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WHO ACTS? SUBJECTS IN RESEARCH PAPER ABSTRACTS

KI CSELEKSZIK? AZ ALANY SZEREPE A TUDOMANYOS CIKKEK
ABSZTRAKTJAIBAN

ROBIN LEE NAGANO*

Abstract: When writing research for publication, there are a number of options for authors
to choose among when presenting their research — and themselves. In English, authors may
be placed in the forefront as agents of actions (7 analyze, we consider), sidelined with clauses
like this article introduces or the findings reveal, or placed in the background by using the
passive voice or empty it constructions.

In this pilot study, I examine clauses with active verbs in abstracts, classifying them into
different types of subjects. The aim of the study is to focus on how the choice of the gram-
matical subject can affect the personalization or impersonalization of an academic text and
which options are more often chosen. Features of abstracts in applied linguistics, sociolin-
guistics, and education are analyzed and compared.

Keywords: impersonalization, self-mention, research article abstracts, English for research
publication purposes, discourse analysis

Absztrakt: A tudomanyos cikkek szerz6i szamos lehetdség kozil valaszthatnak azzal
kapcsolatban, hogyan jelenitsék meg kutatasukat és sajat magukat. A szerzok eldtérbe he-
lyezhetik magukat, ha adgensként jelennek meg (elemzem, vizsgalunk stb.); hasznalhatnak
olyan bevezetd szerkezeteket, mint a cikk bemutatja vagy az eredmények kimutatjik; vagy
hattérbe szorithatjak magukat szenvedd szerkezetek segitségével. Ez a tanulmany az angol
nyelvii absztraktokban szerepld aktiv igékkel rendelkezé mondatokat vizsgalja és az alany
alapjan osztalyozza 6ket. A kutatési cél annak vizsgalata, hogy hogyan befolyasolja a gram-
matikai alany valasztasa a tudomanyos szoveg személyes vagy személytelen jellegét, és hogy
a fenti harom kategoria koziil melyiket valasztjak leggyakrabban a szerzok. A tanulmany az
alkalmazott nyelvészet, szociolingvisztika és pedagogia teriileteihez tartozo6 absztraktok jel-
lemzdit elemzi és hasonlitja dssze.
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1. Introduction

There are general expectations about scholarly discourse. Specialists communicating
amongst themselves in public academic forums, including publications in journals,
are expected to do so in informational texts that build on established research and
present evidence to back up their claims. The mode of expression is formal and aims
at precision and objectivity. The focus is usually on the topic under discussion, and
the scholars tend to be placed in the background when research is reported. Guides
on academic writing often advise writers to remain anonymous in order to maintain
objectivity (Hyland 2002).

One device commonly employed in scholarly writing in English is the passive
voice [according to Biber and Conrad (2019), passive constructions are used in about
25% of all finite verbs in academic writing]. This allows the human actor to be con-
cealed, or even if named as an agent (which rarely occurs), to be tucked away in the
rheme rather than taking the theme position in a clause. However, the passive is not
the only means of creating an impersonal tone, or as Siewierska (2008) calls it,
“agent defocusing”. Another possibility in English is using an empty subject, either
it (it was found that, it is clear that) or there (there is evidence that). Yet another
option is to choose a generalized impersonal pronoun such as one (one may wonder
whether). Another is to replace the agent with a non-human, inanimate noun func-
tioning as the grammatical subject. These are all structures that remove the actual
actor or instigator of an action from a prominent position in the sentence; Hyland
(1998) suggests that the effect of this is to “appear to allow the facts to more trans-
parently speak for themselves” (p. 368), and Dorgeloh and Wanner (2003) speak
about the dual role of downplaying the role of the agent while “presenting scientific
events as facts and results” (p. 438).

At the same time, authors may choose options that explicitly point out their role
in the research. These can vary among direct self-mentions of / or we as the instiga-
tors of action, ownership of an inanimate subject (my findings, our data), or less
direct third-person mentions (the authors, the research team). By choosing explicit
references, authors involve themselves, which can be interpreted as taking responsi-
bility or reflecting professional judgements for what is written (Conrad 2017), as
well as serving as an interactional feature that involves also the reader (Lorés-Sanz
2006). When choosing an impersonal style over explicit authorial presence, Molino
says, “the decision to base one’s arguments on objectivity is a matter of social align-
ment for persuasive purposes” (Molino 2010: 86-87).

The factor of disciplinary differences in academic writing is well-documented,
though studies may not always reveal the same features. Concerning the use of hedg-
ing, for instance, numerous cross-disciplinary studies have noted that hedging is
more commonly found in the so-called soft sciences (humanities and social sciences)
than in the hard sciences (natural sciences and engineering), at least partly because
of the latter’s reliance on numerical data (see Becher—Trowler 2001; Hyland 2001).
This appears regarding authorial presence as well: “writers in the hard sciences and
engineering prefer to downplay their personal role to highlight the issue under study,
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while a stronger identity is claimed in the humanities and social sciences papers”
(Hyland 2002: 352).

1.1. Direct self-mention (personalization)

This feature of academic discourse has gained a great deal of attention, with Ken
Hyland authoring several works dealing with it (among them Hyland 2001, 2002,
2005). Writers are naturally affected by the world they live in, and therefore features
may undergo changes over time. The increasing demand for academic publication
and a more globalized academic publishing environment are factors that may influ-
ence how scholars present their work, and how explicitly they indicate their presence
in the text. The persuasion or “advertising” role of academic texts has been widely
remarked on, including claims of novelty and significance (see e.g. Hyland 2001).
One way of achieving a more prominent role is to use self-mention, which can range
from author-fronted statements (/ selected) to claiming ownership (our paper, my
results), or even third-person usages such as the authors found.

Variation in self-mention has been noted by language. For instance, Molino
(2010) contrasted the use of first-person subject pronouns in English and Italian,
finding that they are less often used in Italian research writing in linguistics. Differ-
ences such as this may be a product of the language or of different academic tradi-
tions. Alghazo et al. (2021) noted more self-mention by Arabic authors than authors
using English, while Lorés-Sanz (2006) compared research articles written in Span-
ish with those English, finding self-mention in both, with a stronger trend for even
single-author Spanish articles to use the exclusive we. In addition, Spanish authors
used first-person subjects most often in introduction, especially when creating a re-
search space, while distribution was more balanced across moves in the English cor-
pus. Hyland (2002) wrote that some L2 writers felt using / implied personal authority
that they felt they did not have and suggested that scholars from more collectivist
cultures may be uncomfortable with projecting a strong writer identity. Zhao (2023),
in a large-scale study of abstracts of research articles in accounting and finance,
found that abstracts written in English for Chinese-language journals differed from
those written for international English-language journals: abstracts for English jour-
nals contained more use of we and our than Chinese journal abstracts, and used a
larger variety of collocations, while the abstracts for Chinese journals used more
fixed expressions; Zhao suggests that Chinese writers may find the use of we “self-
promotional” and inappropriate and recommends that they become more comforta-
ble with promoting themselves.

Disciplinary differences also exist in self-mention. Investigating abstracts in five
disciplines, Ngai et al. (2018) found higher (though still low) percentages of sen-
tences beginning with pronouns (I assume this would be / or we in most cases) in the
formal science (mathematics, computer science) and social science categories; they
interpret this as these fields being less prone to formalization (which seems to refer
to an objective approach).
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1.2. Inanimate subjects (impersonalization)

One feature of academic writing seems to be attributing subjects that are not con-
scious, sentient human agents with the power to act: This paper reports, The data
show, The study found. This phenomenon is so familiar to us that it may even be
difficult to spot the oddity at first, but naturally there must be a human agent some-
where in the background. This concealment of the human agent — the author — is
what makes this a means for impersonalizing discourse.

The use of inanimate subjects in active sentences has been explained or labeled
in different ways. In the systemic functional linguistics (SFL) framework, Halliday
(1985) calls it the ideational metafunction, a grammatical metaphor for the agent of
a material process. Another analysis arising from the SFL approach analyzes it as the
instrument of a verbal process — the author “speaking” through the medium of the
text (Banks 2002). It has also been explained as a form of metonymy, a concept
defined as “a figure of speech in which the name of an attribute of an entity is used
in place of the entity itself” (Crystal 2008). Lakoff—Johnson (1980) consider it in
terms of a metaphor — “article for author” is equivalent to PRODUCT FOR PRO-
DUCER. Halloran (1984), who coined the term “abstract rhetor”, describes it as:

a device that one finds with increasing frequency in academic writing across the
disciplines, a device that amounts to the manufacture of abstract rhetors: “The
data show that . . .” Or “This paper will argue that. . . “The effect of the device is
to suppress human agency, to imply that what are essentially rhetorical acts —
arguing, showing, demonstrating, suggesting — can be accomplished without hu-
man volition. (Halloran 1984: 74-75)

Master (1991) observed that learners of English from certain language backgrounds —
primarily Asian — had trouble conceptualizing and using this device in English, finding
such expressions “unacceptably anthropomorphized” (p. 18). Master suggested that it
is necessary for the verb to refer to an inherent aspect or function of the inanimate
subject, meaning that an instrumental subject is perceived as acting in a human way,
but within limits, rather than being fully anthropomorphized. Thus, 4 thermometer
measures temperature is acceptable, whereas A thermometer danced a jig or A ther-
mometer wrote down the temperature would not be. Hyland (1998) interprets this fea-
ture as one type of writer-oriented hedge, helping to “minimize writers’ personal in-
volvement” (p. 171). While some broader approaches are taken, many discussions of
this phenomenon focus exclusively on research- or text-related nouns; for instance,
Holloran (1984) points out that the acceptability of abstract rhetors appears to be lim-
ited to rhetorical acts, and Wiraszka (2023) targets text-denoting subjects.

Languages have different strategies for increasing the objectivity of a text and
therefore the topic has also been investigated in cross-linguistic studies. For instance,
Doms (2014) investigates strategies used to translate English sentences with inani-
mate subjects where the active verb was either give or show into Dutch. Translation
strategies included maintaining the non-human agent (which has certain restrictions
in Dutch), introducing human agents, omitting the verb, or rearranging the sentence
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to avoid the non-human agent. The corpus in Dom’s study was not restricted to aca-
demic or scientific texts.

Disciplinary differences may also be a factor in this regard. For instance, a study
by Hardjanto and Roselani (2022) compared empirical research articles across three
academic fields in terms of this phenomenon, among other things. They found dif-
ferent frequencies of inanimate research-related subjects (which they called “person-
ification”): 39 instances per 10,000 words for linguistics, 33 for medicine, and 27 for
natural science), which is intriguing, but their corpus was relatively small (15 RAs
per area).

1.3. Research article abstracts

Discourse analysis studies on abstracts of research articles (RAs) are fairly com-
mon, presumably due to their role, their importance, and their limited length. Ab-
stracts are designed to be independent of the full text while still representing it.
They play a role not only in informing readers but in attracting them and also pro-
vide an opportunity to promote the relevance or novelty of the research (to editors
and reviewers as well as to eventual readers) (Hyland 2001). They follow fairly
well-laid out sequences of moves (with variation, of course) (Ngai et al. 2010) and
thus may have different features than in the body of the RA, such as fewer cohesive
elements (Cohen et al. 2010); Dorgeloh—Wanner (2003) suggest that “the concen-
trated character of the abstract is highly suitable to enforce favored linguistic
strategies in scientific writing” (p. 434).

Dorgeloh and Wanner (2003) analyzed 221 abstracts of RAs in a variety of disci-
plines (hard and soft sciences), paying particular attention to the two main discourse
functions: “reporting events”, in which the writer identity of the author(s) is estab-
lished, and “reported events”, focusing on the research performed by building around
verbs that primarily relate processes or express change of states (here I focus on the
first function). They analyze the strategies used when reporting events: the agent
strategy, the passive strategy, and the paper strategy. In the agent strategy, the ana-
lytic role of the scholar is made explicit, usually with first-person pronouns (occa-
sionally third-person), active verbs, and objects. In competition with this is the pas-
sive strategy for defocusing the author, which is realized not only with agentless
passive constructions but also through using the passive with placeholder subjects —
not only it + passive, but also an inanimate text-related subject + passive, as in Ex-
ample 5 from their article (p. 442):

a. It is argued that.../ found that.../ suggested that.../ shown that....

b. This claim is made more specific in this article.

Dorgeloh and Wanner (2003) place the paper strategy as a middle point between the
agent and the passive strategies, which appears to be used to present the author’s
writing identity and minimize explicit reference. While the primary focus of the pa-
per strategy is on nouns directly representing the text in subject position, as in This
article or This case study, they also mention the case of a research result taking
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subject position as a subtype and note that this usually occurs in the middle or end
of an abstract, whereas the standard paper strategy often opens the abstract. The re-
searchers also observe that “the agent is a syntactically active implicit argument in
passives [...], but not in paper strategy contexts” (p. 444), although the reader’s en-
cyclopedic knowledge will enable the reader to identify the agent when a paper strat-
egy is employed.

Wiraszka (2023) looks at text-denoting subjects and their accompanying active
verbs in abstracts of research articles in linguistics, written in either English or
Polish. He finds that text-denoting subjects with active verbs are more frequent in
the English texts, and the lexical variation in verbs is higher in English. Polish texts
often use an explicit (but somewhat impersonal) The author as the subject, or an
inanimate noun with a communication-related verb or a verb of state; in the English
corpus research-related verbs of cognition (e.g. examine, explore, investigate,
demonstrate or consider) were most common, at 40%.

Focusing on self-mention, Li (2021) carried out a diachronic study of first-person
pronouns in research article abstracts in four linguistics journals over three decades
(1990s—2010s), finding that the subject pronouns / and we appear less frequently
over time and attributing this to “an increasing tendency to stress objectivity, factu-
ality and informativeness” (p. 11). Interestingly, Li also noted that the speech acts in
which self-mention is used differ by the number of authors: the use of we/our tended
to appear in less-threatening speech acts (text-related), while //my appeared when
claiming ownership of research results, theories, and original contributions.

Several studies have been carried out using Hyland’s framework of interactional
metadiscourse markers (Hyland, 2005), expressing authors’ attitudes and their rela-
tionship and interaction with their readers. For instance, Alghazo et al. (2021) used RA
abstracts in the social sciences written in English and in Arabic (without specifying the
first language of the author) to investigate interactional metadiscourse markers (Hy-
land 2005) in the two languages. The English abstracts had more instances of hedges
and engagement markers while the Arabic abstracts were higher in boosts, attitudinal
markers, and self-mentions. Interestingly, none of the 40 English abstracts investigated
included self-mention, while there were 32 mentions in the Arabic corpus, all as the
researcher(s), which the authors attribute to the sentence structure.

Also focusing on Hyland’s interactional metadiscourse markers, Boginskaya
(2023) compared RA abstracts written in English in locally published journals of
linguistics by authors for whom either Russian or Spanish was their native language.
She found that the Spanish authors used a higher proportion of boosters, attitude
markers, and self-mention (first-person pronouns) while the Russian authors em-
ployed more hedges, and neither group used engagement markers in their abstracts.
She attributed her findings to differences in academic discourse communities and
their practices as well as to differences in the degree of influence of English research
writing conventions (claiming that Spanish authors are more heavily influenced than
Russian scholars).

The objective of this pilot study is to investigate (im)personalization by focusing
on grammatical subjects and active verbs in English research article abstracts. The
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study also aims to identify signs of disciplinary preferences, and thus the 45-text
corpus represents three disciplines in the humanities. My research questions are: (1)
Which choices of subject affect (im)personalization? (2) Do disciplines within the
humanities and social sciences display different patterns in subject choices?

2. Method

In this study, a corpus of research articles abstracts (n = 45, 6931 running words) in
the three disciplines of applied linguistics, sociolinguistics, and education was inves-
tigated. The subject + verb units in the corpus were identified and entered into a
spreadsheet; from these, the subject + active-verb units were selected and classified
by type of subject: author as subject, inanimate research-related subject, empty sub-
ject, or topic-specific subject.

2.1. Corpus

The corpus consists of three subcorpora, each made up of 15 abstracts from a single
journal. Each of the journals has Q1 ranking in its field(s) and a relatively high Hirsch
number (H). A recent volume was chosen and the first fifteen research articles in the
issue were selected. Affiliation, potential nationality, or presumed mother tongue
were not considerations; academic publication is by and for international scholars.
Corpus data are given in Table 1.

Table 1
Data on the source journals and corpus
Applied linguistics ~ Sociolinguistics .
Subcorpus (AL) (SL) Education (ED)
Laneudaee in Teaching and
Journal System Siciegty Teacher
(publisher) (Elsevier) . Education
(Cambridge UP) (Elsevier)
Vol. 122 Vol. 144

Volume (year)

(2023, 2024)
Linguistics &

Vol. 53 (2024)

Linguistics &
Language — Ql1,

(2023, 2024)

Education — Ql1,

Scopus rank, Language —Ql1, Ed- Sociology & H=158
Hirsch number ucation — Ql1, .. g
H=104 Political Science
-Ql,H="74
Running words 3307 2138 1486
Abstract word 200 150 100
limit
Ave. words/ab- 187 143 99

stract
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2.2. Analysis

The abstracts were classified by hand to identify the subject and finite verb of the
main clause.

In the analysis, dependent clauses were ignored; for example, in the second sen-
tence in Example (1), the dependent clause is not included.

(1) This paper addresses enchantment among teachers, differentiating similar
concepts and exploring the organisational conditions and critical aspects of
teacher enchantment in an attempt to help schools manage them. The results,
derived from a Delphi method, show that training, .... (ED2)

For coordinated clauses with elided subjects, as in (2), the subject is reinstated, but
in parentheses, leading to the units These findings provide and (these findings) have
entering the corpus.

(2) These findings provide insight into the dynamics of student engagement in
PBLL settings in China and have implications for EAP writing pedagogy. (AL8)

This stage was followed by classification as active or passive voice. Sentences in the
passive voice are not addressed in this study; thus, the subjects were classified into
four groups only for clauses with active verbs, as follows:

o Author as subject
Specifically, I explore a corpus of TikTok videos to analyse... (SL14)

o Inanimate subject, research-related
This study examines Finnish geography teachers’ (n = 16) perceptions...
(ED12)

o Empty subject (it, there)..., vet there is a limited understanding of how stu-
dents... (AL3)

o Other subject specific to topic
The key difference between the two localities lies in the... (SL11).
...participants prioritize solidarity...(SL 8)

3. Results and discussion

When comparing results across this corpus, it is important to keep in mind that the
average length of abstracts in the subcorpora varies, as the maximum length was set
differently for each (see Table 1), and this affects the raw numbers given here. (With
the small amount of data in this study, averaging by 1,000 or 10,000 words was
thought not to be very productive.)

In the applied linguistics subcorpus of 15 abstracts, 77% of the units were subject
+ active-verb units; for the sociolinguistics subcorpus 88% were active, while the
education subcorpus consisted of 82% active sentences. The proportion of passive
sentences seems rather low, but this may be influenced by the compact and structured
nature of abstracts in general: Cohen et al. (2010), for instance, found fewer passive
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constructions in abstracts than in the body of articles for a rather specialized corpus
of biomedical articles relevant to mouse genomics.

As Table 2 shows, given the differences in length the number of units seems pro-
portional, although the average number of words in a unit was highest in the educa-
tion abstracts due to heavier pre- or post-modification of the head noun in the subject.

Table 2
Data on subject+active-verb units by subcorpus

Applied linguistics  Sociolinguistics

Subcorpus (AL) (SL) Education (ED)
Nq. of subJect.+ 128 93 73
active-verb units

Ave. subject +
active-verb 8.53 6.2 52

units/abstract
No. ofwor.ds in 571 343 407

total units
Ave. unit words/ 446 3.69 591

abstract

The subject + active-verb units were classified by subject into the four types (Table
3); in all three subcorpora the most frequent subjects were topic-specific subjects —
either human and inanimate, such as reading input exhibited (AL), early carecer
teachers (ECTs) encounter (ED), or this tension produces (SL). As this type of sub-
ject is generally held to not be related to the interpersonal message, these are not
investigated any further in this study. The next most frequency category was inani-
mate subjects related to research or the text, such as the article discusses, the findings
reveal, and our study draws on. This was followed by author self-mentions as agent
varied substantially by discipline in this sample. In the applied linguistics subcorpus,
none of the four single-author paper abstracts used /; from the remaining 11 abstracts,
six used we a total of 14 times, with three abstracts using it repeatedly (up to four
times). Abstracts in the sociolinguistics subcorpus were most often from single-au-
thor articles (10), six of which used / (some repeatedly), while three of the five co-
authored abstracts contained we. It also has the highest number of occurrences of
author as agent. The education subcorpus contained one single-author abstract,
which used / repeatedly; of the co-authored abstracts six used we once or twice. Note
that the use of the possessive first-person pronoun is not considered in this study,
although it may modify the subject. Only two instances of the placeholding it and
one of there appear, all in the AL subcorpus {it is [less clear how] (AL 14); it is not
yet well understood (AL 12); there is [a limited understanding of how] (AL 3)}.
Using the classification in Giingdr (2019), these appear to be observations, without
an interpersonal function; these instances all appear to have a role in claiming a re-
search gap to be filled and emphasizing the relevance of the study.
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Table 3
Classification of subject in active main clauses: number of occurrences and
percentage of total subject+active-verb clauses, by sub-corpus

Applied Sociolinguistics ~ Education

linguistics (AL) (SL) (ED)
Topic-specific subject 58 (45%) 40 (43%) 36 (46%)

Inanimate
research-related 52 (41%) 32 (35%) 28 (36%)
subject

15 (12%) 21 (23%) 14 (18%)

Author as agent -0 - 15 7_3

we — 14 we —6 we — 11
Empty subject 3 (2%) 0 0

All three subcorpora show the use of impersonalizing strategies — in addition to pas-
sive constructions, there is widespread use of inanimate research-related nouns
placed in subject position, which is another means of concealing the author from
view. At the same time, in a substantial proportion of the abstracts (40% of the AL
abstracts, 60% of the SL, and 47% of the ED) the authors have also chosen to use /
or we, thus bringing the author into the focus as the agent. These two strategies do
not necessarily contradict each other; they are most likely carrying out different func-
tions in the moves of the abstract.

There are indications of disciplinary variation here: notably, the use of author-as-
agent subjects was higher in sociolinguistics. It is possible that the conventions of
the discipline may allow or encourage this feature, which could perhaps be inter-
preted as “subjective” in other humanities or social science disciplines. The values
for inanimate research-related subjects are highest for applied linguistics, which
could possibly point to a more text-oriented approach.

Table 4 introduces the verbs that follow author-as-agent subjects. In general, the
verbs occurring with 7 or we in the applied linguistics abstracts are often concrete
research-related actions, verbs in the sociolinguistics subcorpus appear to have a
more abstract, cognitive focus, and the education abstracts appear to pair investiga-
tion and results oriented verbs with author self-mention. The connection between the
nature and approach of the disciplines and the verbs chosen is intriguing; based on
these findings alone, there are indications that education studies are concerned with
applying and testing, sociolinguistics with exploring and proposing, and applied lin-
guistics with gathering and assessing data.
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Table 4
Active verbs appearing with I and we as subject with active verbs

Applied Linguistics (AL) Sociolinguistics (SL)  Education (ED)

adopt, analyse, ana-
lyze, argue (2x), ask,
consider, demonstrate,  conclude, notice,

I B draw on (2x), explore, use
link, propose, reflect
on, show
adopted, also assessed also found, applied,
(2x), also found, argue, as- . confirmed, exam-
argue, find, pinpoint, .
We sessed, collected, con- propose, report on ined (2x), explored,
clude, concluded, devel- }’1 ’ found, identified,
oped, found (2x), manipu- Show investigated (2x),
lated, report on, used tested

4. Conclusions

In this article I have analyzed the subjects of active-voice clauses in 45 abstracts of
research articles in three humanities/social-sciences disciplines. The objectives were
to explore the topic of (im)personalization and authorial presence in these texts and
to observe their usage in different disciplines. I found that the passive voice is not
prominent in the abstracts investigated, and when active voice is used, there are three
main groups of subjects: topic-specific (usually considered neutral in terms of per-
sonalization), inanimate research-related (a type of impersonalization), and authors
as actors (explicit presence of the author in the text, thus personalization). While not
all abstracts employed author self-mention, nearly half did so.

In terms of disciplinary discourse, there are some indications of potential differ-
ences: the sociolinguistics abstracts more often used author self-mention in the sub-
ject than the applied linguistics and the education abstracts, while inanimate re-
search-related subjects appeared most often in the applied linguistics abstracts. Anal-
ysis of active verbs paired with / and we may be an interesting angle to follow in
order to better characterize how different disciplines portray their research ap-
proaches and processes.

The current study, which was intended only as a pilot study, has several limita-
tions. The size of the corpus is far too small, and abstracts were chosen from only
one journal in each field. Classification of clauses, voices, and subject types was
carried out only by myself; in a future study, bringing in more researchers at this
stage would strengthen the study, as would expanding the range of disciplines or
carrying out a statistical analysis. The study has pointed in several directions for
further research: carrying out a semantic analysis of verbs used with inanimate
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research-related subjects versus those when the author is presented as the agent; inves-
tigating how disciplinary research practices and types of research (applied, statistical,
exploratory, review) are reflected in subject and verb choices; exploring the functions
of active and passive clauses; and looking at the agent functions of inanimate topic-
specific subjects in terms of an impersonalization role in academic writing.
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