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1.4.3.3. Syntactic Aspect of Citation – Citation Studies in Applied Linguistics

Compared with the other social science disciplines, citation studies in applied linguistics are relatively few (c.f., Snyder et al., 1995); in fact, in many of the applied linguistics papers reviewed, citation analysis is often peripheral rather than central. In addition, the word “citation (s)” and “reference(s)” appear in the titles of only few of these papers. These phenomena indicate that citation analysis has yet become a well-recognized topic in applied linguistics research. 

In general, citation-related studies in applied linguistics have been particularly connected with the issues of plagiarism (e.g., Dubois, 1988; Scollon, 1994, 1995; Pennycook, 1996) and later with disciplinary differences in academic writing (e.g., Hyland, 2000; 2003; Thompson and Tribble, 2001) as well as evaluation and academic conflicts in scientific writing (e.g., Hunston, 2000, 2003). Aiming at effective pedagogical applications, almost all of the citation-related studies in applied linguistics focus on the surface linguistic realization of citations, such as the use of verbs (e.g., Lackstrom et al., 1972; Oster, 1981; Hawes and Thomas, 1997), pronouns (Kuo, 1999), quotations, paraphrases (Dubois, 1988; Salager-Meyer, 1999), and the degree of integration within sentences (Swales, 1981; 1986, 1990a, 1990b). 

In addition to the difference in the focus on the analysis level, another major difference between the citation studies conducted by information scientists and applied linguists is the writing samples examined. While the sample studied by the information scientists is mostly research papers written by expert writers, the sample investigated by applied linguists also covers research papers, assignment papers as and dissertations written by student writers. 
As a natural consequence, many citation-related applied linguistics studies have investigated or discussed (in various length) students’ (or nonnative academic English writers’ ) problems with citations. These studies have revealed that students have various difficulties in citing previous literature and contextualizing their own claims (Borg, 2000; Thompson and Tribble, 2001; Young and Leinhardt, 1998; Dong, 1996; Campbell, 1990). These difficulties range from the lowest technical level of constructing the list of cited works (as shown in a long series of discussions in TESL List in November, 2002 and in Lynch and McGrath, 1993), to the use of appropriate linguistic forms and verbs (e.g., Thompson and Tribble, 2001; Hawes and Thomas, 1997), to the conceptual levels of linking the current writing to the literature (e.g., Young and Leinhardt, 1998), and finally to the highest levels related to different conventions and concepts of citing in different cultures (both disciplinary and ethical) (e.g., Dong, 1996; Pennycook, 1996; Scollon, 1994; 1995; Flowerdew, 2001). These problems with citations have been variously assigned to insufficient training in bibliographic documentation skills (Lynch and McGrath, 1993) and reporting language skills (e.g., Campbell, 1990), to level of cognitive and intellectual development (e.g., Pennycook, 1996), or to cultural differences (e.g., Fox, 1994; Scollon, 1994, 1995; Flowerdew, 2001). 

As for another major stream of the citation-related studies in applied linguistics, this has focused on the tense, aspect and voice choices of the verbs used to report previous literature (e.g., Lackstrom et al, 1972; Lackstrom et al, 1973; Taron et al, 1981; Oster, 1981; Swales, 1981; Malcolm, 1987; Gunawardena, 1989; Salager-Meyer, 1989; Thompson and Ye, 1991; Shaw, 1992; Thomas and Hawes, 1994; Thompson, 1996; Hawes and Thomas, 1997). In general, a consensus reached in these studies is that tense choices are determined by a various factors rather than simply by time. Major generalizations and claims about tense and aspect usage in scientific writing can be summarized as follows:

A. Past tense:


(1) claim non-generality about previous literature

(2) refer to specific experiments

(3) refer to non-supportive quantitative results or some aspects of the previous study discussed

(4) refer to previous research which does not bear directly on the current work

B. Present tense: 


(1) claim generality about past literature

(2) refer to supportive quantitative results of past studies

(3) emphasize relevance of previous literature

C. Present perfect:

(1) claim generality about previous literature

(2) refer to area of inquiry

(3) refer to previous literature which is directly related to the current work

In a fairly recent study, Hawes and Thomas (1997) further investigate the correlations among tenses choices, syntactic elements in citations and discourse functions of the citations. One of the results found not included in the above list shows that citations with past tense verbs and named researchers as subject seem to have the discoursal function of providing particulars for a preceding generalization or the basis of a claim. 

In fact, some of the most influential citation studies in applied linguistics are conducted by Swales (1981, 1986, 1990) (White, under review), given that his syntactically-based citation classification scheme has been quite widely adopted in later studies (e.g., Jacoby, 1987; Valle, 1998; Hyland, 1999, 2000; Thompson and Tribble, 2001). Based on his analyses of the structure (i.e., rhetorical moves) of research article introduction across a range of disciplines, Swales (1981) originally proposed a four-part scheme which is later further refined as the “Create a Research Space” (CARS) model for analyzing research article introduction. Three rhetorical moves are included in this scheme (Swales, 1990a: 141):

Move 1. Establishing a territory 

Step 1. Claiming centrality and/or


Step 2. Making topic generalization and/or

Step 3. Reviewing items of previous literature

Move 2. Establishing a niche


Step 1. Counter-claiming or


Step 2. Indicating a gap or


Step 3. Question-raising


Step 4. Continuing a tradition

Move 3. Occupying a niche [omission]

According to this model, we can predict that citations will occur in moves 1 and 2; and we can also expect that move 2 will entail negative citations. However, as Swales (1986: 46) himself pointed out:

As matters stand, therefore, a case can be made for separating the space-creating, omissional, pseudo-negational citation commentaries from those that positively challenge previous findings. This separation cannot easily be accomplished by scrutinizing the form and content of citations themselves, but requires a scrutiny of the development and purpose of the preceding and ensuing discourse. 

That is, negational element in move 2 is often realized by antithetical adjunct such as “however” and “nevertheless”, rather than by overt negative citations. Therefore, decoding the negative citations can sometimes be difficult or even impossible by reading only the sentence in which the given reference occurs.

As Swales (1990a) demonstrates, the step 3 in move one is one of the main occasions where research article authors need to relate “what has been found” with “who has found it.” To put it more specifically:

 [T]he author needs to provide a specification (in varying degrees of detail) of previous findings, an attribution to the research workers who published those results, and a stance towards the findings themselves (Swales, 1990a: 148)

Given this importance of citations in this model, Swales further proposes a citation analysis scheme based on linguistic forms. This scheme includes two categories: integral vs. non-integral, and reporting vs. non-reporting citations. An integral citation is where the name of the cited author or the title of the cited work is textually integrated into the sentence, while a non-integral citation is where the author’s name occurs either in parentheses or is referred to elsewhere by a superscript number or via some other device. Regarding the distinction between reporting and non-reporting citations, the former contains a reporting verb (such as “report”, “claim”, “declare”, etc.) or other reporting expression (e.g., nominalization expression of the reporting verb), while in the latter no such verbs and expressions appear. Combining the two categories, we will have four possibilities (examples are from Swales 1990a: 149):

1. Integral/reporting citation: “Brie (1988) showed that the moon is made of cheese.

2. Integral/nonreporting citation: “Brie’s (1988) theory of lunar composition has general support.

3. Non-integral/reporting citation: “It has been shown that the moon is made of cheese (Brie, 1988).      

4. Non-integral/non-reporting citation: “The moon is probably made of cheese (Brie, 1988).”
Although in his 1986 study, Swales tried to incorporate Moravcsik and Murugesan’s typology with the above scheme, the application of this part seemed to become too complicated, and thus was not followed by other applied linguists. However, the syntactically-based scheme has been proved to be fruitful.  

Other more recent citation studies that have been conducted with the help of corpus linguistics techniques are Hyland (2000) and Thomson and Tribble (2001). Both examine disciplinary differences in citation practice, but the corpora used are different research genres collected from different writer population: Hyland studied research papers written by expert informants, while Thomson and Tribble (2001) analyzed PhD dissertations. Nevertheless, since Hyland is one of the very few (if any) applied linguists who ever try to conduct interviews to elicit citation information from scientific writers, he is thus able to reach to a deeper interpretation of disciplinary citation practices. 

Finally, the only cross-linguistic comparison of citation practice in applied linguistics found so far is Bloch and Chi’s 1995 study which compared citation patterns in research articles (from two broad fields) written in English by native-English speaking writers and in Chinese by native Chinese-speaking writers. Their results showed that in general, Chinese writers, especially those in social sciences, were more likely to rely on older and classic texts than were the English-speaking writers. In addition, it was also found that in the English sample, social sciences writers used more critical citations than those in physical sciences, while in Chinese sample, more critical citations were found in physical sciences than in the social sciences.  

Overall, as can be seen from the previous literature review, citation studies in applied linguistics have been concerned only to demonstrate correlations between various syntactic features and rhetorical functions, a broader picture of citation practice has yet to be provided. Just as Swales (1986: 44) comments, whereas citation analyses in sociology of science and information science is “often zealously interpretative” and prone to the labeling of citations, the applied linguistic literature have been “equally zealously non-interpretative.” As White (2004) further observes, in the study of the recurrent features of citation across texts, the interests of applied linguists and information scientists complement each other: applied linguists “prefer to analyze the syntax of citation, while information scientists, the semantic and pragmatics”. 

However, at the present stage, not only has an integrated approach based on these different research traditions not yet been attempted, but ignorance of each other’s work also prevents researchers in these two fields from even comparing their research results. For example, Bloch and Chi’s (1995) cross-linguistic citation studies and Hyland’s as well as Thomson and Tribble’s (2001) comparisons of disciplinary differences in citation practice would be further enriched had they consulted related studies already available in information science literature. 
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