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Abstract
The centrality of evaluation has been investigated mainly in genre studies,
pragmatics, discourse analysis, and text linguistics as, for example, in: Aijmer
(2005), Mauranen (2004), Stubbs (2001), and Swales (2004). The starting point for
this study is a simple consideration of genre, that is, research article abstract as an
evaluative genre per definition (Bhatia 1993 and Swales 1990). Academic writing is
as rhetorical as any other genre; no matter how technical and apparently detached a
scientific paper might appear, its discourse is designed to convince readers of the
objectivity of its methods and the reliability of its findings. The present study focuses
on evaluative language, in particular, Research-Oriented Evaluation (ROE) as
defined by Tethela (1997). Corpus data have been collected for the purpose of
verifying some discourse characteristic of evaluation in a specific genre. The corpus
used, the RAA corpus, is made up of article abstracts from three international peerreviewed journals: Mathematics and Computers in Simulation, International Journal
of Primatology, Proteins: Structure, Function, and Bioinformatics. Through a
collocational analysis, I have attempted to investigate the linguistic resources of a
precise type of evaluation that occurs in the proximity of specific words, defined in
this study as ‘research process words’. The value system of the scientific discourse
community is thought to prefer impersonal discourse with no explicit evaluation
(Mauranen 2004, p. 116) but through metaphoric terms (Halliday 1994) and
expressed implicitly by non-human actors. One of the chief functions of abstracts is
to persuade the reader of the validity of the writer’s claims, and to accomplish this,
the work of the author(s) and of other researchers is constantly evaluated along the
text distribution. Results of the present analysis support the hypotheses that
evaluation is genre specific and that an evaluative lexis uses a specific phraseology.
Keywords: evaluation, corpus-based studies, concgrams, moves

1 Introduction
The rhetorical phenomenon of evaluation has been defined in various ways, including
evaluation (Hunston & Thompson 2000), appraisal (Martin 2000), stance (Biber &
Finegan 1989, Hyland 1999) and interpersonal metadiscourse (Hyland 2000). The
present research paper aims at providing an account of how evaluation is used in
research article abstracts by integrating a corpus-based approach with discourse
analysis.
Hunston (1993, 1994) has widely demonstrated how experimental research
papers are fully evaluative. She defines evaluation “as anything which indicates the
writer’s attitude to the value of an entity in the text” (1993, p. 58). This assessment does
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not refer to a ‘personal’ value system but rather to an established or institutional value
system. In particular, in scientific writing what counts is the ‘evaluation of value’
which denotes quality on the good/bad scale (Hunston 1993, p. 60).
Recognising evaluation leads the reader to accept the value system of a welldefined discourse community. “Research articles often posit hypotheses whose value is
then evaluated according to whether the hypotheses are supported or not” (Hunston
1993: 63). The evaluation of value usually takes place through lexis expressing
accuracy, consistency, verity, simplicity, usefulness, reliability or importance; this lexis
renders the other language items traditionally regarded as evaluative redundant.
Although, the expression of value is quite often implicit, we can perceive the good or
bad aspect as depending on the goal of the activity. In other words, something that
helps the researcher to achieve a goal is good, while something that prevents or
hinders the achievement of a precise goal is bad.
In academic writing, where knowledge is claimed with scientific rigour, the
central function of evaluation is to assess the degree of certainty that can be attached
to each part of the knowledge claims. Researchers as well as scientists are expected to
convey their findings with a high degree of certainty. In experimental research articles
the phenomenon of evaluation is quite predictable because only certain things (like
experimental method, the author’s results and conclusions) can be evaluated and only
in a certain way in terms of goal achievement or non-achievement. As we have
already mentioned, something that is good helps to achieve a goal, while something
that is bad prevents the achievement of a precise goal. The present study will focus on
the ‘achieving-goal’ aspect of the evaluative lexis within the research process.
In research article abstracts, authors have to promote themselves in order to get
published, as Mauranen (2004) quoting Hyland suggests that “evaluation is an
interesting phenomenon, being a central aspect of what academics do. We do not get
published if we only present results, we also have to evaluate” (207).
In the scientific field, Tethela (1997) highlights that when we are dealing with
evaluative lexis it is crucial to distinguish between the evaluated entity and the
ascribed value that is the distinction between Research-Oriented Evaluation (ROE) and
Topic-Oriented Evaluation (TOE); the pattern: ‘X [the research] is seen [by the
writer/s] as Y’ is ROE.
TOE can be characterized as ‘the writer observing the world’, while ROE can be
characterized as ‘the writing observing the research’. In TOE, the researcher observes
the real world, and his/her point of view, even if evaluative, cannot affect the real
world. In ROE, the writer interacts with his/her discourse community by reporting
his/her research or experiment. Thus ROE engages the writer and the reader on an
exchange and negotiation of perspectives, while in TOE the writer reports the ‘real
word’ without building up justifications or interpretations.
For the sake of clarity this distinction can be observed in the following two
excerpts from the International Journal of Primatology. Excerpt (1) is an example of
ROE, and (2) is an example of TOE:
(1) I provide the first comprehensive data on the composition and mineral content. (5_IJP)
(2) Adaptive advantages of killing plausibly include eliminating resource competitors of females, and
sexual selection on males. (2_IJP).

In (1) an aspect of the research process is evaluated, an example of ROE, while in (2)
the ‘static’ aspect (the topic) is evaluated, a clear example of TOE.
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In the present investigation, the focus is on ROE rather than on TOE in order to
focus on the way authors process their data and information rather than narrate facts.
Evaluation identification is a ‘mission impossible’ (Römer 2008) unless
narrowing down a priori the ‘niche ’of evaluation and the resulting investigation. The
corpus-based approach carried out in the present study is integrated with a discourse
analysis perspective, however when a corpus-based approach is employed in textual
study, first it is necessary to decide which aspects of the discourse analysis approach
can be best served by corpus analysis, and secondly to find a point or points of entry
into the data. In the present study the rhetorical aspect under investigation is
evaluation, and specific lexical items, defined later as ‘research process words’ in the
methodology section, are the point of entry of the study.

2 Data
The corpus used here, the RAA corpus, has been collected manually by the author; it
comprises 2,816 research article abstracts from three international peer-reviewed
journals: 360 texts from The International Journal of Primatology (IJP), 675 from
Mathematics and Computers in Simulation (MCS) and 1,718 from Proteins: Structure,
Function, and Bioinformatics (PRT). The time span taken into consideration is from
2000 to 2005 and there are about 573,513 tokens1.
Originally, the corpus was made up of only two journals – IJP and MCS – and
had been collected for the author’s Ph.D. dissertation. The criterion applied for
selecting the journals was to take into account an ‘impact factor’ between 0.9 and 1.9.
IJP has an Impact Factor of 1.788, while MCS has an Impact Factor of 0.930. However,
glancing at the webpage of the Journal Citation Reports2 it is interesting to notice how
much ‘citation index of the journal’ and ‘impact factor’ are taken into account for
selecting and deselecting journals in college libraries, and gauging the prestige and
influence of journals. Therefore, subsequently, an additional journal, PRT, was chosen
for its higher impact factor of 4.684.
At first glance, primatology, mathematics and bioinformatics may sound like
‘regular’ disciplines falling into the category of hard science; however, the three
journals are from rather different scientific fields. IJP brings together laboratory and
field studies related to anatomy, ethology, cognition, ecology, conservation, genetics,
evolution, and, physiology in primates. MCS publishes articles on specific applications
of modelling and simulation in science and engineering, with relevant applied
mathematics, the general philosophy of systems simulation, and their impact on
disciplinary and interdisciplinary research, while PRT deals with new experimental or
computational approaches for interpreting and understanding data from biophysical
chemistry, structural studies of proteins and macromolecular assemblies, alterations of
protein structure and function engineered through techniques of molecular biology
and genetics.
Many studies (Martín-Martín 2005, dos Santos 1996, and Kaplan et al. 1994) have
investigated language and different structures used in the soft science as opposite to
hard science. In the present research paper, following a different perspective, my point

1

In Corpus Linguistics studies words are usually divided in type and token. The latter indicates a word occurrence
while the former indicates a word form. In the present corpus, as a whole, there are 573,513 tokens and 19,748 types.
2
http://thomsonreuters.com/products_services/science/science_products/a-z/journal_citation_reports
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is to ‘identify’ differences within the same category of hard science, focusing on the
language adopted in the abstracts.
As Bhatia suggests (1993, p. 78) “an abstract is a description or factual summary
of the much longer report [the research article], and is meant to give the reader an
exact and concise knowledge of the full article”. In the present study, abstract consists
of a title, the body (the text of the research article abstract) and some keywords.
Information about authors and their institutions have been deleted because not
considered relevant for the purpose of the present study.
In IJP it is specified that length of abstracts has to be less or equal to 250-words
with 4-5 keywords3. On the other hand, MCS provides no specific details and quite
vague suggestions are provided about the abstract structure4. Last, in PRT it is written
that ‘abstracts should summarize the purpose, methods, results, and major conclusions
of the work (250 word limit)’5. While PRT provides more information than the other
two journals, in no cases do editorial guidelines provide clear directions to authors on
how write an abstract properly. As a result, most of the time, abstracts are not well
organised. Broadly speaking, every abstract is structured in different units of text
defined ‘moves’: “A move has to be considered as a genre stage which has a particular,
minor communicative purpose to fulfill, which in turn serves the major
communicative purpose of the genre” (dos Santos 1996, p. 485). In investigating the
textual structure of research articles, Swales (1990), came up with the Introduction,
Method, Results and Discussion ─ IMRD ─ structure. He claims that all the research
papers are organized according to this well-defined scheme. However, theory is often
quite distant from reality. Dos Santos integrated Swales’ IMRD structure with further
details; in particular, he came up in his analysis with five moves:
•
•
•
•
•

Move 1– situating the research
Move 2 – presenting the research
Move 3 – describing the methodology
Move 4 – summarizing the results
Move 5 – discussing the results

Each move, usually, has some submoves (dos Santos 1996, p. 485). Important submoves
within the Move 1 are: Stating current knowledge, Citing previous research, Extended
previous research, and Stating a problem. On the other hand, in Move 2 there are
submoves such as Indicating main features, Indicating main purpose, Hypothesis
raising. Last in Move 5 there are two submoves Drawing conclusions and Giving
recommendations.
Reading some abstracts random from the three disciplines shows that IJP focuses
on the topic and on the actor of the research study considering them as relevant for
filling the gap in knowledge, while MCS papers are structured quite evenly according
to the IMRD structure. On the other hand, PRT focuses more on move 2 and 3. As a
matter of fact, the journal encourages reports with new experimental approaches for

3

Specific details about the structure are at the following URL: http://www.springer.com/life+sci/journal/10764
(retrieved July 25, 2008).
4

http://www.elsevier.com/wps/find/journaldescription.cws_home/505615/authorinstructions (retrieved July 30,
2008).
5

http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/36176/home?CRETRY=1&SRETRY=0 (retrieved July 30, 2008)
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interpreting and understanding data through techniques of molecular biology and
genetics.
In IJP abstracts are supposed to be around 250 words; however, in the corpus there
is a range of abstract lengths. For example, abstract 47_IJP has 377 words, while
abstract 3_IJP contains 88 words. These two cases show that even though norms about
layout exist, they are not always followed closely. In the MCS corpus the average
length of an abstract is lower, about 150 words, with a minimum length of 49 words in
520_MCS and a maximum length of 266 words in 123_MCS. Similarly, abstract
number 28_PRT has 390 words, while abstract number 31_PRT has 193 words,
although the journal specifies abstracts should be 250 words. However, all these
abstracts have a common feature. They are informative rather than descriptive
abstracts because they provide information about the contents of the article, its key
facts, and conclusions.
The disciplines covered by these three journals are per se quite interesting. MCS
abstracts focus, due to the topic itself, more on methodology, for instance, on how
precise algorithms are applied to different mathematical analyses. Sometimes results
are not mentioned because a precise methodology in use is the result of the research
study itself. PRT abstracts focus on specific approaches for interpreting data from
macromolecular assemblies of protein structure through techniques of molecular
biology and genetics, emphasis shifts from methodology to results. On the other hand,
IJP abstracts cover various topics, similar to the humanities. Mayr (2004) distinguishes
two aspects of biology: functional biology, which relies on experimental approaches of
the hard sciences and underlines the process of the events, and evolutionary biology,
which is driven by asking why and uses methodologies familiar to the humanities such
as historical narratives. Therefore, the International Journal of Primatology shifts focus
from the methodology, like in social learning studies, to relevant results in molecular
biology studies. Social learning findings deal more with animal behaviour rather than
with number or other more ‘numerical’ results. On the other hand, molecular biology
studies provide more countable results dealing with numbers and DNA distribution.

3 Methodology
The corpus-based analysis carried out in the present study focuses on evaluative lexis
within the research process. The methodological analysis consists of running
concordances on some specific words, investigating the collocational behaviour and
observing the most recurrent clusters 6 or n-gram 7 connected to evaluative lexis.
Collocations are computed according to the mutual information (MI) score 8 . As
already mentioned in the introduction, it is important in CL studies to find a point of
entry into the data. The starting point of this analysis are some words that have been
6

Clusters are a form of collocations where the collocating words are always found directly adjacent to each other in
the same position. WordSmith Tools has a function named cluster, which finds clusters of a pre-defined length. In
the present study, the length is set to three.
7
N-gram is defined as a collocation of words that is ‘n’ items long. A bigram is a collocation of 2 words, a 4-gram is
a collocation of four and so on. (Freund & Willet 1982).
8
The MI score relates one word to another. For example, if problem is often found with solve, they may have a high
mutual information score. Usually, the will be found much more often near problem than solve, so the procedure for
calculating MI takes into account not just the most frequent words found near the word in question, but also
whether each word is often found elsewhere, well away from the word in question. Since the is found very often
indeed far away from problem, it will not tend to be related, that is, it will get a low MI score (Scott 2004,
WordsmithTools manual).
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defined as ‘research process words’: analysis/es, data, evidence/s, finding/s,
investigation/s, method/s, methodology/ies, paper/s, procedure/s, research/es, result/s,
study/ies, and theory/ies, and they will be explained in further detail in the present
section. Software used for the collocational patterns and n-grams in the RAA corpus
are WordsmithTools 4 (Scott 2004) and Concgram (Cheng et al. 2006).
Before describing the methodology, it is first necessary to define ‘research
process words’. As stated in the data section, abstracts are usually organised according
to the IMRD structure, where terms such as data, evidence, results, investigation,
method, etc. appear to be quite recurrent due to the nature of the text itself. In
particular, computing the wordlist in the RAA corpus, we can see that the above
mentioned words appear among the top recurrent content words in a 100-item
wordlist, as displayed in the following table:
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NUMBER
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51

WORD
THE
#
OF
AND
IN
A
TO
FOR
IS
THAT
WITH
PROTEIN
ARE
BY
PROTEINS
WE
ON
FROM
THIS
STRUCTURE
AS
AN
BE
AT
BINDING
WHICH
WAS
TWO
MODEL
WERE
BETWEEN
THESE
STRUCTURES
HAVE
METHOD
OR
SEQUENCE
BASED
USING
RESIDUES
RESULTS
STRUCTURAL
DATA
THAN
ANALYSIS
IT
THEIR
HAS
USED
ENERGY
NOT

FREQUENCY
35922
26876
25879
14425
12145
11529
9762
5885
5852
4735
4671
3839
3700
3591
3261
3237
3043
2638
2510
2376
2351
2085
1824
1728
1551
1532
1492
1482
1460
1429
1376
1322
1307
1301
1262
1190
1168
1156
1141
1132
1129
1102
1004
985
958
955
954
950
950
939
930
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52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
96
97
98
99
100

CAN
BEEN
ALL
DIFFERENT
MORE
INTERACTIONS
BETA
ONE
ALSO
MAY
MOLECULAR
BOTH
MODELS
PREDICTION
OTHER
DOMAIN
OUR
ALPHA
FOLDING
NEW
THREE
FUNCTION
TIME
ITS
C
AMINO
SITE
METHODS
STUDY
BUT
HIGH
DYNAMICS
NATIVE
STATE
I
GROUP
SYSTEM
INTO
FOLD
SIMULATIONS
ACID
MOST
SIMULATION
NUMBER
STABILITY
RESIDUE
ONLY
FREE
EACH

907
901
853
851
847
837
829
826
821
799
789
782
780
750
746
737
715
714
698
698
698
696
693
690
682
674
659
650
634
622
621
613
600
599
596
586
585
580
573
571
563
556
556
551
551
549
547
544
541

Table 1. Top 100 words in the wordlist
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The words methods, results, data and analysis are content words in the wordlist of the RAA
corpus, but these words also belong to the concept of process in Hallidayan terms (Halliday
1994, p.109) especially the material ‘process of doing’, although the logical elements: actor,
process and goal are, in a certain way, present altogether in the words themselves. As a matter
of fact, analysis, data, method etc. have always the same actor (the researcher) and
encapsulate the action, if we think about it in a study, the research process implies that the
researcher analyses and investigates data (which have been previously collected) by a
viable method for a specific purpose. Then, s/he will obtain evidence and findings and will
make up a theory that, eventually, will allow the researcher to write significant results in a
paper. The previous words in bold can be defined as research process words (RPWs) because
they emphasize the processual aspect of research in the text of the research article abstracts.
Running concordances on these terms may help in understanding patterns of evaluative
lexis related to the research process (Tethela 1997). To accomplish this I utilize the program
WordSmithTools, is an integrated suite of programs for looking at how words behave in texts;
it has several tools, however in the present analysis important functions are WordList and
Concord. TheWordList function creates word lists, ordering them by frequency and
alphabetically. The Concord function locates all references to any given word or phrase within
a corpus, showing them in standard concordance lines with the search word centred and a
variable amount of context at either side.
Analysing concordance data is the most detailed part of the corpus study. TogniniBonelli (2001, p. 3) states that “[a] corpus, examined at first in KWIC [key word in context]
format...is read vertically, scanning for the repeated patterns present in the co-text of the node
[word or keyword]” that is displayed in the centre with a small amount of context on each
side.
Examining a word involves focusing on its collocates and on the most recurrent clusters
it appears with. Recurrent n-grams, or in this case “concgrams”, are identified by the program
ConcGram, and are defined as patterns of word associations. Concgrams allow us to find all
the words associated grammatically and semantically with the keyword. Since the present
research paper investigates the use of specific nouns, concordance lines are first sorted by
words on the left and then analysed.
In the present study, part of the methodology is automatic because the computer carries
out a relatively simple matching and counting exercise and shows a list of recurrent
structures. On the other hand, alongside with the automatic aspect of frequency of
collocations generated by computer software alone, there is need for a complementary
methodology performed by the human researcher, the interpretation of the data, referred to as
the ‘reading concordances’ procedure (Sinclair 2003). Introspection plays a pivotal role for the
interpretation of textual evidence, for the analysis of collocation results, and for the
identification of lexical relations.
After running concordances, and carefully observing the most recurrent n-gram where
evaluation is realized, the investigation then proceeds with identifying what part of speech, i.e.
verbs or adjectives, collocate most often with the RPWs. Wordsmith can show all the instances
of three- and four-word clusters. It is never easy to decide on the appropriate level of detail for
beginning to make generalizations about such data. It is probably better to begin with the
smaller cluster, the three-word clusters, and note the recurrent collocates. As Scott (2004)
suggests, clusters are words that are found repeatedly in each others' company. They represent
a tighter relationship than collocates, but all words have a tendency to cluster together with
some others. These clustering relations may involve colligation (e.g. the relationship between
depend and on), collocation, and/or semantic prosody (e.g. the tendency for cause to come
with negative effects such as an accident).
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The main purpose of the investigation is to find recurrent patterns for each RPW and to
determine whether or not all the investigated words have some pattern(s) in common. The
focus here is on generalizations about repeated events rather than on single occurrences,
because as Sinclair (1996, p. 78) suggests, “unique one-off events are necessarily ignored but
they cannot be evaluated in the absence of an interpretative framework provided by repeated
events”. Language patterns are usually taken into consideration if they occur at least twice.
When a reliable description of regularities is assembled then it is possible to build up
generalization and read those against former theories. The starting point of the analysis is the
investigation of specific lexical items (RWPs), and then the analysis turns to the environments
in which these lexical items occur. In this way, RPWs are first chosen on the basis of
frequency and then recurrent n-grams are inspected if they are associated with an evaluative
lexis. An example of this follows:
(3)

We describe a new method for polyproline II type (25_PRT)

In this extract, the research process word (RWP) is method, the recurrent n-gram (a 3-gram) is
a new method, and positive evaluation is created by the positive adjective new. In the end, the
pattern: ‘indefinite article + adjective + RPW + preposition’ probably is quite recurrent in the
corpus and shared by other research process words, as will be shown further in the next
section.

4 Findings
To conduct a significant corpus-based analysis of a discourse strategy, such as evaluation, it is
necessary, while inspecting corpus data, to pay attention to the entire text and not just the
local environment. This is because evaluation shows ‘context-dependent polysemous
functionality’ (White 2001, p. 18), and the contexts in which words are inevitably attested
represent examples of a particular linguistic phenomenon that require discourse-linguistic
perspectives.
After analysing the RPWs and performing a collocational analysis based on the MI
(mutual information) score (that is, the degree to which one word relates to another), it is
possible to observe some patterns and to look for regularities and phraseology regarding
evaluative language. Generalisations have to be cautious due to the limited size of the RAA
corpus and because it is a very specialised corpus.
Findings reported in the present section are related to the top 50 recurrent research
process words in the wordlist of the RAA corpus that are: method, results, data and, analysis.
The research process word (RWP) method occurs 1,262 times in the RAA corpus. The
adjective new collocates with method 84 times, and it is its second relevant collocate. The first
relevant collocate is the deictic this, which occurs 140 times but it is not further taken into
account because determiners and deictics are typically not considered relevant collocates in
CL studies except in a few circumstances. Recurrent clusters of method are listed in the
following table:
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Clusters of Method
A new method
New method for

Frequency
33
17

The new method

14

New method is

8

This new method
New method to

7
5

Table 2. The most recurrent clusters of method in the RAA corpus

It is quite interesting that the first collocate of method is new. In a scientific context,
something new is thought to be generally positive as it is associated with the advancement of
research. As mentioned, in the field of science, the expression of value, the authorial stance, is
often inexplicit; however we can understand the good or bad as depending on the goal of the
activity. Something that is good promotes the achievement of a goal, while something that is
bad prevents or hinders such achievement. As a consequence, the 3-gram a new method is
provides an implicit positive evaluation. The following 3-gram a new method displays various
patterns:

Figure 1. The 3-gram a new method.

At first glance, in the above 3-gram the recurrent pattern is this paper describes a new method
or we describe a new method, usually for something or for doing something. Other interesting
collocations are in line 6 and 10 with we introduce and introduced, while line 17, 18, and 28
have the same recurrent pattern we present a new method. In line 23 the pattern is we present
a new method for more accurate modelling, the last clause shows a stronger positive attitude
by means of the adjective accurate premodified by more; similarly, line 25 shows positive
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evaluation stressed by the adjective efficient in the clause in this paper a new method is
presented that offers efficient. In line 24 and 28 a new method still collocates with present. In
line 7 and 8, 12, 17, 29 the verb to predict has significantly positive connotation, especially in
the scientific field, to predict means to reveal an observation pretty in advance and it may
result quite important for research studies. In line 16 we have another lemmatised form,
prediction. Similarly taking into consideration the cluster new method for as displayed in the
following concgrams:

Figure 2. The 3-gram new method for

We notice that the concgram above partially overlaps with the previous concgram. In fact, we
find the same patterns when a new method collocates with for, and therefore herein this will
not be commented upon further.
On the other hand, in the following 3-gram the new method, even though recursiveness
is not extraordinary due to the limited number of frequencies, some observations may be
drawn.

Figure 3. The 3-gram the new method

In particular, a positive evaluative expression is present in line 13 in the new method
consistently reduces error, thanks to the adverb consistently. In line 15 and 16 the new method
collocates with provide. This verb as suggested by Stubbs (1996, pp. 173-174) usually has a
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positive semantic prosody and therefore collocates with “good” things. Furthermore, in line 15
the new method is proved to be effective, the adjective effective implies that the method is able
to accomplish a purpose, and therefore contributes a positive evaluation. On the other hand, in
line 18 the excerpt we will illustrate the feasibility of this new method still provides positive
evaluation due the noun feasibility; in line 19 the new method simplifies the procedure is a
positive statement by means of the verb simplify; and last in line 23 the new method can
improve the performance provides positive evaluation as well. As previously stated, despite
observations of the first concgram in Table 1, the occurrences that are analysed later are single
occurrences and not recurrent phraseology; however, they turn out to be familiar expressions
in academic jargon, especially the verbs simplify and improve which are verbs of facilitation.
Method is also very likely to collocate with the adjective novel. The 3-gram a novel
method occurs 25 times and collocates with present, describe, and report. Therefore, verbs that
collocate with the cluster a new method are generally the same collocations as the cluster a
novel method.
As far as the second RPW, results, is concerned, it occurs 1,129 times in the RAA corpus
and there are 91 3-grams of results. Due to space constraints it is not possible to provide an indepth analysis of all of them, so only the top four 3-grams are taken into consideration and
analysed further. These are displayed in the following table:
Clusters of results
The results of
Results suggest that
Results indicate that
Results show that

Frequency
97
73
78
50

Table 3. The most recurrent clusters of results in the RAA corpus

The first 3-gram the results of appears to have no recurrent patterns, nor are there any
interesting collocations to mention, and therefore I will not comment further upon it. Instead,
relevant observations are drawn from the close inspection of the other recurrent 3-grams.
In particular the 3-gram results suggest that collocates 23 times with the personal
pronoun our, as displayed in the following concgram:
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Figure 4. The 3-gram results suggest that collocating with our

There are no striking evaluative constructions, except for in the second line where we find the
expression in contrast to other studies. Usually, in the scientific field when something is in
contrast with previous studies, it is because the researcher has accomplished interesting
results. This phrase appears to belong in the submove Citing previous research of the Move 1
(dos Santos 1996). There is a sort of dichotomy between the author’s identity, represented by
the possessive adjective our, and the other researchers. As Hunston (1993, 1994) suggests, the
author presents him/herself as a researcher working towards the achievement of specific goals.
The events in the research process are viewed in this light. Other participants in the text are
presented implicitly as having goals of their own, which may have or not a bearing upon the
scientist’s. Research studies from other authors provide the grounds for implying negative
evaluation while at the same time also providing research perspective for the author
him/herself.
The 3-gram results suggest that in Figure 5 below collocates with these 19 times. The
pattern is similar to the one explained in the previous concgram, as there is no relevant
evaluative construction except for in line 18, where the adjective promising provides
additional positive evaluation. However, the construction itself is evaluative by definition.

Figure 5. The 3-gram results suggest that collocating with these

Furthermore, the 3-gram results indicate that collocates with our 20 times as displayed in
Figure 6:

Rice Working Papers in Linguistics

32

vol. 2, Spring 2010

vol.

Figure 6. The 3-gram results indicate that

Like the previous 3-gram there is no specific evaluative construction, and the only relevant
collocation is the possessive adjective our.
Similarly, the 3-gram results show that collocates 13 times with our, as displayed in
Figure 7:

Figure 7. The 3-gram results show that

As in the previous 3-grams, there are no specifically evaluative constructions, following
Hunston’s (1993) observation that in science writing, evaluation is more implicit than explicit,
and in the scientific field evaluative lexis expresses the (non-)achievement of goals.
In line 4 above, the expression it is possible to detect is a positive statement. A similar
observation may be drawn from line 5 we can achieve nearly perfect, line 7 this technique
allows, and line 11 the method has a good overall. All of these 3-grams, which are clusters of
the RPW results, do not demonstrate a recurrent pattern but are very likely to collocate with
the possessive our and the determiner these. The clusters results are consistent and these
results provide both occur 10 times in the RAA corpus; in comparison with the other clusters
these two are less frequent. Nevertheless, the expression to be consistent with may be grouped
semantically as a mental verb (Biber et al 1999) and is a recurrent expression in the scientific
academic jargon, especially in order to support a specific theory or previous studies such as in
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the following excerpts: “this inhibition and the spectroscopic results are consistent with the
lone aromatic tryptophan of the peptide” and “our results are consistent with the hypothesis
that different degrees of kin relatedness are discriminated by individuals with respect to mate
choice”. It is worth mentioning that a great deal of information is coded by mental verbs,
which can involve a number of cognitive processes operating simultaneously.
The next RPW, data, occurs 1,004 times in the RAA corpus. However, it has only one 3gram that has a clear evaluative connotation. The 3-gram data suggest that occurs 21 times.
This 3-gram is very likely to be premodified by these, the and by our, as displayed in the
following concgram:

Figure 8. The 3-gram data suggest that

The last RPW taken into account in the current study is analysis, which occurs 958 times in
the RAA corpus. The most frequent and relevant clusters are listed in the following table:
Detailed analysis of
Analysis shows that
Analysis suggests that
Analysis revealed that

17
16
8
7

Table 4. The most recurrent clusters of analysis in the RAA corpus.

Below the 3-gram a detailed analysis of is displayed, which occurs 14 times in our corpus:
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Figure 9. The 3-gram a detailed analysis of

The adjective detailed provides a positive connotation to the 3-gram above. Something that is
detailed has been developed or executed with care, and is inherently positive in a scientific
context, As displayed in lines 4 and 6, a detailed analysis collocates with the verb show, while
in line 5 with the verb permit and in line 10, and 12 with the verb allow. In the whole
concgram above, positive evaluation is emphasized by the presence of the verbs such as permit
and allow that can be defined as verbs of facilitation or causation, as suggested by Biber et al.
(1999, p. 363): “these verbs often occurs with a nominalized direct object or complement clause
following the verb phrase, which reports that action that was facilitated” However, it is worth
mentioning that the verb to show occurs quite often because the semantic group of activity
verbs are more recurrent than verbs from any other semantic domain (Biber et al 1999, p. 365).
The 3-grams the analysis shows that and analysis revealed that do not present any recurrent
pattern or any striking evaluative constructions; therefore the investigation of these 3-grams is
not detailed further.
Last, the 3-gram analysis suggests that does not collocate with any specific verbs but we
can see that analysis is very likely to be premodified by the possessive adjective our, as shown
below:

Figure 10. The 3-gram analysis suggests that

In the present section, collocational analysis and concgrams have provided a unique way to
study evaluative lexis in scientific writing. In the next section results will be summarized and
some conclusions will be drawn.

5 Conclusions
Having suggested another way of looking at research-oriented evaluation and how it works in
text, I shall now summarize the results of this study and present some observations.
As already mentioned, the RPW method is very likely to collocate with, on the one hand,
the adjectives new and novel, and on the other, the adjectives accurate, efficient and, effective.
Frequent collocating verbs are present, describe, and report. In structuring an experiment and
then in writing a paper, the methodology has to be defined and set carefully in advance,
because an accurate method used in an appropriate way is necessary for accomplishing precise
goals and for contributing to the success of the whole experiment.
On the other hand, the RPW results occurs very often in the 3-gram results suggest that,
collocating with the personal pronoun our. Rather than going into long descriptive details such
as by saying ‘I gained these results in my study and on the strength of my data I suggest
that...’ Hunston (1994) describes the clause ‘these results suggest that...’ as encapsulating all
the human effort gone into the research, with an implied positive value, because evaluation is
everything that helps or prevents to achieve goals in the scientific process. Results suggest or
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results indicate is also very likely to be premodified by the possessive adjective our and the
determiner these.
Similarly, the RPW data shows only one 3-gram with a clear evaluative connotation,
that is data suggest that, and is quite often premodified by these, the and our. The claims
restricted to data descriptions are in a way not inherently scientific, because as Hunston (1994)
suggests they are the result of a process of negotiation, because ultimately research article
authors aim at publishing. The same claim may be considered to be ‘accurate’, ‘highly
significant’ or ‘well-known, depending on the body of literature into which it is placed and the
intended audience.
The 3-grams detailed analysis of and analysis suggests that are the most frequent
clusters of analysis. The RWP analysis is also very likely to be premodified by the possessive
adjective our, and to collocate with the verbs show, permit and allow.
As demonstrated by the frequent occurrence of the possessive our, authorial identity
appears to be in the most recurrent and evaluative patterns in the RAA corpus. Writing in a
scientific genre involves observing implicit and explicit guidelines. Thus abstracts as a genre
are written in a particular way: the layout and style of an abstract identifies it as belonging to
the realm of ‘real science’ and, therefore, worthy of serious consideration by scientists; it also
establishes the criteria by which the text will be evaluated, by implying other relevant goals,
such as accuracy. Authors present themselves as researchers working towards the
achievement of specific research goals, but they also write in order to seek acceptance by the
scientific community. While these goals are not stated anywhere explicitly, they are necessary
for the interpretation of certain parts of the text. (Swales 1990).
Because the value system of the academic/scientific discourse community is thought to
prefer impersonal discourse with no explicit evaluation (Mauranen 2004, p. 116) evaluation is
performed by means of impersonal, often metaphoric terms (Halliday 1994). This is true to a
certain extent because the author is behind the research itself, hidden in various expressions
such as: analysis suggests that, results indicate that, results suggest that or the new method
simplifies the procedure. One of the chief functions of abstracts is to persuade the reader to
accept the validity of the writer’s claims, and to accomplish this purpose, the work of other
writers researchers is constantly evaluated along the text distribution.
Belonging to a discourse community means sharing and respecting some set of values.
Certain questions arise naturally: Do general readers, and students, in particular, have the
competence to understand the evaluative perspective in the papers they consider? Can
students split the author’s perspective from the ‘scientific’ point of view effectively? When is
‘jargon’ a necessary technical language, and when does technical language blur into
unnecessary jargon? According to a corpus perspective, researchers and trainers can help
students not only to deal with such questions, but also to identify evaluative constructions
when they come across them. Drew himself (2004, p. 217) claims that:
Academic writing is… [as] unremittingly rhetorical as any other: no matter how technical and
seemingly detached a scientific paper might be, its discourse is designed to persuade readers of the
objectivity of its methods and the correctness of its findings.

Researchers evaluate their contribution in light of current methodology and theoretical
debates in their field. They evaluate their findings through research and demonstration, and
present their results to their discourse community through journals and conferences. In the
present research paper it has been suggested that, in reading academic papers, one must
understand both the content and the angle from which the writer wants that content to be
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interpreted and judged by readers, whether s/he is a new or a well-established member of a
specific discourse community.
By giving readers an accurate picture of how information is typically organized in
research paper abstracts in primatology, mathematics and molecular biology, readers may
gain access to precise, critical reading when, for instance, they may have interest in one aspect
of research over another (e.g. conclusions or methodology). Once readers are able to separate
the various parts of the paper, they can then use this competence to read and understand the
paper more critically and eventually may be able to improve their writing skills according to
the discourse community’s standards.
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