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Abstract

This study employs quantitative and qualitative hods to compare the frequency and
usage of selected linguistic features with a deitthction in discussion forum messages
taken from three undergraduate courses in Englible. main aim of the study was to
examine how the written asynchronous interactiorthm discussion forums relates to
spoken registers (conversation and an oral acadeeitnar) and written academic
prose; a secondary aim was to investigate studetaiction. The results of the study
show that the frequencies of the majority of feesuexamined were positioned between
the spoken registers and academic prose and #m features were sometimes used in
structures typical of conversation and other timssd in structures typical of academic
prose.

Keywords: discussion forums, pronoun frequenciesal oand written, deixis,
asynchronous communication

1. Introduction
Knowledge about the language used in differentecacisettings can be
of use to both learners and educators. Howeveearel on classroom
discourse tends to focus on educational processkatiempts to answer
guestions about what works and what does not veifand to learning
rather than investigating the language used (Temgiger 2001: 512).
Some researchers who highlight the importancerafuage in academic
settings are Bourdieu, Passeron, & de Saint Mgiieo4), Hyland
(1998, 2008, 2005), and Biber (2006). Gee (2004kifipally points out
that there is a need to do more research on tiyrideye used in specific
disciplines, as students’ lack of subject-spediitguage proficiency can
be an obstacle to learning the content. AccordmgGee (2004: 3),
academic discourse is connected with complex waykioking about
the content and is “significantly different fromezyday language”.
There is a great deal of variation between the laaguage is used
in different academic disciplines, as shown in gla (2005) work on
metadiscourse. For instance, self-mention anditeetcaddress of others
are more common in applied linguistics than in otlEademic
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disciplines (Hyland 2005: 57). Self-mention andlexjy addressing the
reader are examples of what Hyland calls “intevattimetadiscourse
resources (Hyland 2005: 50-51). Broadly speakingtadiscourseefers
to that “which goes beyond the subject to signal phesence of the
author”. Hyland believes there is scope for redeanto the following
areas: interactive features and their meaninguéeges and clusters in
particular communities and types of text (Hyland020201). The
present study aims to examine how a number ofantemal linguistic
features are used in an asynchronous computer-teddiacademic
environment and how their usage compares to thsager in oral
conversation, academic prose, and in an oral adadsminar.

1.1 Aims

The present study aims to investigate the pattefnsage of a limited
number of deictic expressions in student commuigicah asynchronous
discussion forums. The frequencies are then cordparéhe patterns of
usage for these same expressions in academic paose oral
conversation to determine to what extent the ugpagferns in the forums
resemble patterns of usage in oral conversatioraaademic prose. The
term ‘usage’ refers to both the frequency of therdsoand their
collocates. The items chosen for this study betorayclosed-class group
of words. Closed-class words occur frequently adused in all types
of text as opposed to open-class words, such dss\and nouns, the
frequencies of which vary greatly (Biber, Johansdaech, Conrad and
Finegan 1999: 55).

The features examined in the present study haveidiafunction
and are often used when people communicate ant tceane another,
that is, in interaction. These deictic or pointexpressions involve “the
traditional philosophic and linguistic categoriet person, place and
time” (Mey, 1993: 54). The items chosen can besifiesl into three
different groups. The first group consists of tivetfand second person
pronouns I me, my, we, us, our, you, ypufFhese items “reflect the fact
that the speaker and listener typically interacthwine another while
reader and writer do not” (Biber 1988: 43). Theswmathat the third
person pronouns were excluded is that they do efect interaction
between participants in the same way as the finst second person
pronouns do. In line with Halliday (1994: 313-31#)e second group
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consists of demonstrative pronouns and determiftars, that, these,
thosg, and the third consists of temporal and spatakebs fiere,there,
now, theh. While the first and second person pronouns cefle
interactivity between participants, the demonstegtiand the temporal
and spatial adverbs show how participants refecoimext both within
and outside the interaction itself. With the extmptof those the
frequencies of the items chosen contrast noticedid@yween oral
conversation and academic prose. An examinatiortafibcates and
multi-word sequences within which the items ocaer @so examined to
see if the sequences in the discussion forums are like those found in
oral conversation or academic prose.

2. Deixis
Deixis, from an ancient Greek word meaning ‘to poiconcerns the use
of linguistic items which rely on the context fdneir interpretation.
Context may refer to the orientation or positioneoEnts or entities in
the real world. Hence, deictic words often referspzcific people and
objects, and demonstratives (including spatial #&ewmiporal adverbs
which have a demonstrative function) indicate prii to the speaker
or writer (Halliday 1994: 312-314). In asynchronotmmmunication,
those communicating are normally not at the sansation. This is a
potential problem for the use of at least spat@kid and perhaps even
temporal deixis. Baron (2008: 47) suggests thatevgiavoid deictic
expressions because of a lack of context. Stihsé¢hcommunicating
share common experiences, which provide a contiexdddition the text
itself also provides a context. Haas, Carr and Yedla (2011: 280)
stress the need for more research on deixis itenriatnguage.

To identify the referents of the personal pronouasdyou, as well
as temporal expressions suchhasvandthenand spatiahereandthere
a context is needed. One problem is that the coatexvell as the focus
of the interlocutors and their location may charmyging interaction
(Goodwin 2000: 1519). More recently, Hanks (200B%eryved that the
idea of the speaker as the centre and referentseiag categorised
according to their proximity or distance from thmeaker is inadequate,
and it is necessary to look at more than just #regective of the speaker
to fully understand the pragmatic functions of teiexpressions (Hanks
2009: 11). He shows in his study of Yucatec Maya leasily a speaker
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can change perspectives and use, for example, Herthand there to
refer to the same referent (Hanks 2009: 21). Hindmaand Heath
(2000) claim that reference is “interactionally angzed” and not solely
the work of the speaker, while Eriksson (2009: 24@)nts out that
referring is a socially situated activity which canly be understood
from the activity itself, the environment in whithe activity takes places
and the participants.

2.1 Deixis in oral and written communication
One important quantitative difference between aral written discourse
is in the use of deictic words, which generallywoamuch more frequent
in conversation than in writing. Biber et al. (19933) suggest that the
high frequency of first and second person pers@nahouns in oral
conversation compared to academic prose is a rekydarticipants in
conversation having immediate contact, the firsspe plural pronouns
and possessive determiners typically being usedefer to those
involved in the current interaction (Biber et aB99: 270, 333). In
academic prose, on the other hand, the individwals read and write
the text are not the focus of the discourse, amtéd¢here is no need to
refer to them. The situation is slightly differdat the first person plural
pronoun {e), which can refer to the speaker or writer butcalihmay
also have a more general reference, referringdogtbup to which the
writer belongs or to people in general. The seqoedon pronoun can
refer specifically to the person or people beingrasdsed, but like the
first person pluralyoucan also be used with a more general reference.
Where deixis is concerned, complications may arisben
communication is asynchronous as in letter writorg pre-recording
where the deictic centre may not be the writer/kpeat the time they
produced the text (Levinson, 1983: 73). One of m&in differences
between speech and writing according to previogsaeeh is reference
to the self and others. Chafe and Danielewicz (1985), however,
found that such reference is determined primarlyHe context and not
by whether the communication is written or spokeeterence to the self
and others was found quite frequently in letterd aanversation, and
much less frequently in lectures and academic gaper
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2.2 Deixis in CMC compared to deixis in oral and itten
communication

It has been suggested that written computer-meatiatenmunication
(CMC) is a hybrid of oral and written language (&ea, Brunner, and
Whittemore 1991, Collot and Belmore 1996). In cotepumediated
email and chat, for instance, features have beandfevhich are typical
of oral exchanges. Some features that may be @escas indicating
orality in email and other online communication axelamation marks,
repetition of letters or punctuation, syntacticuetibn, and capitalization
for emphasis and emoticons (Ferrara, Brunner, amitt&vhore 1991,
Cho 2010, Crystal 2006, Riordan and Kreuz 2010).tl@nother hand,
Thomas (2002:363) claims that it is difficult to preduce the
interactional nature of conversation in written tents.

Yates (1996) found that in computer-conferencing thverall
frequencies of pronouns were more like in writinghile the higher
proportion of first and second person pronouns siaslar to speech
(Yates 1996: 41). Honeycutt (2008: 43) found thatlents used first and
second person pronouns more frequently in chat-geegwing than
they did in their e-mail peer-reviewing. In Tablethe frequencies of
first and second person pronouns in oral convensatind academic
prose (written), taken from Biber et al. (1999) aompared with the
frequencies in two different studies of oral acamefanguage from
Fortanet (2004) and Yeo and Ting (2014). As canséen, first and
second person pronouns are rare in written acaderoge but frequent
in the two types of oral academic text.

Table 1. Frequencies of first and second person pronoungoum
registers per 1,000 words

Oral Lectures Lecture Academic
conversation and introductions prose
(Biber et al. collogua (Yeo and Ting | (Biber et al.
1999: 334) (Fortanet 2014: 30) 1999: 334)
2004: 51)
I 38 17.9 11.5 2
we 7 9.7 11.7 0.6
you 30 20.7 27.9 1
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When it comes to what words deictic pronouns calleawith, it is
noteworthy that one category of verb typically fduogether with the
first person pronouhin conversation is mental or cognition verbs (Bibe
et al. 1999: 378). It is not surprising that mentaibs, such aknow,
think, meanare frequent in conversation, since these verljpesx
actions of the mind such as desire and percepgoweadl as awareness
and certainty. In academic prose, by contrastettzae relatively few
verbs from this category (Biber et al. 1999: 368)37There is also
variation within academic prose. Personal pronoares found more
frequently in textbooks than in scientific articlaad they occur even
more frequently in classroom teaching (Biber, Cdreiad Cortes 2004:
378). For the second person pronouns, Yeo and (B@§4: 34) found
that in lecture introductions, collocates that teek@ student activity such
asmove read find, getandstudywere most frequent.

Demonstratives such ahis and that are traditionally thought to
reflect proximity and distance, but Biber et al99®) show that this
explanation alone does not account for their distion across registers.
For instance, Biber et al. (1999: 349-351) sugdfest the reason why
thatis used less frequently in academic prose thawiwersation is that
the word as such is vague and imprecise, and anyenta
misunderstandings are more easily dealt with invemsation. On the
other hand, demonstratives can also have theiremfe within the
discourse itself. When the referent is textual eatiiman extralinguistic,
this andtheseare typically used anaphorically, that is, thefergo a
preceding part of the text, wheretsat and those are typically used
cataphorically, that is, they refer to what follof@&ber et al. 1999: 273-
274). The frequency othose does not vary much between oral
conversation and academic prose. However, it id use different
grammatical patterns in conversation and academnusep In academic
prose,thoseis frequently postmodified by a clause or phragkile in
conversationthose is rarely postmodified. In comparing e-mail and
synchronous chat for peer-reviewing student wordqéycutt (2001: 45)
found thatthis, that these and those were used less frequently as
independent pronouns in the e-mail responses thaum rphrases
referring directly to the material being discussed.

The temporal adverbsow andthenand the spatial adverbgreand
thererefer to time and place, although the distinctietween the two is
not always clearly defined (Cummings 2005: 28).sehadverbs can be
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absolute and refer to a named place, or they caeléonal; in the latter

case, the referent is only identifiable from thateat of the interaction.

In academic prose, temporal and spatial adverbémbs used less
frequently than in conversation. Instant messagimyyever, although

written, is conversation-like in its brief exchasgand the study by Haas
et al. (2011) shows frequencies more similar td coaversation than to

academic writing, as can be seen in Table 2.

Table 2.Frequencies of deictic adverbs in three registersl00 words

Oral Instant Academic Prose

Conversatior(Biber Messaging  |(Biber et al. 1999: 795)
et al. 1999: 796) |(Haas et al. 2011: 28]1)

now 2 5.7 0.4
then 2.8 2.05 0.6
here 2.2 2.7 0.4
there 3.8 3.4 <0.1

In conversation, temporal and spatial adverbs odoequently,
reflecting the fact that speakers often refer teemvland where events
occur (Biber et al. 1999: 794-795). The advierdnis commonly used in
conversation to refer to the context of the utteeam the sense of ‘at
that time’, or ‘after that’ to mark the next eventa series or sequence.
In the same wayhere and there refer to the location in which the
conversation takes place or may refer to a platkdrconversation itself
(Biber et al. 1999: 799). In summary, deictic pron® and
demonstratives, including temporal and spatial Hzbjeoccur to varying
degrees in different types of written and spokescalirse. Their
frequencies and usage appear to be influencednioynder of situational
factors such as the written or spoken mode as agethe circumstances
in which the communication takes place and the @eepof the
communication.

3. Collocations

Examination of large corpora shows that there gstemic differences in

linguistic features across different registers. 8ames there are multi-
word sequences that occur often in different regsstThese are referred
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to as lexical bundles, that is, “sequences of worths that commonly
go together” (Biber et al. 1999: 990). Even whesgtrencies are similar
across registers, the words and the grammatiaadtates in which they
occur may differ. For example, in conversation ginenounl, together
with verbs showing thought, such #snk and mean,occur frequently
controlling athatclause.Thatclauses occur frequently in newspapers
also, but with third person subjects and with vatesoting speaking. In
order to better understand and describe languageitus important to
look not only at individual words but also at therds that tend to co-
occur. These co-occurrences often differ betweegisters because the
communicative purpose varies (Biber et al. 1999141

The structures that are frequent in conversatioe Imore verbs and
personal pronouns than academic prose (Conrad @&et B004: 64).
There are seventeen three-word lexical bundlestwbazur more than
200 times per million words in oral conversatiord aif these, fourteen
contain eitherl or you The three most common bundles werdon’t
know,with more than 1,000 occurrences per million wotdion’t think
anddo you wantwhich both occurred more than 400 times per nmillio
words. This contrasts with academic prose whereenoihthe most
frequent three-word lexical bundles contained fiostsecond person
pronouns (Biber et al. 1999: 994-995). In a studystudents’ oral
communication, Sanchez Hernandez also found that thinee-word
combination| don’'t know frequently occurred in the lexical bundles
examined (2013: 193). As Biber et al. (2004) paioit, “no single
approach can provide a whole story” about multigvanits (2004: 372).
The multi-word units discussed in the present stdylimited to those
that contain the deictic words chosen for this ptasla way of providing
information about the functions of these wordshis particular type of
discourse.

4. Material and methods

The material for the present study consists of amess in online
discussion forums taken from three separate unaéwugte courses in
English studies taught at the university undergadellevel in Sweden in
the spring of 2009. The three courses were cultiiterature and
language proficiency. The discussion forums weteraplement to other
course activities, such as lectures, seminars and-im assignments, and
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the students’ participation in the forums contrédzuto their final grade.
Each forum was only open to the students for eodesf four days. The

topics and tasks in the forums varied somewhat, nbostly, students

were required to post answers to specific questmmsask and answer
one another’s questions. The questions pertainedurse material, such
as novels, films and exercises in a textbook. Tiuelents were also
required to interact with one another in the disgus forums by

responding to one another’'s contributions and givieedback. There
were eight forums from the culture course, fiftdeom the literature

course and nine from the language proficiency agunsaking 32 in

total. Table 3 presents details of the forum data.

Table 3.0verview of the forum statistics

Course discussion| Number | Number Total Average
forums of of forum | number of| number of
forums | messages words per| words per

course message

Culture 8 315 96,222 317
Literature 15 785 144,901 228
Proficiency 9 346 110,403 379

The total number of words displayed in Table 3 udels
automatically generated text such as date, timefametion button text.
The automatically generated text accounted for minéen words per
message, so the number of messages was multipjieigrband this
number was subtracted from the total number of sjdehving a corpus
of 337,066 words in a total of 1,446 messages.ggltioer there were 98
individuals who contributed to the discussion fosuior each course and
some of these participated in more than one ofctheses. After the
participants had completed the courses, they wematacted and
informed of the study, and permission was obtailmedse the material.
The majority of participants did not have Englightheir first language,
but they can be considered as proficient in English

! Based on the entry requirements of the coursesstument performance,
students were proficient (B2 to C1), according b@ tCommon European
Framework of References for Language (CEFR).
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The forum material was saved as text files andrgguencies were
calculated for each of the three courses and fertdkal. The software
used for analysis wa&/ordSmith Toolsand its concordancer was used to
determine frequencies and collocations. The frecjesnof the features
in the discussion forum material were comparedvim deneral registers,
taken from Biber et al. (1999), namely oral cona&o and academic
prose. Oral conversation and academic prose raygresentrasting
registers with regard to interaction and the useesxkis, which is why
they were chosen. To add a further dimension to ahalysis, the
frequencies were also compared to an oral uniyersiimposition
seminar taken from MICASEThe size of this text was 20,256 words.
The frequencies for all features investigated ie tbur corpora were
calculated per 1,000 words. In addition, some af thost frequent
collocations in the online discussion forums ane dinal seminar were
investigated in order to shed further light onititeraction.

Results were checked manually to remove words wese typing
errors or spelling mistakes, such then whenthan was intended. All
quoted text was removed from frequency counts, elt a8 words that
were homonyms of the words examined, suckhesused as a linking
adverb or a conjunction. The frequencies of thesag in the discussion
forums were then compared to their frequenciesral conversation,
written academic prose and the oral seminar.

5. Results

The results section is divided into three partshedealing with the three
separate sets of features: personal pronouns awtgsive determiners;
demonstrative pronouns and determiners; and termord spatial
adverbs. In each section, comparisons are made tioequencies in oral
conversation, academic prose and the MICASE oralrss.

2 The Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken Engésh collection of academic
speech events recorded at the University of Miahi@mpson et al. 1999).
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5.1 First and second person personal pronouns arubsgssive
determiners

The results for personal pronouns and possessiterntieers are
displayed in Figure 1. Overall, the frequenciesrfer cline from larger to
smaller across the four text types: conversatioal, geminar, discussion
forum, academic prose. The trend is especiallyrdigal andyou The
frequencies ofve andyour in the discussion forums, however, lie closer
to conversation than to academic prose. The freziegrofus andour
are quite low, so no trend can be discerned.

Frequencies of 1st and 2nd pronouns and
determiners

40
§ 35 M Oral Conversation*
o 4
s 30
8 25 - Oral face-to-face
< seminar**
< 20 -
Z m Online discussion
c 15 forums
S
g 10 - M Academic Prose*
& 05 -

00 -

I me my we us our you your

Pronouns and determiners

Figure 1.Distribution of frequencies per thousand words s&rie four
registers

*Figures converted from Biber et al. 1999: 271, 334

** MICASE seminar

In order to provide more information about the hattion in the
online discussion forums, some of the most frequetibcations were
also examined. The twenty most frequent collocafdsare displayed in
Table 4. The words in the position immediately he tight (R1) of the
first person pronouh are frequently auxiliary verbs, which is why the
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words in the second position (R2) are also inclugtethe table. The
most frequent lexical verb both in R1 and R2 posiis the mental verb
think. A further eight mental verbs can be found amohg tost
common verbs occurring directly aftel(believe, agree, find, like, see,
know, feel, guejs All of these, with the exception dind, occur
frequently in conversation but rarely in academrosp (Biber et al.
1999: 365-378). The mental verbs commonly used hHa forum
discussions are also the verbs that typically abr@rcomplementhat-
clause, and the vethinkis the verb that most commonly controlghat-
clause in conversation (Biber et al. 1999: 663).

The most frequent construction to occur in R2 posiis athat
clause, which indicates stance-taking. The onhjbwehich frequently
controlsthat-clauses not found among the R1 collocates in teegmt
study is the verbsay, however, this occurs frequently in the second
position (R2), mostly after a modal verb, ad iwould say Rather than
being a speech act vedayin the combinatiomvould sayhas a function
similar to other mental verbs suchladieveandthink and hence marks
stance. The verlhink, seeandsayare lexical verbs commonly used in
the classroom in university teaching (Biber 2008. 3

In conversation, activity verbs are also commorn,the only activity
verb occurring directly aftet (i.e., in R1 position) among the most
frequent ones in the online discussion forum makesiread which is
related to a typical student activity. The interset nature of the
communication in the discussion forums can be bgeahe frequency of
the first and second person pronouns in the comymmedurring dialogic
multiword units such ag agree with youl think you...and| enjoyed
reading your... which refer to what other participants have \eritin the
forum.
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Table 4.Most frequent collocates to the right of first pergronoun in
the online discussion forums

Order of Most frequent Number o Most frequent Number of
frequency| collocates of (R1) |occurrencq collocates of (R2) | occurrenceg
1 THINK/THOUGHT 729 THAT 403
2 HAVE 255 THE 254
3 WOULD 253 IT 233
3 DON'T/DONT 239 NOT 164
4 AM/'M 215 THINK/THOUGHT 134
5 BELIEVE 177 TO 114
6 AGREE 154 WITH 100
7 DO 131 YOU 98
8 FIND/FOUND 124 LIKE/LIKED 90
9 ALSO 100 AGREE 83
10 WAS 97 SAY 79
11 CAN 85 THIS 74

12 LIKE/LIKED 79 A 72
13 SEE/SAW 78 YOUR 61
14 REALLY 69 HAVE 55
15 KNOW 49 READ/READING 53
16 FEEL 46 I 44
17 HAD 46 IN 40
18 READ 43 SEE*SAW 40
19 GUESS 40 USE 34
20 WILL 38 ALSO 32

The most frequent collocates afy in the discussion forums are
displayed in Table 5. Words such@sinion, mindandthoughtsrelate to
the participants’ thoughts and ideas, whijeestion/sand comment/s
relate to what they have written in the discus$aom. The reason why
the possessive determinmiy is so often found with collocates such as
grandfather life and motherhas to do with the fact that they reflect the
participants’ personal life experiences. The pgrdiots relate course
content to personal experiences by comparing their experiences to
cultural and social issues being discussed, asyigrandfather’s father
already lived in USA when my grandfath&as born | was in direct
contact with handguns on several occasions in Mighifor the first
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time in my life.Instances oMy are also used when issues of language
proficiency are discussed, as in the following epkaml must admit |
might have been biased by my mother tonghe collocates refer to the
participants, their thought processes and theisquer feelings, as in
examples such amy head is so full of literature that | forgot to post
Other participants subsequently repty head is also “full of literature”
andmy head is full of Macbetihese contributions were posted in the
proficiency forums by students studying both litara and proficiency
at a time when there was a lot of work to do fathbmurses. In contrast
to the discussion forums, the most common wordhi dral seminar
occurring immediately to the right ofy wasgod, as inand | was going,
oh my god All of the uses obh my godin the oral seminar involved
students reporting their thoughts about an evergniother class or in
another social setting. This type of dramatic rtareadid not occur in the
forum discussions even though the participants tomes related
personal experiences.

Table 5.Most frequent collocates aofiyin the online discussion forums

Order of| Most frequent No. of
frequency | collocates of my | occurrences
(R1)

1 OPINION 28

2 MIND 20

3 OWN 20

4 QUESTION/S 29

5 COMMENT/S 17

6 GRANDFATHER 11

7 POINT 11

8 THOUGHTS 11

9 HEAD 9

10 FIRST 8

11 LIFE 8

12 MOTHER 8

13 VIEW 8

14 ANSWER 7

15 FATHER 6
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Like I, meoccurred more frequently in the online forum dsgians
than in academic prose but less frequently thaomnversation. The most
common multiword units werenade/make me thinknd seems to me
indicating students’ awareness of their thoughtesses.

In the discussion forumsye is used to refer to the group involved in
the discussion forum as shown in the exampledVednesday, we will
comment on each other’s drafiedl just thought we need to reflect a bit
more on this This usage is similar to the observations of Bibeal.
(1999: 270, 333), that is, that the first personral pronouns and
possessive determiners are typically used to tefdrose involved in the
current interaction. However, the vast majoritytioé altogether 1,530
instances refer to people in general, as reflectedhe following
examplesit's the 21st century and we still have prejudices are all
human and we all make mistakes

Neitherus nor our were frequently used in the discussion forums. A
manual analysis of the concordance line textsuiindicates that it is
used in a general sense lilke to include a wider group of people than
just the other participants in the course, esplgaialthe phrasemost of
us, many of usThe three most common verbs occurring to theakits
(i.e., in L1 position) wereell, make and help. Although us is here
sometimes used inclusively to refer to the speaked the group
members, a number of times it is used genericAkywith the pronoun
we, the collocates that frequently occur immediatgher our show that
our refers to people in general when the participdigsuss such things
as social and environmental issues, rather thémetavriter and the other
participants in the forum. This is reflected in exdes such asVhat if
our society is based on the fact that we need ¢ép kensumingnd We
take too big a risk by putting our children in ftasf the television set.

Althoughyouis more frequently used in the discussion forunast
in academic prose, a closer examination showsnb@aall occurrences
indicate interaction between the participants. st common three-
word units with the second persgau displayed in Table 6, show that
you is used to directly address other participantthédiscussion forum
in response to what they have written. In additipnieferring to the
writer, occurs frequently in these units as wedflecting the dialogic
interaction between the participants in the for8ome of these units
introduce direct questions addressed to othergiaatits, as irwhat do
you think?; what do you seeandwhat do you say?Others indicate



Features of Orality 69

responses to what other participants have writtethé forum, such as
agree with yowand| totally agree with youl think youcan be expected
to show involvement with other participants, but@oser examination
of the contextsyouin some of these units used with generic reference
such as if think you are still a member of society.about half of the
multiword units withyou have tpthe pronouns used generically, as in
to succeed in American society you have to beoagtindividual

Table 6.Most frequent three-word units witrandyouin the online
discussion forums

Order off  Three-word unit No. of No. of
frequency containingl oryou occurrences/ occurrences/
million in million in oral
discussion conversation
forums* (Biber et al. p.
994)
1 AGREE WITH YOU 376 not listed
2 DO YOU THINK 231 not listed
3 | THINK YOU 207 not listed
4 WHAT DO YOU 187 >200
5 | DON'T THINK 124 >400
6 YOU HAVE TO 118 >200
*

converted from raw numbers.

As can be seen from Table 6, three of the most comifmree-word
units found in oral conversation are also among esah the most
frequent combinations in the discussion forum niatewhereas the first
three, agree with you, do you thin&nd| think youare not found as
frequently in oral conversation.

The most frequent collocate of the possessive mrter your is the
adjective own, while the rest of the high-frequency collocates all
nouns (see Table 7). The most frequently occurriogns in the R1
position with your are expressions referring exclusively to the osurs
work and topic being discussed, which in itselfyiles a context for
reference. This is seen even more clearly when numetext is
displayed, as it was very interesting reading your analysigith own,
the reference was both to the participants theraselas inwhat your
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own standpoint isput it was also used in a more general sense) as i
adjust to the new culture while maintaining youmogustoms

Table 7.R1 collocates of second person possessive detargaoein
the online discussion forums

Order of Most frequent No. of
frequency | collocates ofjourR1 | occurrences
1 OWN 45
2 ESSAY 39
3 ANALYSIS 31
4 ARGUMENT/S 28
5 TEXT 25
6 THOUGHTS 25
7 COMMENT/S 21
8 CONTRIBUTION/S 20
9 CLAIM 19
10 RESPONSE/S 18

A comparison of frequencies across the three ceumaaled some
variation. Table 8 is an overview of the frequeacad the first and
second person personal pronouns and possessivemiees in
comparison with oral conversation, the oral semarat academic prose.
When frequencies in the forums for the three subjeere examined,
there was some degree of variation. Above all fineres for some of
the pronouns in the proficiency courses are vergecko or even surpass
the frequencies in oral conversatiomy| we, us, our, your It thus
appears that the interaction in the proficiencyforshowed more signs
of orality than that in the culture and literatuferums. Certain
interactional patterns also seem to have develop#te various forums.
For instance, it is noteworthy that there is muedslreference tee, us,
andour in the culture forums than in the other two cosrse
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Table 8.Comparative frequencies per 1,000 words of pergomadouns
and possessive determiners in the different cdorsens

Oral Oral Online | Online Online Academic
conversation* | seminar | forum: | forum: forum: prose*
Culture | Literature | Proficiency
I 38 25.3 10.76 13.63 12.46 2.0
me 4.0 2.2 0.82 1.29 1.37 <0.5
my 25 2.0 1.18 1.25 1.77 0.5
we 7.0 25 2.26 4.45 6.62 0.6
us 1.0 0.7 0.38 1.21 1.25 <0.5
our 0.5 0.9 0.33 1.24 3.25 1.0
you 30 27.8 5.21 6.22 9.92 1.0
your 2.5 1.9 0.42 2.06 3.58 <0.25

*Figures converted from Biber et al. 1999: 271, 334

Although the three different courses had similaks$athe course content
varied. As can be seen from Table 8, the profigiemmurse on the whole
had higher frequencies of the first and secondgpeggronouns and
determiners. The proficiency course discussiorferdifi somewhat from
the culture and literature course discussions iat tfhe discussion
concerned language usage rather than novels a filnich provided the
topics for discussion in the latter two coursesthBa than answer
specific questions and give opinions about thesissieing discussed, the
students in the proficiency forums were expectetiring up their own
language problems. The instruction they were giwas“your task here
is to post any questions or confusions you mightehagarding tense
and aspect as well as clause elements. Answerast te/o students'
guestions here.lt could be that this format of directly asking etk for
help with an individual problem resulted in a higfrequency of the first
and second person pronouns. Some of the proficitsreyns included
short essays, and in these forums there was artfiglggiency ofve than

in the other forums. This was due to its frequesat as a general pronoun
in essays dealing with societal issues asviery vaccine we are giveis
childrenandour planet is becoming warmer and we are experiene
higher average temperature
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5. 2 Demonstrative pronouns and demonstrative detesrs

As pointed out in section 2, demonstrative pronoand determiners
may refer to events or entities in the real woblgt, they can also refer to
the discourse itself, which explains why freques@éuse do not form a
cline from larger to smaller across the four remgst For instance, as can
be seen in Figures 2 and 3, the frequencyhif as a pronoun and a
determiner is actually lower in conversation thantlhe other three
registers. At the same timthis andthat are used as determiners much
more frequently in the oral seminar than the otlegisters. This might
be explained by the fact that it was a compositieminar and students’
work was being referred to and could also be pdittein the face-to-
face seminar. Frequent phrases in the oral seranedhis ideaandthis
part. That on the other hand, is more frequent in the twal egisters
examined here, at the same time as it is fairlg tzoth in the forum
discussions and in academic prose.

In academic prosdhoseis most often postmodified by a clause or
phrase, while in conversatiadhoseis rarely postmodified (Biber et al.
1999 : 273). In the discussion forum material, skreictures following
those are similar to those found in academic prose i@t tla
postmodifying clause or phrase typically occurserafhose The most
common collocate to the right ¢fioseis who. A closer examination of
collocates ofthat as a pronoun in the discussion forum material also
reveals a pattern of post-modifying prepositionatases headed tof.
Examples for the discussion forum material incltiefollowing:that of
a salesmanthat of reality that of the narrator
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Demonstrative pronouns

12

M Oral conversation*

10

Oral face-to-face
seminar

M Online discussion forums

Frequency /1,000 words
(o)}

2 1 B Academic prose*

this these that those

Pronouns

Figure 2.Distribution of demonstrative pronouns across fegjisters
*Figures converted from Biber et al. (1999: 349)

Demonstrative determiners

9
7, 8
2 M Oral conversation*
s/
o 6 +—
8 Oral face-to-face seminar
25 +—
(]
~4
by m Online discussion forums
c 3 o
)
&
] 2 B Academic prose*
[F 5 1 i

O _

this these that those
Determiners

Figure 3.Distribution of demonstrative determiners across fegisters
*Figures converted from Biber et al. (1999: 275)
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The frequencies athis and theseas determiners were between the
frequencies in oral conversation and academic prAsecan be seen
from Figure 3thoseusedas a determiner is infrequent in all registers but
even more so in the discussion forums. A generalnn® most
commonly determined bthoseafter which a post-modifying clause or
phrase frequently occurs as irall.those things that people are free to
do; ...those things that are regarded as ‘too muchhe post-
modification is expected in writing where theraiseed for explicitness.
At the same time, there are patterns which dematestorality and
interactivity, as shown by the fact that it is therb be in its different
forms that most frequently follows the pronadilwat, as inl don’t think
that is the correct ternandIf so, what could that bePhe collocates of
the determinethat show that the referent can be found in the liteeatu
topic being discussed. However, it may also retercontent of the
discussion forum messagé&sr examplel never would have looked at it
in that way.© Well done and thank3.he proficiency forums involved
students commenting on each other's writing, aral riost common
nouns occurring withhis andthat were sentenceandcaserespectively.
In the oral seminar used for comparison, the mashmon nouns
modified bythis andthat wereidea andsentencegas well asvay, part,
stuff, footnote paragraphandword, which also reflect the task type.

5.3 Temporal and spatial adverbs

The frequencies of the temporal and spatial adverlise four registers
are displayed in Figure 4. For all four adverbg frequencies in the
discussion forums are closer to academic prose ti@rirequencies in
the two oral registers are. The frequencies ofténeporal adverbsow
and then and the spatial adverkthere are most frequent in oral
conversation followed by the oral seminar, the wison forums and
finally academic prose. The spatial advedre is most frequent in the
oral seminar, followed by oral conversation, thecdssion forums and
finally academic prose.



Features of Orality 75

Frequencies of Adverbs

M Oral conversation*

Oral face-to-face
seminar

M Online discussion
forums

W Academic prose*

Frequency / 1,000 words

now then here there
Adverbs

Figure 4 Frequencies of temporal and spatial adverbs scfosr

registers
*Figures converted from Biber et al. (1999: 796)

In the culture course discussion forumgw is almost exclusively
used to mean ‘at this time’ or ‘today’, as \What is now the U&nd
America now has a black presideht the literature discussion forums, it
is mostly used to refer to a point in the serieswants in a novel or film,
as innow that he is dead Willy regrets that henow she cries endlessly
In addition, students us®win all discussion forums to refer to the time
of writing or how far they have come in their thim process, as in
never felt more confused than right now!; that nsakeall clear to me
now=), now | obviously don't get anythingThen is used in the
discussion forums to refer to a point in a serieewents when the
participants relate the events in past tense msfibr novels, as ifthen
he came to FlinandThen Stevens notices a couple of people.

Here sometimes refers to geographical locations whieheaplicitly
referred to in a postmodifying phrase. The prepmwsiin is the second
most common collocate aftdrere and introduces a post-modifying
phrase, as ihere in Sweden, here in Finlarttgre in our Nordic part of
the world. Sometimeshere refers to a geographical place previously
mentioned in the text, as inhave been in Ireland for a month and
already | like it here so far! Heris also used to refer to a certain point in
a sequence of events, such as in a novel or filmsimilar way tahow
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andthen Examples of this are as followisere he asks rhetorically; It's
somewhere around here her external conflict takdseginning. The
referents ofere can be found in the discussion forum text itselthe
participant’s reasoning, as limight be completely wrong heaedWhat

I mean here is that..but also refer to a place in the course litegtas
in Here the cultural difference is clear.

The students sometimes refer to the time and jitetteir messages,
and this gives the text a sense of immediacy thghttbe expected in
oral conversation but that would be less commoradgademic prose.
Even without the shared time and place, the refecan usually be
understood. It is clear thhererefers to the place and time of writing, as
in I don’t have the book here so I'm not 100% sitereis also used to
refer to the forum group, the discussion forum ormplace in the
discussion thread messages, aS\Mi@re lucky to have you as a native
here in class; Hi, is it OK to “hop in” here?; | age with what you write
here;You raise some very good points héneaddition,hereis used as a
way of opening or closing their message, abléme goes; Here are my
guestions; Here comes my contribution; Here | stajting; ...that |
have presented her8tudents frequently udesrein a similar manner to
now to refer to the place where they are in their alught processes,
as the following examples shovwm | out on a limb here?; Please help
me out here =); It might be here | get confusetlope NN comes to my
rescue here as well 3).

When it comes to the use tifere, it needs to be pointed out that
there is frequently used to introduce an existential starction rather
than as an adverb. In fact, more than 75% of tlstantes othere
identified by the software had to be removed frowa discussion forum
results before frequencies could be calculatedthG$e remaining, the
majority of instances were easily categorized dagospatial adverbs,
while a few instances were open to interpretatfeor. example, when
discussing a novel, one student wribthis interaction was not there, the
characters...In this exampletherecould also be coded as an existential
pronoun and the phrase would mean ‘if this intéoactid not exist’.
This particular instance aherewas categorized as an adverb because it
can be interpreted as meaning ‘if the interacticas wot there in the
novel'.

Similarly to here when the geographical location dfiere is
important, clarification could be found in the teXhile here was
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usually post-modifiedthere typically referred to a geographical place
previously mentioned in the text.

Compared to the personal pronouns and demonssative overall
frequencies for all four adverbs were quite lowthie discussion forum
material as well as in the other registers, althosgmewhat higher for
the oral seminar. In the comparison of frequenei@®ss courses, the
discussion forum frequencies for the adverbs artherwhole more like
those in academic prose, with the exceptiorherfe in the proficiency
forums (see Table 9). This again might be due édlightly different
type of task for some of the forums which requisatlents to comment
on essays in writing. This activity was similartte oral seminar from
MICASE, although in MICASE the commenting was donally.

Table 9:Frequencies perl,000 wordsralw, then hereandtherein the
three courses compared to oral conversation, tla sEminar and
academic prose

Oral Oral | Online | Online | Online | Academi
conversatior] seminan forum: | forum: forum: prose*
Culture [Literature| Proficiency
now 2.0 0.80 0.58 0.65 0.90 0.4
then 2.8 2.09 0.77 0.58 0.64 0.6
here 2.2 2.79 0.56 0.84 1.52 0.4
therq 3.8 3.04 0.70 0.69 0.35 <0.1

*figures converted from Biber et al. (1999: 796)

6. Conclusion

The main aim of this study was to explore how theqdiency of
occurrence in discussion forum messages of a kiiteanber of deictic
features compares with the frequency of use indpesmd academic
prose. The features investigated were deictic progodeterminers, and
adverbs. Overall, the frequency of use of the erathitems was found
to be closer to academic prose than to oral coatiers with a few
exceptions. In some respects, the frequencies sagkes resemble those
in academic prose but in other respects they regendral
communication. The similarities and differences rhaydue to a number
of situational factors that may have influenced tihequency and
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distribution of the features analyzed. For instarme occurred more

frequently in the proficiency forums than in theltare and literature

forums. This might be explained by the nature @& thsk, since the
forum tasks involved commenting on peers’ essaywelkas making

and responding to language proficiency queries sheference to
specific parts of the essay or to a sample senterasecommon. This
pattern was also observed in the oral MICASE semimaere essays
were discussed. The proficiency forums also hadghen frequency of

wethan the other forums, but this was due to itsimgbe generic sense
rather than showing involvement with other parteifs in the course.

As indicated above, the results suggest that thigewrinteraction in
the discussion forums is more similar to academios@ than
conversation. One reason for this may be the faat the discussion
forums are asynchronous and that the participants im different
geographical locations, which means that therenseal for clarification
of certain items, such d®reandthere. Evidence of this can be seen in
the post-modification of these items. Despite #t that the discussion
forum communication is asynchronous, the highegudemcies of and
you suggest a degree of interaction that is not se@cademic prose. In
addition, verbs indicating perception and certaintiere frequent
collocates of first person singulain the discussion forums, but are not
normally frequent in academic prose. The reasory thee rare in
academic prose, according to Biber et al. (1999Z@), is that they
represent claims without support. Their more frequase in the
discussion forums might be related to the fact thate is not the same
obligation to have support for claims in the forums there is in
academic prose.

The fact that the frequencies of most of the festun the forum
material were between those of academic prose andecsation may
also be the result of students feeling less inkib@nd freer to talk about
more personal topics in computer-mediated commtinita(Kelm
1992). This would explain the higher frequencyiddtfperson pronouns
and expressions of stance such bslieve, | think normally not present
in academic texts. Additionally, the course topitd aask type also
appear to play a role in the choices made. Althahghfrequencies and
collocations thus suggest a certain degree oftgydtie frequencies were
guite often close to those of academic prose.
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The examination of collocations and lexical multwg units shows
patterns of usage typical for oral conversationvéh the expressions
what do youyou have toand| don't think However, the three most
common three-word units containing the first ancbsel person pronoun
are not among the most common in oral conversation, suggeshat
there is a degree of uniqueness to the communic#iat takes place in
these particular discussion forums. The frequenfcyagree with you
suggests that taking a stance on one another’soogiris an important
part of the communication. More research on mutravunits in online
communication is needed in order to show not oimylarities to other
registers but also the uniqueness of differentsygfecommunication.

The variation between forums in the same coursgesig that task
type and topic may affect frequencies. For examgasks such as
discussing written work meant thhere referring to students’ written
work, was often used. There were also group difiege within the
courses, which may which may partly relate to tkespnalities of the
participants in the discussion forums and thegrists.

Even though the present study is a linguistic dneas pedagogical
implications in that by understanding the natureddferent kinds of
communicative situations, we can improve our abili communicate
and make informed decisions about our teaching laaching. One
unexpected pedagogical implication of the preseatlysis that the
frequencies and collocations of the set of featesesmined show how
students refer to their thought processes. Thageittic choices reflect
cognitive activity and may show an awareness ofeéheing process. A
topic for further study would be to examine expli@ind implicit
reference to the participants’ thought processdschwmay provide us
with valuable information about thought processeslaarning.
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