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Abstract 

Citations play an indispensable part in academic writing. This study adopts both qualitative 

and quantitative methods to investigate the citation practices in 20 Chinese linguistics MA 

theses. The citations are examined in terms of their surface forms and rhetorical functions. 

Results reveal that: 1) Authors of Chinese MA theses apply more integral citations than 

non-integral citations. 2) In integral citations, the authors are more likely to employ 

verb-controlling citations than naming citations, while in non-integral citations, they show the 

strongest preference for source citations. 3) The most frequent reporting structure the authors 

use is X + verb +that clause and most of the ten most frequent reporting verbs in this 

structure belong to ARGUE verbs. 4) The authors employ citations with limited rhetorical 

functions, primarily using the attribution function and rarely evaluating the cited content. 

These findings have implications for academic writing instruction. 

Keywords: Citations, Surface forms, Rhetorical functions, MA theses, Corpus 

1. Introduction 

Citation constitutes a highly salient characteristic of academic writing, serving as a means 

through which scholars not only display the broad reach of their work within a particular 

research field but also implicitly affirm their integration into and alignment with the broader 
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disciplinary community (Mansourizadeh & Ahmad, 2011). As a principal marker of 

intertextuality, citations are instrumental in situating new knowledge within existing scholarly 

contexts (Samraj, 2013; Kwan & Chan, 2014; Li & Zhang, 2021). Over recent decades, given 

that referencing other texts is widely recognized as a defining attribute of academic discourse, 

increasing focus has been placed on the citation approaches adopted by academic writers 

(Thompson & Tribble, 2001). By citing the works of others, authors facilitate the 

contextualization of research findings, thereby helping readers in comprehending the unique 

contributions of the current research (Gao et al., 2025). Despite its pivotal role, research has 

revealed that students, especially non-native English speakers, encounter considerable 

difficulties with citations (Romoroda, 2014). Considering that citations are of great 

importance in academic writing, relevant research should focus on providing more targeted 

teaching guidance and resources to assist students, especially non-native English speakers, in 

learning and mastering the use of citations. 

Gaining an understanding of citation practices could offer valuable insights into the 

mechanisms through which authors shape their scholarly compositions and guide pedagogical 

frameworks designed to support L2 students in refining their citation competencies and 

producing more academically sophisticated works (Khamkhien, 2025). Previous research on 

citations has mainly focused on the factors that may affect the behaviors of citations. So far, 

the varying levels of nativeness, language proficiency and disciplinary differences have been 

identified as affecting factors in citation practices (e.g., Charles, 2006; Liu & Zhou, 2014; 

Luzón, 2015; Marti et al., 2019). More recently, more researchers have focused on the 

rhetorical functions of citations (e.g., Gao et al., 2025; Khamkhien, 2025; Yang et al., 2025).  

Citation practices have long been recognized as a fundamental aspect of academic writing 

(Zhang, 2022). The correct application of citations within scholarly texts enables authors to 

effectively construct a research context, acknowledge and honor prior contributions, 

substantiate their findings and assertions, and ultimately obtain peer validation and 

recognition for their research (Harwood, 2009; Petrić, 2007; Thompson & Tribble, 2001). 

However, using citations correctly in terms of their forms, rhetorical functions and 

collocations can be a challenge for both novice and published authors. In the context of 

Chinese education where English is an additional language, the cultivation of students’ 

writing ability is also one of the key concerns. However, existing studies mostly focused on 

published authors and doctoral dissertations (e.g. Zhao & Zhan, 2020; Gao et al., 2025), and 

few of them paid attention to the use of citation practices in academic writing by master’s 

students. To address the gap, this study aims to compile a corpus to study the use of citation 

forms by authors of Chinese linguistics MA theses in terms of the surface forms and 

rhetorical functions. Specifically, the study centers on addressing the following research 

questions: 

1) What are the surface structures of citations in Chinese linguistics MA theses? 

2) What are the rhetorical functions of citations in Chinese linguistics MA theses? 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Citations for Constructing Knowledge 

Citations are extremely important in academic communication. They not only highlight how 

knowledge is moving forward but also connect authors with their specific academic 

communities (Mansourizadeh & Ahmad, 2011). Citations show that authors know the 

existing literature well, help build their unique authorial image, and back up the points they 

make (Hyland, 2000; Lee et al., 2018; Petrić, 2007). Therefore, citations play a key role in 

building knowledge (Hyland, 1999). Initially, the classification of citations by Swales (1986, 

1990), who classified citations into integral and non-integral citations based on their surface 

structures, was generally accepted and used. As Swales (1990) proposed, integral citations 

incorporate the referenced scholars within the syntactic structure of the sentences. In another 

words, integral citations incorporate authors’ names as grammatical elements within the 

sentence structures in academic writing (Zhang, 2022). Conversely, non-integral citations 

present sources in brackets (or through superscript numbers), with the primary focus directed 

toward the content or messages being conveyed rather than the authors (Swales, 1990). These 

two citation styles can be categorized as author-prominent, where the authors’ identity is 

highlighted, and information-prominent, where the emphasis is on the information itself 

(Weissberg & Buker, 1990). 

Later, researchers turned their attention to the internal structures of citations. They found that 

X + verb +that clause is one of the most common structures applied in academic writing 

when using citations, and the researchers further proposed different classification criteria for 

reporting verbs. For example, Thompson & Ye (1991) conducted a classification of reporting 

verbs based on their denotative meanings and their capacity for conveying evaluation. 

Subsequently, Thomas & Hawes (1994) developed a framework that categorizes reporting 

verbs according to the nature of the activity they describe, which primarily encompasses: 

discourse verbs, real-world verbs and cognition verbs. Building on previous research, Hyland 

(1999) proposed a classification of reporting verbs based on the specific type of activity to 

which they refer within academic discourse. He divided reporting verbs into research verbs, 

cognitive verbs and discourse verbs. Later, Charles (2006) classified the reporting verbs into 

four groups according to their semantic meaning.  

Swales (1986) was the first to examine citations from applied linguistics perspective. Later, 

the researchers conducted studies on citations in different fields and from different 

perspectives. Studies on citations have several focuses: novice citation practices in academic 

writing (e.g., Lee et al., 2018; Dogan et al., 2018; Li & Zhang, 2021); expert citation use in 

research articles (e.g., Hyland, 1999; Dontcheva-Navratilova, 2016; Gao et al., 2025); and 

comparative differences between novice and expert citation use (e.g., Samraj, 2013; Zhao & 

Zhan, 2020; Khamkhien, 2025). Additionally, researchers studied citations in cross-cultural 

contexts (e.g., Rowley-Jolivet & Carter-Thomas, 2014; Romoroda, 2014) and 

cross-disciplinary contexts (e.g., Nesi, 2021; Eckstein et al., 2022). Their studies aimed to 

find out the similarities and differences in citation practices across disciplines and cultures. 
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2.2 Patterns of Citation Forms and Functions 

Grasping citation forms is of great importance since they determine how sources are 

presented to readers and how they bolster the authors’ argument (Khamkhien, 2025). 

Additionally, recognizing the rhetorical functions of citations is vital because they give credit 

to the cited sources and allow authors to showcase the value of their own contributions 

(Hyland, 2004, 2005). Studies on citations have focused on their surface forms and rhetorical 

functions they play in academic writing. Relevant studies have centered on two key aspects. 

First, scholars have examined the use of forms and functions of citations in a single text. For 

instance, focusing on both forms and functions of citations, Lee et al. (2018) explored the 

referential behaviors of non-native English-speaking undergraduates during their introductory 

academic composition courses. He analyzed the forms and functions of citations. Results 

indicated that L2 students used a limited amount of reporting structures and primarily 

adopted attribution function of citations in their academic writing. Similarly, Nesi (2021) 

conducted an analysis of citations within undergraduate assignments to explore the linguistic 

characteristics inherent in students’ citation practices. The study revealed that students’ 

utilization of citations tended to increase over the course of their undergraduate education, 

and that the functions of citations differed across academic disciplines. Expanding the scope 

beyond student writing, Gao et al. (2025) examined the rhetorical functions and linguistic 

forms of citations in research articles published in four journals. Their findings indicated that 

while there were subtle variations in the linguistic forms of citations, the rhetorical functions 

those citations served were both overlapping and distinctive. 

Then, the distinctions between novice and professional writers related to the surface forms 

and rhetorical functions have also been explored. Mansourizadeh & Ahmad (2011) examined 

citation practices in research papers authored by both non-native expert and novice writers in 

Malaysia. They compared the diverse types and functions of citations employed by 

established scholars with those used by novice academic writers within the same research 

domain. Their findings revealed notable differences in the citation types and functions 

utilized by these two groups. Samraj (2013) investigated the citation forms and functions 

within the discussion sections of MA theses and research articles. The results revealed 

variations in both the forms and functions of citations, with authors of MA theses more likely 

to employ integral citations, while authors of research articles relied more on non-integral 

citations. Additionally, intertextual links served various rhetorical purposes in both genres. 

Although many researchers have studied the use of citations in academic writing, most of 

them focused on research articles and doctoral dissertations (e.g., Lee et al., 2018; Zhao & 

Zhan, 2020; Gao et al., 2025), while few have examined citation practices in full-length MA 

theses. Since master’s students are in the early stage of academic socialization, scholars 

should figure out how master’s students employ different forms of citations in academic 

writing and recognize the distinct functions of these citations. Moreover, the inconsistent 

findings in relevant studies also highlight the necessity for further exploration. Considering 

the research gap, we need to further investigate the surface forms and rhetorical functions of 

citations used by master’s students through authentic corpus analysis. Meanwhile, 
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corpus-based research on the forms and functions of citations in Chinese linguistics MA 

theses can not only help us better understand the real use of citations in Chinese MA theses 

but also enhance students’ writing skills by identifying potential writing problems.  

3. Methods 

3.1 Analytical Framework 

3.1.1 Surface Forms 

Citations can be divided into integral and non-integral citations (Swales, 1986). As shown in 

example 1, integral citations incorporate the names of the cited authors directly into the 

sentence structures, thereby placing greater emphasis on the originators or messengers of the 

ideas (Swales, 1990). Conversely, non-integral citations appear in brackets (or as superscript 

numbers), without explicitly integrating the authors’ names into the main text, thereby 

prioritizing the cited contents over the authors, as shown in Example 2. 

Example 1 & 2: 

“Building on this foundation, Connie et al. (1990) suggested that …” (CLMT 19) 

“The third round of exploratory factor analysis extracted four factors with a cumulative 

variance explained of 62.90% > 60%, indicating that … (Zhou, 2020).” (CLMT 14) 

3.1.2 Rhetorical Functions 

Building on Swales’s (1986) classification, Thompson & Tribble (2001) proposed a 

framework outlining the functions of citations. They further divided integral citations into 

verb-controlling and naming, while non-integral citations were classified into source, origin, 

identification, and reference (Thompson & Tribble, 2001), as shown in Table 1. The role of 

indicating origin is attributed to citations that reveal where a concept or product originated 

(Thompson & Tribble, 2001). Given that concepts and ideas aren’t always easy to tell apart 

and considering that there aren’t many citations in the analyzed texts that point to the origin 

of a product, these two functions are combined and simply called the source function (Samraj, 

2013).  

When analyzing the rhetorical functions of citations in this study, we utilize Petrić’s (2007) 

framework, which has been applied to some previous studies (e.g., Lee et al., 2018; 

Khamkhien, 2025). It classifies the rhetorical functions of citations into eight types: 

attribution, exemplification, further reference, statement of use, application, evaluation, 

establishing links between sources and comparison with sources. The definition and typical 

examples of each sub-classification are shown in Table 2. 
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Table 1. Functions of Citations (Thompson & Tribble, 2001) 

Type Definition Example 

Integral verb-controlling The cited author’s name 

was introduced through a 

lexical verb. 

Guo & Qin (2010) 

surveyed 453 non-English 

major college students … 

(CLMT 14) 

Integral naming The cited author’s name 

appeared in noun phrase 

form. 

Most importantly, a 

framework was 

constructed on the basis 

of Zhang and Jiang’s 

study (2021) to ... (CLMT 

10)  

Non-integral source It serves as a means of 

crediting the originator of 

the idea or proposition 

stated in the sentence. 

… with only a limited 

number of studies 

investigating different 

genres (Zhang et al., 

2023; Zhang & Zhang, 

2017). (CLMT 17) 

Non-integral identifying It serves as a way of 

specifying the particular 

studies or texts that are 

indirectly referred to or 

alluded to within the 

sentence. 

1
It has been suggested 

(Wilson, 1999) … 

Non-integral referencing It acts as an indicator 

showing the location of a 

text-based material that 

contains more information 

related to the subject. 

… have an overall 

tendency to be socially 

aware (cited in Hao & 

Wang, 2012). (CLMT 9) 

Note. The examples presented here are sourced from Petrić (2007), since no such functions 

were identified within the corpus. 
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Table 2. Rhetorical Functions of Citations (Petrić, 2007) 

Type Definition Example 

Attribution To assign the origin of 

information or actions to specific 

sources. 

Oxford (1990) describes 

LLSs as specific 

actions … (CLMT 16) 

Exemplification To support the writer’s assertions 

by citing sources, often introduced 

with phrases like e.g. or for 

example. 

One of the most 

commonly used methods 

is the subjective rating 

(e.g., Talmi & 

Moscovitch, 2004; Zhang, 

2012; Zhao, 2016). 

(CLMT 19) 

Further reference To direct readers to additional 

sources that offer more details on 

a particular topic, typically within 

parentheses or footnotes and 

introduced with see. 

Supporters of indirect 

WCF stressed that ... (See 

review in Bitchener & 

Storch, 2016). 

Statement of use To identify the sources employed 

in the paper and explain why they 

are chosen. 

… the internal uniformity 

coefficient (a coefficient) 

proposed by Cronbach 

(1951) was used to test 

the reliability of the 

questionnaire. (CLMT 11) 

Application To establish links between the 

sources and the writer’s own 

research or writing to serve the 

writer’s specific objectives. 

… we should separate the 

depth of processing (DoP) 

here from Manchon et al. 

(2020) … (CLMT 7) 

Evaluation To assess the quality, reliability, 

and relevance of sources by 

employing critical language. 

1
Elizabeth Grosz’s 

concept of the body as 

inscriptive surface is an 

ingenious way out of the 

nature/culture impasse. 

Establishing links 

between sources 

To highlight the relationships or 

correlations between various 

sources. 

This model is basically 

the same as the 

three-stage model of 
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Zimmerman (2000). 

(CLMT 6) 

Comparison with 

sources 

To showcase the resemblances or 

disparities between the writer’s 

current text and referenced 

materials. 

The results provide 

supporting evidences to 

the previous studies 

which … (Crowe, 1997; 

Papi, 2018, 2021) (CLMT 

11) 

Other Instances where it’s necessary to 

clearly explain how the sentence 

that cites a source connects to the 

referenced text. 

1
What are the central 

research questions about 

women inmates … 

(Steward (1994). 

Note. The examples presented here are sourced from Petrić (2007), since no such functions 

were identified within the corpus. 

 

3.2 Corpus Collection and Research Methods 

CNKI is China’s largest academic information retrieval and service platform 

(https://www.cnki.net/). This study selected texts from this platform as the primary research 

material. A combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies was adopted, involving 

frequency calculations and text analysis. We searched all Chinese linguistics MA theses with 

four theses selected annually from 2020 to 2024 in CNKI. The authors of these MA theses 

come from diverse universities, including comprehensive universities, science and 

technology universities, normal universities, and others (see Appendix). Data for this study 

consist of 20 Chinese linguistics MA theses (CLMT) totaling 386,809 tokens. We manually 

removed images, tables, and acknowledgments from the collected texts. Kennedy (1998) 

suggested that a corpus comprising 100,000 to 500,000 words can uncover certain language 

phenomena. The size of this corpus aligns with the recommended specification criteria. 

The refined texts were imported into Antconc 3.3.3, a tool designed for concordance-based 

keyword extraction, to search for citations. We opened the advanced tab, entered the regex 

\b(19|20)\d{2}\b to retrieve all the 4-digit numbers that match the format of 19XX or 20XX 

(i.e., years between 1900-2099), The search yielded 3,221 results. We deleted the results that 

appear as the event year, as shown in example 3. We also manually eliminated duplicate 

results. Both multiple studies of the same author in one parenthesis and two citations in the 

same sentence are considered a single citation if the citation form is the same, as illustrated in 

example 4. The final number of results was 2,357. The refined results were imported into the 

UAM CorpusTool 3. Drawing on Thompson’s (2001, 2005) classification framework for 

citation structures and Petrić’s (2007) classification framework for citation functions, we 

labeled the refined results with respect to their surface structures and rhetorical functions. 
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After manually annotating the surface structures and rhetorical functions in the refined results, 

we then employed the software to conduct automatic statistical analysis. Additionally, the 

original counts of lexical items or linguistic patterns were adjusted to indicate their frequency 

per 100,000 words (Gries, 2010). 

Example 3 & 4: 

“Since the reform and opening up in 1978 …” (CLMT 2) 

“… refinement of the Cognition Hypothesis (Robinson, 2001, 2005) and the Limited 

Attentional Capacity and the Limited Attentional Capacity Model (Skehan, 1999, 2001) …” 

(CLMT 20) 

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 Surface Structures of Citations 

Integral citations provide opportunities for writers to present their own attitude towards the 

viewpoints they cite, which also lays the emotional foundation for the articles. Additionally, 

the use of non-integral citations indicates an emphasis to highlight the referenced content 

rather than focusing on the scholarly credentials of the cited researchers (Li & Zhang, 2021). 

As can be seen from Table 3, authors of Chinese linguistics MA theses apply more integral 

citations than non-integral citations, which parallels the findings in Lee et al. (2018) and 

Khamkhien (2025). However, it is contrary to the results in Charles (2006), which might be 

since Charles (2006) only investigated the citations with reporting clauses. The integral form 

of citing sources is more frequently utilized by students as it represents the conventional way 

they’ve been taught to integrate sources in academic writing (Swales, 2014).  

Table 3. Occurrence of Integral and Non-integral Citations 

Type Frequency % 

Integral citations 1240 (320.57) 52.6 

Non-integral citations 1113 (287.74) 47.2 

Total 2357 (609.35) 100 

Note. The number in (.) denotes the normalized frequencies per 100,000 words. 

 

As shown in Table 4, we further classify the citations into integral verb-controlling, naming 

and non-integral source, referencing, identifying according to Thompson’s (2001, 2005) 

framework. In integral citations, integral verb-controlling citations occur most frequently, 

nearly five times as often as integral naming citations, a finding that is the same as that of 

Mansourizadeh & Ahamd (2011). This phenomenon may stem from novices’ insufficient 

proficiency in constructing nominalizations and complex noun phrases, as these linguistic 
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structures often present challenges for novice writers (Mansourizadeh & Ahamd, 2011). 

Non-integral source citations, the basic surface structure of non-integral citations to cite the 

source of the citations, appear the most frequently, which parallels the finding in Samraj 

(2013). Non-integral referencing and identifying citations, on the other hand, occur extremely 

infrequently, which indicates that authors of Chinese MA theses do not fully master the use of 

non-integral structures and apply limited varieties of them.  

Table 4. Occurrence of Surface Structures of Citations 

Type Frequency % 

Integral verb-controlling 1017 (262.92) 43.15 

Integral naming 223 (57.65) 9.46 

Non-integral source 1107 (286.19) 46.97 

Non-integral reference 7 (1.81) 0.30 

Non-integral identifying 0 (0.00) 0.00 

Total 2357 (609.35) 100 

Note. The number in (.) denotes the normalized frequencies per 100,000 words. 

 

Then, we focus on the most frequent citation structures in CLMT. As demonstrated in Table 5, 

the most prevalent citation structure in CLMT is X + verb + that clause. This structure 

employs a reporting clause to introduce the citations and accounts for 12.3% of all citations. 

It is the same as Lee et al.’s (2018) results, where the most frequent citation structure is also 

X + verb + that clause (26.69%). The second most frequent citation structure in this study is 

by X, which accounts for 5.3% of all citations. Furthermore, this structure is often found in 

the passive voice, as in example 5. 

Example 5: 

“Another study conducted by Su (2012) found…” (CLMT 12) 
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Table 5. Most Frequent Citation Structures 

Type Frequency % 

X + verb + that clause 290 (74.97) 12.3 

According to X 57 (14.74) 2.4 

By X 126 (32.58) 5.3 

In the study, experiment, research of, by X 27 (6.98) 1.1 

Total 500 (129.26) 21.2 

Note. The number in (.) denotes the normalized frequencies per 100,000 words. 

 

Given that X + verb + that clause constitutes the most frequent citation structure, 

subsequently, we further examine the top ten frequent reporting verbs that occur in this 

structure in CLMT. As we can see from Table 6, Specifically, the overall frequency of the ten 

most frequent reporting verbs is 59.20, accounting for 79.0% of the total frequency of 

reporting verbs. Thus, we can conclude that a few frequently occurring reporting verbs 

account for more than 70% of the total frequency, indicating that the reporting verbs mostly 

used by authors of Chinese MA theses are those listed in Table 6. These results mirror those 

of Hyland (1999) and Kwon et al. (2018). A small number of reporting verbs are repeatedly 

used to construct citation structures, while the remaining reporting verbs only appear a few 

times (Hyland, 1999). Specifically, most of them belong to ARGUE verbs (see Charles (2006) 

for further reference), which is in line with the findings in Kwon et al. (2018). This may be 

due to the fact that ARGUE verbs are the verb group that contains the largest number of 

reporting verbs, far more than other verb groups. Additionally, ARGUE verbs are also 

commonly used for integral citations (Charles, 2006). Since integral citations are frequently 

used by authors of Chinese MA theses, ARGUE verbs manifest a higher frequency of 

occurrence in CLMT. 
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Table 6. Top Ten Reporting Verbs 

 Verb Frequency % 

1 Find 57 (14.74) 19.7 

2 Argue 33 (8.53) 11.4 

3 Point out 31 (8.02) 10.7 

4 State 25 (6.46) 8.6 

5 Suggest 20 (5.17) 6.9 

6 Propose 15 (3.88) 5.2 

7 Claim 14 (3.62) 4.8 

8 Think 12 (3.10) 4.1 

9 Demonstrate 12 (3.10) 4.1 

10 Conclude 10 (2.59) 3.4 

Total  229 (59.20) 79.0 

Note. The number in (.) denotes the normalized frequencies per 100,000 words. 

 

4.2 Rhetorical Functions of Citations  

Citations can achieve various rhetorical functions in academic writing. In this part, we will 

analyze the rhetorical functions of citations with Petrić’s (2007) framework, which classified 

them into attribution, exemplification, further reference, statement of use, application, 

evaluation, establishing links between sources, comparison with sources and others. Overall, 

the top three rhetorical functions of citations in CLMT are attribution (87.27%), comparison 

with sources (5.48%), and exemplification (3.78%), which is the same as the result of the 

expert group in Khamkhien (2025). It indicates that authors of Chinese MA theses have some 

similarity with expert authors in the use of rhetorical functions of citations. Evaluation 

function with a frequency of 0.7% in Khamkhien (2025) does not appear in CLMT, 

suggesting that authors of Chinese MA theses use citations without evaluating the content but 

directly citing it. However, compared to Lee et al.’ (2018) findings in which citations in L2 

student writing only involve the functions of attribution, exemplification, evaluation, and 

estimating links between sources, authors in CLMT utilize citations for a broader set of 

rhetorical functions. This may be because the authors in Lee et al. (2018) are first-year 

university students, whereas those in this study are authors of MA theses. Compared to 
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university students in the first-year, authors of MA theses have more specialized knowledge 

and can be more proficient in the use of different rhetorical functions of citations. 

Attribution: Attribution is the most prevalent and fundamental citation function in CLMT 

(87.27%), which is in line with the findings in Mansourizadeh & Ahamd (2011), Lee et al. 

(2018) and Khamkhien (2025). Most of the time, it only tries to mention a view from other 

scholars and does not clarify the relation with the research. This particular function is 

independent of other functions and necessitates advanced rhetorical abilities (Mansourizadeh 

& Ahmad, 2011). Results show that authors of Chinese linguistics MA theses tend to apply 

multiple citations with attribution function with different reporting verbs. However, 

attribution is considered to be the default citation function in student writing (Petrić, 2007) 

for it fails to clarify the intrinsic links between the citations. Example 6 introduces Pintrich’s 

(1991) description of Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire and it does not involve 

other citation functions. 

Example 6: 

“According to Pintrich (1991), Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) 

stressed motivation in learning strategies.” (CLMT 11) 

Exemplification: Exemplification is the third most frequent citation function in CLMT 

(3.78%). As explained in Table 2, when the rhetorical function of exemplification is used, it 

usually appears at the end of the sentences and lists multiple scholars in the form of 

non-integral citations, often listing detailed authors for the generalized concepts mentioned 

earlier. In Example 7, it is mentioned that the scales underwent continuous revisions, with 

specific examples of scholars who refined them provided in parentheses. 

Example 7: 

“… then the scales revised constantly (e.g., Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011; Papi & Teimouri, 

2014; Papi et al., 2019; Papi & Khajavy, 2021).” (CLMT 11) 

Further reference: Further reference function occurs infrequently (0.3%) and is in a 

relatively fixed structure, mostly elicited by the see ... structure. This structure usually occurs 

when the information in the relevant studies is not stated directly to save text space, but rather 

to point to the relevant literature. Example 8 mentions the similarities and differences 

between native and non-native groups in dealing with referential context and cites the study 

by Pan et al. (2015) in parentheses as a reference. 

Example 8: 

“How native groups treat referential context similar to or different from non-native groups 

still warrants further investigation (but see Pan et al. (2015) for further discussion) …” 

(CLMT 13) 

Statement of use: Statement of use function is usually employed when the author introduces 

the analytical framework or theoretical model applied in the article (1.36%). In such cases, 

the author adopts an analytical framework or theory proposed by other scholars as the 
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theoretical foundation for research. Example 9 shows that the SSBEWI in the research is 

adapted from Ma & Dong (2017). 

Example 9: 

“The Self-regulation Strategies for Business English Writing Anxiety Inventory (SSBEWI) 

was adapted from the “Self-Regulation Strategies for Foreign Writing Anxiety Inventory 

(SSWAI)” developed by Ma & Dong (2017).” (CLMT 14) 

Application: Application function occurs at a low frequency in CLMT (0.72%). It 

establishes a connection between the articles and other studies. Additionally, it is frequently 

employed by authors to elucidate how they intend to expand upon prior research or address 

the existing gaps. Example 10 demonstrates that the study not only builds upon but also fills 

the gaps identified in Manchon et al.’ (2020) research. In example 11, the study is based on 

Suzuki’s (2009, 2010) studies and further includes a control group.  

Example 10 & 11: 

“Considering Manchon et al. (2020) did not take the correctness of the metalinguistic 

explanation into consideration, we followed his ways of determination with some 

adaptations.” (CLMT 7) 

“In complement to Suzuki (2009, 2010), this study incorporated a control group in order to 

separate the effect of WL and direct WCF.” (CLMT 7) 

Evaluation: Evaluation function does not appear in CLMT. This is probably because for 

authors of Chinese MA theses, their academic level is limited, and most of the ideas and 

findings cited in theses are from published authors, who are reputable and professional. Thus, 

authors in CLMT mostly state the cited ideas directly without evaluating them. In contrast, 

evaluation function is found in Khamkhien’s (2005) research on expert writing. This suggests 

that, in contrast to novice authors, expert authors do not merely cite the viewpoints of other 

scholars. Instead, they carry out a more critical process by evaluating the ideas of fellow 

scholars to promote meaningful academic dialogue. 

Establishing links between sources: Establishing links between sources function helps 

authors to sort out the relationships between previous research findings rather than simply 

listing the opinions and findings of different authors (0.98%). By finding the internal logic 

between related studies, authors are able to use citations in a more organized way. Example 

12 mentions that the NC/COCA word list established by Nation (2012) was used in Webb et 

al. (2017). Additionally, example 13 illustrates that the study by Goad & White (2004) drew 

on earlier work by Selkirk (1996). Both example 12 and 13 create links between studies. 

Example 12 & 13: 

“In addition, when constructing the uVLT test items, Webb et al. (2017) referenced the 

BNC/COCA word list created by Nation (2012).” (CLMT 19) 

“On the basis of Selkirk’s study (1996) on the prosodic structure of function words, Goad & 

White (2004) proposed the Prosodic Transfer Hypothesis (PTH) to account for learners’ 
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misuse and omission of errors.” (CLMT 10) 

Comparison with sources: The citation function of comparison with sources is common in 

CLMT (5.48%). Additionally, novice authors often use integral citations to achieve this 

rhetorical function, which corroborates the findings in Mansourizadeh & Ahmad (2011). 

When utilizing comparison with sources function, authors engage in a process of comparing 

their own work with prior studies. They aim to identify the similarities and differences, 

thereby enhancing the depth and appeal of their writing. In example 14, after presenting their 

research findings and contributions, the author indicates that their research results are 

consistent with certain parts of the findings in Kim & Christianson (2017). In example 15, the 

author shows that his findings are both consistent with and contradictory with some other 

scholars’ findings. 

Example 14 & 15: 

“The result shows that ... This corroborates with part of Kim and Christianson’s (2017) result 

and argues that ...” (CLMT 13) 

“… were also consistent with Kormos’s (2011) and Vasylets et al.’s (2017) studies, but 

contradictory with Liu et al.’s (2017) study in which VOCD was not significantly.” (CLMT 

20) 

Table 6. Occurrence of Rhetorical Functions of Citations 

Type Frequency % 

Attribution 2056 (531.54) 87.27 

Exemplification 89 (23.01) 3.78 

Further reference 7 (1.81) 0.3 

Statement of use 32 (8.27) 1.36 

Application 17 (4.40) 0.72 

Evaluation 0 (0.00) 0.00 

Establishing links between sources 23 (5.95) 0.98 

Comparison with sources 129 (33.35) 5.48 

Others 0 (0.00) 0.00 

Total 2356 (609.10) 100 

Note. The number in (.) denotes the normalized frequencies per 100,000 words. 
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5. Conclusion 

By compiling a corpus of Chinese linguistics MA theses to examine the surface structures and 

rhetorical functions of citations, this study finds that authors of Chinese linguistics MA theses 

use more integral citations than non-integral citations in their academic writing. In integral 

citations, the authors prefer verb-controlling citations to naming citations while in 

non-integral citations, they predominantly apply source citations. In terms of the rhetorical 

functions of citations, the authors most frequently employ the attribute function, which is also 

the fundamental function of citations. They use other complex rhetorical functions far less 

frequently, especially the evaluation function. This shows that although authors of Chinese 

MA theses have achieved a certain level of mastery in citation practices, they still lack full 

proficiency in citation application. 

In academic English writing courses, citation instruction often emphasizes technical skills: 

teachers introduce norms for integrating both integral and non-integral citations, as well as 

techniques for paraphrasing and summarizing sources (Romoroda, 2014). The objective of 

these teaching contents is to help students learn different ways to cite academic viewpoints 

from other authors. However, these teaching approaches may lead students to merely 

understand that they need to acknowledge the sources when using materials in their writing, 

without truly learning about the subcategories within integral and non-integral citations, nor 

fully comprehending and mastering the various rhetorical functions of citations. In order to 

solve the problems of citations in students’ writing, teachers should help students better 

understand how to use different surface forms and rhetorical functions of citations in the 

classroom. Student corpus could be applied to analyze what students have and have not 

learned about citations, and to provide more targeted instruction to students. Additionally, 

teachers can use expert corpus to help students learn the correct forms of citations and expand 

their understanding of the rhetorical functions of citations in different contexts. 

This study also has some limitations. Due to the limits of the search tool and the fact that 

unmarked year citations mostly appear in number-type citations, and there are no MA theses 

using such citations among the ones we selected, this study only focuses on marked-year 

citations when looking for references. In future research, we will expand the scope of corpus 

selection to further investigate the differences in the usage of different citation categories 

(e.g., number-type and year-type citations). Additionally, this study only concentrates on the 

utilization of citations in the field of linguistics by Chinese students. Future research should 

extend its scope to encompass a wider range of disciplines beyond linguistics to explore how 

citation practices vary and interact across diverse academic fields. Moreover, we could also 

conduct cross-cultural comparisons of citation practices to identify cultural influences on the 

way to cite sources. 
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