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Abstract 
 
The increasing interest in how stance is expressed specifically in academic writing in English 

has generated extensive research in the past decades. Focusing on the grammatical marking of 

stance, this comparative study investigates the use of stance adverbials by native (L1) and non-

native (L2) speakers of English in a corpus of student academic writing. The aim is to examine 

the most distinctive differences and similarities in the use of adverbial stance markers by each 

student group. The material comes from the British Academic Writing in English (BAWE) 

corpus, a collection of proficient writing by English L1 and L2 students from different first-

language backgrounds. Using quantitative methods and a semantically-based classification, the 

forms and types of stance adverbials most frequently used by the two student groups are 

identified and compared. The findings indicate that L1 students employ more adverbial stance 

markers overall, which contradicts results from previous research, but that both L1 and L2 

students make use predominantly of a limited number of stance adverbials. The analysis of the 

most frequently used adverbials indicates underuse (e.g. perhaps) and overuse (e.g. kind of, 

mainly) of specific markers on the part of the L2 group. The results partially invalidate the 

hypothesis tested that L2 students both rely on a narrower range of stance adverbials and 

employ them more frequently than L1 students.  
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1. Introduction 

Academic writing is normally associated with an objective and impersonal style of 

writing (Paltridge, 2012, p. 27; Biber, 2006b, p. 87; Hyland, 2005, 2002, 1999). Studies 

in this field have shown, however, that academic writing is not only factual and content-

oriented, but that stance expressions are frequently found in published research articles 

(Biber, 2006a, pp. 97-98; Hyland, 2005, pp. 173-174). In fact, “stance is centrally 

important” in academic registers (Biber, 2006b, p. 87) and has been extensively studied 

over the past decades. 

Learning how to make use of stance expressions, such as modal verbs (e.g. 

will, may), lexical verbs (e.g. suggest, think) and adverbs (e.g. probably, perhaps), in an 

effective way is therefore of critical importance for university students, especially non-

native speakers of English (Hyland & Milton, 1997, pp. 200-201). That will help them to 

develop some of the linguistic and rhetorical features that are necessary to conform to 

academic genre and disciplinary conventions and, ultimately, achieve better academic 

results.  

Stance is a term generally used to express a speaker’s or writer’s “personal 

feelings, attitudes, value judgements, or assessments” (Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad 

& Finegan, 1999, p. 966), which has been referred to in several different ways in the 

literature, such as “evaluation”, “modality”, “evidentiality” and “affect” (Gray & Biber, 

2012, pp. 15-16). In addition to extra-linguistic devices, such as facial expressions and 

intonation, stance can be expressed by various (grammatical and lexical) linguistic forms, 

namely modal and lexical verbs, nouns, adjectives and adverbs. Certain stance features, 

such as modal verbs, have predominantly been the object of study (see e.g. Hinkel, 1995; 

Aijmer, 2002; Biber, 2006a). Lexical verbs and adverbs have also been a source of 

interest (see e.g. Granger & Paquot, 2009; Charles, 2009; Biber, 2006b), but there remains 
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room for more detailed descriptions of some of these linguistic features in student writing, 

especially by second language users of English.  

This thesis focuses on the expression of stance through adverbials in student 

academic writing and adopts the following definition from the Longman Grammar of 

Spoken and Written English (LGSWE): “Stance adverbials express the attitude or 

assessment of the speaker/writer with respect to the proposition contained in the main 

clause” (Biber et al., 1999, p. 966). The LGSWE distinguishes between three main 

semantic categories of stance adverbials: epistemic, attitude and style. The various 

subcategories of epistemic stance adverbials serve to mark the certainty or doubt, 

reliability, precision, or limitations of a proposition, including comments on the source 

of information or perspective from which it is given. Markers of attitudinal stance convey 

more personal meanings, such as the speaker’s/writer’s attitudes, feelings, judgements of 

value, and expectations. The third main category, style of speaking stance, is used to 

describe or comment on the way that information is presented. This semantically-based 

classification, which is also generally used in Biber’s (2006a, 2006b) analysis of stance 

across university registers, serves as a framework for the present study. 

More specifically, the use of adverbials as stance markers in student writing 

will be examined using data from the British Academic Written English1 corpus, a 

collection of graded assignments produced by students from three UK universities. Based 

on previous research (Altenberg & Tapper, 1998; Hyland & Milton, 1997; Granger & 

Tyson, 1996), it is hypothesised that non-native English students rely on a more limited 

                                                             
1 Official Acknowledgment: “The data in this study come from the British Academic Written English 
(BAWE) corpus, which was developed at the Universities of Warwick, Reading and Oxford Brookes under 
the directorship of Hilary Nesi and Sheena Gardner (formerly of the Centre for Applied Linguistics 
[previously called CELTE], Warwick), Paul Thompson (formerly of the Department of Applied 
Linguistics, Reading) and Paul Wickens (Westminster Institute of Education, Oxford Brookes), with 
funding from the ESRC (RES- 000-23-0800).” The corpus is freely available for download via the Oxford 
Text Archive and can also be accessed online through the Sketch Engine interface.  
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range of stance expressions and employ them more frequently than students whose first 

language is English.  

1.1 Aim 

This thesis takes a corpus-based approach to examine how stance is marked by specific 

grammatical devices in student academic writing. The three-fold aim is to investigate the 

extent to which stance is expressed through the use of adverbials by native-speaker (L1) 

and non-native-speaker (L2) university students writing in English; which adverbials are 

more frequently employed by each student group; and whether stance adverbials are used 

similarly or differently in the writing of the two groups. For that purpose, the following 

research questions will be addressed: 

• To what extent do L1 and L2 students make use of adverbial stance marking in 

academic writing in English? 

• What are, if any, the main differences between the two student groups with respect 

to adverbial syntactic structures and semantic categories? 

• Which stance adverbials are the most frequently used by each group? What are 

the most distinctive differences and similarities based on frequency? 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

This section presents the theoretical background which this thesis is based on. It starts by 

addressing the relationship between discourse analysis, written academic discourse, and 

English for Academic Purposes. Then, relevant aspects related to writing in English as a 

second language as well as stance-taking in academic writing are discussed. Finally, the 

marking of stance is approached specifically from a grammatical perspective. 
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2.1 Discourse Analysis and Written Academic Discourse 

Discourse analysis examines patterns of language use across texts and considers the 

relation between language and sociocultural contexts, taking into account all the various 

ways in which language can present and construct “different views of the world and 

different understandings” (Paltridge, 2012, p. 2). By combining top-down and bottom-up 

approaches, discourse analysis can help to produce a “thicker” description of linguistic 

data (Baxter, 2010, p. 119).  

Written academic discourse specifically constitutes the linguistic data for 

the present study. Academic discourse “refers to the ways of thinking and using language 

which exist in the academy” (Hyland, 2011, p. 171). An increasing interest in the past 

decades in genre and disciplinary variation has brought to attention the plurality of 

academic discourse. Each academic discipline shares a specific style and identity, which 

results in different conventions both in terms of linguistic features and of how authorial 

stance is conveyed (Hyland, 1999).  

In addition to the importance of discipline-specific identity and authorship 

in academic writing, which has been increasingly recognised and valued over the past 

decades, previous research has also shown that stance marking plays an important role in 

both professional and student academic discourse (Biber, 2006a, 2006b; Hyland, 2005). 

Hyland argues that “the use of stance is an important aspect of professional academic 

discourse”, which helps researchers “to gain acceptance for their work” (1999, p. 21). On 

the other hand, university students are normally asked to “leave their personalities at the 

door” and encouraged to adhere to certain generalised academic conventions and adopt 

an impersonal discourse and style (Hyland, 2002, p. 351). 

Students should, therefore, be exposed to and learn how to develop different 

ways of expressing stance as they progress through university education (Lancaster, 
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2016; Aull & Lancaster, 2014). That is especially important for second language students 

who, in addition to adhering to general linguistic conventions of written academic 

discourse in English, need to learn how to express themselves effectively in a language 

that is not their mother tongue. Cultural and rhetorical differences bring further 

complexity to the matter (see e.g. Hinkel, 2005; Hyland, 1998, pp. 218-221). 

2.2 English for Academic Purposes 

The increasingly pervasive use of English in academia and research in the past thirty years 

has led to the emergence of an area of study in Applied Linguistics designated English 

for Academic Purposes (EAP). Closely related to the field of English for Specific 

Purposes (ESP), EAP covers specifically “language research and instruction that focuses 

on the communicative needs and practices of individuals working in academic contexts” 

(Hyland & Shaw, 2016, p. 1), while taking into account the demands of specific academic 

disciplines. One of the goals of EAP is to equip students with skills in and an awareness 

of different disciplinary conventions, which will help them produce more genre-oriented 

and discipline-specific writing in English, including the expression of stance. 

Corpora have been increasingly used by EAP researchers and practitioners 

as sources of authentic language use for the analysis of large samples of text in different 

registers and contexts (Nesi, 2016, p. 206). Frequency data and concordances can help to 

test hypotheses, and patterns of language use can be more easily identified. In addition to 

being used as research tools, corpora are also useful resources for EAP teaching and 

materials development.  

2.3 SLA and Writing in a Second Language 

Corpora of texts produced by both English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as 

a Foreign Language (EFL) learners have also become important resources for research in 

the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), which studies the ways second 
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languages are learned and “tries to understand the mechanisms of foreign/second 

language acquisition” (Granger, 2002, p. 5). SLA research can provide useful information 

on how systematic the acquisition and learning of a second language is, regardless of 

first-language background.  

Corpus-based studies focusing on how non-natives use certain linguistic 

features similarly or differently to native speakers of English can thus serve as a means 

to test hypotheses and obtain more generalizable results than introspection or elicited data 

could provide. For instance, using corpus techniques Granger and Tyson (1996) tested 

their hypothesis that overall the French learners in their corpora would overuse connectors 

in essay writing, which was not confirmed by their study’s findings. However, they found 

that particular corroborative (e.g. indeed, of course) and additive (e.g. moreover) 

connectors were overused, whereas contrastive connectors (e.g. however, therefore) were 

underused.  

Similarly, Altenberg and Tapper (1998) found no significant overall 

overuse of adverbial connectors by Swedish learners but some underuse of contrastive 

(e.g. however) and resultive (e.g. therefore, thus) connectors, which they relate to the 

Swedish learners’ preference for less formal connectors and a certain difficulty in using 

an appropriate register for academic writing. In fact, they point out “lack of register 

awareness” as the main problem that Swedish learners exhibit in their writing when 

compared to native English students (p. 92). 

In contrast, overuse by L2 students was reported for instance by Hinkel 

(2005) and in Aijmer’s (2002) study on epistemic modal expressions, which revealed an 

overall overuse of all modal expressions under investigation. These studies relate to the 

hypothesis presented earlier that the present study will test that L2 students overuse a 

limited range of adverbial stance markers. According to Granger (as cited in Hasselgård 
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& Johansson, 2011, p. 39), “overuse” and “underuse” are neutral terms that mainly reflect 

quantitative differences between L1 and L2 use of linguistic features, as opposed to 

pointing out errors or making judgements on the quality of the L2 writing when compared 

to native writing. Comparing L1 and L2 production in terms of overuse and underuse 

instead of focusing on errors (or misuse) can be more revealing, since mastering a second 

language involves more than learning its grammar (Aijmer, 2002, p. 57). 

2.4 Stance in English L1 and L2 Academic Writing  

The interest in how stance is expressed specifically in academic writing in English has 

generated extensive research in the past decades (see e.g. Lancaster, 2016; Aull & 

Lancaster, 2014; Gray & Biber, 2012; Charles, 2009; Biber, 2006a, 2006b; Hyland, 

2005). Certain stance features have been given a prominent place in studies both on 

professional and student academic writing, including research on the expression of stance 

by second language (L2) learners of English from different mother tongue backgrounds 

(see e.g. Hyland & Milton, 1997; Hinkel, 2003, 2005).  

Developing an academic identity and conveying an authorial stance is a 

problem for most novice academic writers but especially challenging for L2 writers 

(Paltridge, 2012, p. 28; Hyland & Milton, 1997, p. 192). In particular, L2 university 

students in an EFL context have been found to have more difficulties in using the 

appropriate degree of expressing certainty or doubt (Granger & Paquot, 2009, p. 24; 

Hyland & Milton, 1997, p. 184). One possible explanation for these difficulties is that L2 

students might not feel comfortable with marking their stance due to cultural and 

rhetorical reasons (Hyland, 1998, pp. 219-220; see also Hinkel, 2005, 1995). Another 

reason could be the variety and complexity of linguistic forms that can be used to convey 

stance in English, which in addition can have multiple or overlapping meanings and 

discourse functions and be employed differently in other languages (Hinkel, 2003; 
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Altenberg & Tapper, 1998, p. 81; Hyland & Milton, 1997, p. 185). Being aware of such 

differences would help L2 students to develop an adequate academic style and register 

(Aijmer, 2002, p. 73).  

 Taking modal (epistemic) expressions as the point of focus for their corpus-based 

study, Hyland and Milton (1997) compared how British and Hong Kong students 

expressed doubt and certainty in a collection of essays written in English. The results 

indicated that both student groups used a restricted range of linguistic forms, which was 

even more limited in the L2 corpus. In addition, out of the 75 expressions they identified 

and examined, approximately half in the L2 corpus were certainty markers (e.g. always, 

actually, certain, definitely) whereas most modality expressions in the L1 corpus were 

markers of probability or doubt (e.g. appear, likely, perhaps, possible). The findings also 

revealed higher frequencies of “personalized forms” in L2 essays and a more informal 

register contrasting with the formality of academic writing. Hyland and Milton (1997, p. 

201) argue that the non-native students’ “lack of familiarity” with general academic and 

genre-specific conventions resulted in stronger claims and more difficulty in expressing 

degrees of doubt. 

In her study of adverbial markers and tone, Hinkel (2003) also found 

differences in the essay writing of native American English and non-native Asian 

(Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Indonesian) proficient students, namely that L2 learners 

employed higher median frequency rates than L1 students of adverbs of manner (e.g. 

briefly, evidently, seriously), as well as amplifiers (e.g. always, definitely, never) and 

emphatic adverbs (e.g. certainly, really, surely), which are more typical of conversational 

discourse. The more frequent use of intensifiers by L2 learners resulted in a “colloquial 

and overstated tone” (Hinkel, 2003, p. 1065) and less academic style of writing. 

Furthermore, Hinkel drew attention to the differences in meaning and function of the 
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various types of adverbials between English and other languages, which could explain 

some confusion and even misuse of these features by L2 learners due to transfer of 

syntactic and semantic properties from their first language (Hinkel, 2003, p. 1066). 

2.5 Adverbial Marking of Stance  

As noted above in the Introduction, grammatical devices are one of the possible ways of 

expressing “a stance relative to another proposition” (Biber et al., 1999, p. 966), with 

adverbials being one of the most commonly used devices. Adverbials are optional 

sentence elements that include several grammatical categories and are characterised 

mainly by their syntactic function. According to different grammar books, adverbials can 

be divided into three main types: Quirk et al. (1985) use the terminology “adjuncts”, 

“conjuncts”, and “disjuncts”, whereas Biber et al. (1999) distinguish between 

“circumstance”, “linking” and “stance” adverbials. The latter was selected for this study. 

Stance adverbials (or disjuncts) are mainly defined by their evaluative 

function, that is “commenting on the content or style of a clause or a particular part of a 

clause” (Biber et al., 1999, p. 853). These stance markers allow the speaker or writer to 

overtly convey their personal opinion, judgement or assessment; express their viewpoint 

on propositions or entities; and comment on the truth value of a proposition2 or on the 

source of information. Stance adverbials typically precede the proposition (main clause) 

which they frame (ibidem, pp. 969-971). 

Three parameters are relevant in the analysis of adverbials: grammatical 

form, placement and semantic category. Stance adverbials can take several different 

grammatical structures, namely single-word adverbs (e.g. probably), adverb phrases (e.g. 

most likely), noun phrases (e.g. no doubt), prepositional phrases (e.g. in general) and 

finite and non-finite clauses (e.g. I think, generally speaking), amongst which single 

                                                             
2 A proposition is a statement that can be said to be true or false, depending on whether it corresponds to a 
fact or not (see, for example, the definition in the Online Oxford Dictionary). 
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adverbs are, according to the LGSWE, the most common structural form. In addition, 

they can occur more or less restrictively in initial, medial (pre-verbal or post-verbal) and 

final position in the sentence. In terms of semantic classification, stance adverbials can 

belong to three main categories – epistemic, attitude and style – with different functions 

(Biber et al., 1999): 

 Epistemic stance adverbials and attitude stance adverbials both 

comment on the content of a proposition. Epistemic markers express 

the speaker’s judgment about the certainty, reliability, and limitations 

of the proposition; they can also comment on the source of the 

information. Attitude stance adverbials convey the speaker’s attitude 

or value judgment about the proposition’s content. Style adverbials, 

in contrast, describe the manner of speaking. (p. 854)  

Epistemic stance adverbials specifically can be further divided into six subcategories, as 

listed in the LGSWE and exemplified below: 

Epistemic 

Doubt and certainty, e.g. definitely, perhaps, of course, no doubt 

Actuality and reality, e.g. in actual fact, really, actually 

Source of knowledge, e.g. according to, apparently, reportedly 

Limitation, e.g. in most instances, generally, largely 

Viewpoint or perspective, e.g. from our perspective, in my opinion 

Imprecision, e.g. sort of, like, roughly, about 

Attitude 

e.g. unfortunately, amazingly, to my surprise 

Style 

e.g. simply put, frankly, in a word, in short 
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Several of the most commonly used stance adverbials can have multiple meanings and 

“serve a variety of discourse functions” (Biber et al., 1999, p. 874), such as connective 

(e.g. in fact), interactive (e.g. of course) and softening functions (e.g. really). It seems 

unavoidable then that a semantically-based categorisation will reveal cases of ambiguity 

and even context may not always be sufficient to disambiguate them. However, as argued 

by Hyland and Milton (1997), the use of pre-established, discrete categories is “widely 

employed in the literature […] and proved valuable in the empirical analysis” (p. 192).  

In addition, the fact that some stance adverbials can modify clauses, 

sentences or single words adds complexity to their analysis and categorisation. In this 

study, however, placement in the sentence is not taken into account, and semantic 

category is the main distinguishing factor in the classification of stance adverbials found 

in the data analysed. 

 

3. Methodology and Data 

The following subsections describe the material and method used to carry out the present 

study, including the criteria for selecting and classifying stance adverbials.  

3.1 Data and Method of Collection 

The data analysed comes from the British Academic Written English (BAWE) corpus of 

proficient university-level student writing. It contains a large collection of texts produced 

by native and non-native English students for assessment purposes in a variety of 

academic genres (e.g. essays, literature reviews, research reports) across four main 

disciplinary areas (Arts and Humanities, Social Sciences, Life Sciences and Physical 

Sciences). The assignments were collected from four levels of study (first-, second- and 

third-year undergraduate and taught masters) and had received a grade of “Distinction” 

or “Merit”, which means that all students are proficient users of English.  
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About one third of the corpus data was contributed by L2 English speakers 

from different first-language backgrounds. It is not made clear in the BAWE corpus 

documentation whether the non-native students use English as a foreign language or as a 

second language; however, the spreadsheet3 provided with the corpus material includes 

information regarding the number of years that L2 students had attended secondary 

education abroad (identified as “OSA” in the metadata) before attending university in the 

UK. According to the spreadsheet figures, 83% had studied exclusively abroad, which 

suggests that the non-native students are predominantly EFL learners, not ESL. 

All searches and analyses were carried out through the Sketch Engine4 

search interface, an online tool that allows users to access large corpora of authentic 

language use in various languages. Table 1 shows the total number of words and texts in 

the L1 and L2 subcorpora. Due to time restrictions, it was not possible to determine how 

many texts and words each student contributed to each subcorpus. However, it was 

considered that the risk of skewed findings was minimal given the total amount of data. 

Table 1. Size of subcorpora5 

 
 

 

 

 
3.2 Selection and Classification of Stance Adverbials 

As discussed in the Theoretical Background section, a wide range of stance expressions 

has been analysed in previous research from various perspectives and using different 

                                                             
3 Retrievable from: http://www.coventry.ac.uk/research/research-directories/current-projects/2015/british-
academic-written-english-corpus-bawe/. The spreadsheet contains metadata about the individual texts and 
contributing authors, including age, gender, first language, level of study, grade, etc. 
4 Information on BAWE in Sketch Engine is provided at the following webpage: 
 https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/al/research/collections/bawe/searching/ 
5 Figures collected from the BAWE “Corpus info” page on Sketch Engine. 

 Words Texts 

L1 4,819,448 1,953 

L2 2,148,640 808 

Total 6,968,088 2,761 
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approaches. It is not surprising then that no definitive list of stance markers was found in 

the literature that could be used for this study. In addition, the several lists consulted 

include varying sets and overlapping categories of stance markers. 

A preliminary list of stance adverbials (see Appendix 1) was therefore 

compiled from the literature (Biber, 2006b; Biber et al., 1999; Hyland & Milton, 1997) 

and frequency information was gathered for each adverbial in the L1 and L2 subcorpora 

through Sketch Engine’s search interface (see Appendix 2). The searches were performed 

using the Make Concordance option and the Subcorpus filters “All except English as 

author first language” and “English as author first language”. Additionally, where 

relevant the POS (Parts-of-Speech) filter was used to search for adverbs only (e.g. about, 

around, like), in order to reduce the number of potential irrelevant occurrences. A quick 

check of the concordance lines revealed, however, that the filter was not completely 

reliable. For example, filtering like as an adverb also showed instances where it was used 

as a verb (e.g. “how one would like to perform”, “he decides he rather likes it”). Due to 

these problematic searches and the total amount of data for analysis, some adverbial forms 

were excluded from the preliminary list initially compiled:  

• adverbs that are also prepositions (e.g. about, around) or homonyms (e.g. like, 

likely) and that could potentially originate too many irrelevant occurrences;  

• derived forms that could generate duplicated figures (e.g. only technically was 

kept, technically speaking was removed); 

• adverbials for which no occurrences were found in both subcorpora.  

Some examples6 of excluded instances are presented below: 

(1) I would like to do so by looking at two possible ways the SD can be 

understood/described, either as physical causal intermediaries or as mind-dependent 

                                                             
6 All examples are identified between parentheses by their “Document ID number” as provided by Sketch 
Engine. Any typographical or grammatical errors were kept. 
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entities, and then showing that both of these accounts are ultimately incoherent, 

which undermines the whole R theory. (6180l) 

(2) With the Age of Empire, the connections became increasingly 

determined according to European demands. (0042a) 

(3) Seismometers and tiltmeters are set up around the volcano to monitor any 

seismic activity or bulges appearing on the mountain. (6200h) 

 
The final list of adverbial stance markers used for this study comprises 103 

adverbials, nearly half of which are rarely used in the BAWE corpus. Appendix 3 shows 

the normalised frequencies per million words (given the different size of the subcorpora) 

of all the occurrences found, as summarised in Table 2 below. It is important to note that 

at this stage context was not taken into account, which means that the total number of 

occurrences could potentially include non-stance meanings. However, “[m]any 

individual stance markers convey only a single stance meaning” (Biber et al., 1999, p. 

972), which seems to be predominantly true based on a cursory examination of the 

adverbials with higher frequencies. 

Table 2. Total number of occurrences in L1 and L2 subcorpora 

(raw and normalised frequencies per million words) 

 

 

 

Appendix 4 presents the subsequent classification of the selected adverbials 

according to the relevant syntactic structure and semantic category. It should be noted 

that, in terms of semantic classification, the LGSWE framework was not followed strictly 

as described in 2.5 above. Based on the figures presented in Appendix 3, it was considered 

that dividing the most numerous epistemic category “Doubt and certainty” into separate 

“Doubt” and “Certainty” subcategories would allow for a more detailed analysis of any 

 Raw frequency Frequency pmw 

L1 21,008 4,359 

L2 8,266 3,847 
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differences found in the distribution per semantic category, which is further discussed in 

section 4.2.  

3.3 Method of Analysis 

Adopting an empirical approach, the present study uses a corpus linguistics methodology 

to identify the most frequently used adverbial stance markers in the BAWE corpus and 

examine how L1 and L2 students use them in similar or different ways to mark stance.  

The method of analysis employed in this study is predominantly 

quantitative. However, in addition to determining frequency rates, it was necessary to 

carry out contextual analyses at different stages. First, a random sample of concordance 

lines was reviewed to classify each of the 103 adverbial forms according to its semantic 

category (see Appendix 4). For instance, usually is not explicitly listed in the LGSWE 

but is classified as a “Style” adverb in Biber’s (2006b, p. 92) list of stance devices, 

whereas Hyland and Milton (1997, p. 205) categorize it under “Usuality”; in the present 

study, usually was placed in the epistemic “Limitation” epistemic subcategory based on 

its main use in the analysed data to limit the proposition by describing what is the usual 

case, as illustrated in examples (4) and (5).  

(4) An ANN is usually designed to change its structure based on external or internal 

information flowing through it to get a 'desirable' output. (6202c) 

(5) Falling prices, and increase in output are usually seen as a good sign in an 

economy. However, falling prices and increase in output has reached such a point in 

Japan that it is becoming more malicious for the economy than anything else. 

(0055a) 

Second, a closer analysis of the stance adverbials that showed the most distinctive 

differences and similarities in terms of frequency between the L1 and L2 subcorpora (see 

4.3 below) was carried out again through random sampling.  
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It should be noted that while analysing the data no distinction was made 

between word- and sentence-level modifier adverbials, but all were equally treated as 

stance markers. However, only instances of running text were taken into account, 

excluding adverbials found in footnotes or quotes, as in the following example:  

(6) The book sets out in an ambitious tone. In its introductory note, the authors 

forebode sensational conclusions, expecting 'that many people will have a "This 

can't possibly be true" reaction' (p. xix). (0003a) 

The analysis of concordance lines was not always straightforward. A number of instances 

required more context than the single concordance line provided and were reviewed using 

the expanded concordance functionality on the search interface (an example is shown in 

Figure 1). Even so, it is possible that a few adverbials could be classified differently if 

reviewed by another person or if the data were analysed in their entirety. 

 

Figure 1. Example of an expanded concordance line from Sketch Engine 

 

4. Results 

This section presents the overall frequency of adverbial stance markers used by L1 and 

L2 student writers followed by the distribution of types of stance adverbials preferred by 

each student group. Finally, the most distinctive differences and similarities between L1 

and L2 uses of stance adverbials are discussed. 
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4.1 Overall Frequency of Use of Stance Adverbials in L1 and L2 Student Writing 

Based on the list of selected adverbials, a total of 21,008 and 8,266 occurrences of 

adverbials were identified in the L1 and L2 subcorpora, respectively. Appendix 3 shows 

the overall distribution per first language of the author, which is summarised in Table 3 

below. The figures indicate that non-native students use fewer stance adverbials in their 

writing than the native students, 3,847 and 4,359 per million words respectively. Out of 

the total 103 searched items, L1 students make use of nearly the entire set while L2 

students use 93 of them.  

Table 3. Total number of stance adverbials in the L1 and L2 subcorpora (raw 

and normalised per million words) 

 Items Raw frequency Frequency pmw Subcorpus size 

L1 99 21,008 4,359 4,819,448 

L2 93 8,266 3,847 2,148,640 

 
The top-thirty and top-twenty adverbial forms make up 85% of all occurrences in the L1 

and L2 subcorpora, respectively. When more than 100 occurrences per million words are 

considered, 12 different forms of adverbials are predominantly used, which indicates that 

both student groups rely significantly on a limited number of adverbials to mark stance. 

In fact, the top-six adverbials account for approximately one-third of all occurrences in 

both subcorpora. Tables 4 and 5 show the most frequently used stance markers with more 

than 100 occurrences per million words in each subcorpus. 

Table 4. The most common stance adverbials in L1 subcorpus by number of occurrences 

 Raw 

frequency 

Normalised 

frequency pmw 

perhaps 1,454 252.18 

always 1,271 220.44 

indeed 1,101 190.96 

clearly 1,082 187.66 

never 1,080 187.31 

generally 879 152.45 
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in fact 841 145.86 

actually 835 144.82 

usually 794 137.71 

relatively 733 127.13 

approximately 634 109.96 

probably 599 103.89 

 

Table 5. The most common stance adverbials in L2 subcorpus by number of occurrences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition to the overall similarities already noted, there is also a significant 

amount of overlap of individual stance markers, as highlighted (in bold) in Tables 4 and 

5. The ranking of items, however, differs significantly. Ten adverbials are common to 

both subcorpora: perhaps and approximately are the different ones in the L1 subcorpus, 

while mainly and kind of are specific to the L2 subcorpus. Focusing on the number of 

occurrences, perhaps, mainly, and kind of are employed considerably more by one of the 

student groups than the other. Out of these three adverbials, perhaps is overwhelmingly 

preferred by L1 students (252 vs. 74 per million words), while L2 students use mainly 

 Raw 

frequency 

Normalised 

frequency pmw 

always 507 197.24 

relatively 447 173.89 

mainly 446 173.51 

clearly 427 166.11 

usually 424 164.95 

generally 418 162.61 

kind of 413 160.67 

indeed 373 145.11 

in fact 363 141.22 

actually 349 135.77 

probably 324 126.04 

never 286 111.26 
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and kind of in higher frequencies (174 vs. 84 and 161 vs. 82 occurrences per million 

words, respectively). These differences in frequency indicate both an underuse and an 

overuse of specific adverbials by L2 students, which correspond to the findings by 

Granger and Tyson (1996) as well as Altenberg and Tapper (1998) in relation to 

individual connectors. It is important to note that, as previously mentioned in section 2.3, 

the terms “overuse” and “underuse” are employed throughout this study in a neutral 

manner merely to refer to the higher or lower frequency with which the non-native 

students use certain adverbial forms when compared to the native group. In fact, the less 

frequent use of certain adverbials by L2 students can be regarded a positive aspect, as 

discussed in more detail in section 4.3. 

The results presented above show no overall overuse of stance adverbials 

by L2 students and, therefore, do not validate the hypothesis that they employ stance 

markers more often than L1 students. Both student groups use predominantly a relatively 

limited range of adverbials; however, the non-natives use a slightly less varied set of 

adverbials than the native students. These findings are in line with those reported by 

Hyland and Milton (1997) for L1 and L2 learners in that both groups rely significantly 

on a limited range of modal expressions, which was even more restricted in the case of 

the non-native learners.  

The overall similarities between L1 and L2 students discussed here and in 

the following subsections could be related to differences in age, length of education and 

proficiency level of the non-native contributors of the BAWE corpus when compared to 

the non-native learners in other studies of student academic writing (Hinkel, 2003; 

Hyland & Milton, 1997; Granger & Tyson, 1996, Altenberg & Tapper, 1998). 

Furthermore, genre and discipline variation could also have had some influence in the 
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findings reported here, but these factors would require a more extensive analysis that is 

beyond the scope of the present study. 

4.2 Type of Stance Adverbials Used in L1 and L2 Student Writing  

Each of the 103 selected stance adverbials was classified manually according to the 

relevant syntactic and semantic categories outlined in section 2.5 (see Appendix 4). 

Regarding the syntactic structures, single-word adverbs7 (e.g. possibly, indeed) are the 

most represented in both subcorpora accounting for 65% of all searched items. Their 

prominence in the data corresponds to the corpus findings from the LGSWE, which also 

identifies prepositional phrases (e.g. in general, for a fact) as the second most common 

in academic prose (Biber et al., 1999 p. 983). The remaining structures are the least used, 

in descending order of frequency: finite/non-finite clauses (e.g. I think), adverb phrases 

(e.g. most likely) and noun phrases (e.g. no doubt). Figure 2 illustrates the percentage 

distribution of adverbial syntactic structures in the L1 and L2 subcorpora. 

 

 

Figure 2. Percentage distribution of adverbial syntactic structures in the L1 and L2 subcorpora 

 

                                                             
7 Following Biber et al. (1999, p. 862), kind of, sort of and of course are considered fixed, single-word 
adverbs because their meaning derives from the whole rather than from each component word separately; 
on the other hand, in fact is not a fixed expression and “is therefore considered a prepositional phrase”. 
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As can be seen in Figure 2, there are very few differences in terms of syntactic 

patterns: single-word adverbs constitute the most used structure in both subcorpora (87% 

and 86%, respectively); prepositional phrases are slightly more represented in the L2 than 

in the L1 subcorpus (9% vs. 7%); and noun phrases are very rarely used by both student 

groups. It should be noted that, by applying the criteria listed in section 3.2, some 

prepositional phrases and non-finite clauses were excluded and are therefore not 

represented in the figures shown in Figure 2; however, nearly all of them occurred rarely 

or not at all in the data.   

Similarly, no major differences can be identified between the native and 

non-native students with respect to the distribution of the main semantic categories of 

adverbial stance markers, as can be seen in Table 6 below. Whereas attitude adverbials 

are as frequently used (5%), epistemic and style stance adverbials are preferred by L1 and 

L2 students respectively but only by a minimal difference of one percentage point. In 

addition, in both subcorpora the 25 most frequently used adverbials are epistemic stance 

markers, which indicates a very similar use of stance marking overall. These results are 

somewhat in line with Biber’s (2006b) findings, even though the emphasis of his study 

was on register differences in university genres. Despite being less predominant in the 

written than in spoken registers, epistemic stance was the most common category overall, 

whereas attitude and style adverbs were the least used in academic genres.  

Table 6. Distribution of adverbials per semantic category (raw 

frequency and percentage) 

 L1 % L2 % 

Epistemic  19,547 93 7,643 92 

- certainty 6,449 31 2,284 28 

- doubt 3,259 15 847 10 

- actuality/reality 2,492 12 1,008 12 

- source of knowledge 241 1 56 1 
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Some differences can be seen, however, within the epistemic category. In 

terms of percentage (see Figures 3 and 4), the main differences are found in the “Doubt” 

and “Limitation” subcategories, which suggests that L1 students prefer adverbials that 

mark possibility and probability (15% vs 10%), such as perhaps and probably, while 

inversely L2 students use more limiting expressions (23% vs 18%), such as mainly and 

generally. The two groups also follow a similar pattern with respect to two other 

epistemic subcategories, “Certainty” and “Imprecision”, with native students employing 

in the inverse proportion more certainty markers (e.g. always, never) and less imprecision 

expressions (e.g. kind of, relatively) than the non-native students. In contrast, L1 and L2 

students generally employ markers of “Actuality and reality”, “Source of knowledge” and 

“Viewpoint or perspective” to the same extent. 

 

Figure 3. Distribution of the main semantic categories in the L1 and L2 subcorpora by percentage 
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Attitude 1,003 5 402 5 

Style 458 2 221 3 

Total 21,008  8,266  
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Figure 4. Distribution of epistemic subcategories in the L1 and L2 subcorpora by percentage 

The findings point, therefore, to an overall similarity in the subcorpora with 

respect to meaning. This is in contradiction to the results reported by Hyland and Milton 

(1997, p. 193), who found that L2 learners “employ about 60% more certainty markers 

than do their L1 counterparts”, whereas the latter used “73% more items expressing 

probability”. Drawing on Hyland and Milton’s general distinction between certainty and 

qualification, this study has found that both student groups tend to use more tentative than 

certainty expressions (when the figures for doubt, limitation, and imprecision are summed 

up) to mark their stance. It should be noted, however, that this study uses data contributed 

by L2 students that differ somewhat from the non-native learners (identified as “school 

leavers”) in Hyland and Milton’s study, which could explain some of the differences 

reported here. 

4.3 Analysis of Selected Adverbials Based on Frequency 

In addition to the three most distinctive cases of overuse and underuse by the non-native 

students briefly noted in 4.1, there are other differences as well as similarities that stand 

out and will now be discussed in more detail.  
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Table 7 shows the 20 most common adverbials overall in descending order 

of frequency in the L1 and L2 subcorpora. Eight of the adverbial forms are certainty 

markers (e.g. indeed, certainly), whereas twelve of them can be generally regarded as 

tentative expressions, including markers of doubt (e.g. probably, possibly), limitation (in 

general, largely) and imprecision (e.g. relatively, approximately), which confirms the 

findings presented in section 4.2 concerning the distribution of semantic categories (see 

also Appendix 4). It is interesting to note that most of the adverbials denoting doubt, 

limitation or imprecision show higher frequency rates in the L2 subcorpus, while all the 

certainty markers in the top-twenty are employed more often by L1 students. These results 

are in contradiction with those reported by Hyland & Milton (1997) and by Hinkel (2003), 

who found that the non-native writers in her study used amplifiers and emphatics, such 

as always, never, indeed, certainly and clearly, “at significantly greater median rates” (p. 

1058) than the native writers. 

Table 7. The 20 most common adverbial stance markers 

overall by frequency per million words 

 L1 L2 

perhaps 252.18 74.30 

always 220.44 197.24 

indeed 190.96 145.11 

clearly 187.66 166.11 

never 187.31 111.26 

relatively 127.13 173.89 

mainly 84.29 173.51 

usually 137.71 164.95 

generally 152.45 162.61 

kind of 82.38 160.67 

in fact 145.86 141.22 

actually 144.82 135.77 

probably 103.89 126.04 

approximately 109.96 61.08 
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certainly 99.03 52.91 

really 96.43 89.48 

possibly 95.39 73.14 

largely 85.16 65.36 

in general 54.98 83.64 

primarily 71.11 47.07 

Note: Underline marks underuse; bold marks overuse by L2 group8  

    
Regarding individual forms, when compared to the frequency rates in the L1 subcorpus, 

some notable differences can be found for 8 adverbials in the L2 subcorpus: 5 are 

underused (perhaps, indeed, never, approximately, certainly) while 3 are overused 

(relatively, mainly, kind of).  

The most strikingly underused item is perhaps, with L1 students using it 

over three times more often than L2 students. According to Biber et al.’s (1999, pp. 867-

869) corpus findings, perhaps is one of the most common adverbials across registers and 

indeed the single most used adverbial in academic prose (followed by probably, of course, 

and generally).  It can be used for several functions beyond showing doubt, such as 

expressing “predictions, suppositions, explanations, and interpretations that have not 

been clearly proven” (ibidem, p. 868). It is then possible that native students are more 

aware of all possible functions of perhaps in academic writing than the non-native 

students. In the data analysed, both L1 and L2 students use this epistemic doubt marker 

for a similar function, mainly to show their doubt regarding the proposition: 

(7) This is perhaps because the article has been published in a notorious scientific 

magazine. (0212b) 

(8) For instance, it was found that noise could perhaps not be reduced below a certain 

level since the mechanisms (motor/paddle) used contributed much to the effect of 

noise. In order to reduce noise there is a need to control its cause. (6103b)  

                                                             
8 The cut-off point for determining overuse and underuse for each adverbial was one-third of the raw 
occurrences. 
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Another possible explanation for perhaps being underused is that L2 students might be 

using other modal expressions or adverbials to convey uncertainty to a greater extent, 

such as maybe and possibly, which can be used in similar contexts but in different 

registers, the former being more typical of (informal) spoken and the latter of (formal) 

written registers. The frequency rate for maybe in the L2 subcorpus shows that it is indeed 

used more frequently than in the native data (44 vs 33 occurrences per million words), 

however the same does not hold true for possibly (73 vs 95). The underuse of perhaps 

could also be related to the tendency identified earlier (see Table 6) of native students 

using more doubt adverbials (e.g. possibly, perhaps), whereas a relatively higher presence 

of imprecision markers (e.g. relatively, kind of) was found in the non-native subcorpus. 

Both epistemic subcategories mark uncertainty through different devices, one expressing 

the degree of possibility more clearly than the other.  

This tendency to mark vagueness to a greater extent in the L2 subcorpus 

could explain the overuse of relatively and kind of, both markers of imprecision and 

somewhat less formal and precise than approximately, which is employed almost twice 

as often by L1 students. It should be noted that the inclusion of other adverbials (or other 

grammatical structures not examined here) that are commonly used as imprecision or 

hedging devices, such as about and around, could have impacted the findings of the 

present study.  

Another case of overuse by L2 students, mainly (and, to a less extent, 

usually), which is classified as an epistemic limitation adverbial, can also convey some 

degree of vagueness, allowing the writer to be not completely specific about the 

proposition (9). In addition, generally and in general are also employed more frequently 

by L2 students and have a similar function of marking the generality or non-specificity 

of a statement (10, 11). 
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(9) The tripartite division of urban development of the Near East, the Early, Middle 

and Late Bronze Age, is rooted in the history of Egypt (Falconer 1994). The 

conclusions are mainly based on pottery data and written sources. (6203e) 

(10) In general, the test results illustrate that recursive least squares algorithm is 

effective in parameter estimation and modeling. (6175a) 

(11)  It is also interesting to note that fiduciary duties are different from 'any 

obligation imposed by tort law', since tort law generally 'does not require people to 

act for the benefit of others and to ignore their own interests, but to avoid causing 

"disbenefit" to others'. (0410a) 

It could be argued that the predominance in the L2 subcorpus of such adverbials as 

mainly, relatively, kind of, generally, in general, and usually suggests that the non-native 

writing is less precise than that of the native students. On the other hand, imprecision (or 

hedging) is a characteristic feature of academic discourse, which could indicate that the 

non-native students are in fact more aware, to some extent, of certain conventions of 

academic writing. 

Regarding the main similarities, the stance adverbials that mostly stand out 

belong to the same epistemic subcategory: in fact, actually, really. Both L1 and L2 

students seem to employ these adverbials similarly to convey facts and to some degree to 

mark their certainty about the proposition; all three adverbials can assume, however, 

overlapping functions in different contexts, such as linking clauses or emphasising:  

(12) In addition to the research shown in figure 1, there are other virulence factors 

of L. pneumophila that are established in amoebae and not only enable growth in 

macrophages, but in fact increase the incidence of the organism and the rate at which 

complications with the disease are created. (0009e) 

(13) Interestingly, Spain had actually increasing reserves before the crisis but when 

the crisis took place, there was a sudden drop in reserves. (0076b) 

(14) The eddy correlation is perhaps the more accurate of the methods because its 

accuracy really only depends on the frequency of sampling, the instrument lag and 

calibration accuracy of the instrument. (6200g) 
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In example (12) above, in fact is not only used to convey a fact but also to connect with 

a preceding proposition, whereas the actuality (or reality) of the information is reinforced 

by the emphasising use of actually (13) and really (14).  

 

5. Conclusion 

This study has focused on the expression of stance in the academic writing of proficient 

native and non-native university students. It examined the types and overall frequency of 

use of adverbial stance markers in the BAWE corpus by L1 and L2 students, as well as 

the most distinctive differences and similarities with respect to the adverbial forms most 

commonly used by each student group.  

The hypothesis that L2 students both rely on a narrower range of stance 

adverbials and employ them more frequently than L1 students was partially invalidated 

by the findings. In contrast to previous research, the present study found that L1 students 

use stance adverbials more frequently than L2 students. The results also indicate, 

however, that the two groups use predominantly the same types and forms of adverbials 

to a similar extent, with only a few differences, which is in line with previous research 

(see e.g. Granger & Tyson, 1996; Altenberg & Tapper, 1998). 

Regarding the syntactic realization of stance adverbials, very few 

differences were found. Single-word adverbs are used predominantly and to a similar 

extent by both native and non-native students, followed by prepositional phrases that are 

slightly more used by the latter. These results are in line with the LGSWE’s corpus 

findings for academic prose (Biber et al., 1999, p. 983). In terms of semantic category, 

epistemic stance markers are used substantially more than attitude or style markers by 

both student groups. Similarly, L1 and L2 students vary only slightly in their use of 

markers of certainty and doubt, which is in contradiction with findings from other studies, 
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such as Hyland and Milton’s (1997) study which showed that the L2 students’ significant 

use of certainty markers resulted in stronger claims, as opposed to the more cautious 

(vague) language preferred by the native students and that is also characteristic of 

academic writing by means of hedging devices. However, the non-native groups 

investigated by that study and the present one differ to some extent, which makes it 

difficult to make any direct comparisons. 

In addition, no considerable differences were found with respect to the 

higher frequency stance adverbials overall, but each student group favoured a few specific 

adverbials. The most distinctive differences were reflected in the underuse of perhaps 

and overuse of mainly and kind of by L2 students. Some possible reasons were presented; 

however, a more detailed qualitative analysis would be needed to substantiate them or 

make any generalisations based on the findings reported here. 

It is important to note that the research design of the present study is limited 

in some ways. First, genre and discipline variation is not accounted for, nor is first-

language background. These factors could be taken into consideration in the analysis of 

particular language uses or patterns in a more comprehensive study. Second, no 

distinction was made between word- and sentence-modification, because it was 

considered that, due to the greater mobility of adverbials, stance is conveyed to some 

extent regardless of where they are placed in the sentence. An investigation on adverbial 

placement could, however, shed further light on possible preferred patterns by L1 and L2 

students. Finally, a closer qualitative analysis would be needed to accurately establish the 

reasons for the main differences and similarities found. The large amount of data and the 

limited scope of this study prevented a thorough examination of every instance in context, 

which could reveal potential cases of misuse or that the same adverbials predominantly 
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used by both student groups are in fact employed differently and for different discourse 

functions. 

As a general conclusion, the findings of the present study seem to indicate 

that university students, both native and non-native speakers, could benefit from specific 

guidance to expand the range of their academic vocabulary in English as well as to express 

their views and stance more effectively. Teaching materials containing more detailed 

information about usage and functions of adverbial stance markers could also help to 

minimise cases of overuse or underuse of particular stance adverbials, especially where 

register plays an important role, such as in academic writing. 
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Appendix 1 – List of stance adverbials compiled from the literature (Biber, 2006b; 
Biber et al., 1999; Hyland & Milton, 1997) 
 
about 
according to 
actually 
always 
amazingly 
apparently 
approximately 
arguably 
around 
as anticipated 
as expected 
as might be expected 
as one might expect 
astonishingly 
briefly 
certainly 
clearly 
comparatively speaking 
confidentially 
conveniently 
curiously 
decidedly 
definitely 
disappointingly 
disturbingly 
doubtless 
even more importantly 
even worse 
evidently 
figuratively speaking 
for a fact 
fortunately 
frankly 
from my perspective 
from our perspective 
from this perspective 
generally 
generally speaking 
honestly 
hopefully 
I believe 
I guess 
I think 
importantly 

in a word 
in actual fact 
in essence 
in fact 
in general 
in most cases 
in most instances 
in my opinion 
in my view 
in our view 
in short 
incontestably 
incontrovertibly 
indeed 
inevitably 
interestingly 
ironically 
kind of 
largely 
like 
likely 
mainly 
maybe 
most certainly 
most important of all 
most importantly 
most likely 
most surprising of all 
most surprisingly 
never 
no doubt 
obviously 
of course 
on the whole 
perhaps 
possibly 
predictably 
preferably 
presumably 
primarily 
probably 
putting it bluntly 
quite 
quite clearly 

quite frankly 
quite honestly 
quite likely 
quite rightly 
rarely 
rather likely 
rather surprisingly 
really 
regrettably 
relatively 
reportedly 
reputedly 
rightly 
roughly 
sadly 
sensibly 
simply put 
so to speak 
sort of 
strictly  
strictly speaking 
surely 
surprisingly 
technically 
technically speaking 
to be honest 
to put it bluntly 
to put it simply 
to my regret 
to my surprise 
truly 
truthfully 
typically 
undeniably 
undoubtedly 
unfortunately 
usually 
very likely 
wisely 
without doubt  
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Appendix 2 – Distribution of stance adverbials by student’s first language (raw and 
normalised per million words). 
 

Rank Adverbial L1 
(Raw) 

L1 
(Normalised) 

L2 
(Raw) 

L2 
(Normalised) 

1 about 1,648 285.83 822 319.78 
2 according to 1,061 184.02 1341 521.68 
3 actually 835 144.82 349 135.77 
4 always 1,271 220.44 507 197.24 
5 amazingly 4 0.69 7 2.72 
6 apparently 154 26.71 41 15.95 
7 approximately 634 109.96 157 61.08 
8 arguably 280 48.56 49 19.06 

9 around 592 102.68 182 70.8 
10 as anticipated 2 0.35 2 0.78 
11 as expected 68 11.79 36 14.00 
12 as might be expected 3 0.52 0 0 
13 as one might expect 0 0 2 0.78 
14 astonishingly 4 0.69 3 1.17 
15 briefly 124 21.51 76 29.57 
16 certainly 571 99.03 136 52.91 
17 clearly 1,082 187.66 427 166.11 
18 comparatively speaking 0 0 0 0 
19 confidentially 4 0.69 0 0 
20 conveniently 18 3.12 10 3.89 
21 curiously 6 1.04 3 1.17 
22 decidedly 14 2.43 1 0.39 
23 definitely 106 18.38 96 37.35 
24 disappointingly 2 0.35 0 0 
25 disturbingly 8 1.39 0 0 
26 doubtless 9 1.56 0 0 
27 even more importantly 0 0 0 0 
28 even worse 10 1.73 13 5.06 
29 evidently 78 13.53 12 4.67 
30 figuratively speaking 0 0 0 0 
31 for a fact 0 0 1 0.39 
32 fortunately 35 6.07 9 3.50 
33 frankly 3 0.52 1 0.39 
34 from my perspective 0 0 0 0 
35 from our perspective 1 0.17 0 0 
36 from this perspective 12 2.08 6 2.33 
37 generally 879 152.45 418 162.61 
38 generally speaking 28 10.89 12 2.08 
39 honestly 12 2.08 2 0.78 
40 hopefully 98 17.00 21 8.17 
41 I believe 254 44.05 68 26.45 
42 I guess 4 0.69 3 1.17 
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43 I think 291 50.47 99 38.51 
44 importantly 184 31.91 67 26.06 
45 in a word 8 1.39 20 7.78 
46 in actual fact 16 2.78 2 0.78 
47 in essence 64 11.10 13 5.06 
48 in fact 841 145.86 363 141.22 
49 in general 317 54.98 215 83.64 
50 in most cases 56 9.71 31 12.06 
51 in most instances 0 0 1 0.39 
52 in my opinion 70 12.14 50 19.45 
53 in my view 33 5.72 3 1.17 
54 in our view 1 0.17 1 0.39 
55 in short 70 12.14 38 14.78 
56 incontestably 1 0.17 0 0 
57 incontrovertibly 2 0.35 1 0.39 
58 indeed 1,101 190.96 373 145.11 
59 inevitably 167 28.96 62 24.12 
60 interestingly 100 17.34 45 17.51 
61 ironically 73 12.66 15 5.84 
62 kind of 475 82.38 413 160.67 
63 largely 491 85.16 168 65.36 
64 like 897 155.57 436 169.62 
65 likely 1,260 218.53 375 145.88 
66 mainly 486 84.29 446 173.51 
67 maybe 188 32.61 114 44.35 
68 most certainly 21 3.64 3 1.17 
69 most important of all 2 0.35 1 0.39 
70 most importantly 69 11.97 31 12.06 
71 most likely 285 49.43 53 20.62 
72 most surprising of all 0 0 0 0 
73 most surprisingly 0 0 0 0 
74 never 1,080 187.31 286 111.26 
75 no doubt 100 17.34 36 14.00 
76 obviously 306 53.07 121 47.07 
77 of course 287 49.78 99 38.51 
78 on the whole 70 12.14 24 9.34 
79 perhaps 1,454 252.18 191 74.30 
80 possibly 550 95.39 188 73.14 
81 predictably 8 1.39 2 0.78 
82 preferably 22 3.82 16 6.22 
83 presumably 68 11.79 19 7.39 
84 primarily 410 71.11 121 47.07 
85 probably 599 103.89 324 126.04 
86 putting it bluntly 0 0 0 0 
87 quite 795 137.88 612 73.41 
88 quite clearly 15 2.60 2 0.78 
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89 quite frankly 1 0.17 0 0 
90 quite honestly 0 0 0 0 
91 quite likely 7 1.21 1 0.39 
92 quite rightly 10 1.73 0 0 
93 rarely 211 36.60 45 17.51 
94 rather likely 0 0 0 0 
95 rather surprisingly 1 0.17 1 0.39 
96 really 556 96.43 230 89.48 
97 regrettably 5 0.87 1 0.39 
98 relatively 733 127.13 447 173.89 
99 reportedly 8 1.39 2 0.78 
100 reputedly 1 0.17 1 0.39 
101 rightly 59 10.23 16 6.22 
102 roughly 171 29.66 37 14.39 
103 sadly 17 2.95 5 1.95 
104 sensibly 14 2.43 1 0.39 
105 simply put 8 1.39 3 1.17 
106 so to speak 9 1.56 3 1.17 
107 sort of 236 40.93 76 29.57 
108 strictly  117 20.29 49 19.06 
109 strictly speaking 7 1.21 2 0.78 
110 surely 184 31.91 58 22.56 
111 surprisingly 57 9.89 33 12.84 
112 technically 38 6.59 15 5.84 
113 technically speaking 0 0 1 0.39 
114 to be honest 2 0.35 0 0 
115 to put it bluntly 0 0 0 0 
116 to put it simply 3 0.52 0 0 
117 to my regret 1 0.17 0 0 
118 to my surprise 0 0 1 0.39 
119 truly 244 42.32 63 24.51 
120 truthfully 5 0.87 4 1.56 
121 typically 280 48.56 78 30.34 
122 undeniably 25 4.34 4 1.56 
123 undoubtedly 126 21.85 72 28.01 
124 unfortunately 198 34.34 87 33.85 
125 usually 794 137.71 424 164.95 
126 very likely 16 2.78 22 8.56 
127 wisely 5 0.87 6 2.33 
128 without doubt 17 2.95 5 1.95 
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Appendix 3 – Distribution of selected stance adverbials by student’s first language 
(normalised per million words). 
 
This list excludes prepositions (e.g. about), homonyms (e.g. like) and derived forms (e.g. 
technically speaking), as well as those adverbials with zero occurrences in both 
subcorpora. 
 

Rank Adverbial L1 L2 
1 actually 144.82 135.77 
2 always 220.44 197.24 
3 amazingly 0.69 2.72 
4 apparently 26.71 15.95 
5 approximately 109.96 61.08 
6 arguably 48.56 19.06 
7 as anticipated 0.35 0.78 
8 as expected 11.79 14 

9 as might be expected 0.52 0 
10 as one might expect 0 0.78 
11 astonishingly 0.69 1.17 
12 briefly 21.51 29.57 
13 certainly 99.03 52.91 
14 clearly 187.66 166.11 
15 confidentially 0.69 0 
16 conveniently 3.12 3.89 
17 curiously 1.04 1.17 
18 decidedly 2.43 0.39 
19 definitely 18.38 37.35 
20 disappointingly 0.35 0 
21 disturbingly 1.39 0 
22 doubtless 1.56 0 
23 even worse 1.73 5.06 
24 evidently 13.53 4.67 
25 for a fact 0 0.39 
26 fortunately 6.07 3.5 
27 frankly 0.52 0.39 
28 from our perspective 0.17 0 
29 from this perspective 2.08 2.33 
30 generally 152.45 162.61 
31 honestly 2.08 0.78 
32 hopefully 17 8.17 
33 I believe 44.05 26.45 
34 I guess 0.69 1.17 
35 I think 50.47 38.51 
36 importantly 31.91 26.06 
37 in a word 1.39 7.78 
38 in actual fact 2.78 0.78 
39 in essence 11.1 5.06 
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40 in fact 145.86 141.22 
41 in general 54.98 83.64 
42 in most cases 9.71 12.06 
43 in most instances 0 0.39 
44 in my opinion 12.14 19.45 
45 in my view 5.72 1.17 
46 in our view 0.17 0.39 
47 in short 12.14 14.78 
48 incontestably 0.17 0 
49 incontrovertibly 0.35 0.39 
50 indeed 190.96 145.11 
51 inevitably 28.96 24.12 
52 interestingly 17.34 17.51 
53 ironically 12.66 5.84 
54 kind of 82.38 160.67 
55 largely 85.16 65.36 
56 mainly 84.29 173.51 
57 maybe 32.61 44.35 
58 most important of all 0.35 0.39 
59 most likely 49.43 20.62 
60 never 187.31 111.26 
61 no doubt 17.34 14 
62 obviously 53.07 47.07 
63 of course 49.78 38.51 
64 on the whole 12.14 9.34 
65 perhaps 252.18 74.3 
66 possibly 95.39 73.14 
67 predictably 1.39 0.78 
68 preferably 3.82 6.22 
69 presumably 11.79 7.39 
70 primarily 71.11 47.07 
71 probably 103.89 126.04 
72 quite likely 1.21 0.39 
73 rarely 36.6 17.51 
74 really 96.43 89.48 
75 regrettably 0.87 0.39 
76 relatively 127.13 173.89 
77 reportedly 1.39 0.78 
78 reputedly 0.17 0.39 
79 rightly 10.23 6.22 
80 roughly 29.66 14.39 
81 sadly 2.95 1.95 
82 sensibly 2.43 0.39 
83 simply put 1.39 1.17 
84 so to speak 1.56 1.17 
85 sort of 40.93 29.57 
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86 strictly  20.29 19.06 
87 surely 31.91 22.56 
88 surprisingly 9.89 12.84 
89 technically 6.59 5.84 
90 to be honest 0.35 0 
91 to put it simply 0.52 0 
92 to my regret 0.17 0 
93 to my surprise 0 0.39 
94 truly 42.32 24.51 
95 truthfully 0.87 1.56 
96 typically 48.56 30.34 
97 undeniably 4.34 1.56 
98 undoubtedly 21.85 28.01 
99 unfortunately 34.34 33.85 
100 usually 137.71 164.95 
101 very likely 2.78 8.56 
102 wisely 0.87 2.33 
103 without doubt 2.95 1.95 
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Appendix 4 – Classification of stance adverbials according to syntactic structure and 
semantic category. 
 

Rank Adverbial Syntactic structure Semantic category 
1 actually single-word adverb actuality/reality 
2 always single-word adverb certainty 
3 amazingly single-word adverb attitude 
4 apparently single-word adverb source of knowledge 
5 approximately single-word adverb imprecision 
6 arguably single-word adverb doubt 
7 as anticipated finite/non-finite clause attitude 
8 as expected finite/non-finite clause attitude 

9 as might be expected finite/non-finite clause attitude 
10 as one might expect finite/non-finite clause attitude 
11 astonishingly single-word adverb attitude 
12 briefly single-word adverb style 
13 certainly single-word adverb certainty 
14 clearly single-word adverb certainty 
15 confidentially single-word adverb style 
16 conveniently single-word adverb attitude 
17 curiously single-word adverb attitude 
18 decidedly single-word adverb certainty 
19 definitely single-word adverb certainty 
20 disappointingly single-word adverb attitude 
21 disturbingly single-word adverb attitude 
22 doubtless single-word adverb certainty 
23 even worse adverb phrase attitude 
24 evidently single-word adverb source of knowledge 
25 for a fact prepositional phrase actuality/reality 
26 fortunately single-word adverb attitude 
27 frankly single-word adverb style 
28 from our perspective prepositional phrase viewpoint/perspective 
29 from this perspective prepositional phrase viewpoint/perspective 
30 generally single-word adverb limitation 
31 honestly single-word adverb style 
32 hopefully single-word adverb attitude 
33 I believe finite/non-finite clause imprecision 
34 I guess finite/non-finite clause imprecision 
35 I think finite/non-finite clause imprecision 
36 importantly single-word adverb attitude 
37 in a word prepositional phrase style 
38 in actual fact prepositional phrase actuality/reality 
39 in essence prepositional phrase style 
40 in fact prepositional phrase actuality/reality 
41 in general prepositional phrase limitation 
42 in most cases prepositional phrase limitation 
43 in most instances prepositional phrase limitation 
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44 in my opinion prepositional phrase viewpoint/perspective 
45 in my view prepositional phrase viewpoint/perspective 
46 in our view prepositional phrase viewpoint/perspective 
47 in short prepositional phrase style 
48 incontestably single-word adverb certainty 
49 incontrovertibly single-word adverb certainty 
50 indeed single-word adverb certainty 
51 inevitably single-word adverb certainty 
52 interestingly single-word adverb attitude 
53 ironically single-word adverb attitude 
54 kind of single-word adverb imprecision 
55 largely single-word adverb limitation 
56 mainly single-word adverb limitation 
57 maybe single-word adverb imprecision 
58 most important of all adverb phrase attitude 
59 most likely adverb phrase doubt 
60 never single-word adverb certainty 
61 no doubt noun phrase certainty 
62 obviously single-word adverb certainty 
63 of course single-word adverb certainty 
64 on the whole prepositional phrase limitation 
65 perhaps single-word adverb doubt 
66 possibly single-word adverb doubt 
67 predictably single-word adverb attitude 
68 preferably single-word adverb attitude 
69 presumably single-word adverb doubt 
70 primarily single-word adverb limitation 
71 probably single-word adverb doubt 
72 quite likely adverb phrase doubt 
73 rarely single-word adverb imprecision 
74 really single-word adverb actuality/reality 
75 regrettably single-word adverb attitude 
76 relatively single-word adverb imprecision 
77 reportedly single-word adverb source of knowledge 
78 reputedly single-word adverb source of knowledge 
79 rightly single-word adverb attitude 
80 roughly single-word adverb imprecision 
81 sadly single-word adverb attitude 
82 sensibly single-word adverb attitude 
83 simply put finite/non-finite clause style 
84 so to speak finite/non-finite clause imprecision 
85 sort of single-word adverb imprecision 
86 strictly  single-word adverb style 
87 surely single-word adverb certainty 
88 surprisingly single-word adverb attitude 
89 technically single-word adverb style 



 

 43 

90 to be honest finite/non-finite clause style 
91 to put it simply finite/non-finite clause style 
92 to my regret finite/non-finite clause attitude 
93 to my surprise finite/non-finite clause attitude 
94 truly single-word adverb actuality/reality 
95 truthfully single-word adverb style 
96 typically single-word adverb limitation 
97 undeniably single-word adverb certainty 
98 undoubtedly single-word adverb certainty 
99 unfortunately single-word adverb attitude 
100 usually single-word adverb limitation 
101 very likely adverb phrase doubt 
102 wisely single-word adverb attitude 
103 without doubt noun phrase certainty 

 
 


