial roles and rhetorical functions

To gain insight into the rhetorical functions of self-mention in the corpora, 
the five most frequent verbal collocates of I, the most common self-mention 
marker, were manually identified from concordance lines (see Table 6). For the 
purposes of the analysis, the verbs be and have were excluded as these do not 
appear to perform any particular function or role; however, modal verbs such 
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as will and would were retained due to their frequency within the corpora and 
their clear discourse-organising and stance-taking roles, despite their exclusion 
in Fløttum et al. (2006).

Student corpus Expert corpus
Collocate AF Collocate AF
will 129 suggest 19
believe 67 use 19
would like to 51 would 13
find 45 consider 12
discuss 31 will 12

Table 6: Five most frequent verbal collocates with I

The analysis applies Dontcheva-Navratilova’s (2023b) taxonomy of authorial 
roles of self-mention, summarised in Table 7, which was developed for a study 
of English-medium master’s theses written by Czech students and allows 
comparison across levels of expertise. It is acknowledged that focusing on verbal 
collocates of self‑mention may not uncover all the roles enacted by writers in 
the corpora – notably the reflexive-self role – or all the lexical means by which 
they do so. Nevertheless, the five collocates shown in Table 6 account for a 
substantial proportion (approximately 25%) of all verbal collocates with I, and 
thus allow us to examine the main roles enacted by student and expert writers in 
their research writing.

Authorial role Rhetorical functions
Discourse organiser States a goal, outlines text structure, signals transitions
Researcher Describes data collection, explains procedures, presents findings
Evaluator Expresses agreement/disagreement, conveys an attitude or belief
Arguer Elaborates arguments, puts forward claims, comments on findings

Reflexive-self Provides personal comments, describes the author’s experience, explains 
reasons for the study

Table 7: Taxonomy of authorial roles of self-mention (Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2023b)

In the student corpus, the discourse organiser role is especially prominent, 
as reflected by the high frequencies of will, would like to, and discuss. These 
verbs are frequently used by student writers both at the global level, to set 
out their research focus and outline the structure of their thesis as at the end 
of the Introduction (19), and at the local level, to indicate transitions between 
and within sections (20). These uses are particularly common in the Literature 
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Review and the Results and Discussion, where readers may need more direction 
due to the length of these sections, and thus the prominence of the discourse 
organiser role may partly reflect genre differences. The frequency of would like 
to is somewhat marked, which Lahodová Vališová (2026, p. 225) suggests may 
be due to “its function as a politeness device, adding a layer of formality and 
deference”, which Czech student writers might consider culturally appropriate in 
the context of a high stakes exam.

(19)		 In this last chapter I will consider the significance of the main findings and alert 
the reader to some if the work’s weaknesses and limitations. ST_04

(20)		 I would like to mention the following illustration of humour and its rapport-
building function. ST_26

A second, more authoritative role in the student corpus is the evaluator. This 
is most clearly realised by the collocation I believe, particularly in the final 
two sections of the thesis, the Results and Discussion and Conclusion. In these 
contexts, believe appears to function as a boosting verb, allowing the student 
writers to project a confident stance and express their strong personal beliefs and 
attitudes (21). This is particularly common when the students wish to pre-empt 
criticism of their methodological decisions and research findings (22).

(21)		 I believe saying good bye on IRC is in excess of what is required by the situation 
and thus it is considered polite. ST_17

(22)		 I believe that the proposed classification accurately captures the discourse-
pragmatic functions of like that have occurred in the examined data, and I also 
believe that the methodology of their assessment can be successfully replicated. 
ST_08

The verb find realises both the evaluator and the researcher roles in the 
student corpus.

In the former, it is used to express the writer’s personal attitude or evaluation 
of interest, importance and usefulness, collocating most frequently with the 
attitude markers interesting, useful and necessary (23), whereas in the latter it is 
used to report results (24) (in Results and Discussion) or to summarise findings 
(in Conclusion).

(23)		 As I am indirectly referring to the theory of sentence processing, I find it useful to 
mention which concept is examined in my analysis. ST_19
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(24)		 However, in the results of this thesis, I did not find any cases of obsolescence 
which could be attributed to the weakening of emphasis through overuse. ST_15

In the expert corpus, it is the arguer role rather than the less authoritative 
discourse organiser that is most prominent. This is indicated by the high frequency 
of the verbs suggest and would, which function as hedges, allowing expert writers 
to put forward claims with an appropriate degree of tentativeness (25 and 26). 
The modal hedge would frequently co-occurs with other lexical hedges in, for 
example, I would argue that, or I would suggest that. These productive hedging 
phrases are notably absent in the student corpus.

(25)		 I suggest that the fronting of start was not socially motivated and in fact predates 
north-raising. EX_18

(26)		 I would argue that the use of a paragraph-initial enumerating device has a strong 
global role in the discourse in as much as it allows the writer to guide the reader 
through the structure of the discourse. EX_30

Another important role in expert writing is the researcher, as enacted by 
the verb use. This occurs most frequently in the Methods section, where expert 
writers explain their methodological decisions (27) or, in the more extended 
Methods sections, where they guide the reader through the research process step 
by step. In other parts of the text, the writer may also wish to introduce the terms 
or frameworks that they use as the basis for their research (28).

(27)		 Finally, like previous work (McKeown and Ladegaard, 2020b), except for 
clarifying, I do not use the sub-categories to be found in Ädel’s ‘Writer-Reader 
interaction’ (2006: 61) category. EX_30

(28)		 In line with other articles in this issue, I use the term accommodation to refer to 
the general tendency of speakers to converge toward the speech of another group 
(AAVE and/or NYLE) while recognizing that their speech may vary in different 
interactions, depending on whether they are attempting to converge or diverge 
from their immediate interlocutor. EX_11

Although the verb consider also lends itself to the researcher role, half of the 
occurrences are used by expert writers to outline the structure of the text in the 
introduction (29), or organise sub-sections of the longer Results and Discussion. 
Similarly, the verb will occurs most frequently at the end of the introduction and 
also at the beginning of the Conclusion (30), where it organises the discussion of 
the findings which follow.
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(29)		 In Section 5, I consider what can be ascertained about the discourse and writing 
practices of scholars through the investigation of a collaborative research blog. 
EX_01

(30)		 In this concluding section, I will briefly summarise the main findings to these 
questions and the approach taken in the present study. EX_30

In summary, both groups of writers draw on I as a means of organising their 
text (discourse organiser role) and establishing their position as researchers 
(researcher role). There is a marked difference, however, in terms of frequency: 
in the student corpus the discourse organiser role predominates, while in the 
expert corpus it is the researcher role. This finding likely reflects the writers’ 
different levels of expertise in designing and conducting research, with the less 
experienced doctoral students opting for a more impersonal stance in the Methods 
section. A  second notable difference is the students’ use of I in combination 
with the booster believe, which is hardly employed by the experts (just two 
instances), who tend to hedge their position when developing arguments and 
putting forward claims.

5	 Conclusion

This study compared the use of self-mention by Czech doctoral students and 
Anglophone scholars writing in linguistics. Overall, student writers were found 
to employ self-mention approximately twice as frequently as expert writers and 
more frequently in every rhetorical section of the text. This finding supports 
previous research on L2 doctoral writing, which evidences doctoral students’ 
growing confidence in their abilities as novice researchers and willingness to 
step into the text to claim ownership of their research. More specifically, Czech 
doctoral students’ writing shows signs of hybridisation through their combined 
and varied use of first person singular and plural self-mention devices. Relatively 
few students consistently followed Czech rhetorical conventions, reflecting 
perhaps an increasing presence of the Anglophone academic writing style 
in their education and an awareness of the language of international research 
publications.

The students’ development as writers and their embrace of a more 
reader-oriented style of writing is also evident in the careful organisation of their 
work. In addition to formal section headings, student writers personally direct the 
reader and guide them through the text, which is particularly valuable given the 
length of the doctoral thesis. Similarly, both student and expert writers are notably 
present in the Methods section, where they perform the role of a competent 
researcher, explaining the methodological decisions and the procedural steps 
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taken. Conversely, in the Literature Review, both groups tend to take a step back, 
focusing on the contributions of others rather than their own.

Where doctoral students and expert academic writers diverge is in their 
argumentation and adoption of more authoritative authorial roles. The students 
attempt to project confidence as evaluators of their research methods and findings 
by combining self-mention and boosting devices, most typically, I believe. This 
allows them to take up a more secure position and pre-empt potential criticism 
from reviewers and more experienced scholars. The experts, on the other hand, 
devote greater rhetorical space to putting forward new knowledge claims, and 
through the use of self-mention, they underline their personal contribution to the 
discipline. Their expertise and experience of academic writing is evident through 
their prudent use of hedging devices, which allow them to strike a balance 
between confidence and caution.

In conclusion, this study contributes to our broader understanding of 
self-mention in L2 doctoral writing and may offer practical implications for 
future academic writing instruction in this area. Firstly, in academic style guides 
and textbooks, discussions of self-mention are often limited to the first person 
pronouns I and we. My findings suggest that greater attention should also be 
given to other forms of self-mention, including possessives and self-reference 
phrases, which appear to distinguish doctoral student writing from the published 
academic writing to which they aspire. At the same time, given the continued 
prominence of authorial we in doctoral writing and its absence in expert writing, 
students may also benefit from further instruction on the use of the first person 
pronouns. Secondly, as doctoral students appear to overuse boosters with 
self-mention devices but underuse hedges when compared to expert writers, 
academic writing instructors might wish to integrate the teaching of these stance 
features. In fact, I suggest that rather than considering self-mention simply as 
another aspect of academic style, as is often the case in academic writing guides, 
it may be more productive to present it to doctoral students as another feature of 
stance, or metadiscourse. By treating stance and self-mention more holistically in 
the writing curriculum, the students may be better able to integrate these features 
within their writing and construct a more appropriate personal stance.

Finally, it should be acknowledged that this study has specifically focused 
on Czech doctoral students of linguistics, thereby building on previous research 
of academic writing by master’s students and experts in the same discipline. 
This inevitably limits the future application of the research findings to doctoral 
students in the Czech Republic – or other Slavic countries – of linguistics, 
closely related disciplines such as TESOL, and potentially other soft disciplines. 
Future studies might therefore include students from other linguacultural 
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backgrounds and disciplines to extend our knowledge of L2 doctoral writing. 
While corpus-based research provides a useful starting point for investigating 
self-mention, further qualitative research involving interviews could offer 
valuable insights into students’ motivations for their rhetorical decisions and the 
challenges they face as developing academic writers.
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