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 Within the few past decades, an emphasis has been put on academic writing in 
universities. Since there has been a growing tendency in the world for the students to 
publish articles and also the style of their writing is significant in writing their theses, a 
focus has been put on the format and style of academic texts. The current study aimed 
at investigating whether academic writers from various fields of study show their 
autonomy and presence in their texts through the use of authorial markers which are 
first person pronouns or not. For this purpose, three different field s of study are chosen 
as the samples of the study which are, namely social studies, philosophy, and biology. 
The data center is Tehran University in Iran which is among the top universities in the 
world and admits top students through the Wide Entrance Exam each year. First, the 
pronouns which show the authorial presence in the theses were collected. Next, these 
fields of studies were compared with one another regarding the power of students to 
show themselves in the texts. Finally, a comparative study was made between the 
results of this study and the one conducted by Samraj (2008) to see if Iranian and 
American students were the same or not. The results indicated that the social studies 
and biology introductions had the minimum number of first person singular pronoun 
usewhile the philosophy introductions had the most. However the difference was not 
very significant. The results of this study supported those conducted by Samraj (2008), 
yet not quantitavely.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The Significance of Academic Writing: 
 Academic writing plays a key role in higher education, as both a way to help students present their thoughts 
in the academic atmosphere and also as a method of evaluating students’ knowledge. Recent studies have shown 
that academic instructors and staff are aware that writing plays a significant role in today’s modern world and 
according to a survey which was conducted by Ganobscik- Williams [5], about 90% of the staff admitted that a 
formal instruction is needed in academic situation as most of the students are not familiar with formal writing. 
Improving the standards of academic writing has significant impacts on both teaching and learning, especially in 
postgraduate courses. 
 Students will be able to express themselves and write scientific articles as they learn writing skills, and the 
fact is that these skills are transferable, which means they can be transferred from instructors to the students. It is 
a great success to write the texts vividly and concisely, in a way that readers are totally able to grasp the 
meaning. The instructors are responsible to teach their students how to write effectively and what style of 
writing to use. Although the task is not considered simple, it can be really beneficial both for the instructor and 
the learner. 
 During the last five years, writing and publishing articles has gained a lot of attention in Iran and Iranian 
M.A and PhD students have published many articles in various journals with distinct rankings. The reason why 
many students try to publish articles is that it is has become necessary to have some articles published in order 
to be admitted in PhD courses. 
 Genre analysis in academic studies has gained a significant role for about two decades. Swales [6] worked 
on the move structure of research article introductions. Pickard [8] analyzed the citation practices of expert 
writers. Samraj [2,3] conducted studies on research articles introductions and after that, she studied and 
analyzed the introductions of master students’ theses [1], the results of which were compared with the ones 
obtained from this study.  
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The Corpus-Based Approach: 

 Generally, there are two groups of language analysis studies: studies of language structure and studies of 

language use. Language structure analysis involves identifying structural units, various classes of a language 

such as words, and describing how these small units join each other and form a larger unit such as clauses and 

sentences. However, studies of language use investigate the way that writers make actual use of the language. 

The corpus-based approach to language analysis deals with the natural use of a language and investigates real – 

made instances and ignores theoretically possible statements. Biber et al. [4], notes the characteristics of corpus-

based analysis as follows:  

1. It is empirical, analyzing the actual patterns of use in natural texts 

2. It utilizes a large and principled collection of natural texts, known as a “corpus” (Graduate students’ theses in 

this study) 

3. It makes use of computers for analysis  

4. It depends on both quantitative and qualitative analytical techniques 

 

Authorial Presence: 

 Authors can present their authority and show their presence in their writings by using explicit signals which 

are first person pronouns such as I, me, and my. These are called markers of “ego-involvement in a text” [4] or 

they can simply use third person pronouns to present their ideas.It can be the cultural phenomena which 

determines the power of the writer in showing himself/ herself in the texts through these markers. A seminal 

influence on the development of more recent taxonomies has been the classification of pronominal discourse 

functions in academic writing made by Tang and John [7]. The authors developed their framework relating to 

the functionality of first person pronouns based on the concept of “creating identities”, as proposed by the 

Systemic Functional Linguistics tradition. Tang and John proposed a continuum of authorial “I” and the degrees 

of power embedded in the use of first person pronouns [7]. The roles are:  

1. I as representative;  

2. I as the guide;  

3. I as the architect;  

4. I as the recounter of the research processes;  

5. I as the opinion holder and  

6. I as the originator  

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

 The theses were sampled randomly among three fields of studies, namely social studies, biology and 

philosophy. The factor of time was neglected since Samraj [1] did not take it into consideration. However, the 

range of the selected theses is between 2001 and 2011. The number of theses and the years are summarized in 

the table below: 

 
Table 1: The Frequency of the chose these from the corpus. 

 
 

 Since Samraj [1] had chosen San Diego University (a high ranking university in the U.S), the sample for 

this study was taken from Tehran University which is among the best ones in the world and was an appropriate 

data center for this study.  

The steps in this study are as what follows: 

1) The number of authorial markers (I, my, myself) were counted and checked. 

2) The results from the three various fields of study were compared with each other at a local perspective 

3) Finally the results obtained from this study were compared with the results provided by Samraj (2008) to find 

out the similarities and differences between Iran Graduate Students and American ones.  
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Results: 

 The frequency of first person singular pronoun in master’s introductions varied among the three disciplines. 

As students acculturate in a new environment, they use the language differently and therefore, the frequency of 

first person pronoun varies. Students mostly preferred to use passive structures rather than showing their own 

ideas through the use of first person pronouns. 

 

Philosophy Introductions: 

 Philosophy students applied most of the first person pronouns, compared to other disciplines.  

 

In the first move, one of the theses introductions contained a first person subject pronoun. 

Persian Statement English Translation 

بسثِای خاى الک پیراهْى خُْر هادی ّ غیر هادی زائس اُویت 

بْدٍ اها گاُا دستخْش تفاسیر هتفاّتی ًیس ضذٍ کَ راخغ بَ آًِا 

.  کردمبسث خْاٍ

John Locke’s arguments related to material and non-

material substance are significant but sometimes, 

they have been subjected to various interpretations 

about which I am going to discuss. 

 

 In the second move, two of the theses introductions included a first person pronoun. The first one is a 

subject pronoun and the second is possessive pronoun. 

 

Persian Statement English Translation 

درک ػویك از هفاُین اخاللی لرآى از خولَ هطالبیست کَ تفسیر . 1

هْضکافاًَ آى هیتْاًذ هخاطب را بَ بَ سْی درک زکوت سْق 

.  گفتمدُذ کَ در رابطَ با ایي هْضْع بَ تفصیل سخي خْاٍ

1. A deep understanding of ethical implications of 

Quran is a topic whose scrutinizing explanation can 

lead the reader to the meaning of tragedy and I will 

discuss the topic in details later. 

پیراهْى ُوترازی دّ ػالن هی باضذ کَ در فلسفَ ًْیي بسث هي . 2

. کوتر بذاى پرداختَ ضذٍ است

2. My argument is about the alignment of the two 

worlds, and fewer topics have been related to this 

issue in modern philosophy. 

 

Two of the introductions contained the first person pronoun in the third move. 

 

The first one is a possessive pronoun and the second is a subject pronoun. 

Persian Statement English Translation 

 از ایي تسمیك بررسی ًمص اسطْرٍ ُا در فلسفَ یًْاى هي ُذف .1

. ّ بررسی دیذگاُِای ًْیي پیراهْى ایي هْضْع هی باضذ

1. My aim of research is to investigate the role of 

myths in the philosophy of Greece and also modern 

viewpoints related to this issue. 

 در رابطَ با ًظریات اسپیٌْزا بیطتر ضرذ ,در فصل بؼذی. 2

. دادمخْاٍ

2. In the next chapter, I will explain the theories of 

Spinoza more. 

 

Biology Introductions: 

 Biology and Biotechnology students were the ones who applied the minimum number of first person 

pronoun in their own writings. 

 The first move of none of the theses introductions contained a pronoun. However, the second move of only 

one of the introductions included one subject pronoun.  

 

Persian Statement English Translation 

تْلیذ برًح با ایي رّش خاظ هی تْاًذ تاثیری ضگرف در افسایص 

 مکیفی هسصْل برًح داضتَ باضذ کَ راخغ بَ خسئیات آى بسث خْاٍ

. کرد

Producing rice through this method can have a great 

impact on the increase of the rice product quality, 

the details of which I will argue. 

 

Also in the third move, one of the theses included a first person subject pronoun. 

Persian Statement English Translation 

 م هسذّدٍ زیستی ایي گًَْ زرچٌگ را تْصیف خْاٍ,در فصل آتی

. کرد تا بتْاى ضرایط اى را هتصْر ضذ

In the following chapter, I will explain the 

environment of this kind of crab so that the situation 

of this so that it would be possible to grasp the 

circumstances. 

Social Studies Introductions: 

 Social studies theses introductions were again the ones in moderation with regard to the usage of first 

person pronoun. 

 

In the first move, one of the introductions contained a first person possessive pronoun. 
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Persian Statement English Translation 

 با تْخَ بَ اُویت ّ رّاج ایي ًْع خرازی در سطر هيتسمیك 

. ضِر تِراى صْرت گرفتَ است

My research has been conducted with regard to the 

significance of this kind of surgery in Tehran. 

 

One thesis contained two first person possessive pronouns in the second move. 

Persian Statement English Translation 

اُویت تسمیك ایٌداًب بذلیل گسترش رّز افسّى بیگاًگی اختواػی 

.  پرداختمخْاًاى در خاهؼَ بْدٍ کَ بَ ضرذ ّ بسط دالیل آى خْاٍ

The significance of my research is due to the daily 

increase of the social alienation of the youth in 

society, which I will elaborate on the reasons. 

 

Finally, one thesis included a first person subject pronoun in the third move. 

Persian Statement English Translation 

در فصلِای آتی بَ ضرذ ایي ًابرابری ُای اختواػی ّ طبؼات آًِا 

.  پرداختمدر خاهؼَ خْاٍ

In the following chapters, I will explain these social 

inequalities and their consequences in the society. 

 

The results are summarized in the following table: 
 
Table 2: The Frequency of First Person Pronouns. 

 Move 1 Move 2 Move 3 Total 

Philosophy 1 2 2 5 

Biology 0 1 1 2 

Social Studies 1 2 1 4 

 

 As it can be understood from the above table, philosophy students were the community who used first 

person pronoun in their writings the most. With a slight difference, social studies students ranked the second and 

finally, biology and biotechnology students used first person singular pronoun the least. There was no sign of a 

reflexive pronouns in the theses investigated. 

 

Discussion: 

Authorial Presence: A Local Perspective: 

 The number of first person singular pronouns used in the body of the thesis introductions was not generally 

really high. Humanities students had highest (in fact not very high) number of such pronouns in their 

introductions and the social sciences students ranked the second in this survey. The science students were the 

least first person singular pronoun users. All of the participants in this research preferred to use passive 

structures and third person statements rather than presenting their authority. The first moves contained the 

fewest numbers of first person singular pronoun usage (=2) and the second and the third moves contained the 

same numbers of first person singular pronoun usage (=5).  

 

Authorial Presence: A Global Perspective: 

 Samraj [1] also investigated the frequency of first person singular pronoun to determine the extent to which 

the students preferred to show themselves and present their authority in their writings as agents making 

scientific decisions. She reported that the first person singular pronoun varied significantly across the three 

master’s theses. Students theses selected from humanities discourse community had the maximum number of 

first person pronoun whereas the theses selected from the science discourse community contained the minimum 

number of this pronoun. 

 The frequency of the first person singular pronoun from Samraj’s research [1] is presented in the table 

below: 

 
Table 3: The Frequency of First Person Singular pronoun from Samraj’s Study [1]. 

 Move 1 Move 2 Move 3 Total 

Humanities 1 16 47 64 

Science 1 0 8 9 

Social Sciences 0 1 18 19 

 

 Regarding the authorial presence, American and Iranian students were alike (if not quantitatively) as in both 

situations, humanities students had the most frequent number of first person singular pronouns in their 

introductions which shows that they tended to present their authority and show their agentive roles as scientific 

decision makers, while science students were mostly like those who prefer to follow the third person pronouns 

and hide their authority. The social science students were the conservatives who positioned themselves between 

the other two disciplines.  The reason might be due to the cultures of people but was not proved in this study. It 

would be an appropriate topic of inquiry for other researchers. 
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 Generally speaking (and surprisingly speaking), both research studies concluded that humanities students 

used more first person singular pronouns of all, social science students ranked the second and science students 

found to be less in favor of authorial presence. Although both of the studies had the same result from this aspect, 

the number of such pronouns used by the American students was far higher compared to the number of first 

person singular pronouns used by Iranian students. Another major difference observed is that in American 

Theses, move 3 contained the highest number of first person pronoun usage and the first move had the lowest 

frequency of first person pronoun use. The differences between the moves were really notable whereas in 

Iranian students’ theses, the second and the third moves had the same number of first person singular pronouns 

and their difference with the first move was not very considerable. 

 

Conclusion: 

 The purpose of this study was to conduct a research on a realm of genre study which had not been done 

much previously in Iran. Needless to say, academic writing portrays the level of students’ knowledge and skills 

in producing texts which are formal, structured, sequenced and follow an organization. Since M.A students 

experience theses writing for the first time and their texts are not flawless, it is crucial to analyze their texts and 

find ways to ameliorate their writing conditions. As provided by Samraj [1], humanities students in America 

were radically higher in statistics in presenting their ideas in their texts through first person markers whereas 

science students had the minimum use of first person markers. Comparatively, the case was the same among 

Iranian students. However, the difference between the number of markers applied by them was not very 

divergent. An after-study interview was conducted with random students, since the ones whose texts were used 

in this study were not available, from the same disciplines to know how their professors had guided them in 

writing their theses. Most of them stated that they had been asked to follow the third person pronoun in their 

texts since the language of theses is third person. However, additional research is required to gather more 

information regarding the issue.  

 Therefore, such study can pave the ground for further research and argument in the domain of genre 

analysis and cultural differences among higher education students and the way they structure their theses and 

dissertations; also the techniques and methods which can be applied in order to help students have better 

organization and find the courage to prove their identities in their texts can be investigated.  
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