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Abstract

This study investigates the language variation of English as foreign language (EFL)
learners in the virtual environment of blogs in an Omani context. To this end, multiple
data resources were used comprising student-writers’ blog-texts with their comments and
hyperlinks, and interviews with them. The corpus comprises eight posts in Blog 1 and
fourteen posts in Blog 2, written over two semesters of an English foundation course.
The study responds to four primary questions, 1. To what extent can my students’ blog-
texts be conceptualised as belonging to a register? 2. To what extent can my students’
blog-texts be conceptualised as belonging to a genre or as an emergent genre? 3. How do
the student-writers construct their voice and express themselves in their blog-texts? 4.
What is the role of blogs in EFL writing classes in the context of this study? The study
uses a systemic functional framework focusing on register and genre analyses. The
register analysis was carried out using UAM software, through which the ideational,
interpersonal and textual metafunctions of the blog-texts were examined. The register
analysis showed that these blogs are an informative type of blogs with a weak tenor
indicating the characteristics of both spoken and written modes of language. The genre
analysis showed that the blog-texts are generally consistent with Rose and Martin’s
(2012, p.130) genre categories. It also indicated a genre hybridity in some blog-texts,
through which blog-texts signify the stages of various genres. The register analysis also
helped in understanding how student-writers construed their textual self-expression,
voice and stance. This study contributes to the present knowledge on how meanings are
constructed throughout the discourse in online environments such as blogs; it supports
and advances the previous investigations regarding online genre/s and register. The
findings can have implications in ELT, as teachers can identify the particular lexico-
grammatical features that need to be introduced in writing classes regarding text types; it
can be also a way to recognise what learners know and need to know about the genre and
register of texts. The findings offer some further study in the field of language and

technology, particularly the role of blogs in EFL classes.
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Chapter 1 Introduction and background of the study

In higher education in Oman, English medium universities and colleges require students to
be able to read, comprehend, interpret and write skilfully. Of the four skills of speaking,
listening, reading and writing, in my experience, as an EFL practitioner in an Omani
academic context, writing skills were the weakest skills among students entering top courses
such as Business, Accounting and Dentistry. There may be several reasons for this including
the nature of writing classes, which tends to be product-oriented, as explicit attention is paid
to teaching grammatical points and syntactic complexity; this can result in the type of text-
book-based teaching that promotes “the mastery of content over comprehension and
performance” (Al-Issa, 2006, p.227). Therefore writing-teachers are not encouraged to pay
much attention to the crucial notions of the process of writing, its social purpose, its genres,
and the sense of audience and the author’s self-expression. Such an approach to teaching
writing skills has led students to become skilful test-takers but less adequate in other aspects
of writing (Al-Issa, 2006, p.227).

What draws my attention to blog-writing has its roots in my teaching experience in Iran. As
an EFL teacher, | witnessed how student-writers struggled to master English grammar in
writing classes. | also observed how the texts that student-writers texts prepared for their
assignments differed from the texts that they produced in informal and relaxed contexts
such as their blogs. The differences could be noticed in aspects such as self-expression, self-
positioning, lexico-grammatical choices, sentence patterns and text types. For instance,
student-writers’ writing often lacked the charismatic word ‘I’ and the writer’s voice, which
helps to draw the audience to the text to explore the thoughts, feelings and beliefs of the
writer; by sticking to the formal conventions of the written language, student-writers are
generally encouraged to write impersonally, distance themselves from the audience, and

write based on their tutors’ desires to obtain a good score.

However, with blog-writing, learners might, arguably, find writing classes more stimulating,
since this would engage them in a more active and social environment, where writing is not
a solitary act. In other words, such an environment can provide student-writers with a
platform (Kress, 2013) to experience collaborative learning (Taki and Fardafshari, 2012),
with a sense of community, of an audience (Nardi et al., 2004) and of identity work (Qian
and Scott, 2007).

Substantial research has been carried out on different aspects of language learning and

virtual environments such as blogs. In the field of second language acquisition, the impact
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of blog-writing on the development of language skills has received substantial attention
over a decade such as: blogs in education (Shih, 2012, Downes, 2004), academic research
(Wrede, 2003), and literacy in classrooms (Noytim, 2010, Arslan and Sahin-Kizil, 2010,
Huffaker, 2005). In addition, the focal point of some research on blogs is the impact of
blogs on the social, psychological and cultural aspects of the blog-writer’ life, such as the
sense of identity (Lee, 2014), of self and of self-positioning on the Web (Boyd, 2008,
Ewins, 2005, Lam, 2000). However, investigating the influence of the blog context on
student-writers’ language use in relation to self-expression, creating stance, positioning,
relating to the audience as well as the social purpose of writing, genre, has received little
attention.

Examining student-writers’ language variation in their blogs can be a way in which to find
out if and to what extent the writers’ lexico-grammatical choices are related to the context
they are engaged in and to the social purpose of the text they try to achieve. This can also
help in understanding how student-writers create their stance, construct their voice and self-
expression and relate to the audience. Therefore, among the issues that are of interest to this
study is a focus on the nature of blog-texts in terms of their linguistic features and their
mutual interactions with the social purpose of the texts. This is done by drawing on
Halliday’s (1987) notion of register, and Rose and Martin’s (2012) genre studies.

1.1 The context of Oman and personal background

Although blog-writing has been common in language teaching classes in Western countries
such as the UK and USA, it has been less promoted in the domain of ELT in countries such
as Oman. This reflects a variety of reasons that are beyond the focus of this study. However,
one of the main concerns is that the use of technology (such as blogs, Twitter, Web 2.0) is a
new trend in the EFL educational context of Oman and still rare in some academic contexts.
In fact, I have not been able to find a single study about Omani EFL learners’ language in

relation to blogs and blog-writing up to now.

I now address the nature of ELT in Oman with particular reference to the context of this
study, the College of Banking and Financial Studies (CBFS). First, 1 will discuss the
background of ELT in Oman, then ELT issues at CBFS and the need for developing writing
skills in English at CBFS, with a focus on teaching, learning and evaluating writing skills.
Finally, I will discuss the new trend of teaching and learning English through technology in

Oman.
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1.1.1 ELT inOman

Arabic is the dominant language in Oman and the means of instruction in governmental
schools, while English is a foreign language. According to Al-Bulushi (2009) and Jabur
(2008), the Arabic language is the mother tongue for a large number of Omani people and
the second language for those whose first language is, for example Bulushi, Swahili or
Urdu. This is because there are a large number of expatriates from different countries who
are not familiar with Arabic work in Oman. Therefore, English has been a lingua franca and

the main means of communication among these nations for nearly thirty years.

After the discovery of oil in the Gulf States in 1970, Oman “embraced English as an
officially taught language in its institutions” in order to expand its relationships with non-
Arabic and non-English countries (Al-Jadidi, 2009, p.21). This led to English being taught
in both the private and governmental sectors in Oman. In the new educational system
introduced by the ministry of education, English is taught in grade 1 in the governmental
and in kindergarten 1 in the private sector till year 12 (Salim and Al-Jardani, 2012, p.41).
However, the students coming to the College of Banking and Financial Studies, that was the
context of this study, were educated in the old system. In this system, Al-Issa (2006), Al-
Bulushi (2009) and Jabur (2008) explain that learning English, as a mandatory school
subject within the curriculum, starts at the age of eleven and in private schools at the age of
seven; and is learned through rote learning and memorisation. Al-Issa (2006, p.9) outlines
the characteristics of English classes in Oman: large classes with 35-45 mixed-ability
students and a lack of educational technology facilities. Classes are textbook-based and
production-oriented. Furthermore, Emenyeonu (2012, p.243) defines Omani classes as
being teacher-centred, which persuade “students to study for utility - a case where they
memorize and regurgitate facts without understanding them just to pass exams”. The same
issue can be found in some higher education contexts, according to Porcaro (2011, p.102),
who claims that “lecture, memorization and high stakes assessment are the norm”. As an
EFL teacher in an Omani context, | observed that teachers tend both to be highly dependent
on textbooks and to marginalise the process of language learning and teaching, thus
neglecting students’ motivation and the implementation of communicative approaches. This
concurs with Al-Jadidi (2009), who points out that English language teaching in Omani
classes is heavily dependent on the prescribed books which eradicates creativity and
motivation in the English language learning and teaching. For this reason, she argues,
although students are aware of the crucial role of English language in their future career,
they are hardly motivated or willing to learn it. Such a negative attitude and lack of interest

hinders the learning of English.
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The school textbooks in English classes are provided by the Omani Ministry of Education.
However, whether or not the textbooks used out of the school context are suitable for the
traditional Muslim society of Oman is a controversial matter. Al-Jadidi (2009) addresses the
lack of cultural compatibility of Western prepared textbooks with Omani socio-cultural
values and norms. For instance, they contain themes such as the Western culture of dating
and drinking alcohol, which is socio-culturally unacceptable in Oman, but such issues are
often ignored by the Ministry of Education. Al-Jadidi (2009, p.22) also refers to concerns
that are raised about the cultural and practical aspects of learning English in Oman as a
Muslim country. She emphasizes that Omani students do not study English to “become a
part of the English speaking community or for English to become a language of social
identity” (Al-Jadidi, 2009, p. 22). Despite these cultural tensions, English has been
intensively taught and widely used in Oman and “the government affirmed English as

Oman’s only foreign language to be used officially in the country” (Al-Jadidi, 2009, p.23).

In summary, the Omani government recognises the key role of English as the language of
science and the means of modernisation and Omanization, with the aim of replacing the
skilled expatriate workers with Omani manpower (Al-Issa, 2005). Al-Jadidi (2009, p.23)
guotes from the Ministry of Education (1995, p. A 5-1),

The government recognises that facility in English is important in
the new global economy. English is the most common language
for international sectors such as banking and aviation. The global
language of science and technology is also English as are the
rapidly expanding international computerized databases and
telecommunications  networks, which are becoming an

increasingly important part of academic and business life.

Consequently, English has been taught for general, academic purposes (EAP) and specific
purposes (ESP) in several Omani universities, such as the first state university of Sultan
Qaboos University, colleges, such as the College of Banking and Financial Studies, Higher

Colleges of Technology, and other institutes in Oman.

Having explained the system of education and teaching English in Oman, | now turn to
discuss if and to what extent language and technology are integrated in the Omani language

classrooms and if this new approach can benefit Omani learners and language practitioners.

1.1.2 Language and technology in Oman

With the emergence of the use of ICT in language teaching and learning, Omani language

practitioners and policy-makers have been trying to draw it into the educational context of
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Oman. Al-Adi (2009) conducted a study to find out about incorporating the Internet into
English language teaching in Oman and reported that most teachers had positive attitudes
towards this; but due to certain limitations, their anxiety levels were high. As the teachers
stated, these limitations were the low level of their computer literacy skills, insufficient
Internet access and inadequate technical and pedagogical support. These issues prevented

them from using this technology in their classes.

In spite of such barriers, Sultan Qaboos University (SQU) has adopted educational
technology (Porcaro, 2011) and combined it with normal face-to-face classes. Researchers
at this university have carried out several studies in this regard. For instance, Naqvi and
Ajiz,(2006) investigated the attitudes of students towards WebCT and learning; they report
finding that it improved the students’ learning and understanding of their course materials.
Al-Senaidi et al. (2009) investigated the barriers to adopting technology for teaching and
learning in Oman. They report that despite the insufficient time for using the technology in
classes and inadequate institutional support, web-assisted instructions and education were as
efficient as face-to-face education in student achievement. Others, including Al-Musawi
(2007, p.396) claim that educational technology (ET) can improve the quality of teaching
and learning process. He also stresses that “Oman needs a vision by which its higher

education can adapt ET [educational Technology]” (AL-Musawi, 2007, p.369).

Despite such investigations carried out in the domain of language learning and technology
and research into how EFL student-learners use their language in the online environment of
blog-space to construe their inner and outer world, their textual voice, self-expression and
stance as well as the social purpose they pursue is still scarce and need further investigation.
At this point, | will turn to the context of this study, the college of Banking and Financial
Studies (CBFS). This comprises the levels of the English foundation course, teaching hours,

student-recruitment, students’ background and their need for writing skills.

1.2 The context of the research: College of Banking and Financial Studies
(CBFS)

According to the official site of CBFS, the college is governmental and was “established
under a Royal Decree (No.64/83)” in 1983. It was set up to address the needs of training
highly skilled bankers and other professional manpower in finance-related areas to replace
the expatriates in the similar fields. Supporting the policy of Omanization, this college has
been trying to provide students with teaching and learning programs of high quality in
various fields for more than 27 years. According to Al-Issa (2006), CBFS is affiliated with
different internationally recognised foreign institutions: the Universities of Strathclyde and
of Bradford in the UK, the UK Association of Chartered Certified Accountants, the Institute
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of Canadian Bankers in Canada and the National Computing Centre in the UK. CBFS
provides diplomas and undergraduate degrees as well as a Master’s of Business
Administration. Consequently, the students at CBFS value English as an international
language and are aware of the importance of English language proficiency for their future
employment. Therefore, to fulfil the students’ needs, the medium of instruction at CBFS is
English (Al-Bulushi, 2009).

Classes are offered in two shifts, morning and evening. The morning shift comprises
students who are mainly fresh from secondary school. They are regarded as fulltime
students and study for five hours a day. Except for the small minority of students who have
graduated from private schools, the students’ English language knowledge is limited since
Arabic is the medium of instruction in primary and secondary schools. However, the
evening shift comprises students who are almost all working professionals, who completed
their secondary education some years ago and have been exposed to English in their
workplace. These students are mature students between the ages of 18 and 40.

CBFS provides all of the students with a foundation course to prepare them for commencing
their specialised degree courses. To be eligible for enrolment, depending on the level at
which they hope to start, they have to obtain a score of 5.5 or above in the IELTS exam.
Those who do not achieve the required score to enter their degree need to pass the
appropriate foundation course. Therefore, all applicants take a placement test so as to begin
at the right level. This test includes grammar, reading and writing. This leads to the point of
why writing skills have received significant attention at CBFS, which | will be explained in

the following sub-section.

1.2.1 The need for writing skills at CBFS

Writing skills are of high importance at CBFS since students’ proficiency in their discipline
is examined through their performance in written assignments. For instance, the University
of Bradford Foundation programme, which prepares students to enter degrees in accounting
or business and management, assesses the students through their written assignments,
projects and portfolios, which require standard written English. However, in my experience
as an examiner and EFL teacher, among the tested skills, students’ writing skills are the
weakest in the placement test. To qualify students for specialisation programmes, CBFS
offers a large number of hours of writing classes in two foundation programmes: General
and Pre-Degree. The General Foundation Programme is offered at six levels over a period
of twelve months and prepares the students for the International English Testing System

(IELTS). This programme consists of:
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Figure 1: General Foundation Course

A Pre-foundation Course is also offered for students whose scores do not meet the
requirements of the General Foundation Programme, but it is not covered here. The writing
curriculum of the General Foundation Programme covers the introduction and practice of
writing skills, including basic sentence structure, paragraph writing, letters, essays and
research projects. However, most of the writing classes are heavily focused on teaching
grammar and text organisation. Al-Bulushi (2009) raises concerns about the poor writing
ability of the students at CBFS. She underlines the issue that, although students are under
intensive training for more than one year, “there are a huge numbers of failures when they
join their specialization”(Al-Bulushi, 2009, p.9). She further states that there is no guide for
writing teachers to follow or to help their students to improve their writing skills.

Student assessment tends to be product-oriented, focusing on grammatical accuracy, which
limits creativity and obliges students to base their writing on their tutor’s tastes in order to
progress to a higher level. In my experience, the tutors tend to be subjective when correcting
students’ assignments, although a systematic set of guidelines has been provided by CBFS.
As a result, the students try to memorise the corrected written samples practised in class and
produce them in the final exam. According to my own observations, some of the students do
not even read the topic of the essay in their writing exams, but rather write what they have

memorised, which almost always produces an incorrect answer to the topic of the test.

As may be expected, this approach has not been very effective in helping CBFS student-
writers to improve their writing skills. These students tend to use their language as a tool to
produce grammatically correct sentences in their texts and may ignore the fact that text is
beyond structures and grammatical patterns; in fact, they are not likely to appreciate that all
texts serve a social purpose and address a specific community and that each type of text has
its own linguistic features. Therefore, they might be unable to recognise the characteristics
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of genre/s and understand the reasons for making specific lexico-grammatical choices. This
calls for a needs analysis of the students’ writing so that the assistance given to them in the
skills of writing English may be re-configured to fit their needs. Understanding student-
writers’ online language helps to identify what they can already do and so helps to identify

the gap between what they can do and what they need to be able to do.

Introducing language and technology to writing classes can be a way in which to enhance
learners’ writing skills. However, this is still a new concept at CBFS and is not sufficiently
developed to be introduced into the curriculum. As an EFL tutor in the college, | believe
that this can be for several reasons such as: the packed curriculum that does not allow tutors
to explore how they can exploit web tools and online activities in language teaching. The
college has provided students with some computer clusters where students can use the
Internet during breaks; however, they are often unavailable since they are reserved for
teaching courses such as Mathematics and IT, and if they are free, not all of the computers
are working properly. Apart from such issues, the speed of the Internet is not constant;
however, this may be improving all the time. These can be among the reasons why using
ICT and online web tools are not much encouraged in language classes, except for showing
slides through PowerPoint, at CBFS. Thereby, the tutors and students’ knowledge of web

tools, such as blogs, and online activities is very limited.

The organisation of this thesis is as follows. The literature review of this study is written in
two separate chapters: the first section of Chapter 2, ‘Genre and register’, is divided into
two sections. The first deals with the notion of genre, its elements and genre analysis
approaches to genre. The second section, register, outlines the concept of register, gives an
overview of systemic functional linguistics perspective on language and explains the
context of situation, within which language functions. In order to show that writing cannot
be separated from its context, I focus on Halliday’s (1987) view of language, through which
he explains that language is social, and text is a means of meaning making. | then discuss
the elements of the context of situation - field, tenor, and mode - the key aspects of register
analysis are organised around TRANSITIVITY, MOOD and THEME/ RHEME. Chapter 3,
‘Blogs’, provides information about the linguistic and non-linguistic characteristics of blog-
space as a platform to engage with the audience, interact with them and create a community
to pursue the social purpose of blog-texts. This is followed by the role and effectiveness of
blogs in EFL writing classes and student-writers’ self-expression, voice and stance in blog-
texts. From this, | draw my research questions and move on to the next chapter. Chapter 4
‘Research methodology’ covers the methodology used to collect the data. It presents the
procedure of selecting the participants and explains the instruments and the actual process

of gathering the data. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 present the data analyses. Chapter 5 presents the
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analysis of Blog 1, Chapter 6, the analysis of Blog 2; these chapters comprise the register
and genre analysis of the blog-texts along with the analyses of the interviews, hyperlinks
and comments. Chapters 5 and 6 also present the analysis of student-writers’ self-
expression, voice and stance throughout their blog-texts. Chapter 7 is a comparison of Blog
1 with Blog 2 in terms of register and genre; this chapter finishes with a section about the
role of blogs in EFL writing classes in the context of this study. Chapter 8, ‘Discussion’,
discusses the findings in relation to the literature on genre, register and blogs. Chapter 9
draws the thesis to a conclusion.
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Chapter 2 Genre and register

In the previous chapter, | discussed the context of where and why this study was motivated
and ended with the aim of this study: to examine Omani EFL student-writers’ language
variations, in terms of genre and register, in their blogs. This chapter deals with genre and
register. First, | will discuss previous studies and various views regarding language, genre,
register, and their relations with one another. Following that, 1 will address the technical
aspects of genre and register analyses that this study can benefit from. This will serve the
purpose of developing an analytical framework, and will also contribute to the
methodological decision | had to make in gathering my data.

2.1 Introduction

This study examines Omani EFL student-writers’ language use in their blogs and, in this
chapter, | explore the concepts of genre and register and how their analyses may serve the
purpose of this study. In the first section, | will explain different notions of genre: first,
Miller’s (1984) notion of genre as social action; then, Swales’(1990, p.59) definition of
genre as “a class of communicative events” where the members of community have a
common purpose; and finally, Martin and Rose’s (2008, p.6) view of genre as “staged”,
“goal-oriented” and “social”. I will discuss how this study can benefit Rose and Martin’s
view of genre and Swales’ definition of discourse community and purpose. Next, | will
present the features of genre: its purpose and discourse community, and how they are inter-
related. Then, I will provide an overview of Systemic Functional Linguistics approach to
genre. To understand the nature of language used in the student-writers’ blog-texts, I will
then discuss Halliday’s (1987) view of register and language in relation to its context.
Finally, I will explain the metafunctions of language and the elements through which they

are realised in discourse.

2.2 Genre

In recent decades, the social functionality of genre, as being purposive and staged, has been
highlighted by different scholars. For instance, Miller (1984) raised the issue of social
function; she states that “A genre-set represents a system of actions and interactions; they
have social specific locations and functions as well as repeated or recurrent value or
function” (Miller, 2012). Eggins and Martin (1997, p.236) write about the social purpose of
genre and the context of culture where genre evolves: “[...] different genres are different
ways of using language to achieve different culturally established tasks, and texts of
different genres are texts which are achieving different purposes in the culture”. They
believe that the variations in the purposes of genres affect the “coherence of the text” and

“the way each text unfolds” (Eggins and Martin, 1997, p.236). Martin (2001) refers to
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culture as an important factor in making meaning through genre; he (2001, p.160) writes
that genre constructs meaning through forming register; this is by influencing the way the
elements of field, tenor and mode blend and interact with each other; in other words, the
integration of these elements is under the influence of the culture in which they are
functioning, which leads to the formation of purposeful schematic structures or stages of

genres.

The concept of stages through which a genre unfolds has been also explored by scholars.
Eggins and Martin (1997, p.236) noted that a genre can be distinguished from other genres
“by the sequence of functionally distinct stages or steps through which it unfolds”; in other
words, based on the function of the texts in the context of culture, genres unfold through
certain steps or stages. Martin (2001, p.115) also states that “genres are staged activities”
such as the procedure of “making a dental appointment, buying vegetables, telling a story
etcetera”. Later, Martin and Rose (2008, p.6) define genre as ““a staged, goal-oriented social
process”: social because interactants take part in genres and use them for a certain purpose
and the whole process is done through a series of stages. Martin (2009, p.13) describes

genre as having three main characteristics ; genre is

Staged: because it usually takes us more than one phase of
meaning to work through a genre;
Goal-oriented: because unfolding phases are designed to
accomplish something and we feel a sense of frustration or
incompleteness if we are stopped;

Social: because we undertake genres interactively with others.

Martin’s (1992) definition of genre is useful when examining if my student-writers’ blog-
texts are an instance of genre or genres; it can help me to find out if there are stages, and if
so, through which stages the texts unfold, what purpose these stages pursue and how
student-writers engage the readers within the discourse and relate to them. Martin’s (1993,
p.143) examples of the procedure and procedural Recount genres are helpful; he writes that
the staging of the procedure genre involves “a Title, optionally conflated with (i.e., acting
as) or followed by its Aim, optionally followed by a specification of Materials needed,
followed by the Steps in the experiment”. The procedural recount, which is “telling of the
instantiation of a procedure”, contains “Title, Aim, Record of events, and Conclusion”

(Martin, 1993, p.144).

Rose and Martin (2012, p.56) refer to three major categories of genres from which this
study can benefit when examining the student-writers’ blog-texts: stories, factual texts and

arguments. The category of stories comprises Recount, Narrative, and Anecdote; the
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category of factual texts comprises Exemplum, Report, Explanation, Procedure and
Protocol; the category of Argument comprises Exposition and Discussion. The stages and

the elements of these genres will be expanded in Section 2.7.1

The concept of the social purposes of genres has been also highlighted in Nunan’s (2008,
p.57) definition of genre. He writes that any type of genre, from a simple recipe to political
debates and literary texts, consists of a particular “structure and grammatical form that
reflects its social purpose”. To identify genres, Nunan (2008, p.57) refers to three
characteristics which each genre should share: “a common communicative purpose”, a
similar “overall structure” and the same “grammatical and lexical features”. This implies
that not only the purpose of the genre but also its particular lexico-grammatical features can
be recognised by the members of the community where the genre is used.

Drawing on Martin’s (1992, p.505) view of genre, scholars have tried to identify the stages
and purpose of genres. For instance, Taboada (2011, p.247) identified the stages of online
movie reviews genre as “Descriptive stages” and “an obligatory Evaluation stage”. Gardner
and Nesi (2012, P.7) also used the concept of staging and purpose when classifying their
students’ written assignments; they identified and classified the texts in terms of their
similar stages and purpose and grouped them into particular genres; then based on such
similarities among those genres, they grouped genres into genre families. Therefore, the
notion of genre as purposive and staged functioning in the context of culture seems to be
helpful when examining if the ecology of blogs can provide a purposeful setting through
which student-writers’ genre can emerge; it can also be useful to unfold the stages which the
student-writers go through to construct meanings in their texts and if the characteristics of

the virtual environment of blogs can influence their language use within this community.

This leads to the next important aspect of genre: the discourse community. The notion of
purpose is central to Swales’ (1990) definition of a discourse community. Swales (1990,
p.24) states that people in a discourse community share similar knowledge and a set of

similar goals. For Swales (1990, pp.24-27) a discourse community

1. ‘has a broadly agreed set of common public goals’[...],

2. ‘has mechanisms of intercommunication among its
members’[...],

3. ‘uses its participatory mechanisms primarily to provide
information and feedback’,

4. ‘utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres in the
communicative furtherance of its aims’,

5. ‘has acquired some specific lexis’[...],
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6. ‘has a threshold level of members with a suitable degree of

relevant content and discoursal expertise’.

Drawing on Swales’ definition above, blog-space along with its content, as a genre (Miller
and Shepherd, 2004) will have its own related discourse community whose members,
consisting of the blog-writer and the blog-visitors, can be related to each other through
shared goals and a set of particular communication techniques and skills. This then raises
the guestions of how such a community is constructed in blogs, how it can be sustained and
what purpose it pursues. Barton (2007, pp.75-76) offers a different explanation of discourse
community; for Barton, a discourse community is a means of connecting various groups of
people through language, whether it is written or spoken. He refers to the notion of

discourse community as

a group of people who have texts and practices in common,
whether it is a group of academics, or the reader of teenage
magazines. In fact, discourse community can refer to several
overlapping groups of people; it can refer to the people a text is
aimed at; it can be the people who read a text; or it can refer to the
people who participate in a set of discourse practices both by

reading and by writing.

This definition suggests that a discourse community is a social network where members are
engaged in rhetorical actions and pursue a common goal by producing or receiving texts.
That is, being a member of a discourse community is not limited to producing texts but
contains listeners and readers too. Therefore, this is the purpose of the community which
determines the use of language and eventually the texts. In this network, knowledge of the

conventions and having the same interests help the members fit into the community.

Taking Swales’(1990) characteristics and Barton’s (2007) views of discourse community
into account, it can be said that Swales’ view is more closely related to academic contexts
where the members follow specific rules and conventions to accomplish a certain function
for a specific purpose. This purpose can be achieved through the use of certain types of lexis
suitable for a specific type of discoursal content in a particular context, whereas Barton’s
view is not limited to any specific context or participants or any specific discoursal content.
Considering the dynamic environment of blogs where the writer and blog-visitors interact
through writing and commenting, Barton’s definition of discourse community encompasses
various groups of people and contexts, whether academic or non-academic, which can be
related to the discourse community evolving in the blog throughout the period that the blog

is alive. Such a community can contain both the specific audience of the written texts
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involved in various socio-cultural discourse activities through writing, reading and
commenting in blogs and those who just lurk. In such a dynamic environment, purpose is
one of the key elements in constructing and maintaining the community. Swales’ (1990)
view of purpose in using a genre is useful when examining student-writers’ blog-texts. As
Swales (1990, p.24) notes, this is “the set of common public goals” which can lead to
constructing a discourse community where the members possess a particular set of genres.
As a result, it is necessary to investigate if blog-writing can help a discourse community to
emerge; a community through which student-writers follow a set of rules based on the

conventions of achieving a common purpose.

In this section, | have discussed the characteristics of genre as being purposeful (Swales,
1990), as happening in the context of culture (Martin, 2001) and as emerging through staged
activities (Martin and Rose, 2008). Also, | have explained the importance of the concept of
discourse community defined by Swales (1990) and Barton (2007) in genre theory.
Following the above definitions of genre, I will consider genre as “a staged, goal-oriented,
purposeful activity” with an associated discourse community (Martin, 2001, p.155), since
my student blog-writers, as members of a community, are involved in the social activity of
constructing and exchanging meanings within the context of culture and situation. Thus, in

the first step, genre analysis offers a useful framework to pursue the purpose of this study.

2.3  Genre analysis approaches to teaching writing

Genre-based analyses have been used in various aspects of teaching and research. For
instance, in many countries, practitioners exploit these approaches for pedagogical purposes
to design “their syllabuses, materials and curricula”, at any level of education for both
native and non-native English speakers (Derewianka, 2003, p.134). Contributions to genre
have been made by various scholars such as Swales (1990), on the conceptualisation of
genre by proposing the concept of discourse community and a classification of genre
features, Nunan (2008), on the different functions of genres in speech and various texts, and
Bahatia (2002b), with his suggestion of a comprehensive model of genre and register

analysis.

Bhatia (2002b, p.4) believes that the variations in genre analyses are the result of different
motivations for applying genre analysis. These, according to Derewianka (2003, p.134),
might be investigations into “the social, cultural and historical contexts where the genre
operates” or attempts at “understanding the nature of genre themselves”. However, to
design a framework for genre analysis, it is first necessary to understand the most important

objectives of genre theory, that is
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to represent and account for the seemingly chaotic realities of the
world; to understand and account for the private intentions of the
author, in addition to socially recognized communicative
purposes; to understand how language is used in and shaped by
socio-critical environment; and to offer effective solutions to

pedagogical and other applied linguistic problems (Bhatia, 2002b,
p.5).

Bhatia’s points are very useful when framing an analysis for this study since the focal points
of this study are: how student-writers express themselves and construct their voice, their
understanding of the world and their experiences through their linguistic choices in their
blog-texts, how they create a relationship with their audience and interact with them, what
their motives and purposes are when writing in their blog, what reason underlies their
lexico-grammatical choices in their blog-texts and whether writing in a different mode, that
is blogs, with a wide sense of audience can affect their linguistic choices when constructing

meanings in their texts.

Hyon (1996) refers to three approaches of genre analysis which have influenced scholars’
and practitioners’ views of genre: ESP, North American New Rhetoric Studies and
Australian Systemic functional linguistics. However, the variation among these approaches
can be the result of the variation in what they are concerned with in genre analysis, “the
roles of texts in social communities, or the ways that texts are organised to reflect and
construct these communities” (Hyland, 2002b, p.114). Also, it can be said that these
approaches are variations of one another with different theoretical perspectives but without
contradicting each other. For instance, Flowerdew (2005, p.324) writes that New Rhetoric
and ESP “should be seen as complementary to one another as they both recognise the
importance of the socio-cultural context and linguistic knowledge for shaping a genre, albeit
to quite differing degrees”. Similarly, Flowerdew and Wan (2010, p.79) state that ESP and
SFL are similar in being rather “ more linguistic approaches” than the New Rhetoric
approach which is “more contextually oriented”. In this study, I am concerned with the
language variation of Omani student-writers’ in their blogs; I explore how my student-
writers make meanings through their linguistic choices in their blog-texts. To examine their
linguistic choices in relation to the social purpose of their texts and find out the reasons
behind them, I need a more linguistically oriented approach such as systemic functional

linguistics.

The Systemic functional analysis approach to genre analysis, according to Paltridge (1994,

p.280) and Hyon (1996), has roots in Halliday’s functional view of language. For Halliday,
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language is “the ability to ‘mean’ in the situation types, or social contexts, that are generated
by culture” (1987, p.34). This definition stems from a social semiotic view of language
where, according to Eggins (2004, p.3), every use of language has a function which is
making meaning: meaning which can be affected by the social and cultural context, within
which it is functioning. Additionally, in this view, “language use has a semiotic process, a
process of making meanings by choosing” (Eggins, 2004, p.3). Martin (2009, p.4) stresses
that the focus of this approach “is on paradigmatic relations - on what you say in relation to
what you could have said”. This point is interesting when examining the student-writers’
texts in blogs where student-writers are free from the boundaries of formal language
prescribed in the classroom. In blogs, they may use language differently and this can
provide evidence of how they think through the language and how they choose the features
of the language to achieve their purposes.

In terms of genre, systemic functional linguists claim that language is social, interactive and
a means of doing something and meaning making. Thompson (2004, pp.42-43) defines
genre as “register plus communicative purpose”; that is “what interactants are doing through
language, and how they organise the language event, typically in recognisable stages, in
order to achieve that purpose”. He explains that socio-cultural factors affect what
individuals are going to do through language; in fact, they directly influence what they say.
He also claims that genre functions by implementing the “resources of a register (or more
than a register) in particular patterns to achieve certain communicative goals” (2004, p.43).
By patterns, he is referring to a group of linguistic resources (grammar) which are
necessitated by the meanings individuals make. This is consistent with the view that there is
mutual interaction between the components of genres and the elements of register when

producing discourse.

As discussed above, the motivation behind the analysis of genre plays a critical role in
choosing the type of genre analysis approach; in the domain of SFL, genres are considered
as a social process and unfold through the stages that the users go through to achieve a goal.
This last definition of genre, the SFL approach, suits the analytical framework of this study,
since the aim is to investigate what student-writers do through the use of language to
construct meaning in their texts. This involves examining their language choice and

function in relation to the context in which they are interacting with their audience.

Attending to the features of the context of situation and culture as important factors which
can influence the use of language, it can be true to say that genre analysis does not suffice to

achieve the purpose of this study. Genre analysis maps factors responsible for an emerging
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genre, such as purpose and discourse community, and it shows how a text unfolds; however,

it provides little knowledge about the context where language is functioning.

In this study, it is believed that the language produced in blog-texts and the context where it
is functioning are in mutual interaction and can help to determine one another’s features and
functions. As a result, it is important to understand how context and its features are defined
and characterised in the literature. The concept of context is highlighted by Malinowski
(2003, p.6)

Since the whole world of ‘things-to-be expressed’ changes with
the level of culture, with geographical, social and economic
conditions, the consequence is that the meaning of a word must be
always gathered not from a passive contemplation of this word,
but from an analysis of its functions, with reference to the given

culture.

Taking Malinowski’s view of the role of context in constructing meaning and its
interpretation, it is necessary to examine the context of situation where student-writers used
the language to construct meanings in their blogs. In SFL, context, its features and its
relation to language can be explained through the concept of register. According to Martin
(2001, p.160) “it is impossible to find examples of recognisably human activity without

register”, which T will discuss in the following sub-section.

2.4  Register

Malinowski (2003, p.6) writes, “utterance and situation are bound up inextricably with each
other and the context of situation is indispensable for the understanding of the words”.
Halliday (1987, p.28) stresses that language cannot exist in isolation and lives through
functioning in a context. Halliday defines the context of situation in relation to language
social functions; these functions, according to Martin and Rose (2008, p.11), are responsible
for “enacting speakers’ relationships, construing their experiences of social activity, and
weaving these elements and construal together as meaningful discourse”. These elements in
Halliday’s (1987) terms are interpersonal, ideational and textual metafunctions of language
which organise “the systems and structures of the language” (Martin, 1992, p.145). These
metafunctions will be discussed in Chapter 3. To understand these metafunctions, it is first
necessary to know the notion of the context of situation and its elements. According to
Halliday (1987, p.28), individuals experience language “in relation to a scenario, some
background of persons and actions and events from which the things which are said derive

their meaning”. This is the situation. Further, he explains that situations vary from one
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another in three aspects: “what is actually taking place”, “who is taking part” and “what part
the language is playing” (Halliday, 1987, p.31). The context of situation has been termed as
register and it is shaped by the elements of field, tenor and mode (Halliday, 1987).

Field is “the on-going activity and the particular purposes that the use of language is serving
within the context of activity” (Halliday, 1987, p.62). Martin (2001, p.173) defines it “as the
cultural activity or subject matter with which the writers/speakers are concerned” (Martin,
2001, p.173) (emphasis as in the original). Thus, field is concerned with not only the action
but also the reason why participants are involved in it. Later, Martin (2009, p.13) notes that
fields tend to be characterised by two aspects: “what people are doing and what they are
doing it to”. According to Martin (2009, p.13), field can be realised through probabilistic
and indexical realisations. In probabilistic realisations, “field is realized by making certain
experiential choices far more likely than others”; here the shared and exchanged lexical
items illustrate the field of the discourse. The indexical realisations are “words, very
technical ones, which tend to be used almost exclusively in a given field” (Martin, 2009,

p.13).

Tenor is the “interrelations among the participants (status and role relationships)”
(Halliday, 1987, p.62). Martin (2001, p.152) describes it as “the way you relate to other
people when doing what you do”. He raises three key factors: status, contact and affect
(Martin, 2001). Status is the varying power relations among members of society. This
shows equality or inequality of the participants’ social ranks. Martin (1992, p.526) explains
contact in accordance with how much the participants are involved with each other,
highlighting “alignment and affinity with others” (Martin, 2001, p.160). Affect, refers to the
time when “the language is emotionally charged” which can be categorised in terms of the
degree of negativity to positivity (Martin, 1992, p.526). In brief, tenor is the function of
structure in discourse which reveals ‘the status’, ‘nature’, ‘roles’ and the relationship among
the participants (Kotata, 2010, p.61). How blog-writers relate with their audience through
their texts is one concern of this study; to tackle this issue, | will only briefly examine the
linguistic features of their texts in relation to power relation and involvement (see Chapter
4).

Mode is defined by Halliday and Hasan (1989, p.44) as “what role language is playing”; it
is “the channel or wavelength selected, which is essentially the function that is assigned to
language in the total structure of the situation”(Halliday, 1987, p.110). This channel consists
of two means, spoken or written. Martin highlights the notion of interaction in his definition
of mode. “Mode is a semiotic construct and functions in our culture as a resource for

constructing interaction” (Martin, 1992, p.514). He adds that the channel individuals choose
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to transmit information through interaction makes texts vary in a given culture (2001,
p.153).

Martin (1992) identifies two types of meaning which can be constructed through mode:
interpersonal and experiential; “since symbolic reality (i.e. text/process) has the function of
constructing social reality, mode is oriented to both interpersonal and experiential meaning”
(Martin, 1992, p.506); “interpersonally, mode mediates the semiotic space between
monologue and dialogue” (Martin, 1992, p.509). This is the effect of mode on interaction
and communication. Martin (2009, p.14) stresses that modes can create “barriers” among
interlocutors which will have an impact on their relation in the discourse. This issue is of
interest to this study, since blog-writers sometimes open the text with a question as if in
face-to-face conversation but this changes to a monologue, which can be because of the
imposed restrictions on the virtual environment of blog-space such as the delay in
exchanging information and low degree of turn taking in blog-writing. The second
dimension, the experiential mode, “mediates semiotic space between action and reflection”
which is the abstract way through which “a text constructs or accompanies its field”
(Martin, 1992, p.509). In other words, mode refers to “the degree to which language is part
of or constitutive of what is going on” or “how much of the social action is constructed by
language” (Martin, 1992, pp.516-517). As a result, in Martin’s (2009, p.14) terms, mode can

affect “the relation between language and what it is talking about™.

Halliday (1987) explains how language, its function and the context where it is happening
can be realised through field, tenor and mode. Halliday (1987, p.31) stresses that field, tenor
and mode are “a conceptual framework for representing the social context as the semiotic
environment in which people exchange meanings” which makes it possible to predict “the
semantic properties of texts associated with it” (1987, p.110). Similarly, Bruce (2008, p.20)
points out that the paradigm of field, tenor and mode can be a suitable approach “for the
analysis of transactional discourse (where the social and interactive element of the discourse

is in the foreground and changing)”.

The roles of field, tenor and mode in the discourse, according to Martin (1992, p.147) “are
explored in terms of their realisations as different patterns of language forms and genre
structures”. Eggins and Martin (1997, p.233) stress that these three dimensions of the
context of situation can be transferred to the text, which “is the weaving together
simultaneously of several different strands of meanings”. These meanings can refer to ‘a
reality’ (ideational), the author’s relation with the audience and their attitudes to the subject
matter (interpersonal) and how the text is “organised as a linguistic event” (textual) (Eggins

and Martin, 1997, p.233). Laying emphasis on the relationship between the elements of the
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context and language, Eggins and Martin (1997, p.239) write that Halliday’s model of
language is ‘naturally’ related to the organisation of context, with ideational meaning used
to construct field (the social action), interpersonal meaning used to negotiate tenor (the role
structure) and textual meaning used to develop mode (symbolic organisation). Martin (1999,
p.37) shows how metafunctions organise the social context and language in his model of

context :

(oomtext organised
| by metafuncton

~1

lamgnage organized
L by metafunction

Figure 2: Context (Martin, 1999, p.37)

Through this model, Martin (2001) shows the tight relation between the register variables
and the metafunctions of language. He states that it is through “the relationship between
register variables and metafunctions that the predictability of context from text or text from
context is possible” (Martin, 2001, p.178). Eggins and Martin (1997) refer to this
relationship as realisation, which can be examined from the dimensions of context and
language. Examining this relationship from the context perspective sheds light on the key
function of the context variables (field, tenor and mode) in determining and organising the
metafunctions of the language (ideational, interpersonal and textual meanings); however,
from the language perspective, it will reveal how the various metafunctions of the language
(ideational, interpersonal and textual meanings) can “construct different types of field, tenor
and mode” (Eggins and Martin, 1997, p.241).This implies that register consists of the
organisation of both context and language.

The notion of register is of great importance in this study since examining the
characteristics of the context of blogs - where language is functioning - will make it possible
to understand the linguistic features of the language produced in student-writers’ blog-texts.
Halliday (1987, p.32) states that analysing register - the context of situation - can help to
establish “what situational factors determine what linguistic features”. Using Halliday’s
framework of field, tenor and mode can help to show how the students’ language use varies

in relation to a varied social context such as the blog. The patterns and the grammatical
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systems through which field, tenor and mode are realised in texts will be discussed in
Chapter 3.

As discussed above, register analysis provides linguistic evidence about the subject matter
of the text, the participants involved in it and the role that language has taken in the
produced text; however, it pays little or no attention to the social purpose of the discourse.
This will raise the issue that a combination of genre and register analysis can provide more
detail about the language used by student-writers in their blog-texts.

Scholars such as Eggins and Martin have used register and genre analysis together, and
explained how to do this. As Eggins and Martin (1997, p.231) write, “the first step to
register and genre analysis would be to describe the linguistic patterns (words and
structures)” to find out about the differences between texts. They categorise these
differences into three groups: “the degree of formality of the language” (the extent to which
text the text is close to the spoken or written mode of the language), “the amount of
attitude/evaluation expressed by the text-producer” (the role the author of the text has taken
in the text), and “the background knowledge drawn on in the texts” (the amount of the
‘technical or everyday’ language the author used in the text, based on the knowledge of the
audience and the topic), (Eggins and Martin, 1997, p.231). As they suggest, the next step is
to “explain” the recognised linguistic differences in the first step (Eggins and Martin, 1997,
p.233). This procedure will help understand the connection between the linguistic choices
and the socio-cultural purpose, genre, of the discourse: the point being that “the linguistic
features selected in a text will encode contextual dimensions, both of its immediate context
of production and of its generic identity, what task the text is achieving in the culture”
(Eggins and Martin, 1997, p.237). Therefore, register and genre analysis systematically
specify the linguistic features that construct the stages and eventually the genre of a text.

24.1 Summary

Taking Halliday’s view (1987, p.32) that “All language functions in the context of
situations” and the notion that the features of the context of situation determine the lexico-
grammatical system, genre and register analysis can be useful to unpack the student-writes’
blog-texts and their layers. In other words, the relation and interaction between field, tenor
and mode with genre in order to construct meanings in blog-texts is of high importance in

this study. Martin’s model shows the relation between the elements of context and genre:
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Figure 3: Modelling tenor, mode and field as the realisation of genre (Martin 1992, p. 157)

As illustrated in this model, genre and the elements of the context of situation affect
language users’ choices. This implies that each genre obliges certain types of lexico-
grammatical choices. Genres are staged, so | will investigate whether student-writers’
choices differ at each stage and how these choices helped to construct meanings in their
texts. This can help to find out the relationships between the purpose of language choices
and the cultural features of the context of situation (field, tenor and mode). This includes
whether the readers’ thoughts and expectations influenced or determined the language use

in their texts, which may explain the organisation and style of their texts too.

The concept of context is not limited to texts in blogs in this study; looking at blogs as a
dynamic environment where the student-writers are involved in constant interaction with
their audience, the context has two various aspects: the linguistic aspect, the linguistic
elements within the blog-text, and the non-linguistic elements offered by blog-space: such
as photos or music, through which the author can construct meaning; these elements are
both needed to understand and interpret the blog-texts. As a result, both the linguistic and
non-linguistic elements of the context should be analysed to gain a thorough understanding
of what blog-texts are about (field), who are involved (tenor) and how language is used in
texts (mode). As my student-writers’ language variation in their blogs is the main focus of
this study, the non-linguistic elements of their blogs will not be examined thoroughly. 1 will
only explore the hyperlinks in their blogs to gain a better insight into the discourse

community.

In the following section, | give an overview of the elements used in the analytical
framework of this study. I will first summarise the SFL view of the layers of language
including the layers of context and genre. Then, | will review the notion of text within SFL

and describe functional grammar and its essential role in shaping texts. The section, then,
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explores the clause as the main unit of syntax, along with the systems that organise it in
discourse. This will include a detailed discussion of the metafunctions of language -
ideational, interpersonal and textual - and the systems of TRANSITIVITY, MOOD and
THEME * through which meanings are constructed in clauses and eventually in text. | will

also discuss the categories of genre proposed by Rose and Martin (2012).

2.5  Asystemic functional view of language, context and genre

Systemic functional grammar views language as being context-bound and varying from one
situation to another; in this approach, language is structured according to four strata which
are closely related: context, semantics, lexico-grammar and phonology (Halliday, 1997).
Halliday and Matthiessen (2006, p.375) explain that “Contextual features are realized by
preselections within the semantic system, semantic features are realised by preselection
within the lexicogrammatical system, and lexicogrammatical features are realised by

preselection within the phonological/ graphological system”.

As noted previously, Halliday (2002, p.55) writes that the layer of social context is
organised by three essential elements: “a field of social action, a tenor of role relationships,
and a mode of symbolic organisation” (emphasised as in original): the elements that, in
Halliday’s terms, form the register of discourse. Halliday (1997, p.58) writes that each of
“these elements in the semiotic structure of the situation activates the corresponding
component in the semantic system, creating in the process a semantic configuration, a
grouping of favoured and foregrounded options from the total meaning potential that is
typically associated with the situation type in question. This semantic configuration is what

we understand by the register” (emphasis as in the original).

Halliday (1987, p.68) considers register within the semantic stratum, where its elements,
field, tenor and mode, are realised through the ideational, interpersonal and textual
meanings: the meanings constructed through the linguistic features of the language in
discourse. In other words, these meanings realise the elements of the context that are
“realized by grammatical systems (in combination)”, Lukin et al. (2011, p.193). This
implies that the semantic stratum contains the linguistic variations of the language through

which the register of the language can be investigated.

11 follow the convention in SFL described by Fawcett (2010) through which the names of
system networks are written in capital letters and the names of the features in the networks

in lower case letters.
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From a slightly different perspective, Martin (1992, p.494) interprets context “as a system
of social processes”. He provides a model of language with six layers. Martin sees the
language strata of context, semantics, lexico-grammar and phonology, introduced by
Halliday, as being in contact with two upper layers, genre and ideology. Figure 4 shows
these upper layers are above the layer of context, or in Martin’s term register, which

manifest the lexico-grammatical choices of the language users in discourse semantics.

ideclogy

semantics

Figure 4: Language and its semiotic environment (Martin, 1992, p.469)

Through this model Martin (1992, p.496) stresses that meaning is not limited to any specific

level and ““is constructed on all levels”. He notes

Thus the tendency at the level of phonology to focus on syllables
and phonemes, at the level of lexicogrammar to focus on the
clause, at the level of discourse semantics to focus on an exchange
or “paragraph”, at the level of register to focus on a stage in a
transaction, at the level of genre to focus on whole texts and at the
level of ideology to focus on discourses manifested across a range
of texts (Martin, 1992, p.496).

This view suggests that there is a close relation between the socio-cultural level of language,
genre, and its linguistic level, register. In Martin’s model, “register (encompassing field,
tenor and mode) contextualizes language and is in turn contextualized by genre” (Christie
and Martin, 2005, p.7). My study can benefit from Martin’s view of context since the layer
of genre can be the manifestation of the linguistic choices of the student-writers in their
blog-texts. In other words, genre embodies the internal layers of language including their
relations and interactions with one another - which leads to a structured and organised

discourse, based on the socio-cultural purpose of the language users. Definitions of the
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elements of context, field, tenor and mode have been given in the section on Genre and
Register. Before describing the linguistic layer of language, | will review the concept of text

and discuss the notion of functional grammar and its role in structuring text in SFL.

2.5.1 Textand grammar

Halliday (2002, p.45) views a text as more than a string of sentences:

A text, as we are interpreting it, is a semantic unit, which is not
composed of sentences but is realized in sentences. A text is to the
semantic system what a clause is to the lexicogrammatical system

and a syllable to the phonological system.

Other scholars highlight the notions of interaction and context in their definitions of text.
Eggins (2004, p.23) defines texts as “authentic products of social interaction” within a
socio-cultural context; therefore, they “need to be analysed as metafunctions of the culture
they in large measure construct” (Martin, 1992, p.492). The relation between text and
context can be explored through examining the lexico-grammar of the language used in text;
in particular, the linguistic features which are organised and explored through grammar. The
term grammar is also referred to as ‘lexico-grammar’ showing that it is both systemic and
functional. At this point it is important to clarify what Halliday means by lexico-grammar.
Halliday (1969, p.180) describes grammar as a system where a system is “a set of things of
which one must be chosen, together with a statement of conditions under which the choice
is available”. For Halliday, grammar is “a very large network of systems” including a large
number of options through which individuals can make their own choices according to the
context they are involved in, when exchanging meanings. In Halliday’s terms, this is the
grammar “that formalizes the notion of choice in language” (Halliday, 1969, p.180) and
determines how these choices should be arranged and integrated. Halliday’s view of
language and his understanding of grammar suggest that each sentence, whether spoken or
written, has a purpose that is achieved by the use of grammar in the social context. This
underlines the claim that analysing grammar can help to explain the form of linguistic

features in relation to the functions they have in the context they are produced.

In other words, the systemic functional approach takes language as a system that is a
response to our functional demands in context, and highlights the key function of language,
which is communication. Therefore, “there must be aspects of the grammar that can be
identified as enabling us to interact through language” in a specific context (Thompson,
2004, p.45). To understand the function of a language, its syntactic elements should be
examined. This is possible through capturing the features of the clause and what is

happening there.
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Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.10) explain, “The clause is the central processing unit in
the lexicogrammar - in the specific sense that it is in the clause that meanings of different
kinds are mapped into an integrated grammatical structure”. Fawcett (2013, p.47) states that
the clause is “the major unit of syntax”. In this framework, clauses can be simplex or
complex units. Eggins (2004, pp.255-256) describes a clause simplex as referring “to single
clause units (for sentences of only one clause)” while a clause complex is a “clause cluster
of two or more clauses”. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.365) refer to the role of clause
complexes as being “to ‘choreograph’ the rhetorical development of text in real time”. They
illustrate the role of clause complexes in an extract of a Narrative, which makes the

discourse more conversational than written:

2 /l/And Joanne came up//and she said,// ‘Oh, can you do
this?’//and 1 said,// ‘Look you’re at the end of a very long line;//be
prepared to wait!’//and she said,// ‘Well, she’s at the Oncology
clinic right now.’//and | said,// ‘But these have to be done as
well,//[...] (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, p.365).

This is an interesting issue to examine when analysing my student-writers’ texts and can
provide a systematic way to find out how they organise their choices in different types of

clauses and how their choices affect their texts in terms of organisation and interpretation.

Up to this point, language has been defined as a context-bound phenomenon; the concept of
context in SFL and how its elements contribute to meaning making have been described. It
has been shown that the constructed meanings are realised through the lexico-grammatical
choices of the authors in the text. Then, the notions of text and functional grammar as a tool
for patterning and organising the author’s choices have been discussed. Also, clause, as an

important unit of syntax, and its types have briefly been reviewed.

Referring to the meanings constructed in a clause, Fawcett (2013, p.48) points out that any
type of clause is formed by “several strands of meaning, each being of a different type and
each serving a different function”. These strands of meanings, in Martin’s (1992) terms, are
the systems through which ideational, interpersonal and textual metafunctions of language
can be organised. In other words, they are the social functions that language is used for:
expressing experiences, creating and maintaining relationships as well as arranging texts.

Martin writes:

in grammar of the English clause, the system of TRANSITIVITY

organises experiential oppositions, MOOD organises interpersonal

2 The symbol // is used to show the clause boundaries in SFL.
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oppositions, and THEME textual ones. Critically, these three
systems cross-classify the clause, which selects relatively
independently for TRANSITIVITY, MOOD and THEME
(Martin, 1992, p.9).

In this study, I am concerned with the elements of context (field, tenor and mode) and
semantic strata (the ideational, interpersonal and textual metafunctions) as well as how they
are realised through the lexico- grammatical patterns (TRANSITIVITY, MOOD and
THEME); examining these issues can help to find out how my student-writers construct
meanings through their choices in their text. How the metafunctions of language are defined
and the systems they are realised in are explained in the following section.

2.6 The metafunctions of language

2.6.1 The ideational metafunction of the clause

For Halliday (1973, p.99), the ideational component of grammar is “concerned with the
expression of experience, including both the processes within and beyond self - the
phenomenon of external world and those of consciousness - and the logical relations
deducible from them”. Fawcett (2013, p.51) states that through this strand of meaning,
individuals “interpret - or construe the world”. The ideational metafunction of the clause has

two other constituents: the experiential and the logical.

According to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.169), “experientially, the clause construes a
guantum of change as a figure, or configuration of a process, participants and any attendant
circumstances” (emphasis as in the original). In other words, TRANSITIVITY, refers to the
choice of processes, which according to Fawcett (2013, p.49) is “a part of semantic
description of a clause” and the organisation of the participants, who are “directly involved”
in the process, as well as different types of circumstances, which “are attendant on” the
process (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, p.170). According to Fawcett (2013, p.91),
TRANSITIVITY is concerned with

1. the TYPE of Process,

2. the NUMBER of Participants Roles (PR) in each type of
Process,

3. the TYPES of Participants Roles, and

4. whether the PRs are overt or covert (emphasis as in the

original).
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The TRANSITIVITY analysis of a clause is shown in Eggin’s example in Table 1. This

table shows the types of circumstance, participant and process used in the clause.

Table 1: TRANSITIVITY analysis of a clause (Eggins, 2004, p.211)

But George | in Switzerland they | give you a cognac.

Circumstance: location | Actor | Process: material | Beneficiary | Goal

As shown above, the nominal group they is a participant called an ‘Actor’ as it does an
action; the verbal group give is a doing process called the ‘material process’; the nominal
group you is another participant called the ‘Beneficiary’ indicating for whom something

was done; Cognac is also a participant affected by the doing process and is the ‘Gaol’.

As Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.170) write, TRANSITIVITY “construes the world of
experience into a manageable set of PROCESS TYPES” (emphasised in the original). A
process, according to Fawcett (2013, p.49), “functions as the pivotal element of a situation”
and can be of six types: material process, “happening and doing” (Martin et al., 1997,
p.102); mental process, “perception, cognition, affection” (Martin et al., 1997, p.102); and
relational, “attributive, identifying” (Martin et al., 1997, p.102). According to Halliday and
Matthiessen (2004, p.171), behavioural processes are between material and mental
processes, which are “the outer manifestations of inner workings”; and verbal processes are
between mental and relational; processes, which are the “symbolic relationships constructed
in human consciousness and enacted in the form of language™ and existential processes are
between relational and material processes “ by which phenomena of all kinds are simply
recognised to be” (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, p.171). Halliday and Matthiessen (2004)
divide participants into those who are directly/indirectly involved in the process and those
who are obliquely involved in it. The type and role of each the participants are summarised
in Table 2.
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Table 2: Process types, their meanings and characteristics participants (Halliday and
Matthiessen, 2004, p.260)

PROCESS TYPE | category meaning | Participants, directly | Participants, obliquely
involved involved
material; ‘doing’ Actor, Goal Recipient, Client; Scope;
action “doing’ Initiator; Attribute
event ‘happening’
behavioural ‘behaving’ Behaver Behaviour
mental: ‘sensing’ Senser, Phenomenon
perception ‘seeing’
cognition ‘thinking’
desideration ‘wanting’
emotion ‘feeling’
verbal ‘saying’ Sayer, Target Receiver; Verbiage
relational: ‘being’
attribution ‘attributing’ Carrier, Attribute Attributor, Beneficiary
identification ‘identifying’ Identified, Identifier; | Assigner
Token, Value
existential ‘existing’ Existent

As shown in Table 2, each type of process assigns a particular role to each the participants,
which causes the clauses to vary. Martin et al. (1997, p.103) define the types of participants

according to the type of clause:

In material clauses, four types of participants can appear: Actor, Goal, Beneficiary and
Range. The “Actor” is “the one doing the material deed”; the “Goal” is “a participant
impacted by a doing”, as in “she made the coffee”; the “Beneficiary” is a participant
benefiting from the doing (the one given to or done for) or else (in clauses without a Goal)”
(Martin et al., 1997, p.103), for example, “She gave his aunt a teapot” (Martin et al., 1997,
p.105); a Range is “a participant specifying the scope of happening”(Martin et al., 1997,
p.103), as in “She climbed the mountain” (Martin et al., 1997, p.105), (emphasis as in the
original). In mental clauses, two types of participant can occur: the Senser and the
Phenomenon. The “Senser” is “the participant sensing, i.e. involved in conscious
processing” (e.g. “The man knew too much”.); the “Phenomenon” is what “is being
sensed”, for example “I like swimming early in the morning; | like the fact that he

apologized. ”’(Martin et al., 1997, p.105) (emphasis as in the original).

There are two types of relational clauses: attributive and identifying. In attributive clauses,
the participants are “Carrier + Attribute”- for example, “Maxine is energetic” and in

identifying clauses, the participants are “Token + Value”- for example, “Maxine is the
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goalie” (Martin et al., 1997, p.106). Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.237) write about a
third type of participant in attributive and identifying clauses, which represents “the entity
assigning the relationship of identity of attribution — for example, they in they made Mary
the leader and they made Mary happy”. In the identifying clauses, this participant is called

“Assigner” and, in the attributive clauses, “Attributor” (emphasis as in the original).

Martin et al. (1997, p.108) refer to three types of participant in verbal clauses. The “Sayer”
is “the participant saying, telling, stating, informing, asking, querying, demanding,
commenting, offering, threatening, suggestion and so on”, as in “She told me a strange
story”; the “Receiver” which “is the addressee of the speech”: They told me - to leave at
one” (Martin et al., 1997, p.108). The “Verbiage” which is the “content of saying” and can
be presented as a different clause, as in “They told me a story” (Martin et al., 1997, p.108)
(emphasis as in the original). In behavioural clauses, the participant is called “Behaver” as
in “I’m listening to John working” (Martin et al., 1997, p.109). In existential clauses, the
“Existent” is the only participant “involved in a being process”, as in “There will be a real

bunfight the next meeting” (Martin et al., 1997, p.109).

The third participant in a clause is circumstance. Martin et al. (1997, p.103) state that
circumstances “are less centrally involved in the process than participants”. Halliday and
Matthiessen (2004, pp.262-263) classify circumstances into nine categories: “Extent:
distance, duration, frequency”, “location: place, time”, “Manner: means, quality,
comparison, degree”, “Cause: reason, purpose, behalf’, “Contingency: condition, default,
concession”, “Accompaniment: comitative, additive”, “Role: guise, product”, “Matter”,
“Angle: source, viewpoint”. Some scholars have explained the delicacy of circumstances
such as place which this study has benefited from. Dreyfus and Jones (2011, p.77) show the
type of Place in a figure.

abstract
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Figure 5: Cline of circumstances of place (Dreyfus and Jones, 2011, p.77)
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Their studies extend Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004) category of location with the
introduction of space and show that space can represent more than the concrete and physical

and it can also be abstract and metaphorical.

TRANSITIVITY analysis has been used to investigate and compare texts, providing
language practitioners with pedagogical implications; Gusrayan (2008 p.71) has
investigated children’s comprehension of vocabulary through comparing children songs and
stories used in classes. With the help of THEMATIC and TRANSITIVITY analysis,
Gusrayan (2008 ) has found that “the story bounds the messages in a better way and this
boundary helps contextual realisation of each vocabulary item to be better grasped by
children”. Shokohi and Amin (2010, p.388) studied the role of familiarity with generic
structures in 90 samples of Persian and English newspaper editorials to realise a specific
genre through TRANSITIVITY. They reported both types of editorials as having the same
“generic features” and that familiarity with “content and context and not the structure of the
texts” can affect students’ performance in reading comprehension texts (Shokohi and Amin,
2010, p.387). TRANSITIVITY analysis will help this study to show how student-writers
build and construe their inner and outer world through their lexico-grammatical choices
(processes, participants and circumstances), what is happening in their texts and who or
what objects are involved in them. Following Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), it can be
said that a clause is more than embodying processes, participants and circumstances;
Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.29) assert that “while construing, language is always also
enacting: enacting our personal and social relationships with the other people around us”.
This brings us to the second metafunction, the interpersonal metafunction of a clause,
through which language users can construct a stance for themselves and relate to their

audience. This issue is discussed in the next sub-section.

2.6.2 The interpersonal metafunction of clause

Halliday (1973, p.99) writes that the interpersonal constituent of grammar “expresses the
speaker’s role in the speech situation, his personal commitment and his interaction with
others”. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) also note the notion of relationship when
describing the concept of clause as message. From the perspective of interpersonal meaning,
Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.106) claim that, in the flow of discourse, “clause is
organized as an interactive event involving speaker, or writer, and audience”; that is, clause
is simultaneously used to exchange information and giving or demanding goods and
services. These are, according to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.108), the components
of three vectors of the semantic system of the speech function, “MOVE” (initiate and
respond), “INITIATING ROLE” (give and demand) and “COMMODITY” (goods-and-

services and information) (emphasis as in the original).
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Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) stress the notion of interactivity when distinguishing the
interpersonal metafunction from the ideational metafunction. They explain, “this kind of
meaning is more active; if the ideational function of grammar is ‘language as reflection’,
this is ‘language as action’. We call it the interpersonal metafunction, to suggest that it is
both interactive and personal” (2004, p.30). Throughout interactions in discourse, according
to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.106), the speaker or writer assumes “a particular role
and in so doing assigns to the listener a complementary role which he wishes him to adopt
in his turn”. Eggins (2004, p.144) also states that participants “can establish and develop the
social roles” and “social identity” while communicating. This point is valuable in this study
as it can help examine how student-writers build up a relation and interact with their
audience in their blog-texts.

Interactive shifts in discourse can be realised through the grammatical resource of the
MOOD system, which according to Fawcett (2013, p.51) is the most important “type of
interpersonal meaning expressed in the clause”. The MOOD element, according to Halliday
and Matthiessen (2004, p.120), “has a clearly defined semantic function” which “carries the
burden of the clause as an interactive event”. Fawcett (2013, p.52) points out that the
significance of MOOD “lies in the fact that it is the main way through which we represent,
in the semantic and syntax of the lexicogrammar, the discourse act that is performed
through uttering the clause”. Martin (1992, pp.31-32) defines MOOD as “a resource for
negotiating meaning in dialogue...engender two fundamental oppositions: information as
opposed to goods and services (indicative vs. imperative) and giving (declarative) as
opposed to demanding (interrogative)” (emphasis as in the original). He adds that there are
possible variations of these oppositions: for instance, giving and demanding information can
be in the form of a statement and question respectively or giving and demanding goods and

services can be in the form of offer and command correspondingly.

The MOOD system is concerned with independent clauses (that is, clauses with speech
functional value in discourse) and consists of three elements: polarity, Subject, Finite.
Eggins (2004, pp.150-153) describes these as follows:

e An expression of polarity: “to make something arguable it has to be either positive
(something is) or negative (something is not)” (emphasis as in the original). An

example is shown in Table 3.

Table 3: An example of polarity (Eggins, 2004, p.154)

Henry James didn’t write ‘The Bostonians’

Subject Finite: negative




As shown in Table 3, the negative Finite, didn’t, constructs an arguable issue in the clause

which helps the flow of the discourse.

Table 4: An example of Finite operators (Eggins, 2004, p.152)

A nominal-type element — Subject: “the person or thing in whom is vested the
success or failure of the proposition” (emphasis as in the original). Halliday and
Matthiessen (2004, p.119) explain Subject with reference to interaction: “Subject is
best understood by starting from the concept of the clause as an exchange, a move
in dialogic interaction”. This is important when examining my student-writers’ flow
of language in their texts since it can illustrate how their meaningful choices as
Subject can affect both the purpose and interpretation of their language in their

texts. The presence of Subject can also determine how and if the discourse in their
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blog-texts tends to be dialogic or monologic.

A verbal-type element - Finite which “carries either tense or modality” (emphasis

as in the original). An example of Finite tense type is shown in Table 4.

George

was

reading Henry James

5
wasn 't

he?

Subject

Finite

Finite

Subject

The nominal element George is followed by the Finite carrying tense that is past. Halliday
and Matthiessen (2004, p.115) explain its significance: “it brings the proposition down to
earth, so that it is something that can be argued about™; it can link the “proposition to its

context in the speech event” in two ways: through “primary tense and “modality” (Halliday

and Matthiessen, 2004, p.115). They explain further:

Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.111) also explain that sometimes “the finite element and

the lexical verb are ‘fused’ into a single word”, such as “simple past or simple present

primary tense construes time interpersonally, as defined by what is
‘present’ to you and me at the time of saying. With modality the
dimension is that of assessment: modality construes a region of
uncertainty where | can express, or ask you to express an

assessment of the validity of what is being said (Halliday and

Matthiessen, 2004, p.116).

(tense), active (voice), positive (polarity) and neutral (contrast)”.

They also refer to another element in MOOD: Adjunct. “Adjunct is an element that has not

got the potential of being Subject”; that is, “arguments cannot be constructed around it”
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(2004, p.123). They introduce different types of Adjuncts in the clause as shown in the table

below.

Table 5: Metafunctions and types of Adjunct (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, p.125)

Metafunction Type of Adjunct Location in MOOQOD structure
experiential circumstantial Adjunct in Residue

interpersonal modal Adjunct in MOOD or Comment

textual conjunctive Adjunct (not in mood structure)

As shown in Table 5, the interpersonal metafunction can be realised through Modal
Adjuncts. These “add interpersonal meaning to the clause” that are responsible for
constructing and sustaining the dialogue (Eggins, 2004, pp.160-162); Modal Adjuncts can

be categorised into four groups:

1. MOOD Adjuncts add a sense of modality to the clause and comprise “expressions

of probability”, “usuality”, “intensification or minimization”, “presumption” and

“inclination” (Eggins, 2004, p.160);

2. Polarity Adjuncts refer to “Yes and No, and their common conversational

alternative” (Eggins and Martin, 1997, p.161);

3. Comment Adjuncts “express an assessment about the clause as whole”(Eggins and

Martin, 1997, p.161);

4. Vocative Adjuncts “control the discourse by designating a likely next speaker”

(Eggins and Martin, 1997).

Halliday and Mattheissen (2004, p.147) state that the system of modality is positioned
between the systems of polarity and construes “the region of uncertainty that lies between
yes and no”. This system has four different elements: modality (modalisation and
modulation), orientation, value (median and outer) and polarity (positive and negative).
Modality, which is one concern of this study, consists of two types: modalisation and
modulation. “Modalization” is the “degree of probability” and “degree of usuality” in
propositions, according to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.147). “Modulation” refers to
“obligation” and “inclination” in proposals (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, p.147) (see
Table 6).
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Table 6: Kinds of modality (Martin et al., 1997, p. 64)
Kind of modality Finite: modal MOOD Adjunct

Modalization Probability May, might, can, could; Probably, possibly,
will, would; should; must | certainly, perhaps, maybe

Usuality May, might, can, could; Usually, sometimes,
will, would; should; must | Always, never, ever,
seldom, rarely

Modulation Obligation May, might, can, could; Definitely, absolutely,
should; must possibly, at all costs, by all
means
Readiness: May, might, can, could; Willingly, readily, gladly,
Inclination will, would; must; shall, | certainly, easily
ability can, could

Examining the MOOD Adjuncts in my students’ blog-texts can give a better insight into
how student-writers express the certainty, likelihood or possibility of a proposition in their
discourse. MOOD analysis has also been used to analyse texts to understand how the writer
or speaker creates a relationship with their audience and develops a stance during the
discourse and how they express their purpose, through their lexico- grammatical choices.
Ye (2010, p.146) investigated Obama’s victory speeches and found that through the use of
the first person plural pronoun “we”, Obama promotes people to believe that they share one
interest; through using the third person pronoun, he constructs an authoritative stance in his
speech, and through using the second person pronoun he lessens the wide gap between him,

the president, and ordinary people. Ye (2010, p.146) suggests that

(1) positive clauses are recommended to convey information
and convince the audiences with positive facts; (2) Modal
verbal operators with high modal commitment can show the
addresser’s firm determination to finish tasks and build up
the addresser’s authority; (3) the frequent application of “we”
and “we” - “you” - “we” pattern” help to create an intimate
dialogic style, which can shorten the distance between the
addresser and the audience and further persuade the audience

to share the same proposal of the addresser.

Therefore, analysing the interpersonal metafunction can help me understand how my
student-writers adopt a role and assign a role to their audience in their blog-texts. This, in
turn, can illustrate how interactive their language is and if their language tends to be spoken
or written. How the experiential and interpersonal metafunctions combine and what factor
organises clauses and makes a text coherent can be explained through the textual

metafunction of language, which | turn to in the next sub-section.
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2.6.3 The textual metafunction of language

Within the system of the language network, the textual metafunction plays an important role
in bringing the other metafunctions together and revealing the coherence of the text
coherent. Halliday (1973, p.99) states that this metafunction is the part of the grammar that
is “concerned with the creation of text”. Martin et al. (1997, p.21) explain that this system
“is concerned with the organisation of the information within individual clauses and through
this, with the organisation of the larger text”. In other words, it “is what sets the scene for
the clause itself and positions it in relation to the unfolding text” (Halliday and Matthiessen,
2004, p.66). It “organizes the clause to show what its local context is in relation to the
general context of the text it serves in” (Martin et al., 1997, p.21). This component of
grammar has two elements: THEME and RHEME. According to Halliday and Matthiessen
(2004, p.64), THEME “is the element which serves as the point of departure of the message;
it is that which locates and orients the clause within its context”. It is the old/given
information in the clause and “the remainder of the message, the part in which THEME is
developed” is the Rheme” - that is the part of the clause which contains new or unfamiliar
information (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, pp.64-65). Berry et al. (1996, p.18) draw
attention to two important issues about THEME: it indicates what the language user is
concerned with and “it is the cumulative force of the Themes of the clauses of a text that
indicates these concerns, rather than the Theme of any one clause individually” (Berry et al.,
1996, p.18). Thus, THEME shows the authors’ choices expressing the concerns in the
clause and in their texts (that is what the clause or the whole is about); THEME analysis
also illustrates the lexical chains of the clauses and eventually the cohesion of the text.
THEME has been categorised into three groups, textual, interpersonal and topical (Martin et
al., 1997, Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004).

The Textual THEME has three types: Continuative, conjunction and conjunctive
Adjunct. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.81) define these THEMES as follows:

Continuative: A continuative is one of a small set of words which
signals a move in the discourse: a response, in dialogue, or a new

mover to the next point if the same speaker is continuing.

Conjunction: A conjunction is a word or group that either links
(paratactic) or binds (hypotactic) the clause in which it occurs

structurally to another clause.

Conjunctive Adjunct: These are adverbial groups or

propositional phrases which relate the clause to preceding text.
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These THEMES can be shown in Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004, p.81) analysis of the
question: “Well, but then suddenly Jean, wouldn’t the best idea be to join in?”’. To make the

table easier to read, | added the third row.

Table 7: Multiple THEME (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, p.81)

well but then surely Jean wouldn’t the best idea | be to join in?

cont stru conj modal voc finite

Textual | Textual | Textual @ Interpersonal : Interpersonal | Interpersonal | Topical

Theme Rheme

Cont=continuative THEME; Stru=structural THEME; Conj=conjunction THEME; VVoc=vocative THEME

As shown in Table 7, this sentence contains three textual THEMES: the continuative
THEME, well, indicates that the discourse is continuing; the structural THEME, but and
then, function as a conjunction. There are two interpersonal THEMES: the modal Adjunct,
surely, shows the speaker’s judgement and the vocative though which the speaker calls for

attention.

The Interpersonal THEME, according to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, p.81), can
be classified as: Vocative, Modal comment Adjunct and Finite verbal operator. VVocative
refers to “any item, typically a personal name, being used to address”; Modal comment
Adjuncts “express the speaker or writer’s judgment on or attitude to the message” and Finite
verbal operators “are the small set of auxiliary verbs construing primary tense or modality”

(Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004, p.81), examples are presented in Table 7.

The Topical THEME, as Halliday and Mattheissen (2004, p.74) write, has two
categories, marked and unmarked. They point out that when the role of the THEME and
Subject overlap, it is called unmarked topical THEME. Thompson and Thompson (1999,
p.55) explain that “the marked THEMES are associated with switches in the temporal
framework, and Subjects are associated with continuity in the entities about which
predications are being made” (see the example in Table 7).

Examining my student-writers choice of THEME can help to determine the clause
arrangement and eventually the coherence of their text in their blogs. Furthermore, it should
not be ignored that the choice of THEME can depend on certain factors including the
purpose of the blog-writers and their audience’s expectation, that which might affect the

authors’ choices.

2.7  Register in this study
Drawing on the topics discussed in this chapter, the notion of register can be extended to the
range of lexico-grammatical patterns chosen by the blog-writers to express their meanings

in relation to the context of blogs. According to Halliday (1987), context is dynamic and
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shapes the lexico-grammatical choices and these choices, in turn, reshape the context
simultaneously. To understand the system of language underlying the discourse and the
meaning constructed and expressed in blog-texts and the whole blogs, | examined the
elements of the context of situation, field, tenor and (Chapters 5, 6 and 7). This helped to
find out 1) the subject matter, the participants and circumstances; 2) the role of language in
creating a relation between the readers and the blog-writers and 3) the organisation of the
information throughout the blog-texts. Examining the MOOD system also showed how
blog-writers expressed themselves, took a stance against their readers, positioned their
readers in their blog-texts and communicated with them, which will be explained in detail.
The analytical framework for this study is summarised in Table 8:

Table 8: Map of the register analysis

Field Ideational metafunction TRANSITIVITY Processes
Circumstances

Tenor Interpersonal metafunction MOOD Subject (I, you and we)
Finite

Polarity

MOOD Adjuncts
Mode Textual metafunction THEME Textual THEME
Interpersonal THEME
Topical THEME

Having provided an overview of the system of TRANSITIVITY, MOOD and THEME and
the role of their elements in meaning making at the level of clause, now, | explain the key
features of the analytical framework | used to examine the genres of my student-writers’

blog-texts.

2.7.1 Components and types of genres

To explore the genre or genres of my student-writers’ blog-texts, | used the model of genre
proposed by Rose and Martin (2012, p.130). As explained Section 2.2, Rose and Martin
categorised genres into three groups drawn from their studies of the writing of primary
school children in Australia: Stories, Factual texts and Arguments. Their framework,
showing the sub-categories of these genres with their purpose and stages, is shown in Table
9.
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Table 9: Key genres of primary school (Rose and Matrtin, 2012, p.56)

genre Purpose Stages
Recount Recounting events Orientation
Record of events
Narrative Resolving a Orientation
complication Complication
Evaluation
Resolution
3 Anecdote Sharing an emotional Orientation
S Reaction Remarkable event
» Reaction
Exemplum Judging character or Orientation
Behaviour Incident
Interpretation
Description Describing specific Orientation
things Description
Report Classifying and Classification
. Describing general Description
X things
% Explanation Explaining sequences Phenomenon
2 of Event Explanation
L%é Procedure How to do an activity Purpose
Equipment
Steps
Protocol What to do and not to Purpose
do Rules
Exposition Arguing for a point of Thesis
@ View Argument
o Reiteration
£ Discussion Discussing two or more | Issue
2 points of view Side
< Resolution

As shown in Table 9, stories are comprised of four types of genre: Recount, Narrative,

Anecdote and Exemplum.

Recount: In Recounts, “nothing goes significantly wrong” (Martin, 1992, p.562); they
emphasise time (Plum, 1988, p.102), are structured through sequence of recurrent events
(Piriyasilpa, 2009) and “reconstruct experience” (Martin, 2000b, p.14). According to Rose

and Martin (2012, p.130) the stages of Recounts are, Orientation and Record of events.

Narrative: Narrative texts are “interpretive of the real world” (Plum, 1988, p.6); Martin
(1992, p.562) explains that Narratives focus on a remarkable problem which should be
resolved; and Labov and Waletzy (1997, p.32) point out that the importance of the Narrative
is that it “reveals the attitude of the narrator towards the narrative”. The four stages of this
genre construct the flow of rising tension, sustaining it and easing it: Orientation *
Complication ~ Evaluation ~ Resolution (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.56). Martin and Rose
(2008, p.50) explain that Evaluation is the borderline which separates the stages of
Complication and Resolution. Labov and Waletzy (1997, p.33) describe another stage of
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Narrative, the Coda, which appears at the end of the typical genre. This stage “is a functional
device for returning the verbal perspective to the present moment” (Labov and Waletzy, 1997,
p.33).

Anecdote: Anecdotes have the stages of Orientation » Remarkable event ~ Reaction (Rose
and Martin, 2012, p.130). They create a crisis by stating a remarkable event through which
the writer shares their emotions and feelings. This crisis, according to Martin (1992, p.565),
“is reacted to - with a surge of affect (discord, insecurity, frustration, satisfaction, security
or fulfilment)” but is not resolved. Anecdotes establish the characters temporally and/or
spatially in the Orientation stage followed by an Event, which, in Martin and Rose’s
framework (2008, p.51), is a “disruption to usuality” and is followed by positive or negative

reactions to it.

Exemplum: An exemplum has three stages, Orientation ~ Incident ~ Interpretation (Rose
and Martin, 2012, p.130). Martin (1992, p.565) points out “how the world should/shouldn’t
be”; the same notion is described in Plum’s (1988, p.276) definition of Exemplum, a kind of
narrative organised to advise “behaviour, making choices in a system of modality,
something captured definitely by being referred to as ‘illustrative’, ‘pointing a moral’,
‘giving an example’, etc.”. He states that the cultural importance of the event is highlighted

explicitly in the Interpretation stage.

Factual texts: Factual texts are divided into four categories: Description, Report,

Explanation, Procedure and Protocol.

Description: The description genre has two stages comprising Orientation ~ Description. It

describes one thing but “from different points of view” (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.37).

Reports: “Reports classify and describe things” (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.129) and have
two stages, Classification ~ Description (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.130). If one thing is
described and classified, it is a “Descriptive report”; Martin and Rose (2003, p.85) refer to
“qualities”, “classes”, “qualifiers” and “parts” as the common linguistic features of this
genre that expand “the meaning of a person or thing”. If various things are classified in the

text, it is a “Classifying report” and if some parts of whole are described, it is “a

Compositional report”.

Explanations: Martin and Rose (2008, p.150) write that Explanations focus on explaining
the way processes occur and involve “sequences of causes and effects”. Explanations start
with identifying the Phenomenon, which the text is concerned with and is followed by the

Explanation stage, Phenomenon ~ Explanations (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.130).
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Procedures: Procedures are “experientially-oriented texts” (Plum, 1988, p.5). Martin and
Rose (2008, p.182) consider Procedures as “pedagogic texts”, since such texts explain and
demonstrate “how to perform a specialised sequence of activities in relation to certain
objects and locations” (Martin and Rose, 2008). They comprise three stages, Purpose "

Equipment ” Steps.

Protocol: Protocol, according to Martin and Rose (2008, p.213), limits “rather than enables
behaviour”. It tells the reader “what to do” (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.129). This genre
contains two stages, Purpose * Rules (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.130).

Argument: “Argument genres evaluate issues and points of views” (Rose and Martin,
2012, p.130) and are classified into two categories: Exposition and Discussion. Expositions
are concerned with one opinion about an issue and have three stages: Thesis * Arguments *
Reiteration. According to Coffin et al. (2005, p.469), Thesis is the stage through which “the
writer puts forward their claim or standpoint and optionally, previews the arguments to be
discussed”. They also break the Arguments stage into two sub-stages: claim and evidence,
through which writers provide their idea and support it by reasoning and giving evidence.
Exposition genres can end with a recommendation or an exhortation, which according to
Rose and Martin (2012, p.112) is called a hortatory type. The Discussion genre deals with
more than one position about an issue and is constructed through Issue ” Side ” Resolution
(Rose and Martin, 2012, p.130). Rose and Martin (2012, p.130) expand their genre
typologies by explaining and distinguishing the sub-categories of the above defined genres,

as shown in Table 10.
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Table 10: Genres and stages (Rose and Martin, 2012, p.130)

genre purpose stages
Recount Recounting events Orientation
Record of events
Narrative Resolving a complication in a Orientation
story Complication
Resolution
Exemplum Judging character or behaviour in | Orientation
a story Incident
Interpretation
38 Anecdote Sharing an emotional reaction in Orientation
S a story Remarkable events
& Reaction
Autobiographical recount Recounting life events Orientation
Record of stages
Biographical recount Recounting life stages Orientation
Record of stages
9 Historical recount Recounting historical events Background
5 Record of stages
3 Historical account Explaining historical events Background
T Account of stages
Sequential explanation Explaining a sequence Phenomenon
Explanation
Conditional explanation Alternative causes and events Phenomenon
2 Explanation
% Factorial explanation Explaining multiple causes Phenomenon: outcome
8 Explanation: factors
< Consequential explanation Explaining multiple effects Phenomenon: cause
u Explanation: conseq.
Procedure How to do experiments and Purpose
“ observation Equipment
< Steps
E Procedural recount Recounting experiments and Purpose
<) observations Method
o Results
Descriptive report Classifying and describing a Classification
phenomenon Description
" Classifying report Classifying and describing types Classification
5 of phenomena Description: types
53 Compositional report Describing parts of wholes Classification
o Description: parts
Exposition Arguing for a point of view Thesis
o Arguments
= Reiteration
E Discussion Discussing two or more point s of | Issue
2 view Sides
< Resolution
Review Evaluating a literary, visual or Context
musical text Description of text
Judgement
@ Evaluation
2 Interpretation Interpreting the message of atext | Synopsis of text
§ Reaffirmation
g Critical response Challenging the message of a text | Evaluation
3 Deconstruction
- Challenge

Table 10 provides an extended list of genres with their sub-categories that can be valuable

in this study. These categories can help to determine the stages through which my students’

blog-texts unfold and find out about the purpose they pursue. Piriyasilpa (2009) also refers

to the ‘Self-introduction’ genre which has three stages: Self-identification, Biodata and
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Impressions, by which writers provide some information about themselves (Piriyasilpa,
2009, p.176). The ‘Self-introduction’ stage contains “names and nicknames” (Piriyasilpa,
2009, p.176); ‘Biodata’ has information about the “date and place of birth, hometown, and
study” (Piriyasilpa, 2009, p.177) and the ‘Impressions’ provides information about the
“hobbies, life styles and impressive impressions™ (Piriyasilpa, 2009, p.178). She points out
that the Salutation stage can occur before the stage of Self-introduction and functions as “an
opening bonding move” to show solidarity (Piriyasilpa, 2007, p.85).

2.7.2 Genre hybridity

There is some debate about whether genres are stable and have particular linguistic features
constructing their particular schematic structures. Kamberelis (2001, p.92) believes that
hybridity exists everywhere; comparing the formal language of a lawyer at court with her
discourse at home and the possible clashes between them, she points out that individuals
“mix or hybridize multiple social languages within given speech events or context” and
create new ones. Considering text as an instance of language, hybridity can be seen at the
level of genre and register. For example, Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999, p.143) define
hybrid texts as, “texts which mix discourses, genres or registers”. Eggins (2004, pp.81-82)
refers to the blend of genres producing “hybrids” by addressing “J. K. Rowling’s Harry
Potter series”; she explains how the four different genres “high fantasy”, “low or domestic
fantasy”, “school story” and “detective/ mystery story”, are mixed and attract various types
of audience. She also addresses “new journalism or ‘creative non-fiction’” as hybrid genres
blending “literary realisation techniques” and “journalistic techniques such as interviews
and factual reports” (Eggins, 2004, p.82). One possible reason for genre hybridity is
highlighted by Bawarshi and Reiff (2010); they explain that students’ genre knowledge can
create genre hybridity in their academic texts; this means that students take their prior
knowledge of genres from one situation to other and successful writers can capitalise on
knowledge sufficiently to be able to fit into their new situation so as to participate
efficiently in their new community. Bartlett (2013) goes so far as to assert that all genes are
hybrid and that a genre emerges if the linguistic features, which realise a set of meanings,

are conventionalised in a given situation,

however, there are various degrees of conventionalisation and
there is always room for novelty - which is generally a form of
hybridity as the features introduced are not arbitrary but have been
used previously in situations that are in some way connected.
Moreover, for these reasons all genres are hybrids to start with and
all hybrids have the potential to become standard genres to a

greater or lesser extent.
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By ‘the various degrees of conventionalisation’ of the linguistic elements, Bartlett means
that a genre comprises different sets of linguistic features, those features which are already
familiar within the situation and those which are new and unfamiliar within it. In other
words, in any situation, some features may be selected by default and then mixed with new
features to achieve a communicative purpose, which will result in a hybrid genre. Where the
new features come from remains uncertain. The notion of similarities and differences
among genres may also create a hypothesis that genres can be classified by examining the
differences among their linguistic features. However, it seems rather hard to determine what
features are new to the situation, to what extent they are conventionalised and if they play

an important role in the schematic structures of the genre.

Kamberelis (2001, p.86) believes that coexistence of various genres, styles and registers
“often produce heterogencous and dynamic interactions”, which can be related to the
discourse in blogs. Seemingly, discourse in the dynamic and interactive environment of
blogs is more likely to experience hybridisation as the following example by Zare (2012)
suggests. Exploring the blogs of a group of Iranian bloggers, Zare (2012, p.82) reports that
the language used in his blogs is a hybrid of “English and technical terms in Persian”
written in writing and spoken mode of the Farsi language amalgamated with the Internet
and the blog “jargon” along with “socio-cultural terms from the host society”. This
reinforces both the interactivity and the possibility of genre hybridity in blogs; however, in
the dynamic environment of blogs, with a hybrid audience, from different socio-cultural
class and professions, communicating in a hybridity of modes - through texts, photos, and

music - the concept of genre seems fuzzy.

In brief, it seems that genre hybridity can be perceived as the construction of a new way of
transferring meanings in response to a new situation; this affects the social activities of the
discourse: activities such as communications and interpretations, which demand new
knowledge about the conventions of this new discourse. | will look at this issue at the level
of schematic structures through which my blog-texts unfold and discuss the potential

reasons behind it in Chapter 8.

In this chapter, | have explained the notion of genre and approaches to genre analysis from
the perspective of Systemic Functional Grammar. | have prepared the ground for proposing
the analytical framework of my analysis of student-writers’ blog-texts to understand their
language variation in terms of genre and register. | discussed the key concepts of the
framework of this study comprising the context of situation, the relation between context
and language and the role of grammar in making meanings; I explained how Halliday’s

(1987) register analysis and Rose and Martin’s (2012) categories of genres can help to
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pursue the aims of this study. | have also given an overview of the key features in register
analysis that I will implement to understand how meanings are constructed through my
student-writers’ lexico-grammatical choices in their blog-texts. | have also described the

model of genre analysis to examine the social purpose of my blog-texts.

In the next chapter, | will move to the concept of the blog and explain its non-linguistic and
linguistic characteristics. To give a better view of the linguistic features and mode of
language used in blogs, the differences between the different modes of language, spoken
and written, will also be described. After that, 1 will go through the concept of self-
expression, voice and stance in blog-texts and give an overview of the pedagogical role of
blogs in language classes.
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Chapter 3 Blogs

In the previous chapter, | discussed genre, genre analysis approaches, and register. One of
my research questions is whether my students’ blog-texts can be conceptualised as
belonging to a genre or an emergent genre. To find out about the genre of the language
produced in my student-writers’ texts, I need to know about the features and mode of the
discourse constructed in the virtual environment of blogs. To this end, this section is
devoted to the linguistic and non-linguistic elements of blogs in relation to the
characteristics of the written and spoken modes of language. To eradicate any confusion, |
used the term ‘blog-text/s’ to refer to the blog content in this document. The word ‘blog-

space’ also refers to the website in which a blog is written.

There is a large body of research about the genres of computer-mediated communication
and web tools in the virtual environment of the Internet such as the blog-space. Scholars
such as Barton and Lee (2013, p.29) write that a blog being used for a specific purpose
demands a specific genre but “a blog itself is not a genre: it is not a form of language-rather
it is a space for language”. Other scholars bring up the notion of genre when writing about
the blog-space. For instance, Herring et al. (2004, p.2) write that blogs “are neither unique
nor reproduced entirely from offline genres”, however, they will turn to “constitute a hybrid
genre that draws from multiple sources, including other Internet genres”. Kjellberg (2009,
p.12) also writes that a “blog can be viewed as a situated genre”, where social actions are
shaped, and suggests a framework for analysing the research blogs. | begin with a definition

of the blog-space by Walker:

A weblog or blog is a frequently updated website consisting of
dated entries arranged in reverse chronological order so the most
recent post appears first ... typically, blogs are published by
individuals and their style is personal and informal (Walker, 2007,
p.45).

According to Herring et al. (2004), the word ‘blog’ came into existence in 1997 and has
come into widespread use since then. They used a content analysis method to analyse 203
randomly selected text-based active blogs written in English and reported a number of
genres and sub-genres between standard web pages and text-based online discourse.
Referring to the popular types of communication through the Internet, they define a blog as
a bridge between “relatively static, single author, multimedia HTML” and “a synchronous

CMC?” such as chatting (Herring et al., 2004, p.23).
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Standard Web ‘Weblogs Asynchronous
Pages Online Community CMC
Journals Blogs
< >
rarely updated frequently updated constantly updated
asymmetrical broadcast asymmetrical exchange symmetrical exchange
multimedia limited multimedia text-based

Figure 6: Blogs on continuum between standard Web pages and CMC (Herring et al., 2004,
p.10)

Scholars such as Mazur and Kozarian (2010) and Myers (2010a) refer to the interactive
mode of blogs that is textual and limited to exchanging comments. Richardson (2010, p.20)
also points out that blogging is beyond recording the daily events or emotions; it is a “genre
that engages students and adults in a process of thinking in words”. Ewins (2005, p.369)
writes that blogs are also defined as online journals containing chronological entries,
through which hyperlinks, pictures, sounds and videos can be shared (Scheidt, 2009). These
online journals can be personal with a single author or public with many authors - that is,
the audience who visit them. However, the sense of audience in blogs differs from other
virtual or electronic environments. While the audience of emails and online-conferences are
limited to specific addressees, within specific intervals, blog-texts potentially have a wide
ranging audience around the world. This will increase the social communicative aspect of

the discourse produced in a blog (Blood, 2002, Rahimpour, 2014).

Taking the interactivity aspect of the blog-space into account, it can be said that blogs can
reflect the interest of both writer and audience, which can contribute to creating and
maintaining an online community. Ewins (2005) and Kjellberg (2009) also write that blogs
have the ability to construct a community of individuals sharing similar beliefs and desires
where they can interact easily. Nardi et al. (2004, p.225) refer to blogs as a “manifestation
of diverse social motives in which the inscriptions in the blog communicate specific social
purposes to others”. Nardi et al. (2004, p.224) list the purposes behind blogging: “to update
others on activities and whereabouts; express opinions to influence others; seek others’
opinions and feedback; ‘think by writing’ and release emotional tension”. Herring et al.
(2004, p.28) support the same view stating, “the technical affordances of the blog format

make it readily adaptable to multiple purposes of use”.

Other scholars consider aspects of the blog-space such as content and style. Lomborg (2009,
p.7) provides a classification of blogs offering “a typological space in three dimensions with

the axes representing content, directionality and style, respectively”:

1) “Content axis: Internal-topical”. This refers to the use of blogs either as a collection of

personal information and “experiences” or as “topic-oriented communication” (Lomborg,
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2009, p.7). According to Lomborg, the internal topical continuum contains various types of
genre such as: the “online diary”, populated by the author’s private matters, “notebook
blogs”, more concerned with the author’s experiences; “hobby blog”, which covers the
author’s hobbies; “opinion blog”, which is a discussion site covering the author’s view on a
topic; and more topic- oriented blogs: “research blogs, corporate blogs” and “journalistic

blogs”.

2) “Directionality axis: Monological-dialogical”. This refers to the use of the blog-space

simply as a means of “self-expression” and possibly “highly conversational”.

3) “Style axis: Intimate-objective”. This refers to the tone used in the blog-texts: whether it
is written in a personal and confessional tone or “in a rather objective tone”, such as in

“argumentative writing, factual description and expert statement”.

Apart from content and style, the role of the audience of the blogs in shaping its features
and the mode of the language produced has also been discussed in the literature. Puschmann
(2013, p.94) brings up the importance of audience in blogging writing that “bloggers
integrate their conceptualization of the readership into their style”. De Moor and Efimova
(2004) and Herring et al. (2004) refer to different modes of discourse in blog-texts stating
that a blog can be a monologue (diary), dialogue (online happening) or both (mixed type);
this can be for several reasons such as the blog-writers” gender, age, interest, audience
(Puschmann, 2013, p.91) and the number of comments they receive. Mazur and Kozarian
(2010, p.140), for instance, write, despite the interactive nature of blogs, “they function
primarily as monologues especially for males who receive significantly fewer comments
than females”. All of this shows that blog-texts are not limited to a specific mode of
language. However, taking into account the interactive mode of blogs, which the author and
the reader exploit to exchange meanings, the language used in the blog-space can be close
to the spoken form of language which demands a particular genre or genres. This leads to
the next issue that is one of the concerns in this study: whether my student-writers’ blogs-
texts can be considered a genre. To examine this, | will now explain the characteristics of

blogs in relation to the components of genre.

3.1 Blogs and genre description

Considering the concept and theoretical issues of genre, an ESP approach can be
appropriate for examining blogs as a genre; within this approach the socio-cultural aspects
of the context of language use have been highlighted as one of the focal points in this study.
I now discuss the generic features of blogs in relation to the characteristics of genre defined

by Swales. Swales (1990, p.58) writes
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A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members
of which share some set of communicative purposes. These
purposes are recognised by the expert members of the parent
discourse community, and thereby constitute the rationale for
genre. This rationale shapes the schematic structure of discourse

and influences and constrains choice of content and style.

I consider three aspects in discussing my students’ blog-journals: communicative purposes,
discourse community and the rationale behind the genre.

3.1.1 Communicative purposes

Swales’ definition of genre points out that genres are purposeful and can be realised through
common communicative purposes. These communicative purposes establish a particular set
of structures in the spoken or written discourse. He defines genre as “a class of
communicative events” (Swales, 1990, p.45), consisting of the on-going discourse along
with its members, the role that it possesses and the environment where it is constructed and
received; thus to consider a set of communicative events as a genre, there should be shared

purposes among the community, too.

The sense of shared purposes among the members of the blog communities has been raised
in the literature. Herring et al. (2004, p.11) stress that “the flexible, hybrid nature of the
blogs format means that it can express a wide range of genres in accordance with the
communicative needs of its users”. Through content analysis, they identified the structural
and functional characteristics of 203 blogs. Herring et al. (2004, p.4) coded their blogs
according to the blog-writers’ “demographic characteristics”, “the purpose of the blog” and
the structural elements of their blogs; they also used a grounded theory approach to enable
their coding to analyse other features of the blog-space such as “the type of blogging
software used, the ability for readers to post comments to entries, and the presence of the
calendar, archives, and badges” (Herring et al., 2004, p.5). Herring et al. (2004, p.5)
classified blog-genres according to their purposes and found five types that are relevant to
this study: the k-log, a knowledge-based blog common in the academic domain; the
diary/personal blog (Herring et al., 2004, p.3), a journal including the authors’ personal life
experience and information; the filter log, which contains external “world events” and
“online happening” and the “mixed blogs” as well as “other” blogs, which were beyond the
pre-classification of the researcher, such as blogs of “the author’s poetry” or a “song lyrics”
(Herring et al., 2004, p.5).



63

Three other helpful characterisations of blogs mentioned in the literature and of relevance to
this study are that they can be considered as a) a tool “for self-expression” (Herring et al.,
2004, p.1), b) as “an extension of the self in textual terms” (Puschmann, 2010, p.169) and c)

as the means of interacting with a wide audience and the writer’s self (Wrede, 2003).

It seems that each blog has its own readership and purpose and it can be used as both an
“interpersonal” and “mass communication” tool (Bortree, 2005, p.25). This could mean that
the various purposes of blogs can lead towards generating various genres or subgenres; thus
purpose and audience are important considerations in finding out if my student-writers’

blog-texts illustrate a specific genre or if they produce hybrid genres.

3.1.2 Genre patterns and communicative purposes

Swales (1990) explains how the patterns of genres differ “in their prototypicality” (Swales,
1990, p.49) claiming that this is due to ‘communicative purpose’; “Communicative purpose
has been nominated as the privileged property of a genre. Other properties, such as form,
structure and audience’s expectations operate to identify the extent to which an exemplar is

prototypical of a particular genre” (Swales, 1990, p.52)(emphasis as in the original).

This can imply that communicative purposes oblige the use of particular patterns which will
eventually lead to generating different classes of genres or subgenres. The same point is
made by Myers (2010a) in investigating discourse in blogs. Myers (2010a) explains how
language patterns in blogs can be influenced by the communicative purpose of blogs. Myers
(20104, p.19) writes that in blog-texts, language is computer-mediated: for instance, a text
can start with a question or finish with ‘XO’; also, the comments can be in a conversational
mode such as: ‘oh my’ or in “typographical imitation of para-linguistics features (‘I’m sooo
making this’); the ubiquitous exclamations marks (‘look delicious!!”)”. Myers (2010a, p.19)
further adds that these texts are HTML texts that “can be read of any browsers” and connect
to others. He stresses that these characteristics of blog-texts do not suffice to determine the
genre of the blog and that to recognise the particular features of genre in blogs and wikis,
the style, “the technology and what people do with it should be closely investigated”
(Myers, 2010a, p.19). This is an important consideration in this study because it can help to
determine the student-writers’ purposes in their blogs. This requires an investigation of

genre and the context of the situation within which it is functioning.

Another feature of genre mentioned by Swales (1990, p.52) is that “the rationale behind a
genre establishes constraints on allowable contributions in terms of their content,
positioning and form”. The rationale influences the content and imposes certain constraints
on the genre that lead to the construction of a particular form or structure. Therefore,

familiarity with the form and content of the genre is shared knowledge among the discourse
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community members, which is shaped by the rationale underlying the genre. Thus, “the
rationale gives rise to constraining conventions” when analysing genre (Swales, 1990, p.53).
This can be true in blogs since the content and the way language is used can be determined
by the purpose and rationale of the blog. Also, the purpose can be partially influenced by
the audience’s voice and their contribution to the discourse in blogs; in other words, the

audience can restrict the forms and conventions of the genre used in blogs.

Referring to the relation between the purpose and audience of blogs, Miller and Shepherd
(2004) point out that although blogs may seem private, they address the public too. Nardi et
al. (2004, p.223) stress that the fact that blogs construct the audience and “the audience also
creates the blog” should never be ignored. Davies and Merchant (2007, p.179) also claim
that, when writing, blog-writers have a strong sense of their audience, with whom they share
the same thoughts, and who can be far beyond the “known readers”. This can mark the
difference between the blog-genres, which is dynamic, and other genres which have a more
static mode. Considering the sense of purpose and audience, and their contribution in
determining the forms and patterns of the blog-texts, it can be suggested that the blog is an
amalgamation of genres, the author and the audience’s voice: the interwoven voices, which

can hardly exist if separated. This will be expanded in Chapter 8.

3.1.3 Genre and discourse community

The last feature of genre which Swales (1990) describes is as follows: “A discourse
community’s nomenclature for genres is an important source of insight” (Swales, 1990,
p.54). This means that the discourse community plays a great part in constructing genres
and the members of the community share the same communicative purposes and linguistic
features. Swales (1990, p.55) states that “an appropriate approach for the analyst would be
to establish genres based on investigations into actual communicative behaviour, two
aspects of which, among several, would be participants’ naming procedures and elicited

categorization”. His point is supported by Myers (2010a, p.26), who explains that

Communities have names for the genres they use, and having such
names may be a part of what makes them a community; that’s
why the people who used blogs seized on blog, blogger,
blogosphere, warblog and all the variants; recognizing these
classifications was part of being in the community. (emphasis as

in the original)

This means that online genres can be identified and classified according to the shared

communicative purposes and knowledge among the members of the community; the
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purposes, which, as Swales (1990, p.58) writes, “turns a collection of communicative events

into a genre”.

However, there is another helpful aspect in considering the blog as a genre. According to
Miller and Shepherd (2004, p.10), blog-writers often give two reasons to explain their blog-
writing: “self-expression and community development”. They add that blog-writers think of
“their linking and their commentary as a means of self-expression”- through which they
construct an environment derived from their motives, voice and ideology (Miller and
Shepherd, 2004, p.10). This environment not only reveals the writer’s beliefs and self but it
is also a means of linking with others building up a community where the blog-writer’s self
grows and is reinforced by their audience. Therefore, the purpose of online communities
such as blogs is not mainly for exchanging information but, as Wellman and Guli (1999,
p.173) claim, for “companionship, social support, and a sense of belonging”. Similarly,
Myers (2010a, p.22) regards blogs as a social life. He compares the virtual life on the blog
with his “social life on the street where people verbally gossip, buy things, build up
reputations”, etcetera; yet, people in blogs are often anonymous, and their status and
locations are not certain. It is interesting to investigate why blog-writers tend to be disguised
in such a public environment, where the author and audience share the same purpose and

live in the same community.

An online community is not restricted to particular members and can expand as new people
join the community; each member may bring their ideology, beliefs, knowledge and
experience to the community and these might affect the purpose, conventional rules and
features of the shared language among the members. These are factors that can affect the
ecology of the environment of blogs comprising both author and audience and can make the

sense of an online discourse community rather fuzzy.

Considering the wvariability aspect of a blog discourse community, Barton’s (2007)
definition of a discourse community is valuable because his definition is not limited to a
particular group but rather incorporates an emerging a blog discourse community; Barton
(2007, pp.75-76) writes that discourse community can comprise the author as well as the
intended and unintended audience of the text. It seems that some of the features of blogs can
overlap with the features of genre discussed by Swales. Apart from issues such as purpose
and discourse community, it is essential to look at the linguistic features and language
patterns of the texts produced in blogs to find out if my blog-texts can be considered as a

genre or subgenre. This opens another area of discussion in this thesis: language in blogs.
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3.1.4 Language and context

The present study focuses, on the one hand, on the context of language use — blog-space -
and, on the other, on the way language is used by the student-writers in their blog-texts, and
genre analysis is the method for investigating these factors. Understanding the genre of a
text becomes possible through understanding the characteristics of the language used in that
text; in other words, “it is through language that genres are realized”(Eggins, 2004, p.65) -
the language which is social, functions to make meanings and can be affected socially and
culturally. Here, Halliday’s (1987, p.28) view on language is valuable:

Language comes to life only when functioning in some
environment. We do not experience language in isolation-if we
did we would not recognize it as language-but always in relation
to a scenario, some background of persons and actions and events

from the things which are said derive their meaning.

A blog creates a scenario where language is alive through the mutual interaction between
the bloggers and readers. This interaction can affect the bloggers’ lexical and syntactical
choices when writing; however, this does not end here since each episode (published text) is
a story of the writers’ life manifesting their experiences, thoughts and ideology too, which
can also be shaped or reshaped through interactions with the audience. Consequently, it can
be said that not only the language in the blog but also the blogger’s self is under on-going

construction and modification.

Considering the fluidity of language use in blogs, to undertake a genre analysis for the
purpose of this study, I am interested in Bhatia’s (2004, p.25) view that in reality, discourse
is “complex, dynamic, constantly developing and often less predictable”. Scholars such as
Swales (1990) and Bhatia (2002a) claim that genre analysis is not limited to examining
texts; for instance, Bhatia (2002a, p.8) offers a comprehensive model of genre analysis,
stressing that for a comprehensive analysis, researchers can use tools such as “textual
analyses, ethnographic techniques, cognitive procedures, computational analysis and critical
awareness”. With the goals of genre theory in mind, and following a systemic functional
approach to genre, | implement a computer-assisted textual analysis to investigate the genre
and register of my student-writers’ blog-texts. Through this, | examine the linguistic
features of their language and the social purpose of their texts. This will be discussed in
Chapter 4.

The importance of context is further emphasised by Eggins and Martin (1997, p.236) who

state that a thorough analysis of register and genre should accommodate “textual prediction
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and contextual deduction”; this means that knowing about the context makes it “possible to
predict the meanings that will be at risk and the linguistic features likely to be used to
encode them” (Eggins and Martin, 1997, p.236). | now discuss the modes of language and

their features in blogs.

3.2  Speech, writing and blogs

Blogs have been considered as a virtual informal environment where bloggers can project
their thoughts and world through texts (Blood, 2000). The texts are populated by the
authors’ lexico-grammatical choices and influenced by the blog context. Pauchman (2013,
p.81) asserts that “the flexible communicative situation of blogs (Who is assumed to be
among the readers? Who, if anyone, is addressed? Who might be eavesdropping?) also
shapes the authors’ style and influences their rhetorical choices”. Scholars such as Wrede
(2003), De Moor and Efimova (2004), Crystal (2006) and Elbow (2012) have reported that
the nature of blogs provokes the emergence of features of the spoken mode of language.
Wrede (2003) defines blogs as a type of writing for the public which always invites the
audience to be involved in a continuous conversation. The word ‘conversation’ here implies
that the language used in blogs is less restricted to formal grammatical conventions and
vocabularies. De Moor and Efimova (2004, p.198) state that blogs promote “conversation
structures and dynamics”. Doostar (2004, p.655) also provides examples of “how speech
genres are transformed by varying degrees when bloggers incorporate them into their
writing”. Likewise, Armstrong (2008, p.234) describes blogs as having a “conversational,

informal format, and collaborative nature”.

The influence of the nature of blogs on the features of the language can lead to the
hypothesis that whatever the choices of the student-writers are is in response to the context
of the situation, they are involved in; the context which, according to Halliday and Hasan
(1989), is determined by the features of field, tenor and mode. To determine the
characteristics of the language used in my student-writers’ blog-texts, genre (the social
purpose in culture) and register (the linguistic evidence manifesting the genre) analyses are

used.

The way individuals use language (spoken or written) within the context and how features
of language vary from one context to another has been highlighted in literature for several
decades. Linguists differentiate between every day or casual conversational spoken
language (Carter and McCarthy, 1995, Biber, 1988) and “the written language that’s
common in careful informational or expository prose - “essayist” writing” (Elbow, 2012,
p.15). This is an important consideration when setting a framework for the data analysis of

this study to determine if my blog-texts depict features of the spoken or written mode of the
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language. Hence, in the next sub-section, | will review the literature that compares speech
with writing, then consider this in relation to the blog language. This will provide a
background for the reasons why and how blog-writers implement a certain mode of

language.

3.2.1 Studies on speech and writing

Leech (2000) notes two approaches to the written and spoken modes of language; “the
differentness of spoken grammar from traditional written models” and “the underlying
sameness of spoken and written grammar” (Leech, 2000, pp.668-689). The first approach
was a move from the traditional view of grammar, where grammar is the only key factor
that standardises the language. While investigating ways of fostering speaking skill, Carter
and McCarthy (1995) observed that the grammar of the spoken mode of language varies
from the written mode. They argue against the traditional view of grammar whereby the
spoken mode of language stems from the “descriptions of grammar of written English”
(Carter and McCarthy, 1995, p.141). They stress that the traditional view of grammar
ignores the particular features, which specifically belong to casual talk. This implies that
conversation needs its own features and cannot follow what is written in textbooks, as it is
the discourse which determines and controls the grammar and not vice versa (McCarthy,
1998, p.78).

In the second approach, scholars, such as Halliday (1989, p.93), believe in the same
“grammatical framework for both spoken and written” modes of language. However, Leech
(2000, p.692) argues that “although the two languages share the same descriptive grammar
(a common repertoire), they are very different in terms of performance grammars (i.e., the
probabilistic implementations of that repertoire)”. He claims that “there are peculiarities of
spoken grammar that can scarcely be paralleled in written grammar or vice versa” asserting

that it is the grammar that drives the discourse (Leech, 2000, p.692).

However, it can be argued that the relation between grammar and discourse is mutual; if
discourse, as an instance of language in practice, is considered as a combination of genre/s,
comprising a social purpose and a discourse community, which demands particular
linguistic features, it can be said that manipulating each of these components can affect
other features. That is, changing the linguistic features can change the genre, which might

be appropriate in a different context and for a different community.

It seems that spoken and written grammars vary because they are structured under different
conditions in different contexts and in response to different demands. Méchura (2005) refers
to spontaneity (that is, wether the author had the chance to revise their language) and

interactivity between the participants during communication as two factors through which
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the writing can be distinguished from speech, which can affect the way and amount of
information presented in discourse. For instance, “in writing we have time to mould a
succession of ideas into a more complex, coherent, integrated whole, making use of devices
we seldom use in speaking” (Chafe, 1982, p.37). This is why, written language “tends to
have an ‘integrated’ quality which contrasts with the fragmented quality of spoken
language” (Chafe, 1982, p.38); that is, written language is packed with more information
than speaking. Therefore, “speech is time bound, dynamic and transient” while “writing is

space bound, static, and permanent” Crystal (2011, p.17).

McCarthy (1998) examined the grammar of spontaneous conversation and reports a low
degree of integrity (that is, grammatical complexity) in sentences, which results in speech
being more simply constructed than writing. In her investigation of the context of speech
and its impact on the language produced, Cheshire (2005, p.53) describes the influence of
the context in determining speakers’ lexical and grammatical choices. She concluded that
“interactional and social factors” affect the way individuals use spoken language and
eventually influence their immediate decision over the forms and grammatical patterns
needed in the spontaneous process of speech. Thus, it can be implied that the features of the
environment that speech is adapting to, such as participants and the interaction between
them as well as cultural and social issues, can shape the lexico-grammatical features of
discourse. This point echoes Halliday and Hasan’s (1989) view of the critical role of the
context of situation - field, tenor and mode - in producing language. ldentifying the
linguistic features of my student-writers’ language in their blogs, what function and purpose
they serve in blog-texts and how they are used, whether in spoken or written mode, are the
main concerns of this study. Addressing them may provide evidence of whether, how and to

what extent the relaxed context of blogs can influence the blog-writers’ language.

Halliday (1989, p.93) describes the distinct purposes of speech and writing, stressing that
the spoken and written modes of language are used in various contexts, for various reasons
and with different functions. He adds that these modes “create different realities”; writing
creates the world of things; talking creates a world of happenings (Halliday, 1989, p.93). He
claims that the written mode of language “represents phenomena as products”; in other
words he sees writing “as an object” and what it represents is “an object” too, while speech
“represents phenomena as a process” since it represents what is occurring or being done
(Halliday, 1989, p.81). Consequently, writing and speech have different functions and serve

different purposes, which demand different structures.

Overall, according to Carter and McCarthy (1995, p.145), casual conversation is a “bi-and

multi-party informal talk with frequent turn changes, no pre-set topics, equally distributed
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or shifting conversational roles”. Biber and Vasquez (2008) believe that speech has a
particular register which is rather informal. Carter and McCarthy (1995) suggest that speech
comprises complex utterances and grammatical features which writing lacks; and Elbow
(2012) proposes that, being unplanned and spontaneous, speech is actually the language of
individuals’ thoughts in their heads. However, the point about the importance of context is
again noted by Biber (1988) who argues that differentiating speech from writing is
impossible unless it is investigated in relation to social and cultural factors within the
context in which they are functioning. The same issue is raised by Elbow (2012, p.18) who
writes that “once we pay more attention to context - Setting, purpose, audience, goal, genre -
the more obvious differences emerge between speech and writing”. Following this view, I

explore my student-writers’ language in relation to the context they are involved in.

3.3  Blogs in relation to the spoken and written modes of language

Considering the characteristics of spoken and written language, and exploring the features
of language such as 1) interactivity and audience, 2) spontaneity, 3)formality and content, 4)
shared background and cultural knowledge, and 5) sharing purpose, can be useful for
understanding the nature of the language produced in my blogs; in other words, examining
such issues can demonstrate whether the context of blogs provide the authors with a
particular choice of language mode or gives them the freedom to switch from one mode to
another - which will result in an amalgamation of spoken and written language in the

discourse. These features will now be discussed in depth.

3.3.1 Interactivity and audience

Chafe (1982), Crystal (2011) and Elbow (2012) refer to the issues of interactivity and
audience when differentiating between speech and writing. Chafe (1982) points out that
there is a direct interaction between the audience and speaker during a face-to-face
conversation, where the interactors are involved in both verbal and nonverbal interactions.
Herring (2003, p.3) defines a face-to-face conversation as “a “rich” medium, in that
information is available through multiple channels: visual, auditory, gestural, etc.”. These
“physical channels”, in Biber’s (1988, p.38) terms, will establish the cohesion of the
discourse (Tannen, 1982, p.88) and can be continuously exploited to transmit information
and receive feedback. The importance and frequent use of these paralinguistic channels
indicate that speech is highly context dependent. However, the lack of feedback and
involvement with the audience make writers produce “something that will be consistent and

defensible” (Chafe, 1982, p.45).
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Chafe (1982) highlights the issue of involvement through which the speaker can signal
understanding or ask for clarification. Chafe (1982, pp.46-48) sees involvement with the
audience as a dialogic feature of conversation, which can be recognised through using the
“first person references, speaker’s mental processes, monitoring of information flow” by
using discourse markers such as “well, I mean, and you know” and “empbhatic particles like:
just, really; fuzziness and direct quotes”. Chafe also notes that “detachment” from the
audience by writers can be identified through using the passive voice and nominalization
(1982, p.45).

Chafe (1982, p.45) further stresses that the audiences of written texts are “displaced in time
and space” which makes writing more informative than interactive. This feature of writing
can be because of the one-way transmission of information in writing which lacks
immediate feedback and turn taking, which speech enjoys. The same characteristic can be
traced in Internet situations where simultaneous feedback is absent. This, according to
Crystal (2011, p.22), makes many online interactions “abrupt, distant or antagonistic”.
However, it is true to say that the lack of feedback and context do not restrain the
participating role of the audience in writing but underlines the important point that ignoring
the audience can turn writing into a piece of de-contextualised written language. For the
same reason, writing is more carefully planned and organised than speech to be fully

understood by the reader.

Examining the factors of involvement - ‘Tenor’ in Halliday’s (1987) terms - and integration
- syntactic complexity - in my students’ blog-texts can help to identify if the blogs are close
to the written or spoken mode of language; to achieve this, | will need to examine the
student-writers’ lexico-grammatical choices whereby they interact with readers and involve

them in the discourse.

It seems that audience and interactivity are also two important issues in blog-writing. The
interactivity of blogs is enhanced by the possibility of sending and receiving comments
which is absent in writing. This is confirmed by Elbow (2012, p.69) who claims that “blogs
are helping people make writing into a process with lots of almost immediate dialogue and
response, not just absence or solitariness”. This implies that the language produced in blogs
may carry one or more characteristics of the spoken mode of language. However, in blogs,
the writer and audience can share a great deal of information and refer back to it and reflect
upon it whenever they desire; while in speech, once the information is exchanged, it can be
forgotten. As a result, the blog as an asynchronous computer-mediated discourse system is

not only interactive like speech but also has the capacity of archiving, which speech lacks.
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However, exploring the notion of interactivity in blogs is not an easy task. As Puschmann
(2013, p.90) observes, “blog readers can lurk without indicating that they have even
received a message, and the blogger can likewise claim not to have addressed anyone in
particular with her thoughts”. Thus the concepts of interactivity and audience in the virtual

context of blogs are more fluid than fixed.

3.3.2 Spontaneity

According to Chafe (1982), speech is quick and mostly unplanned compared to writing.
Writers have more time to correct, remove and substitute their lexico-grammatical choices
to express their ideas in a more coherent way and with more complex grammatical patterns.
Likewise, Crystal (1995, p.7) points out the issue that the spontaneity of speech makes it
time-bound which prevents the speaker from planning the syntactic patterns of sentences
and using varied vocabulary while speaking; this “spatio-temporal limitation”, according to
Akinnaso (1982, p.115), makes the structures of the sentences rather loose and sentence
boundaries blurred in speech. Biber (1988, p.5) notes that speech is more “concrete,
context-dependent and structurally simple” than writing as individuals are involved in rapid
conversation during face-to-face communication. Furthermore, Halliday (1987, p.77) argues
that speech, by nature, is “low in content”. However, this does not mean that speech does
not provide enough information, but has a limited lexical density, which Leech (2000,
p.696) defines as “a low number of word - nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs - as a
proportion of all words”. Chafe (1982, p.39) also points out that the rather fragmented
nature of language in speech is one of the reasons for its simplicity: “in fragmented
language, a typical idea unit consists of a single clause, containing one predictive element (a
verb or predicated adjective) and the noun phrases which are directly associated with that
element as subject, object and may consist of nothing more than a noun phrase or
prepositional phrase”. Referring to the nature of the language in speech, Crystal (2011,
p.18) refers to “lengthy coordinate sentences” as a typical feature of speech. This includes
particular lexis choices such as slangs, which writers strictly try to avoid. Elbow (2012,
p.82) draws attention to the low amount of nominalisation used in the spoken mode of
language emphasising that people “would tend to say something more lively and less noun-

heavy”.

3.3.3 Formality and content

Writing, compared with speech, has been defined as a formal and accurate mode of
language. For instance, according to Biber (1988, p.40), writing is considered to be “the
correct form of the language” in Western societies. Elbow (2012, p.4) states that although

individuals are rather informal when diary, there is a general tendency to evaluate writing as
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a formal mode of language. This means that the context and the audience of writing can
influence the features of language and cause authors to switch from one mode of language

to another.

Further, Elbow (2012, p.80) explains that as speaking is less formal, it promotes “flexible

9

syntax” or inherently, such idiomatic phrases as “Yeah, right” which can be frequently
heard in face-to-face conversation, and are what grammarians consider “Bad grammar” in
writing. This may create a false conception that speech is less structured and organised.
Halliday (1989) argues to the contrary advising against looking at the spoken mode of
language through formal writing grammatical patterns. He claims that the traditional view
of speech as an unstructured and formless product of language is nothing but a myth: speech
also follows its own structures and forms. In other words, Halliday (1989, p.79) is interested
in the grammatical features of speech; he studies speech through exploring the notion of the
“CLAUSE COMPLEX” (emphasis as in the original), which underlies each sentence and
has a critical role “in the process of oral communication”. Halliday defines the clause
complex “as a highly organised structure” (1989, p.86) and “the grammar’s way of showing
(1) that and (2) how the processes going to together in a sequence are all related to each
other” (Halliday, 1989, p.82) (emphasis as in the original). Examining “lexical sparsity” -
the low proportion of lexical words - he claims that spoken and written modes are not very
different in vocabulary but are in grammatical patterns. Halliday (1989, p.80) also reports

that the lexical density of the written mode is “twice as high as that for speech”.

The low lexical density of speech, according to Leech (2000, p.695), can be the result of the
shared context which “means that generally there is no need to specify in detail the
reference of linguistic expressions”; that is why the frequency of personal pronouns and
“elliptic genitive such as hers, mine, yours, and theirs” is high. Another reason for avoiding
elaboration in speech can be “a low degree of specification or precision in meaning”
through using “hedges such as sort of, kind of, like (as an adverb) and coordination tags
such as and stuff and that sort of thing” (2000, p.695). Similarly, Méchura (2005, p.4) lists
the features of spontaneity as a determinant of the mode of the texts: lexical density, degree
of nominalisation, speed of topic changes, use of question tags and chain clauses. He also
writes that checking the “formal or informal vocabulary, slang, etc.” (Méchura, 2005, p.4)
can show the social distance, indicating the relation between the participants in a text

(tenor).

3.3.4 Shared background and cultural knowledge
Writing can also be distinguished from speech by the “relation of communicative

participants to each other” (Biber, 1988, p.40). This means that in the amount of interaction
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among the participants as well as how much shared knowledge they have about each other’s
backgrounds and culture can influence the characteristics of the spoken or written mode of
language. According to Biber (1988, p.41), based on degree of this knowledge, speakers
“can reduce the informational content of an utterance” which makes speech rather awkward
lexically and grammatically. He claims that the amount of contact among the participants
can influence the speakers’ stance and how they address each other in a face-to-face
communication setting. The same point can be true of writing when writers exploit the
lexico-grammatical features of the language to position themselves and voice their opinions
based on their prior socio-cultural knowledge of their audience and the context they address.

Leech (2000, p.694) agrees that “conversational grammar reflects a shared context”; face-
to-face communication takes place on the basis of shared context which results in reducing
both the sentence length and sentence complexity. Leech (2000, p.694) claims that this
occurs through the “use of information retrievable from the linguistic or non-linguistic

context”. These features are:

Personal pronouns (as contrasted with nouns, which are notably
frequent in the written registers);

Substitutes and other “pro-forms” such as so (as a substitute for a
clause) do as a pro-verb, do it and do that as pro-predicates, etc.;
Various types of ellipsis, such as front ellipses (as in Doesn’t
matter or You want a double? Where the subject and /or auxiliary
is omitted), and ellipsis across independent syntactic units such as
independent clauses [...] (Leech, 2000, p.694);

Nonclausal material: i.e., “stand-alone” elements that are not
attached to any clause or sentence and reflect a general
simplifactory tendency in conversational grammar [...] (Leech,

2000, p.695).

Leech’s understanding of shared context can be valuable in finding out why blog-texts show
certain characteristics, that might be far removed from standard English. The language used
in blogs, like other types of computer-mediated language such as messages exchanged in
chat-rooms, do not follow the formal standard patterns of language strictly. As Nilsson
(2003, p.28) observes, “blog posts are usually short, paratactic sentences. They employ
informal, non-standard construction and slang”. Such “grammatical informality”, in
Crystal’s (1995, p.6) terms, can happen to any language when writing in blogs. Although it
is hard to compare English with other languages, the same issue has been reported in

Persian blogs. Doostar (2004) refers to frequent ellipses in Persian blogs and raises
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intellectuals’ concern regarding the emergence of a non-standard language in Persian
writing. For example, Shokrolahy (2003), an Iranian journalist and a literary critic,

comments,

Blogging due to its mundane nature has the capacity to nurture the
spirit of vulgarity. And what great pains intellectuals have to
endure when consider blogging to be a serious matter, but at the
same time fear this destructive plague...refusing to comply with
the principles of proper writing in Persian spelling and
orthography, is the simplest effect that blogging phenomenon, as a
vulgar matter, can create in the cultural personality of a blogger
(Doostar, 2004, p.651).

While Shokrolahy refers to blogging as a vulgar plague, it can be argued that what is
happening in a blog is tightly connected with its purpose, audience and community: the
three aspects that can affect the linguistic features and structures of the language produced
in blogs. Linguistic features and patterns that are meaningful and constructive in one
particular context can be destructive in another. However, it is worth investigating if and
how blogs can influence the process of generating a new type of discourse, what the
characteristics of this discourse are and how they can affect the personality of blog-writers.
Mina (2007, p.31) also associates the language in Persian blogs with the “sociolect” popular
of youth that “does not follow the traditional rhetorical rules of standard written Persian and
floats between written and spoken registers”. Zare (2012, p.88) reports “a conversational
style” in a “diary-like fashion” in Persian blogs, containing long sentences which lack
“paratactic sentences”. This suggests that the features of blogs can persuade blog-writers to
deviate from the standard language. Yet, one of the reasons for using a hon-standard form of
language in blogs can be the intimate relation among the members of the blog-writers’
community, where members share large amount of (personal and cultural) information with
one another. However, Herring (2003) questions whether such features should be treated as
errors or as bad language. Herring (2003, p.5) believes that such “non-standard features” of
CMD “are deliberate choices made by users to economize on typing effort, mimic spoken
language features, or express themselves creatively”. These deliberate choices of blog-

writers may be due to the authors’ purpose, as discussed in the following section.

3.3.5 Purpose
Purpose is another factor that separates speech from writing. According to Biber (1988,
p.42), “writing is typically for ideational purposes, to convey propositional information,

while speaking is more often for personal, interpersonal, and contextual purpose in addition
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to, or instead of, ideational purposes”. Similarly, Elbow (2012, p.72) points out that writing
helps to make “what is inner to become outer”; that is writing can disclose the hidden side
of people which may never be talked about in public. It can be argued that speaking can
serve the same purpose, but Elbow (2012, p.72) stresses that this is only possible when “we
have a genuinely trusted and supportive listener”, which is rare. Undoubtedly, purpose can
influence the lexical choice of the speaker/writer; thus, examining the lexis used in a spoken
or written text can lead to identifying the purpose of the used language.

Doostar (2004, p.657) also draws attentions to blog-writers’ intention, purpose and authority
over the language in the process of writing. He believes that, in blog-writing, it is the author
who sets the purpose and controls the language and not vice-a-versa. The purpose of online
social networks such as blogs, he explains, is “the pragmatic consideration that a message
be comprehensible for its receiver” (Doostar, 2004, p.657). If this purpose is served, the
blog community will be maintained. Elsewhere, he refers to a critic blogger who switches
from formal language to the language of blogging intentionally, when responding to “The
vulgar spirit of blog”, to indicate her sense of belonging to the community of blog writers.

Consequently, purpose can determine the features of language in blogs.

Overall, the factors of audience and setting or context play a critical role in blog-writing.
For instance, by virtue of co-texts/comments, the interaction between the audience and the
writer is continuous and this capacity keeps blogs alive and dynamic. Furthermore, as with
speech, texts, as the external product of bloggers, are positioned in the context of situation
embraced by the author’s and audiences’ cultures. In addition, the blog context includes
many sub-contexts, which can affect the way blog-texts are produced. To analyse the
features of the language produced in the multimodal context of blogs, register analysis is of
high importance. In such an analysis, examining the clauses can show what is happening in
the text through processes and what is involved (that is the participants) and when, where

and how it happened (Thompson, 2004).

Summary

While blogs are textual by nature, their features encourage the blog-writers to use the
language projecting characteristics of the spoken mode of the language. However, there is a
possibility of finding features of both speech and writing in blogs. This is in line with
Herring’s (2003, p.3) explanation of computer-mediated discourse, which states that
“participants typically experience CMD as distinct from either writing or speaking,

sometimes as a blend of the two”.
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The nature of the blog itself, the purpose and intention of blog-writers, their audience and
the frequency of their interactions impose certain structures on the language, which is
relaxed and informal lexically and grammatically. In such structures, as Doostar (2004,
p.655) writes, “the contours of an outer orientation for blogging as a distinct speech genre,
may be found”. Nilsson (2003, p.2) also attributes blogs to both monologue and dialogue
claiming that blogs “are simultaneously self-reflecting journals and open-ended invitations
for conversation. Consequently they exhibit both written and spoken qualities”. Thus, blogs
can be monologic or dialogic; but although comments and hyperlinks can be evidence of
interactivity with the outer world, it is rather hard to identify the real audience of blogs.
Readers can lurk, leaving no comments and blog-writers can write for themselves or for no
readers at all. Even those who may seem active participants in the blog community may
leave it at any time forever or rarely visit it in the future. All of these issues make the setting
of the communication of blogs, including the interactivity among the members, uncertain.

Since, in blogs, the readership is not specifically fixed, this can affect blog activities.

As suggested earlier, blogging with its interactive features such as comments, hyperlinks,
video/music bars and photos, is not limited to texts. These features function as resources
which authors can use to create meanings in their texts. This raises the issue of how blog-
writers can exploit the multimodal environment of blogs to make meanings, interact with
their audience and use the channel of language they prefer to transmit their information. A
detailed exploration of the multimodal elements of my students’ blogs is beyond the scope
of this study, but | will explore the hyperlinks in their blogs to gain a better insight into the

discourse community.

While the focus of this study has been on the variation in students’ language in their blogs, |
will briefly explore the extent to which blogs can support the teaching methods applied in
language classes from the tutors’ point of view. Barton and Lee (2013, p.155), for instance,
view web tools such as blogs as a platform for learning. They refer to the features and
capacities that learners and practitioners can benefit from: “easy self publishing and
continuous updating of multimodal content and turn them into an educational
opportunity”(Barton and Lee, 2013, p.155). Therefore, the pedagogical aspect of web tools
in general and blogs in particular is turned to in the following section, followed by a

discussion of student-writers’ textual voice, self-expression and stance.

3.4 The role and effectiveness of blogs in EFL English writing

The notion of blending online web tools such as chatrooms, blogs, wikis and forums with
conventional language teaching and learning approaches has been the focus of much

research. For example, Demirbilek and Mutlu (2010) studied the effect of using chatrooms
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on adolescents’ language learning. They argue that the synchronous computer-mediated
communication afforded by chatrooms allows teachers to create “collaborative activities” to
enhance language learning. Such activities in the class will engage learners in a meaningful
and purposeful communication with their peers and help them be autonomous learners.
Likewise, Lopez-Pérez et al. (2011, p.820) report that implementing traditional “face-to-
face learning activities with activities that students can complete by consulting a website”
can enhance students’ involvement in the course, elevate their motivations, help them
understand the subject matter and create a positive perception of learning. However, they
emphasise that “e-learning activities complement, rather than replace, traditional forms of
learning” (LOpez-Pérez et al., 2011, p.824). Blending blogs, as a web tool, with the teaching
and learning method in classrooms has also been explored by scholars. Jiménez-Caicedo et
al. (2014, p.91) explored the effect of “blog’s literacy- based tasks” on learning Spanish.
Barton and Lee (2013, p.155) also reported the positive impact of using blogs, as a web
tool, in teaching and learning reading and writing skills. Zarei and Al-Shboul (2013) and
Noytim (2010) worked on EFL students’ English language learning through blogs, Chen
(2012) examined students’ receiving and giving feedback through blogs and whether this
can enhance their writing skills, Arslan and Sahin-Kizil (2010)studied the integration of
blogs into writing classes and Miyazoe and Anderson (2010) looked at implementing blogs,

wikis and forums with teaching writing.

Jiménez-Caicedo et al. (2014) used blogs to present literacy-based tasks to learners studying
Spanish at an elementary level at a university and investigated the views of 54 students
about the course through their blog-posts and a survey to find out if they thought blogs
could help them improve their academic literacy and cultural awareness. They categorised
their students into three groups based on their findings: those who believe 1) blogs are very
helpful to practice forms and patterns of language such as “grammar, vocabulary and new
expressions”, 2) blogs encourage “real language use with the support of more expert
others”, and 3) blogs are a platform to engage with the audience and practise a foreign
language without being worried about academic lexico-grammatical rules (Jiménez-Caicedo
etal., 2014, p.87).

Zarei and Al-Shboul (2013) investigated the Jordanian EFL learners’ perceptions of role of
blogs in language. They collected their data through interviewing 10 postgraduate students
involved in a course with an integrated blog. They reported that learners found the blog a
“helpful learning tool” and were comfortable with the class materials presented through the
blog (Zarei and Al-Shboul, 2013, p.53); based on the learners’ interviews, they claim that
the blog increased interactions among learners outside the classroom and improved their

language proficiency, through sharing “their experiences, information, knowledge and
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thoughts with peers” (Zarei and Al-Shboul, 2013, p.53). This is in line with Barton and
Lee’s (2013, p.155) view that “not only does blogging provide ample opportunities for
authentic writing, it also involves a great deal of reading”; this is due to the fact that
students search the topic, read about it and arrange their information before embarking on
their task on the blog; they also read and write comments critically which can have a

positive impact on their language proficiency.

Chen (2012, p.282) also explored EFL learners’ perception towards using the “web-based
blog for peer-review activities”, if such activities can enhance “their English writing skills”
and “how they generally views their own writing abilities”. His participants were 67 first
year English major students who were required to “complete a survey”, “write reflective
essays regarding their class experiences” and answer “a questionnaire”. He noted the
positive role of writing and reading feedback in the blog in his writing classrooms and
pointed out that exchanging comments in the blog increased communications among
students and their peers, helped them grow “a more positive attitude towards writing” and

improved their writing skills (Chen, 2012, p.285).

Shih (2012, p.204) reports the positive effects of a blended model of conventional face-to-
face teaching method with blogs on an ESP course designed to teach “English for
Hospitality and Tourism”. His students used the capacity of uploading films within a blog
and “benefited from the processes of self-autonomous, collaborative learning, reviews of
their peers’ and their own films, and the instructor’s feedback through blogging” (2012,
p.208).

Noytim (2010, p.131) examined twenty female Thai EFL students’ “perceptions of and
attitudes towards using weblogs” through students’ interview questionnaires and their blogs.
He observed that blogging enhanced “students’ interest, motivation and confidence in
writing”. Miyazoe and Anderson (2012 , p.151) worked on blending “forums for
discussions”, “blogs for reflection” and “wikis for collaboration” in their writing
curriculum; they stated that EFL learners appreciated the course and improved their
academic writing skills. This approach, they claim, will lower the “students’ cognitive load”
and accelerate “language acquisition” (Miyazoe and Anderson, 2012 , p.151). This echoes
Zhang’s (2009, p.66) view that blogs shifts learners’ focus from “surface learning” like
passing a test to “deep learning”; that is “how learners stand back from experience, seek out
connections between concepts, and contextualize meaning” (2009, p.66). Such studies may
not provide any actual evidence in terms of learners’ language proficiency improvement,
but their findings are valuable as blending technology with the conventional way of

teaching can affect language practitioners’ perception of and affect their decision on



80

selecting and implementing a teaching method in classes. However, how and to what extent
web tools should be blended with traditional teaching approaches to support and not
eradicate each other deserves more investigation, since various contexts demand various
solutions. Implementing blog-writing as an optional extra activity in writing classes in the
context of this study, | will look at how and to what extent it can affect student-writers’
attitude to writing and their writing skills through their tutors’ lens. The findings will be
explained in Chapter 7. The next area that this study is concerned with is the way in which
student-writers construe their voice, self-expression and stance in relation to their audience

in their blogs. An overview of these concepts is provided next.

3.5  Self-presentation in social media

There has been substantial attention to writers’ self-presentation (Boyd, 2008), stance
(Myers, 2010b) and identity (Lee, 2014, Sun and Chang, 2012) in online social media. Boyd
(2008) looks at how American teens present themselves and construct their identity in
relation to their social life in Myspace. He reports that teens’ online profile along with their
self-descriptive texts, their choice of friends, images, audios, videos and even “personalized
answers to generic questions” can be a means of self-expression (Boyd, 2008, p.128). He
refers to the profile as an important space where writers “express salient aspects of their
identity for others to see and interpret” (Boyd, 2008, p.129). Profiles, according to Boyd
(2008), differ from one another in terms of their genre and style. This can be for several
reasons such as: the writers’ previous linguistic practices online, their self-image, and how
they want their imagined audience to see them. He stresses that being online, teens are
exposed to a wide public and get vast publicity, which plays a crucial role in developing
their identity in their social life. Therefore, writing online can be defined as “writing oneself
‘into being’” as writers signal their identity through their online self-presentation (Boyd,
2008, p.120).

Similarly, Lee (2014, p.92) explored how people illustrate a different self of themselves
through using “a different language and writing style” in different types of social media. He
refers to his English major student who showed different identities in different types of
online social media. As Lee (2014) noticed, this participant chose to write in English in his
Facebook page, but wrote in his own language in a public forum, as he could be judged by
his language errors. This can indicate the connection between individuals’ lexico-
grammatical choices and their roles in their life (Lee, 2014, p.101). It can also show that
juggling between different languages can lead to some tension between different senses of
the writer’s self. This raises the notion of identity management when EFL writers are

involved with diverse groups in an online context such as blogs.
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Lee (2014, p.91) argues that individuals’ language choice and their identity are not
“predetermined” and are prone to change from one context to another. The term context
here seems to be the “situational context” that according to Connolly (2007, p.196) contains
the time, setting, “the participants involved in the communicative activity and their
interrelationships as well as any other relevant activity that is going on in the same setting”.
Lee (2014, p.92) believes that the way people participate in social media, such as being
anonymous and having a sense of audience in their mind are the key elements that can
possibly change “the way people think of themselves”, their online self-presentation and
identity. Therefore, context and the way people prefer to function in the context have a
crucial role in determining how discourse is constructed and negotiated; this also affects

how “interlocutors interpret the identities being projected”’(Lee, 2014, p.91).

Lee (2014, p.97) defines three kind of self-presentations in most social media: (1) the
“online profile”, that is the “entry point to social networking”; (2) “continuous status
updating” that is updating life events and sharing experiences from the “first person” point
of view and (3) “visual representation” that is “visual images” (Lee, 2014, p.98). Lee’s
characteristics of self-expression in social media can be easily extended to blogs where
people use pseudonyms, have a profile, update the readers with their life experiences and
can use visuals such as photos, emoticons, templates, YouTube, etcetera to express
themselves (Jiménez-Caicedo et al., 2014, Bronstein, 2013, Herring et al., 2004). One way
of investigating blog-writers’ self-expression and voice can be looking at how they present
themselves in their profile, why they chose a nickname for themselves and use visuals in

their texts.

Another way of exploring voice and self-expression in social media can be examining
writers’ linguistic choices when constructing discourse in their texts. Investigating a similar
issue, Myers (2010b, p.263) writes that the main objective of his blog-writers’ were “self-
expression, positioning themselves in a crowded terrain of other bloggers and commenters”;
this, according to Rahimpour (2014, p.1504), is “writers’ voice or stance taking” in text.
Stance, according to Myers (2010b), is expressing a point of view and using it to agree or
disagree with others’ opinions in text. Myers (2010b, p.264) explores the notion of stance in
five popular blogs by investigating the use of cognitive verbs, adverbs and “ironic
quotation” in blogs comments. Comparing his corpus with the British National Corpus, he
concludes that a) cognitive verbs signal the engagement between the blog-writer and her
audience; b) the use of adverbs may indicate “a contrastive relation to previous comments”
(Myers, 2010b, p.273); c) “conversational particles can be used to enact disagreement” and
d) “irony dramatizes an opposing position to undermine it, and in doing so reinforces the

sense that blogs are a field of stance-taking” (Myers, 2010b, p.274). Rahimpour (2014,
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p.1505) also explored the notion of bloggers’ voice through examining the frequency of
stance markers “hedges, boosters, attitude markers, and self-mention” in a corpus
comprising nine applied linguistics blogs with their comments, written by native speakers.
She reported that stance markers have a great role “in mediating the relationship between

what writers intend to argue and their discourse communities”(Rahimpour, 2014, p.1506).

This suggests that “word choice and sentence structure are an expression of the way we
attend to the words of others, the way we position ourselves in relation to others”(Micciche,
2004, p.719). Therefore, lexico-grammatical and syntactical choices seem valuable
resources to understand writers’ stance and self-expression in texts. This falls into the
interpersonal function of language in the domain of systemic functional linguistics, by
which language users enter speech events, take a role and establish a relation with the
immediate entity they are in contact with and implement a speech act. The interpersonal
function of language can be described through Mood and Modality in systemic functional
linguistics (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004), which is the framework of the present study.
Mood is the role language users take in the discourse and the role they allocate to the
recipient. Modality is both the “speaker’s judgment towards the topic”, and “the social role
relationship, and scale of formality and power relationship” (Wang, 2010, p.256). Such
roles and relationships can be signalled through lexico-grammatical choices such as the
choice of modal verbs, adverbs, pronouns, active or passive voice, and sentence structure
(Micciche, 2004, p.719), which can benefit this study.

Examining such features seems valuable for finding out how student-writers relate to their
audience; this includes how they construct a stance for themselves, how they position their
readers and benefit from it for their own self-expression and identification to achieve the
purpose of the texts. This will lead to discussing the features that can define and signal the

voice and self-expression of writers in text.

3.5.1 Self-expression and voice

In this section, I will discuss some of the features that manifest the writers’ voice, self-
expression and intention in academic and non-academic texts. These features are going to
be explained based on the findings of some studies such as: analysing Obama and Bush’s
presidential speech (Ye, 2010, Wang, 2010, Feng and Liu, 2010), language of newspapers
(Thompson, 2014) and the role of the writers in academic texts (Tang and John, 1999,
Hyland, 2002c, Hyland, 2005, Myers, 2010b, Rahimpour, 2014). This may raise an issue
that the language of academic discourse, speeches and newspapers are different from blog-
texts by nature as they are written through a different medium, in a different context, for

different audience and to achieve different purposes. In the context of this study, blog-
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writing was merely to encourage student-writers to write more and beyond the boundaries
of the lexico-grammatical rules prescribed in writing classes. This was to help them practice
their self-expression, find their voice and boost their confidence in a relaxed environment,
with no fear of being corrected or judged for their language errors by their tutors. While
involved with blog-writing, my student-writers were also studying in foundation course to
prepare for their academic courses. In other words, they were in a transitional phase
between a non-academic environment to an academic one. Therefore, it is not unlikely that
their blog-texts will show both academic and non-academic characteristics of written texts.
On the other hand, being exposed and connected to unlimited websites with various
purposes through their blogs, my student-writers had the chance to use the available voices
(academic or non-academic) or a combination of them to express themselves. For this
reason, the features of self-expression and voice in both academic and non-academic texts
can be helpful when analysing my student-writers’ voice in their blog-texts. These features
will now be discussed through Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics within the MOOD

system.

In terms of grammar, self-expression and voice can be signalled through the choice of
lexico-grammatical patterns in text; the patterns which indicate how writers relate with their
readership, position themselves against their readers or negotiate ideas with them. Such
issues can be investigated through looking at: 1) the speech functions writers implement in
their texts; 2) the Subject types they use in clauses, for instance if they choose to express
themselves through their own voice as the architecture of the text (Tang and John, 1999),
via self-referencing; if they prefer addressing readers directly (Thompson, 2014) or they
would rather bring the audience’s voice to the text to construct a collective voice to
strengthen their self-expression or show solidarity (Ye, 2010, Thompson & Muntigl, 2008);
or if their clauses are agentless as in passive sentences; 3) modality and 4) polarity in

clauses.

Among the Subject types indicating the writers’ voice and self-expression are the first
person pronoun and its derivations, | and my. Tang and John (1999) investigated the role
behind the first person pronoun in 27 undergraduate students’ essays. They came up with a
continuum that starts with the least powerful authorial presence in texts and ends with the
most powerful with a range of other possible roles in between; ‘I’ as representative: this
type of ‘I” can be found in its plural form ‘we’ or “us’ and refers to a large population. This
decreases the writers’ authorial presence in the essay and “reduces the writer to a non-
entity” (Tang and John, 1999, p.27). ‘I’ as guide: with the help of this type of ‘I’, writers
guide readers during their journey into the text, pull them into the text, locate them in the

text and so on. This role is often indicated through the use of “mental processes of



84

perception” (Tang and John, 1999, p.27).‘T" as architect: this role of ‘I’ portrays the writer
as the one “who writes, organises, structures and outlines the material in the essay” (Tang
and John, 1999, p.28). ‘T’ as recounter of research process: ‘I’ takes the role of the one who
explicates and reports the process and steps of the research; it often occurs with material
processes. ‘I’ as opinion-holder: this type of ‘I’ is very much involved in the text, agreeing
with an opinion, arguing, showing their interests in something based on evidences and facts
in “mental processes of cognition” (Tang and John, 1999, p.28).‘T’ as originator: this type of
‘I’ signals the authority of the writers and projects their “conception of the ideas or
knowledge claims which are advanced in the essay” (Tang and John, 1999, p.29). Using this
type of ‘I’, writers insert their own new ideas into the essay and strengthen their ownership

and stance as the author of the text.

Considering the purpose of this study, Tang and John’s (1999) categories of the first person
pronoun can be a useful guide to understand what role/s student-writers take when creating
a stance in their blog-texts. Using a systemic functional framework, Wang (2010, p.261)
shows how Obama encouraged Americans to “accept and support his policies” through the
use of the single and plural first person pronoun. Using this pronoun, he believes, reduced
the gap and built trust between Obama, as the president, and the public. Other pronouns can
also contribute to the construction of the voice and self-expression of writers in texts. For
instance, the use of we can be an indicator of both the writers’ and their audience’s voice in
text; this gives a collective role to the Subject by which writers can express and support
their point of view on behalf of their audience. Feng and Liu (2010, p.528) analysed how
different levels of interpersonal meanings are achieved in Obama’s speech through mood,
modals, tense and personal pronouns, I, my, you, your, we and our. Of the pronouns used in
the speech, they conclude that frequent use of first person plural pronoun, inclusive we,
subdued the role of Obama and shared his authority with the public. This enabled him to
voice his solidarity with the public and gained their support. It should be noted that the use
of such pronouns in Obama’s speech is deliberate choices designed to achieve a specific
social purpose; therefore, my student-writers’ blog-texts can vary from such genres as might

not use them consciously.

According to Thompson (2014, p.88), addressing readers explicitly by the second person
pronoun you in texts indicates “the writer’s awareness of the addressee” and can create the
readers’ voice in text. This contributes to the writer’s self-expression and the dialogic aspect
of the texts. In addition, muting the first and second person pronouns in text, writers can
construct their own voice through using the third person singular or plural pronoun.
Exploring if and how my student blog-writers prefer to present the world from their own

angle, through using the first person pronoun, or would rather tell their stories through the
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readers’ eyes by involving other grammatical subjects may provide evidence about their

self-presentation and voice in their blog-texts.

As Halliday (2009, p.166) writes, “in order to explain the structure of language we need to
consider its use: language is as it is because of the functions it is required to serve”.
Therefore, the chosen speech functions in text can signal writers and readers’ voice and
assign roles to them. Looking at two sets of editorials, the Sun and the Guardian, Thompson
(2014, p.87) writes about how writers project readers in their texts through “the choice of
speech functions which inherently construct a responding role for the addressee (questions,
commands and offers as opposed to statement)”. In other words, speech functions create a
dialogue between the writers and their audience in texts. Including a question, for instance,
creates two simultaneous roles in the text, one for the writer as the one who demands for
information and one for the imaginary reader as the one who provides the information. Such
guestions are sometimes reacted to instantly on behalf of the reader, which construct the
reader’s voice (Thompson, 2014, p.93), and are sometimes left to challenge the readers. The
choice of imperative clauses over indicative ones also suggests the speaker’s or writer’s

authority in discourse.

Apart from the speech functions, polarity, positive or negative statements, can signal the
writers’ voice in texts. For instance, positive declarative clauses, according to (Coffin, 2002,
p.516) persuades “a reader to assume that the proposition is unproblematic and that it enjoys
broad consensus”. This grammatical pattern indirectly urges “alignment rather than directly
opening up the proposition for negotiation” (Coffin, 2002, p.516). It should be noted that
polarity is not always explicitly signalled in statements and analysis requires a careful
observation of all lexico-grammatical choices. Looking at polarity can be valuable to find
out if my student blog-writers express their opinion in positive clauses as facts or give room
for readers’ opinions. Halliday (1970) refers to modality as another element an independent
clauses that has interpersonal function, through which the writer’s voice can be traced in
text. By the virtue of modality, Halliday (1970, p.335) explains, “the speaker associates
with the thesis an indication of its status and validity in his own judgment; he introduces
and takes up a position”. In other words, it indicates that “meaning is contingent and subject
to negotiation” (Coffin, 2002, p.14). As explained in Section 2.6.2, modality is realised
through two systems: modalisation (probability and usuality) and modulation (obligation
and inclination). Modalisation contains the indicative type of clause and is considered an
interactional resource through which writers interact and negotiate with their readers.
Modulation, on the other hand, contains imperative clauses and “is ideational in function,

and expresses factual conditions on the process expressed in the clause” (Halliday, 1970,
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p.343). They are realised through “finite verbal auxiliaries” carrying “the full range of
options in tense and polarity” (Halliday, 1970, p.343).

It should be noted that knowing these elements in isolation or within a particular clause can
provide little evidence for understanding my student-writers’ self-expression and voice in
their blog-texts. As Sanderson (2008) writes, presentation of self is related to the purpose of
the discourse. Therefore, | will explore the linguistic features of their textual voice and self-
expression in relation to the social purpose, genre, of their blog-texts. To this end, I will use
the results of my register and genre analysis to find out how my student-writers positioned
themselves throughout the text, expressed their opinions in relation to their audience and
became involved with them dialogically. In the next chapter, | discuss how | gathered the
present data, | provide a sample of my analysis and | explain the issues around it.



87

Chapter 4 Research Methodology

4.1 Introduction

The investigation of my student-writers’ language variation in their blogs is based on
Halliday’s (1987) model of register analysis and Rose and Martin’s (2012) model of genre
analysis. In this chapter, | explain the methodology and the research tools | implemented,
the issues raised during the process of my data analysis and samples of my analysis. | begin

by presenting my research questions.

4.2  Research questions

The issues that have been discussed lead into the research questions concerning the

language variation in my student-writers’ blog-texts. My research questions are as follows:

1. To what extent can my students’ blog-texts be conceptualised as belonging to a register?
a. How do the student-writers construct their experiences of the world through their blog-
texts?

b. How do the student-writers relate to their audience?
c¢. What is the mode of the language produced in the blog-texts?

2. To what extent can my students’ blog-texts be conceptualised as belonging to a genre or
as an emergent genre?

a. To what extent can the purpose of this genre be identified?

b. Is any discourse community constructed among the student-writers?

c. What are the stages of this genre?

3. How do the student-writers construct their voice and express themselves in their blog-

texts?
4. What is the role of blogs in EFL writing classes in the context of this study?

In order to address these questions, | begin with the steps and concerns in the analysis of

this study.

4.3  Steps and concerns of the analysis of this study

To code my texts, | used UAM (Universidad Autonoma de Madrid) corpus tool software,
version 2.8.7. This software is prepared by Michael O’Donnell and is available online.
According to O’Donnell (2012), UAM “has been under development since 2007 [...] based
on earlier software, Systemic Coder” developed in 1992 (personal correspondence with Dr

O’Donnell). The UAM site describes this corpus tool software as a “state-of-art
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environment for annotation of text corpora” and it is useful for “annotating a corpus as a
part of linguistic study, or building a training set for use in statistical language

processing”’(O’Donnell, 2013).

To analyse how my student-writers portray their world (inside and outside) through
constructing experiential meaning in their blogs, a TRANSITIVITY analysis was carried
out, where | examined the elements of the TRANSITIVITY system in their blog-texts: the
processes, participants and circumstances. Some issues arose during the data analysis such
as the frequent ellipsis of participants, which is an important element in the
TRANSITIVITY system. In several cases, it was impossible to retrieve the participant from
the co-text, as there was not enough linguistic evidence in the texts. This can be interpreted
as the students’ choices in organising their clauses and making meanings. In addition, the
nature of blog-space, as discussed in Chapter 3, can encourage authors to use the language
informally. This may be due to the fact that this environment does not impose formal and

grammatical constraints on blog-writers.

To examine the interpersonal metafunction of my student-writers’ texts, I carried out a
MOOD analysis, checking the elements of Subject, Finite operators and MOOD Adjuncts.
To analyse the Subject, | also checked the instantiation and function of the first person
pronoun, I, referring to the writer; the second person plural pronoun, you referring to the
audience, and the first person plural pronoun, we, referring to the author and the audience.
The instantiation of any of these pronouns in the place of Subject can be considered as
linguistic evidence for finding out to what extent to which the blog-texts, and ultimately the
blog itself, are interactive. In addition, | checked the grammatical category responsible for
exchanging information in declarative, interrogative (yes/no interrogative and WH-
interrogative) and imperative clauses because these can illustrate if my student-writers’
blog-texts tend to be monologic or dialogic. The findings of the MOOD analysis were also
used to discuss how student-writers construed their self-expression, stance and voice in their

blog-texts.

To investigate the textual metafunction, I checked the three types of THEME. It should be
noted that in the case of ellipsis, I ignored the removed THEMES that were non-recoverable
from the text. Following Halliday, it is true to say that the produced clauses select
components from the ideational, interpersonal and textual systems simultaneously; this
analysis can illustrate how the constructed language in my student-writers’ blog-texts is
organised functionally on one hand and what choices were made to make meaning on the
other. To provide a thick description of my student-writers’ use of language in their blogs,

in terms of their linguistic choices and the social purpose of their texts, a qualitative
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approach was required. A quantitative method was also used to give a complementary

insight into the register/s of the student-writers” blog-texts.

To investigate the role of blogs in the writing classes in the context of this study, | used the
data gathered from the interviews with the tutors involved at the foundation course, the

writing tutor and student-writers.

4.4  The role of the researcher

I was involved in teaching different subjects in the foundation course at CBFS such as:
grammar, listening, speaking, reading, writing and EAP. Therefore, | sometimes was in
direct contact with the student-writers, who volunteered to participate in this research, in
different classes. To begin this research, I instructed these students to create their blogs and
helped them overcome technical problems; throughout the research, | encouraged them
verbally to do some activities in their blogs, use them as a platform for free writing and
write about whatever they desire. Therefore, the templates, font, size, colour, organisation,
topic and content of the texts were all my student-writers” own choice. As the researcher, |
never intervened in when, how and what my student-writers wrote in their blogs but I

followed their blogs anonymously to understand what was happening there.

45  The framework and research tools of the study

To address my first research question regarding the register of my student-writers’ blog-
texts, I used Halliday’s (1987) Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). This is because this
study is concerned with the lexico-grammatical choices of the student-writers’ in their texts
and SFL offers an explanation, for what choices are possible in language in terms of
meaning and form, and also for describing how these choices can be connected to create
discourse (Halliday, 1987). Halliday’s view of language is valuable in this study. According
to this view, individuals use language to construe their experience and their perception of
the world, to communicate and relate with others and “relate what is said (written) to the
real world and to other linguistic events” (Bloor and Bloor, 1995, p. 9). This makes it a
suitable model for investigating my student-writers’ lexico-grammatical choices in their
blog-texts, for identifying their functions in meaning-making and for explaining what types

of meanings are constructed within their clauses.

To find out about the language used in my student-writers’ texts and how meanings are
communicated through their texts, it is necessary to go beyond the clause and its linguistic
features; in SFL, the relation between the lexico-grammatical features and social context
within which they occur is clearly emphasised but understanding of how meanings are

negotiated and communicated through texts cannot be established by examining clauses
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separately. On the contrary, what need to be examined are the purpose, stages and process
of the production of my student-writers’ blog-texts. To this end, | adopted Rose and
Martin’s (2012) model of genre analysis and Swales’ (1990) notion of discourse
community. Rose and Martin’s model helped me to determine the stages and purpose
through which the blog-texts are produced and organised, as shown in Tables 11 and 12.
Then, three modified semi-structured interviews were carried out in an attempt to
understand the participants’ language background, their experiences of using online social
media, their reasons behind their linguistic choices in their texts and their attitudes towards
blog-writing. The interview questions, their allocated codes and the student-writers’
responses are provided in Appendix A.

To gain an insight into the purpose of the genres of the texts, their discourse community and
the whole blogs, the hyperlinks and comments received form audience were examined. The
comments can indicate if and to what extent the blog-writers’ discourse is influenced by the
audience. As a complementary method, a quantitative way of analysis, Chi-squared test,
was also carried out to find out if my students’ blogs are coming from one register or not
(Table 38). To find out about the tutors’ perception of using technology, online platforms
and activities in language classes as well as the role of blogs in writing classes, two
modified semi-structured interviews were designed and carried out with the tutors. These
interviews and their themes are shown in Tables 14 and 15 and are presented in details in
Appendix B. In the next section, | will explain the data collection process and what data

were obtained.

4.6 Data collection

To obtain my research data in a systematic way, | divided my research process into phases
of training, first interview, blog-writing, second interview, third interview and follow-up.
To familiarise the students with blog-space and blog-writing, I trained them for four weeks
at computer clusters in the college. | prepared easy instructions and helped the students to
construct their blogs throughout this period. This took longer than | expected for various
reasons; for example, most students had forgotten their password or username and had to
start from the beginning, computer clusters were sometimes engaged in other activities, the

Internet was not working; or some computers were not functioning properly.

Prior to the next phase, the student-writer participants were informed that they would be
free to write about what they liked apart from the issues that would not be socially or
culturally acceptable. | also assured them that their writing was not going to be corrected.
They were engaged with blog-writing from September 2010 to July 2011. The final number

of texts in their blogs varied from eight to 14. The length of the texts varies depending on
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the topic and purpose of the text. Towards the end of the foundation course, I ran one
interview with the tutors to elicit their perception of using technology and online learning
platforms such as blog-space in language classes. | conducted another interview with one of
the writing tutors to find out about her views of the role of blogs in writing classes in

particular.

4.7  The participants and language used in the data collection

Twenty-four Omani EFL college students participated in this study. Two participants were
chosen at random from the pre-intermediate level students on the foundation course;
students following the beginner and elementary levels were not selected because they were
not equipped with enough English vocabulary and grammatical patterns to be able to write.
The selected students had been studying English at the college for at least four months to
get to the pre-intermediate level. The participants were 18 years old and had no prior
knowledge about blogs and blog-writing. Since the participants were EFL learners on a
foundation course, it was felt that their English language was not well developed enough to
enable them to discuss the rationale underlying the language used in their written texts
explicitly and comprehensively. Therefore, | provided them with the option of writing in

English or Arabic. The next section deals with the data: the blog-texts and interviews.

Fifteen tutors were involved in teaching language classes in the foundation course; nine out
of fifteen participated in an interview about using technology and online platforms and
activities in language classes at the end of the foundation curse. One of the writing tutors,
who was involved in preparing and assessing the in-house writing material, took part in a
separate interview about the use of blogs in writing classes. This tutor followed the student-

writers” activities in their blogs throughout the foundation course anonymously.

4.8 Data sources and analysis

4.8.1 Texts

This section provides a description of how | analysed my data. To illustrate, | provide a
sample of one of the student-writers’ blog-texts in Figure 7. The same text is used to explain
the process of the register and genre analyses in Tables 11 and 12. The interviews with the

same participant are discussed in detail in Table 13.
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Speaking Test

After one hour exactly I have a speaking test, well I'm really nervous about it and
worried because I'm not good in communicating with TEACHERS because I always
don't pick the right words. In real world I'm good in speaking but when I come to
know its a test I get scared and nervous and I don't know what to say and screw up.
sometimes it get to a point I want to scream and get out!

But in the end its my markes and if I ran away I will fail so i better be calm and take a
deep breath and let it out and be sooo confertable and confident.

I'm going to take my test now wish me luck!!

Posted by bubbles at 1:54 AM

MMC E3 2 +1 | Recommend this on Google

2 comments:

Slooha October 2, 2010 at 10:36 PM

—L how was ut exam?
I hope it was easy

Reply

bubbles @) October 5. 2010 at 10:21 AM
lol it was gr8 if I knew it that easy i ouldnt get scared that much :D
Reply

Figure 7: An extract from a blog-text in Blog 1

Some features embedded in blog-texts are not considered in my text-analysis, such as
punctuation ‘!’ as in ‘wish me luck!!’; the advert bars, such as | FIRS S
Recommend this on Google, the time the entry was published in the blogs; the comments
received; and the original writer’s reactions. As explained in Chapter 3, I am not concerned
with minor clauses in this study; for this reason, the titles of the texts, which are generally
minor clauses, are not considered in my text analysis of the blog-texts. In the next sub-

section, | explain how | implemented my register analysis.
e Register analysis of the blog-texts

To examine the student-writers’ language variation in their blogs, | used the UAM
(Universidad Autonoma de Madrid) corpus tool software, version 2.8.10, developed by
Michael O’Donnell and available online. The UAM site describes this corpus tool software
as a “state-of-art environment for annotation of text corpora” and it is useful for “annotating
a corpus as a part of linguistic study, or building a training set for use in statistical language

processing”’(O’Donnell, 2013). An example of the tool is given in Figure 8.
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Figure 8: UAM version 2.8.10

The UAM corpus tool is based on SFL and provides a description of what language features
are used in the corpus and how they are organised. This tool gives the users the opportunity
to organise their system of coding based on a suitable format for their investigation.

According to the UAM homepage, this software is useful for

e “Annotation of multiple texts using the same annotation
schemes, of your design.

e Annotation of each text at multiple levels (e.g., NP, Clause,
Sentence, whole document).

e Searching for instances across levels, e.g., finite-clause
containing company-np, or future-clause in introduction.

e Comparative statistics across subsets, e.g., contrasting
conversational patterns used by male and female speakers.

e All annotation is in sorted in XML files, meaning that your
annotations can more easily be shared with other applications.

e We use “stand-off” XML: the annotation files do not contain
the text, just pointers to the text. This allows for multiple
overlapping analyses of the same text, not so easy in standard
XML” (UAM, 2.8.10).

My coded schemes to analyse elements of register are shown below, Figure 9
TRANSITIVITY, Figure 12 MOOD and Figure 15 THEME.
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TRANSITIVITY

In the TRANSITIVITY analysis, the texts were coded according to the patterns of processes
and circumstances through which the system of TRANSITIVITY is realised. The system of
coding, with the help of the UAM corpus tool, is illustrated in Figure 9.
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Figure 9: The coding scheme of TRANSITIVITY

As Figure 9 shows, the possible process type used in my students’ blogs are coded
according to Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004) model containing the material, mental,
behavioural, relational, verbal and existential process types. The circumstance types in my
students’ blog-texts are also coded according to the same model, comprising location,
extent, manner, cause, contingency, accompaniment, role, matter and angle. An extract
showing the TRANSITIVITY analysis of the example given in Figure 10 is presented

below.
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8 .0 0 Tansitivity analysis for: Texts /txt 4.txt

Speaking Test
After one hour exactly | have a speaking test, well I'm really nervous about it and worried because I'm not good in

communicating with TEACHERS because | always don't pick the right words. In real world I'm good in speaking

but when | come to know its a test | get scared and nervous and | don't know what to say and screw up.
sometimes it get to a point | want to scream and get out!
But in the end its my markes and if | ran away | will fail so i better be calm and take a deep breath and let it out

and be sooo confertable and confident.

I'm going to take my test now wish me luck!!

<< < > >> lgnore [Delete. Other Action...|  Save Close Help

Gloss

[transitivity
circumstance
location

[time:

Comment:

Figure 10: The descriptive system of TRANSITIVITY

As can be seen in Figure 10, the linguistic features of Text 4 in Blog 1 are identified and
labelled. For instance, the highlighted linguistic feature in the above text, ‘after one hour’,
is a circumstantial Adjunct of location type and belongs to the sub-category of “Time’. This
analysis is shown in detail in Figure 11 below. The process types are in bold, participants

are italicised and the circumstances are underlined.

800 Texts/txt 4.txt

Speaking Test

After one hour exactly / have a speaking test, well 'm really nervous about it and worried because I'm not good in
communicating with TEACHERS because [ always don't pick the right words. In real world /'m good in speaking but when
| come to know its a test | get scared and nervous and / don't know what fo say aﬁo‘ screw up. sometimes it get to a
point | want to scream and get out!

But in the end its my markes and if / ran away | will fail so 7 better be calm and take a deep breath and fet it cut and be
so00 confertable and confident.

I'm going to take my fest now wish me luck!!

Del rocess +|: I_ j 14
Add P b i u14lA
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Sove Toxi = participants +|: b ITQ 141 A
Help Del circumstance +[: b §|u 14/ A

Figure 11: The process and circumstance types of Text 4 in Blog 1

As Figure 11 shows, there are 37 participants, 23 processes and six circumstances in Text 4.
Out of the total number of processes used in this text, eight of them are material, five
mental, nine relational and one behavioural. Eleven of the participants involved in relational
processes have the role of carrier and attribute, two of them are identified and identifier and
the other two participants are possessor and possession. The choice of these participants

shows that this text is focused on describing and identifying entities. Nine of the participants
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have the role of actor and goal and are involved in material processes through which the
blog-writer stated who was involved in what. Seven of the participants are senser and
phenomenon, one of them is a behaver and five participants are omitted. The six
circumstances in Text 4 comprise five circumstances of location (Place) type and one
circumstance of matter. The high frequency of material processes in this text construe the
blog-writer’s perception of her world, filled with actions and happenings as well as where
and when things were done or happened.

MOOD

The analysis of Text 4 according to the MOOD system, with its elements, Subject and
FINITE types, is shown in Figure 12. The Subjects have been coded in four categories: I,
you, we (inclusive), and others, including we (exclusive), with their derivations. FINITE
types have three categories: tense, modal and omitted ones. MOOD Adjuncts are coded
according to three classifications: temporality, usuality and modal readiness, inclination and
ability. Independent clauses are also coded according to two classifications: indicative
(declarative and interrogative) and imperative clauses.

i/me/my
youlyour
rsubject ST welour
other
omitted-subject
tense
modal-probabality
~ FNITE- - rmodal-usuality
ki TYPEE g moéu [modal-obligation
modal-readiness-inclination-ability
omitted-finite
. POLARITY- rpositive
mood Wwoopéo-polanty WPE  Lnegative

temprality
. MODALIZATION- [ Probablity
modahzaﬂon——' )
modaify -JODALTY: ke usuality
TYPEZ o
. MODULATION- finclination
modulatlon4|
Wre obligation

. INTENSITY- rdegree
intensit 4{
Y IVPE counterexpectancy

indicative —‘IMJICA'ITVE- i
TYPE ; . INTROGATIVE- [ Yes/no-q
Lindependent-clauses [NDEE?SDEY& introgative ype wha

imperative

A MOQD-
rmood-adjunct s iNeTTYRE

Figure 12: The coding scheme of the MOOD analysis
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As | am concerned with the constructed textual interactions between the blog-writers and
their audience, | coded the first person pronoun, I, the second person pronoun, you, and the
first person plural pronoun inclusive, we, separately. The use of these pronouns helps me to
understand if the blog-writers address themselves to create an authoritative stance in their
texts; if they address the audience to demand goods and services or offer them something;
or if they show solidarity with the audience and strengthen their propositions. Examining
modal types can also help to find out if the blog-writers give space to the audience’s
opinions when proposing something or if they express their own ideas with authority and
encourage the audience to comply with them. The different types of clauses can suggest the
blog-writer’s intention: whether it is to give information or demand goods and services. The

coded features are shown in Figure 13.

> 7 OO MOood dNdlySIs Tor TEXTSTXT #.TXT

Speaking Test
After one hour exactly | have a speaking test, well I'm really nervous about it and worried because I'm not good in

communicating with TEACHERS because | always don't pick the right words. In real world I'm good in speaking
but when | come to know its a test | get scared and nervous and | don't know what to say and screw up.
sometimes it get to a point | want to scream and get out!

But in the end its my markes and if | ran away | will fail so i better be calm and take a deep breath and let it out
and be sooo confertable and confident.

I'm going to take my test now wish me luck!!
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Figure 13: The descriptive system of MOOD

As can be seen, ‘will’ is described as Finite modal type and belongs to the modal probability
category. The analysis of the MOOD elements in Text 4, through the UAM corpus tool, is
given in Figure 14. In this figure, the Subject is in bold, the Finite operators are italicised,

the MOOD Adjuncts are underlined and the clauses are coloured blue.
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e 00 Texts/txt 4.txt

Speaking Test

After one hour exactly | have a speaking test, well I'm really nervous about it and worried because
I'm not good in communicating with TEACHERS because | always don't pick the right words. In real world I'm good in
speaking but when | come to know its a test | get scared and nervous and | don't know what to say and
screw up. sometimes it get to a point | want to scream and get out!

But in the end its my markes and if | ran away | will fail so | better be calm and take a deep breath
and let it out and be sooo confertable and confident.

I'm going to take my test now wish me luck!!

A Dl finite +|: IBlITg 14| A
Save Text Del mood-adjunct +|: b fIEHl A‘
Del independent-clauses +|: b j u 18/ A

Help

Figure 14: The MOOD elements in Text 4 in Blog 1

Figure 14 shows there are fourteen independent clauses, nineteen Finite operators, ten
Subjects and three MOOD Adjuncts. As the UAM tool calculates, 80% of the total number
of Subjects is the first person pronoun and its derivations. The Finite type (tense) has the
highest frequency among the total number of Finite operators, accounting for 78.95%. A
Modal probability was used in the whole text, accounting for 5.26% of the total number of
Finite operators. There is only one imperative clause and no interrogative clause in this text.
The high frequency of indicative clauses shows that this text is informative and the lack of
imperative and second person pronouns show the lack of interactivity in this text.

Consequently, | concluded that the tenor is weakly signalled in Text 4.

THEME

To examine the THEME types in Text 4, the THEME types are coded according to the SFL
categories of textual, interpersonal and topical THEME. The topical THEME has been
coded into three classifications, marked, unmarked and omitted THEME. The coding

scheme is shown in Figure 15 below.

BuUU SCNEME: TAEme.Xml

theme 4 100 Options Glose

fextual
THEME- Hnterpersonal

theme
TYPE marked
topical %mmarked
omitted

Figure 15: The coding scheme of the THEME analysis

In some cases, | could not retrieve the linguistic feature omitted in the thematic position in
the texts and | needed the blog-writers’ confirmation to be certain of my guess; as it was

almost impossible to get back to the participants after they finished their foundation course,
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I decided to treat them as omitted ones. The coded features happening in the THEME

position in Text 4 are illustrated in Figure 16 and the analysis is shown in Figure 17.

POO Theme analysis for: Texts/txt 4.txt

Speaking Test
After one hour exactly | have a speaking test, well I'm really nervous about it and worried because I'm not good in

communicating with TEACHERS because | always don't pick the right words. In real world I'm good in speaking
but when | come to know its a test | get scared and nervous and | don't know what to say and screw up.

sometimes it get to a point | want to scream and get out!

But in the end its my markes and if | ran away | will fail so i better be calm and take a deep breath and let it out
and be sooo confertable and confident.

I'm going to take my test now wish me luck!!

<< < > >> lgnore. Delete. Other Action...| (Save, Close. Help

Gloss

theme
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marked
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Figure 16: The descriptive system of THEME

During the analysis, | noticed that taking the first choice in the clause as topical THEME
(Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004) is not always sufficient to determine the point of
departure. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) claim that a clause has only one topical
THEME and whatever happens after that is RHEME; however, applying this view to my
analysis, | sometimes lost a linguistic feature that apparently had a role in developing the
message in the clause. For instance, in the first sentence of this text - After one hour exactly
| have a speaking test - the phrase ‘After one hour’ is a circumstance in the thematic
position and was coded as a topical marked THEME; however, the choice of ‘I’ after that
seems to be a part of the topical THEME and responsible for creating the context and
helping the message develop in the clause. This is the point | was struggling with
throughout the whole process of analysing the topical THEME in blog-texts. To be
consistent and follow Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004) model, | did not code | as a topical
THEME but I think that there might be a possibility to have more than one topical THEME

in a clause.
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The analysis of the THEME types is shown in Figure 17. The topical THEME is underlined,
the textual THEME is in bold and there is no interpersonal THEME in this text.

® 00 Texts/txt 4.txt

Speaking Test

After one hour exactly | have a speaking test, well 'm really nervous about it and worried because |'m not good
in communicating with TEACHERS because | always don't pick the right words. In réal world I'm good in speaking
but when | come to know ifs a test | get scared and nervous and | don't know what to say and screw up.
sometimes it get to a point | want to scream and get out!

But in the end its my markes and if | ran away | will fail S0 | better be calm and take a deep breath and et it out
and be sooo confertable and confident.

I'm going to take my test now Wish me luck!!

Figure 17: The THEME elements in Text 4 in Blog 1

As Figure 17 shows and according to the UAM analysis, the topical THEME has the highest
frequency in Text 4, accounting for 58.33% of the total number of THEMES. Textual
THEME, comprising 41.67% of the total THEME, is the second highest THEME in this
text. There is no interpersonal THEME in this text. High frequencies of topical and textual
THEME are features that, according to Taboada (2004) and Wattles and Radi¢-Bojanié
(2007), can be related to the spoken mode of language. On the other hand, the scarcity of
the interpersonal THEME in this text shows that this text can be characterised as a

monologue.

Having identified my student-writers’ language variation in their blog-texts through register
analysis, | then carried out a genre analysis to understand the social purpose of the blog-

texts. In the sub-section below, | will explain how | analysed the genres of the texts.

e Genre analysis of the blog-texts

To give a better view of the process of the genre analysis of my blog-texts, the analysis of
Text 4 is presented below. To this end, before going through the sentences in the text, |
posed three questions: ‘What is the sentence telling the reader?’, ‘What are the linguistic
features of this sentence?’ and ‘Which stage does this sentence resemble?’. This involved
comparing the stages through which my blog-texts unfold with the schematic structures of
the institutionalised genres defined by Martin (1992), Rose and Martin (2012, p.130),
Coffin et al. (2005) and Piriyasilpa (2007, 2009). The process of determining the genre of
Text 4 in Blog 1 is as follows. This is the original text of the blog-writer and may contain

misspelled words and unconventional grammatical patterns.
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101

speaking test.

of the story through telling the time and
the participants

Participant 1 (carrier): the first person
pronoun “I”
Participant 2 (attribute): a speaking test

well I'm really nervous about it and
worried because I'm not good in
communicating with TEACHERS
because | always don't pick the right
words. In real world I'm good in
speaking but when | come to know
its a test | get scared and nervous and
I don't know what to say and screw
up. sometimes it get to a point | want
to scream and get out!

A problem is signalled, really nervous
about it and worried.

She highlights her states when taking
the speaking test and what may go
wrong and provides the reasons behind
it.

Using attributes: nervous, worried, not
good in communicating,

Good in speaking, scares,

Relational processes am, is, material
process don 't pick up, get out, mental
process know, get to a point, want
Intensifiers really, always

Projecting tension through using ‘Not’:
not good in communicating; don't pick
the right words;

| don't know what to say

Complication/
Crisis

But in the end its my markes and if |
ran away

I will fail so i better be calm and take
a deep breath and let it out and be
soo0o confertable and confident.

She evaluates the situation, in the end
its my markes, explains the
consequences, if | ran away

I will fail and provides a solution, so i
better be calm and take a deep breath
and let it out and be sooo confertable
and confident..

Internal conjunctions (Conditional) if.

External conjunction because to state
the reason.

So signals the resolution Thornbury
and Slade (2006, p.166)

Resolution

Text What is the purpose of this sentence? | What are the linguistic features of Which stage Which genre | What is the
this sentence? does this can it be purpose of this
sentence associated genre?
resemble? with?
Speaking Test Title Narrative Resolving a
complication
After one hour exactly | have a This phase is concerned with the setting | Temporal circumstance: After one hour | Orientation

As Table 11 shows, this text places the story, explains a crisis, provides a resolution and expresses what the situation is now, which follows the

stages of the Narrative genre defined by Martin (1992). Throughout the process of genre analysis, I noted some disruption in the schematic
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structures of the genre of some texts. In other words, the stages of the dominant genre in the texts showed the characteristics of the stages of other

genres. An extract showing genre hybridity is given below.

Table 12: An extract of genre hybridity

Reaction

Recommendation

Genre Purpose Stages Embedded | Fragmented Text
genre stages
Descriptive | Classifying/ My Favourite Kinds Of Desserts,Sweets"
report describing a
phenomenon
Classification 1- Cinnabon:
Description Its one of the yummiest sugery sweets ever, with its melted sauce that is
on the top of it makes it more delicious to eat it.
Exposition | Claim Its a perfect dessert to have specially when a person is depressed,makes
you feel better.
Evidence Atleast that works for me
Classification 2: Dunkin Donuts:
Description Exposition | Claim It is the most famous donuts shop in the world and the most sugery,
delicious sweets anyone can try!

Evidence The interesting thing that makes people want to try is that they have so
many different types of donuts with colours and nice shaped flavoure on
top of the donut,it makes it more special than other normal
donutsdelicious sweets anyone can try!

Classification 3-Molten Chocolate from Chili's:
Anecdote Remarkable event | When i tried it for the first time it was unbelievable!

| cant describe it in words because it was amazing, Believe it or not but it
felt like heaven.
It is so yummy and i recommend every creature in this world to try it!

This extract shows how the blog-writer switches from one genre to another; this is in line with Martin and Rose’s (2008, p.241) definition of “mixed

texts, which happen to instantiate more than one genre” (emphasis as in the original). In the final row and column, the text follows a pattern that is

associated with Anecdote, so | suggest that the Anecdote genre is embedded in this Descriptive report. Unpacking such mixed texts raised the

guestion of whether these embedded stages can be called an instance of a separate genre or a segment/fragment of a genre. However, | was reluctant

to call them an instance of a genre since such deviations were sometimes limited to one or two sentences and did not meet the requisites of being a

genre - comprising stages, a purpose and a discourse community.
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The word ‘fragment’ seems a better choice, as it can individuate these stages from other
stages in the text: the stages that have their own particular features and belong to other
genres. This raised another issue: ‘What is the genre of a text with various genre-
fragments?’. Drawing on Martin’s (1992) view of ‘Macro-genre’ to refer to a text with
embedded genres and considering the purpose of the whole texts along with their linguistic
features dominating the texts, | decided to classify hybrid texts in terms of their closest

genre or genres.

It seems that blogs as a “new medium” (Kress, 2013) can motivate blog-writers to resort to
the schematic structures of other genres in order to achieve their purpose; to understand the
blog-writers’ reasons behind their linguistic choices in their blog-texts and the reason why
they write in their blogs, | carried out three interviews. A sample of each interview is
presented in the following sub-section.

4.8.2 Interviews

To unpack and add depth to my findings in register and genre analysis, | decided to conduct
semi-structured interviews. This type of interview allows interviewees to discuss their
feelings through open-ended questions and describe the issues in detail. | should note that
the cultural context made this impossible in the way | had planned and | had to modify the
procedure. This was because the participants felt uncomfortable about recording their
voices. Therefore, the interview-questions were printed and participants were asked to write
their answers. | read and explained all of the questions to the participants and sometimes
asked an Omani teacher to provide a translation when necessary. | read the answers they
provided, checked my understanding with them and asked for more clarification when
needed. Following this procedure, | carried out three modified semi-structured interviews
with the student-writers (See Appendix A: Student-writers’ interview questions); the first
was conducted at the beginning of the semester to find out about my student-writers’
previous experiences of using the Internet, Facebook page and blog-space, their attitudes
towards such social networks, what they usually write in their blogs if they have one and
their level of language proficiency. The second interview was conducted towards the end of
the foundation course. It was a ‘talk around texts’ (Lilis and McKinney, 2003) to understand
the blog-writers’ rationale behind their lexico-grammatical choices in their blog-texts and
the purpose of the whole blog. The third interview was done at the end of the semester,
focusing on the participants’ perceptions and attitudes to blog-writing and its impact on their
writing skills. My student-writers were all aware that | was not concerned with their spelling
and grammatical errors. The participants had the option to write in Arabic or English; the

duration of each interview was between 45 minutes to 1 hour.
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In addition, to understand the tutors’ perception of the use of technology and online
activities in language classes and the role of blogs in writing classes, | designed and carried
out two semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions (Appendix B contains the list
of interview questions with the tutors). The first interview was conducted with nine out of
15 tutors at the foundation level to know about the purpose of the writing classes, activities
implemented, expected assignments, tutors’ perception of using ICT and online activities in
classes and their views of language learning and using technology. The second interview
was conducted with one of the writing tutors involved in preparing in-house writing material
and assessing final exam papers. This was to elicit her perception of using blogs, its role in
writing classes and towards her students’ attitudes towards blog-writing and their views of
cooperative learning and online interactions. The tutors provided their answers in 45
minutes. These interviews were carried out towards the end of the foundation course; this
was because some of the tutors were unfamiliar with blogs and using them for the first time,
so needed some time to gain a better insight into what a blog is, what happens in blogs, and
what student-writers do with their blogs. Due to the tutors’ concerns and tight schedules, the
interview questions were printed and they were asked to write their answers. | informed
them that they did not have to return the interview papers but if they did, they would be
considered as giving their consent. | also explained that they would remain anonymous and
their responses would be used for the purpose of this research only. The interview questions
were drawn from the studies on teachers and students’ perceptions of and attitudes towards
language and technology as well as using web tools in writing classes explained in Chapter
3, such as Jiménez-Caicedo et al. (2014, p.91), Barton and Lee (2013, p.155), Zarei and Al-
Shboul (2013), Chen (2012) and Noytim (2010).

e Talk-around-text interviews

To find out about the purpose of the texts and blogs as a whole, | wrote and organised the
guestions in my modified interviews around issues concerning whether the blogs were
intended to encourage interaction with the audience or to inform the audience; if the blog-
writers constructed an identity and a stance through their linguistic choices in their texts and
what purpose blog-writers pursue through blog-writing. The interview questions were

concerned with the following linguistic features of blog-texts:

e First person pronoun, I, which can signify the author’s self-expression, voice in the text,
a means of creating stance and “authorial identity” (Hyland, 2002a, Vladimirou, 2007)
and an autobiographical type of genre (Lomborg, 2009);

e Second person pronoun, you, which refers to communication between the reader and
audience (Ye, 2010, p.146); First person plural pronoun, we, which is defined as a means
of showing solidarity (Ye, 2010, p.146), and “readers’ view” (Thompson, 2001, p.58);



105

e Interrogative clauses, which can be used to bring the reader’s thought to the text;

e Imperative clauses, which address readers explicitly;

e Modality, which refers to how the writers negotiate with readers (Martin and Rose,
2003, p.50) or create a stance in their text;

e Active and passive voice.

During the modified talk-around text interview, the non-linguistic elements of the blogs

were also brought up in order to find out why my student-writers used them in their blogs.
These elements are:

e Templates
e Visuals including photos and emoticons
e Slideshows and video-bars

e Font size as well as highlighted, bold or italic words or sentences.

An extract of the talk-around-text interview with the writer of Blog 1 is given below. |
should note that the interview session concerned three texts from the student-writer’ blogs:
two texts were chosen by her and one text was chosen by the researcher randomly. The
coded themes of the modified talk-around-text interviews of the blog-writer of Blog 1 are
summarised in Table 13.
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Table 13: Talk-around-text interviews

Texts | Title Genre Linguistic elements of the Non-linguistic features
blog-texts within the blog
Text | Stop fighting Exemplum | e 1% person pronoun and e Writing in blog
5 its derivations (INW2I) (INW3W)
e 1% person plural pronoun | e Purpose of blog
Text | The best Exposition (inr;clusive) (INW2w) (INW3p)
7 family 1 could e 2" person pronoun e Audience and
get! (INW2Y) comments
e Modality (INW2M) (INW3au/co)
e Active and passive voice | o Visuals (INW3v)
Text | My life Exposition (INW2AV/PV) e Emoticons (INW3g)
8 e Interrogative or ¢ Video/music-bars
imperative clauses (INW3v)
(INW21/1) o Slideshows (INW3s)
o Template (INW3temp)
o Highlighted and bold
words (INW3h/b)
e Colour and font of the
texts (INW3c/f)
o Title of the blog
(INW3t)

INW2: Interview 2; INW3: Interview 3

Extracts from interviews with student-writers

In this section, | provide an extract of the interviews with the blog-writer of Blog 1
comprising the themes shown in Table 13 above. | retained the misspelled words and
ungrammatical sentences as in the original. This includes a brief interpretation of her

statements, too.
First person pronoun, | (INW2I)

Interviewer: Why have you used the first person pronoun ‘I’ in this text? (Text 7, The best

family could get!)

Interviewee: “Because it is about me and my family”[...]““it’s not likely for Arabs to use | a

lot because they find it rude”[...] “I sometimes use ‘I’ in blog”.

The interviewee’s concern about using the first person pronoun can imply that she is under
pressure from the conventions of the community in which she is situated. This may be one
of the reasons that hinders her from using the first person pronoun. However, her preference
for using it in her blog indicates that blogs can create a different context or in Kress’s (2013)
terms ‘a different medium’ where blog-writers can use language differently and are free

from the boundaries imposed by socio-cultural conventions.
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Second person pronoun, you 2™ person pronoun (INW2Y)

Text 7: Im not exaggerating I'm only saying the truth and that what I've been raised for and
what | wrote is nothing comparing to what you'll see.

Interviewer: Why have you used the second person pronoun, you, in this sentence?
Interviewee: “to attract people or the readers”.
This shows the blog-writer’s attempt to draw the readers into her texts and involve them in

the discourse.

First plural person pronoun (inclusive), we (INW2W)

Text 5: If anyone saw a fight should stop it not sit and watch as if there's something funny to
watch because if one of them past away we'll feel bad about it and we wont forgive our
selves.

Interviewer: Why have you used ‘we” and ‘ourselves’ in this sentence?
Interviewee: “Because I mean everybody, all the people™[...] “I used ‘anyone’ because I

wanted to attract people and because it’s for everybody not one person”.

The blog-writer’s reply is that she used the first person plural pronoun we and the pronoun
anyone to include the audience and bring their voice to her discourse when giving her
opinion. Through this, she strengthens her proposition and shows her solidarity with the

readers.

Modality (INW2M)

Text 5: | think they should put him in jail because the other person could of died because of
him! And everybody should solve their problems without a fight!lf anyone saw a fight
should stop it not sit and watch as if there's something funny to watch because if one of

them past away we'll feel bad about it and we wont forgive our selves.

Interviewer: Why have you used modal ‘should’ and ‘could’ in these sentences?
Interviewee: “T used ‘should’ because I don’t know who’s going to read what I wrote; so as

an advice I used ‘should’ not ‘must” here”.

The interviewee’s said that she was making a careful choice of modal types in her texts
through which she tried to give space to readers’ opinions. This may suggest that she had a
low authorial stance in her texts. This issue can also be related to the sense of audience in
blogs and how it can shape the blog-writers’ minds that affect their instance of their

language, which is text.
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Interrogative or imperative clauses (INW2I/1)

Text 7: Then here | come, and after me, my two young brothers.

Why do | think we are the best?

Because we are raised as Muslims and my parents taught us to respect other religions and
different cultures.

Interviewer: Why have you used a question in the middle of this text?

Interviewee: “Because I want to attract people and make my writing interesting”.

This indicates how the blog-writer organised her text to bring the audience into her
discourse; this suggests that although this blog may sound monologic, the blog-writer may

be thinking about the audience constantly while writing.

Active and passive sentences (INW2AV/PV)

Interviewer: Why have you used active sentences (and not passive ones) in your texts?
Interviewee: “Because it is easier to describe my feeling and it’s better for others to
understand”. Referring to Text 5: ‘stop fighting’, she stated, “I wrote active because |

myself saw the huge fight”.

According to the interviewee’s reply, she prefers to use active rather than passive sentences
when describing her emotions. She also refers to the important role of the doer | in active
sentences in Text 5. This shows how blog-writing encouraged this student-writer to shape

her ‘T’ identity in her texts through self-referencing and expressing her voice.

Writing in blog (INW3W)

Interviewer: Which one do you prefer, writing in your blog or for your assignments? Why?
Interviewee: “In blog”[...] “in my assignments I can’t express my feelings because it must
be formal[...] “ I think blog is more comfortable to write in”[...].and “I will write in my

blog; I love writing and I love my blog”.

Her reply suggests that the relaxed environment of her blog may have had a positive impact

on her activities and identity work when writing.

Interviewer: Do you think blog-writing has improved your writing skills? How?
Interviewee: “It improved my writing skills and I learned more vocab™[...] “it helps the
students to improve their writing”[...] “I think blog is better in learning because the whole
world can correct my grammar but in the paper only certain people can and it might get lost.
I think blog is amazing for learning writing and | wish if all teachers use this method in

teaching”.
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According to the interviewee, she enhanced her writing skills through blog-writing and
interacting with the audience. This indicates how much audience can contribute to

improving the blog-writers” language skills, through visiting and commenting on blogs.

Audience and comments (INW3au/co)
Interviewer: Have you written or received any comments?

Interviewee: “Yes”.

The interviewee referred to Text 7 (the best family I could get!) stating, “People like what I
wrote and gave good comments”. However, she brought up an issue which prevents her
from writing comments; she said, “The only thing I think about is my spelling because it’s
embarrassing”. She expressed her opinion of and fears of writing comments too; “I wrote
some comments but not a lot. I love writing comments but I’'m scared to hurt others
feelings”. This shows that the audience can play a key role in what is happening in blog-

writers’ cognition which, in turn, affects what is happening in the blog.

The title (INW3t), template (INW3temp), visuals (INW3v) as well as colour and font of
the texts (INW3c/f)

FAJ A g s\

http://omanieflstudents.blogspot.com/

' !itl E h'ﬁ““ 'i"‘ I‘ / LY :‘ii ﬁn h‘M m‘ﬁ\ i‘ Y i

Interviewer: Why have you chosen this title and template for your blog?

Interviewee: “because I love bubbles. I feel it makes people happy and it has a lot of
colours” [...]“My blog background is so colourful and it makes me feel like I want to write
more and more and | like to write in different colour because colours attract people to read

it’ 9

An extract of Text 7 with visuals and the same colour and font is provided below:

The Best Family I could Get!
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Interviewer: Why have you written in bold and added visuals to this text?

Interviewee: “I write in bold to make what I’'m writing more beautiful and attractive” [...]
“I put pictures to attract the readers”. This indicates how a blog-writer can use the non-
linguistic elements embedded in a blog to interact with the audience and engage them in the
discourse.

Purpose of the blog (INW3p)

Interviewer: What is your blog about? Explain.
Interviewee: “This blog is about me; because it is easy to talk about myself because | know
everything about myself”. For instance, for Text 5 she said, “I was talking about myself and

my family” [...] “I wrote to tell people how great my family is and how much I love my
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family”. This can suggest that she used her blog as a diary to write about her personal

issues, feelings and experiences.

e Interviews with tutors

In an attempt to understand what was happening in the actual writing classes, what was
expected from the student-writers in writing classes, the tutors’ attitudes towards using
online social media and the Internet in classes and if they thought technology could improve
students’ language learning, I carried out an interview with the tutors involved in the
foundation course. Interviews with the tutors are provided in Appendix B. The themes that
were brought up with their sub-categories and their codes are shown below in Table 14; it
should be noted that the codes begin with (INW4) that is ‘Interview 4’ followed by the

abbreviation of what is assigned as a theme.

Table 14: Interview with the tutors

Themes Codes

1. Tutors’ perception of | e Aims of writing classes (INW4AWC)

writing classes . Writing tasks presented in the class (INW4WT)
. Student-writers” achievement (INW4SA)

2. Tutors and students’ | e Computer skills (INW4CSK)

computer literacy

3. Tutors’ perception of | e Computer assisted learning (INW4CAL)

using technology in . Online environments and activities (INW4OEA)

classes
. Reasons for avoiding using technology in classes (INW4AVR)
. The Internet and web tools in teaching writing skills (INW41W)

The interview questions are provided in Appendix B, but, as a sample, | will give an
overview of what one of the tutors said and will add some commentary in the following
section. | use the tutor’s actual words in speech marks. The findings of the interview with
the tutors are provided in Chapter 7 and are discussed in Chapter 8. The findings of one of
the interviews are provided as a sample below. This is based on the interview with tutor 1

and is organised according to the themes in Table 13. For more detail see Appendix B.

Tutors’ perception of writing classes
As the tutor stated, writing classes are exam-oriented and students; therefore they are asked
to follow the samples designed based on what will appear in the test. This encourages them

to try to practice what to write in the final exam rather than how to write. As she said, this
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helps them get high score in the exams but “become confident and an effective writer is
hypothetical”. This suggests that students’ knowledge does not go beyond what is presented

in the in-house prepared course book.

Tutors and students’ computer literacy

The tutor stated that she received no computer training in the college; as she is interested in
language learning and technology, she attended some workshops on “the significance and
usage of computers in classes”. She noted that her students’ computer literacy is good but
they are more comfortable with Arabic sites and “their proficiency in English does hamper
their understanding”. As it seems, students’ lack of English language proficiency can
discourages them from using English medium environments to practice and improve their

language.

The tutors’ perception of using technology in classes

The tutor had positive attitudes towards using CALL and has been using it for four to five
years; she refers to the benefit of using CALL in language classes saying that “CALL brings
students from passive to active state”. Seemingly, CALL can change classes from being
teacher-centred to student-centred and give a chance to shy students to express themselves.
She refers to other modes of writing such as email, as another way of self-expression, which
can be motivating and involves students in various activities like researching and gathering
information about what they are going to write. This can help students to elevate their
language proficiency and writing skills both. She also addressed her students’ enthusiasm in
using computers; however, she stressed that “they need guidance to get the appropriate
learning sites”. She lists her criteria when choosing an online material for her class: being
matched with students’ level, being interesting such as games, quizzes and what can
“promote logical thinking. The tutor refers to the reasons why using online websites and
web tools is not desirable in classes: tutors’ own personal perceptions of learning or
syllabus, not being emphasised in the curriculum, limited time of the classes, lack of
technical support, insufficient number of computer labs, rigid syllabus, low speed of the

Internet and not being relevant to the final exam.

Interview with a writing tutor

The second interview was carried out with the writing teacher who was involved in
preparing and teaching the in-house writing material at all levels for years in the foundation
course. It should be noted that this tutor was very much interested in implementing
technology in language teaching and followed my students’ blogs anomalously since the
beginning of this research. Considering her experience in teaching writing courses in the

college, her views of blog-writing were valuable to find out about the role of blogs in
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improving writing skills. The brought up themes through this interview and their allocated
codes are shown in Table 15 below. This interview is given in detail in Appendix B and an
overview of the gathered information in this interview is provided afterwards. The findings

of this interview are explained in Chapter 7 and then discussed in Chapter 8.

Table 15: Interview with the writing tutor

Themes Codes

1. Current attitudes towards using blog in the college e (INW5CAC)
2. Students’ view of and attitude towards blog-writing from the tutor’s e (INW5SV)
point of view

3. Tutor’s view of blog-writing e (INW5TV)
4. Interactions in blog e (INWSINT)

As the writing tutor stated in the interviews, some of the Eastern Countries are still reluctant
to blend and use blogs in their curriculum due to, 1) lack of facilities to support it; 2) the
formal setting of the academic courses. This shows that blogs will create an informal
learning setting which hinders actual academic learning. This might be because of their
unfamiliarity with blogs and its flexibility that can be blended and used with formal
methods of teaching and learning settings. She states that blogs can “an important tool in
enhancing basic language skills and confidence of students” that can promote self-study
skills. As she said, students found blog-writing interesting and an brilliant learning tool but
consider it to be “a personal communicative tool where they get to make more friends, share
their emotions etc.”. This refers to two different aspects that blogs enjoys: it can be private
as a means of self-expression and public as means socialising and finding friends. The tutor
said that students were very comfortable when using their blogs as they were under the
impression that their teachers had no access to it. This shows the critical role of audience in
blog-writing that teachers should be aware of when planning to blend it with their teaching
method. At one point, the tutor stated that blog-writing “will equip students with
confidence, better expression and correct grammar”. This, she believed, would lessen her
teaching load as she would be able to put more time on teaching academic writing than
teaching basic grammatical patterns. As she said she followed her students’ writing
anonymously “to avoid any kind of hesitation, which students may encounter if they get to
know that they were monitored by a teacher or may feel their privacy being encroached”.
She also pointed out that she wrote some “comments, though it was less intended on
correcting their grammatical errors” and “motivated them to venture better vocabulary to
express their thoughts”. It seems that being frequently corrected in a public setting, with
visible and invisible audience, may be discourage student-writers and weaken their

confidence in writing.
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According to Berg (2001) choosing any method or data collection technique requires its

own ethical concerns which | will discuss in the next subsection.

4.9 Ethical issues

Ethics is a particularly important issue when collecting data collection by observation and
interviews because, as Cohen et al. (2007) emphasise, human beings are the source of such
data collection. Therefore, four key points should be observed in adopting such methods and

were addressed in my study as follows:

1) The participants should be made fully aware of the topic of the research. As Fontana and
Frey (1994) stress, researchers should make the participants aware of why and how the
research is going to be done truthfully, thoroughly and carefully. Trust and openness are
needed to establish a good relation between the researcher and the participants, thus
providing a solid basis for beginning a study. However, this is a complex issue in doing any
research because of the risk of discouraging some participants from taking part in research.
In this study, | informed the participants about the aims of my research partially for this
reason and because | was aware that my approach might influence their activities in their
blogs or their responses in their interviews. | also informed them that their blogs could be
accessed publicly and even globally.

2) The identities of the participants should not be disclosed. According to Berg (2001), this
refers to eliminating any signs or elements from the documents which might reveal the
identities of the participants. Similarly, Fontana and Frey (1994) use the term ‘right to
privacy’ to refer to protect the participants’ from being identified. Accordingly, I rigorously

adopted this approach in my research report for cultural and social reasons.

3) Informed consent should be given by the participants. | informed the participants and
their tutors that | intend to use some of the blog-texts in my study and obtained permission
through a consent form signed 