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ABSTRACT

This corpus-based study investigated disciplinary specificities in the use of lexicogrammatical
features in academic writing produced by the writers of English as a second language (L2) across
and within disciplines. The corpus for this study was developed from the doctoral dissertation
texts of four disciplinary groups across 16 disciplines and was analyzed systematically in AntConc
after tagging with TagAnt and Multidimensional Analysis taggers. The corpus comprised 160
doctoral dissertations (10 per discipline, 40 per disciplinary group) totalling 3,613,190 words:
arts and humanities (English, history, linguistics, philosophy), social sciences (economics, law,
politics, sociology), life sciences (agriculture, biology, food sciences, psychology), and physical
sciences (computer science, engineering, mathematics, physics). The results exhibited notable
differences and similarities in the use of lexicogrammatical features in the academic writing
across and within disciplines, echoing and extending the findings of the previous studies. The
differences were observed against the expert disciplinary specificities. Therefore, the academic
writers were advised to make appropriate use of lexicogrammatical features in accordance with
the conventions of their respective disciplines. The results of this study have implications for the
teachers, researchers, and students of English as a Second/Foreign language, syllabus designers,
and language policy planners.
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Introduction
Writing

Writing is “a specific type of communicative language use” that is “realised through
the production of orthographically constituted text” (Durrant, Brenchley, and McCallum,
2021: 14). It enables a person to argue opinions, articulate ideas, and synthesize multi-
ple viewpoints to communicate persuasively with colleagues, peers, teachers, and so on
(Crowhurst, 1990). It is critically important for the success of professionals in different
situations (McNamara, Crossley, and McCarthy, 2010). For example, professionals require
good writing skills not only for their day-to-day work but also critically for their entry and
promotion (Light, 2001). Good writing is that which ensures sentence, paragraph, and
whole-text construction in accordance with the conventions of the language, particularly
English (Raitskaya and Tikhonova, 2020). It is a ubiquitous feature of academic life.
Therefore, the ability to compose academic texts accurately and fluently using appropriate
language is important in this context (Hyland, 2023; Martinez, 2023). Thus, the focus of
this study is academic writing (AW).

Academic writing

Since writing means communicating through words (Durrant, Brenchley, and McCallum,
2021; Strongman, 2013), the term AW refers to the careful use of words to convey ideas
to multiple readers and audiences (Strongman, 2013). It is one of the most investigated
registers of the English language (Biber and Gray, 2016). It is unique in its nature
(Singh and Lukkarila, 2017) and has individual characteristics. For example, it is “formal,
precise, purposeful, and objective” (Johnson, 2016: 35). In addition, it is clear, focused,
impersonal, logical, technical, and well-organized (Chauhan, 2022; Osmond, 2016). For
Johnson (2016), AW refers to writing used in college- and university-level courses. This
study focuses on the university-level AW. The reason for this focus is that university-level
AW is the primary means by which university-level students not only demonstrate their
knowledge but also are evaluated on their understanding of their field (Hyland, 2023).

Furthermore, university-level AW is used as a formal written register in academic
publications and educational institutions, important for researchers for earning credibility
in their professions, main source of knowledge circulation across academic disciplines
(Gray, 2015; Hernandez, 2022), and vital component of the student success characterizing
linguistic competence (Charnchairerk, 2022; Chauhan, 2022; Gardner, Nesi, and Biber,
2018; Hyland, 2002; Krashen, 1982; Zhu, 2004). Thus, AW has emerged “almost as an
independent discipline in applied linguistics, or at least as a research-led sub-discipline in
English for Academic purposes” (Schmied, 2011: 1), and has become the main means of
communication for scholars of various subjects in different disciplines (Jalilifar, Kaidan,
and Don, 2018). Therefore, AW from a wide array of 16 subjects of four academic
disciplinary groups (Table 1) is the focus of this study.

Academic writing features

AW is characterized by unique features. In other words, AW is a form of writing in
which certain words, and grammatical structures are strongly favoured (Halliday and
Martin, 1993), that is, AW makes ubiquitous use of adjectives, nouns, and phrasal features
functioning as noun modifiers (Ansarifar, Shahriari, and Pishghadam, 2018; Banks, 2008;
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Biber, 1988; Biber and Gray, 2010, Biber and Gray, 2016; Biber et al., 1999; Gray, 2015;
Halliday, 2004; Hernandez, 2022; Martinez, 2023; Ruan, 2018; Staples and Reppen, 2016;
Taguchi, Crawford, and Wetzel, 2013; Wu, Mauranen, and Lei, 2020; Yin, Gao, and Lu,
2021). In addition, AW is characterized by the use of passive constructions (Afzaal et al.,
2022; Biber, 1988; Ferris, 1994; Grant and Ginther, 2000; Hinkel, 2002; Staples et al.,
2016). Building on these studies, the features in question are the subject of this study.

Disciplinary specificities

Although AW in different academic disciplines is commonly similar in purpose and
structure, there is a key variation in morphology and lexis, that is, AW varies in the use
of vocabulary and phraseology. This variation is due to the conventions of disciplinary
communities (Hyland, 2009). A key reason for this variation is that the construction of
discipline in AW is primarily influenced by social, cultural, and personal experiences
and ideas, as well as institutional features (Hyland, 2006). Some of the past studies
(e.g., Ahmad, 2012; Gonzdalez, 2019; He and Yang, 2018; Jalilifar, Alipour, and Parsa,
2014, Jalilifar, White, and Malekizadeh, 2017; Marr and Mahmood, 2021) investigated
nominalization features to explore disciplinary specificities in the AW. The results of these
studies demonstrated that nominalizations are not sensitive in the AW across disciplines.
Results of some of these studies (Ahmad, 2012; He and Yang, 2018; Jalilifar, Alipour, and
Parsa, 2014, Jalilifar, White, and Malekizadeh, 2017) revealed no significant variations
in the use of nominalization features in AW across disciplines, whereas Ahmad (2012)
particularly regarded nominalization as a universal and technical feature of AW. However,
the results of numerous studies suggest something contradictory to these findings.

For example, Parry (1998: 297) examined AW produced by the doctoral students to
explore disciplinary differences, focusing on citation, language, and structure practices.
Her data comprised 24 dissertations from three disciplines: humanities, science, and social
science (eight dissertations from each discipline). By and large, the results suggested differ-
ences across disciplines. That is, the humanities, science, and social science disciplines were
observed to be situated within individualistic or intellectual, established, and coexisting yet
competing paradigms, respectively. In addition, the results suggested some overlapping of
certain features across disciplines. Therefore, the dissertation texts from the said disciplines
were classified as “argument with recounting and narrative” (humanities), “explanation
and argument” (social sciences), and “report and explanation” (sciences). Tian and Zhang
(2023) also explored cross-disciplinary variations in the use of the different types of
nominalizations and their functions in the AW, comprising 50 abstracts from linguistics
and 108 abstracts from shipbuilding and oceanography engineering. The results showed
significant variation in the use of nominalizations in the AW across disciplines, indicating
disciplinary differences in the AW. Another study (Dong, Wang, and Buckingham, 2023)
investigated disciplinary differences in syntactic features in the corpus of British Academic
Written English (BAWE), comprising student-written academic texts from 31 disciplines
across four disciplinary divisions. The results from qualitative and quantitative analyses
revealed statistically significant differences in coordination, length, phrasal sophistica-
tion, and subordination features. These results had important pedagogical implications
(see Ishikawa, 2024; Niamadpour and Jalilifar, 2024). Therefore, changes in classroom
instruction and curriculum design were suggested to cultivate discipline-specific academic
literacy in the students (Xiao and Zhao, 2026).

Some empirical studies investigated cross-disciplinary differences in syntactic structures
in the AW. A noteworthy study in this regard is Gray (2015), which investigated the
linguistic features of the AW in research articles across academic disciplines and reported
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differences within and across disciplines. Differences across disciplines entailed variations
in the organizational patterns of the research articles. For example, qualitative articles
featured highly descriptive headings and varied organizational patterns. In contrast,
quantitative articles contained standard headings following the introduction, methods,
results, and discussion (IMRD) organizational pattern. This thorough description of the
organizational patterns of research articles facilitated well-grounded functional analyses
of the linguistic features. On the other hand, differences across disciplines were related
to the types of research articles published in each discipline. For example, qualitative
articles in applied linguistics relied less on passive constructions than quantitative articles
did. This finding was rendered important specifically for investigating within-disciplinary
differences in future AW research. These results offer important implications for future
corpus-based studies on disciplinary differences in AW. The strength of this study lies in
its corpus, which comprises 270 research articles retrieved from 56 journals across the six
academic disciplines. Such a balanced corpus enabled representative comparison among
six disciplines.

Gray (2015) was followed by another empirical study (Staples et al., 2016) that inves-
tigated AW comprising assignments written by university students. The results obtained
through corpus-based and statistical analyses showed different uses of the lexicogrammat-
ical features, that is, clausal, intermediate, and phrasal features across four disciplinary
divisions. The results revealed that the arts and humanities and the social sciences
frequently use clausal features (e.g., finite clauses), whereas the life sciences and the
physical sciences frequently use nominal phrases (see Section 3.1 also). These results
indicated differences within and across disciplines and genres, and suggested implications
for the curriculum designers. The strength of this study lies in investigating how novice
writers develop in the production of complex language over time, using a wide array of
lexicogrammatical features, and considering the influence of genre, discipline, and level
of education to study patterns of development and disciplinary differences in the AW.

Working along lines partly similar to Gray (2015), Casal et al. (2021) investigated length,
clausal, and phrasal features in research articles to explore within- and across-disciplinary
differences. The corpus for this study comprised complete texts of 240 research articles
from three academic disciplines: applied linguistics, economics, and psychology. The anal-
ysis was conducted using a syntactic complexity analyzer, and the results were compared
using ANOVA and MANOVA. The results showed significant differences both within and
across disciplines. Applied linguistics and economics were found to be syntactically the
most and least complex, respectively, particularly in terms of clause, sentence mean length,
and T-Unit. These findings had important implications for pedagogy and EAP research
(Sfeir, 2025; Pang, Jiang, and Dong, 2026). Still another study (Lu et al., 2021) investigated
disciplinary specificities in the relationship between rhetorical move steps and syntactic
complexity features in the AW. The corpus comprised 400 introduction sections of research
articles from four disciplines: two from the social sciences (i.e., anthropology and sociol-
ogy) and two from engineering (i.e., chemical engineering and electrical engineering).
The results demonstrated significant differences in the syntactic complexity of sentences
that realize different rhetorical move steps commonly found in the introduction section
of research articles. These results contributed to a better understanding of disciplinary
differences in form-function mapping in research article writing and had important impli-
cations for genre-based AW pedagogy and research. A recent study (Ziaeian and Golparvar,
2022) used fine-grained clausal and phrasal measures to investigate syntactic complexity
in the AW from three disciplines (i.e., applied linguistics, chemistry, and economics).
Additionally, two groups of writers of English as a first (L1) and second (L2) language were
compared on clausal and phrasal measures. The results showed significant differences in
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the use of clausal and phrasal complexity measures across the three disciplines. That is,
phrasal (e.g., dependents per nominals) and clausal (e.g., dependents per clause) measures
were frequent in chemistry, applied linguistics, and economics, respectively. These results
have important implications for AW pedagogy and research. The strength of this study lies
in the corpus that was developed from both L1 and L2 research articles.

These studies (Casal et al., 2021; Dong, Wang, and Buckingham, 2023; Gray, 2015; Lu
etal., 2021; Parry, 1998; Staples et al., 2016; Tian and Zhang, 2023; Ziaeian and Golparvar,
2022) add to our knowledge and enhance our understanding of the disciplinary differences
in research articles in particular, and the AW in general. In addition, these studies motivate
future researchers to comprehensively examine cross-disciplinary specificities in the AW,
particularly in registers other than research articles, across a wider range of academic
disciplines and syntactic features.

The present study

This study investigates disciplinary specificities in L2 AW. A good number of previous
studies (see Biber and Gray, 2016; Gray, 2015; Halliday and Martin, 1993; Hutter, 2015;
Hyland, 2006, Hyland, 2007, Hyland, 2008, Hyland, 2009; Hyland and Jiang, 2017; Staples
et al., 2016) examined AW produced by the writers of English as an L1 embarking on the
notion that academic registers differ in the use of grammatical features in accordance
with the tradition of a particular discipline they belong to. Different academic disciplines
use grammatical features in different ways (Gray, 2015; Hyland, 2006). Flowerdew (2012:
307) calls this practice “situated characteristic” and accentuates that the said characteristic
is common among the members of different disciplinary discourse communities. The reason
for this practice is that the language use of members of different discourse communities
differs owing to differences in their academic principles, knowledge production, research
culture, and writing practices (Hyland, 2006, Hyland, 2007, Hyland, 2008, Hyland, 2009;
Johnson, 2025).

Keeping the model studies (Biber and Gray, 2016; Gray, 2015; Halliday and Martin,
1993, Halliday, 1996; Hutter, 2015; Hyland, 2006, Hyland, 2007, Hyland, 2008, Hyland,
2009; Hyland and Jiang, 2017) in view, a considerable number of studies examined L2 AW.
Some of these studies are reviewed in Section 1.4. However, some studies are still note-
worthy. One such study is Ansarifar, Shahriari, and Pishghadam (2018), which examined
the AW composed by the Persian writers of English as an L2. The corpus for this study was
prepared from the abstracts of 99 master’s and 64 doctoral dissertations written by Persian
students of English as an L2, and 149 research articles written by expert writers of English.
The authors defined expert writers as those who published their papers in international
peer-reviewed journals. Corpus-based analysis of the use of 16 lexicogrammatical features
presented interesting findings. That is, master’s-level student writers differed significantly
from expert writers in their use of phrasal modification structures. In comparison, the
doctoral level student writers differed less from the expert writers. Similar findings were
reported by Yin, Gao, and Lu (2021). Similarly, Onem (2026) reported differences in the
rhetorical moves of research abstracts written by Ph.D. students in Turkish and English,
which were attributed to discipline, language proficiency, and writing conventions. The
findings of these studies are important for this study for a number of reasons: they add
to our knowledge of differences in the use of lexicogrammatical features across different
levels of education. Secondly, the findings of Ansarifar, Shahriari, and Pishghadam (2018)
enhance our understanding that doctoral-level students follow the expert tradition in the
use of lexicogrammatical features in the AW. Recently, Ahmad et al. (2024) revealed
that the advanced L2 academic writers exhibit linguistic variation in the use of syntactic
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features which motivated this present research to conduct a corpus-based study for the
comprehensive understanding of the academic writing practices.

Some of the studies presented a comparative examination between L1 and L2 AWs.
For example, Ruan (2018) conducted a comparative study to explore differences in the
AW produced by the native and non-native (Chinese) academic writers of English. The
corpus for this study was developed from the abstracts of 200 research articles published
in the UK, US, and Chinese journals related to applied linguistics. The results revealed
differences in the use of complex and simple noun phrases between native and non-native
English writers. That is, the native writers were found to rely heavily on simple noun
phrases. In contrast, the non-native writers were observed to rely heavily on complex
noun phrases. This difference was attributed to L1 transfer to L2 AW. Even though it has
limitations, such as a small corpus consisting only of research article abstracts from the
applied linguistics discipline, this study is important for providing comparative analyses
between L1 and L2 AWs and most particularly for reporting useful findings related to
the differences in the use of lexicogrammatical features by L1 and L2 writers for future
research. Another noteworthy study in this context is Wu, Mauranen, and Lei (2020),
which investigated linguistic features in AW produced by the native (American) and ELF
(English as a Lingua Franca) writers. The corpus comprising research articles was collected
from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (representing American English), and
SciELF (representing ELF) platforms. The analyses were carried out utilizing corpus-based
and statistical procedures. The results revealed ELF writers employing longer sentences,
T-units, and coordinate constructions in the AW than their American counterparts. This
study is also important because it offers useful insights to describe the emerging use of
ELF in the AW.

The studies reviewed in Sections 1.4 and 1.5 help us understand that AW is characterized
by disciplinary differences owing to the use of discipline-specific grammatical features that
cause disciplinary specificities. Therefore, this study aims to explore disciplinary specifici-
ties in the AW produced by the Pakistani academic writers of English as a Second Language.
Previously, a number of studies (Ahmad, Mahmood, and Siddique, 2019, Ahmad, 2022,
Ahmad, Mahmood, and Siddique, 2023a, Ahmad, Mahmood, and Siddique, 2023b, Ahmad
et al., 2024) examined disciplinary specificities. However, these studies were limited to a
small corpus size, insufficient grammatical features, a small number of disciplines, and
disciplinary divisions. So, the gap to comprehensively examine AW from a wide range
of academic disciplines using a large number of lexicogrammatical features produced
by the Pakistani student-writers still exists. Furthermore, previous studies investigated
disciplinary differences across disciplines only. So, there is still a room for investigating
within disciplinary differences. Therefore, this study examines Pakistani AW from 16
academic disciplines related to four disciplinary divisions (Table 1) using a large number of
lexicogrammatical features (Table 1) introduced in Staples et al. (2016) to explore across-,
and within-disciplinary differences to determine disciplinary specificities in Pakistani
AW.

Research methodology
Research design

This is a corpus-based study that examines AW produced by the Pakistani academic
writers of English as an L2. This adoption aligns with the tradition of recent studies
(Afzaal et al., 2022; Ahmad, Mahmood, and Siddique, 2023, Ahmad et al., 2024, Ahmad,
Mahmood, and Siddique, 2025; Akhter and Shah, 2024; Afzaal et al., 2026).



KHAZAR JOURNAL OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 2026;29:434-453 441

Research corpus

Corpus for this study comprised doctoral dissertation texts written by the Pakistani
students that were retrieved from Pakistan Research Repository. The Pakistan Research
Repository is an online database that contains dissertations written by Pakistani Mas-
ters, and doctoral-level students for open access. The corpus comprised 160 doctoral
dissertations, ten from each of the 16 disciplines (i.e., 40 from each disciplinary group),
totalling 3,613,190 words: arts and humanities (English, history, linguistics, philoso-
phy) 1,138,455 words; social sciences (economics, law, politics, sociology) 1,247,972
words; life sciences (agriculture, biology, food sciences, psychology) 768,443 words;
and physical sciences (computer science, engineering, mathematics, physics) 458,320
words.

Corpus development

Corpus development for this study involved five steps. At the first step the dissertations
were downloaded in Portable Document Format (PDF). At the second step, the PDF
copies were converted into the MS Word format utilizing ILovePDF-an online available
software for open access. At the next step, the data in MS Word format was processed for
cleansing. In this regard, preliminary pages, headings, tables, figures, images, references,
and appendices were removed. At the fourth step, the cleansed data was saved in Notepad
format that was essential for processing in corpus software (see 2.5) to carry the analysis
process. Last of all, Notepad files were named and organized into separated folders as per
disciplinary divisions. BatchRenamer, another online open access tool, was used for this
purpose.

Lexicogrammatical features

This study used different types of phrasal, clausal, and intermediate features (Table 1)
to explore disciplinary specificities in Pakistani AW. These features were adapted from
Staples et al. (2016).

Corpus analysis

The corpus of this study was analyzed utilizing online open access software, that is,
AntConc. A limitation of this software is that it does not facilitate the direct processing
of the corpus for some features. Therefore, two taggers namely Multidimensional Analysis
Tagger (MAT), and TagAnt were utilized. Then the lexicogrammatical features (Table 1)
were explored in the AntConc. In this process different formulaic patterns, that were
introduced in a doctoral study (Ahmad, 2022) from which this study has been extracted),
were utilized. For example, the formulaic pattern *_DT *_JJ *_ NN was applied to search
attributive adjectives describing determiner (DT), adjective (JJ), and noun (NN). This
process facilitated in obtaining frequencies, and examples of different features that were
saved in a separate file called results (Table 1). This process is visually represented in
Fig. 1.
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W AntConc 3.4.4w (Windows) 2014 - o x
File Global Settings Tool Preferences Help
Corpus Files Concordance Concordance Plot File View Clusters/N-Grams Collocates Word List Keyword List
::g:g:t:zg:m:gg;-z‘ Total No. of Cluster Types 2444 Total No. of Cluster Tokens 4565
PhD-D-LANG-M-003t; | R2nk Freq Range  Cluster ~
1 54 1 the_dt past_jj tense_nn
2 52 1 the_dt relevant_jj nominal_nn
3 49 3 the_dt other_jj hand_nn
4 49 1 the_dt present_jj tense_nn
5 46 1 the_dt functional_jj category_nn
6 43 3 the_dt same_jj time_nn
7 41 2 the_dt present_jj research_nn
8 40 1 the_dt external_jj argument_nn
9 40 1 the_dt traumatic_jj incident_nn
10 33 1 the_dt nominative_jj case_nn
11 32 1 the_dt internal_jj argument_nn
12 27 1 a_dt traumatic_jj incident_nn
13 26 1 the_dt genitive_jj case_nn
14 24 1 the_dt accusative_jj case_nn
15 24 1 the_dt morphological_jj form_nn
~
Search Term Words [] Case [] Regex [] N-Grams Cluster Size
[~_at jj *_nn | Advanced | Min.[6 2] max.[6 =
< [ start Stop Sort Min. Freq. Min. Range
Total No. Sortby [ Invert Order Search Term Position 1 = NE &
:“5 — |sort by Freq ~| EJ OnlLeft [] OnRight
Clone Results

Fig. 1. Visual representation of the corpus analysis process employed in the study.

Results and discussion

This study investigated within-, and across-disciplinary specificities in AW produced by
the Pakistani doctoral-level students of English as an L2. The results obtained through
corpus-based analysis are presented and discussed below.

The results are organized around the three types of lexicogrammatical features: clausal
(Section 3.1), phrasal (Section 3.2), and intermediate (Section 3.3). Table 1 reports the
raw frequencies of the 23 features in each of the 16 disciplines, grouped by disciplinary
group (arts and humanities, social sciences, life sciences, and physical sciences), alongwith
the total for each feature. Fig. 2 complements Table 1 by plotting, for each discipline, one
representative feature of each type: clausal coordinating conjunctions (clausal), adverbs
(intermediate), and attributive adjectives (phrasal). Each subsection describes the results
for the four disciplinary groups and, where possible, summarizes the across-disciplinary
pattern. Section 3.3 closes by comparing the overall pattern with the expert disciplinary
practice reported in earlier studies.

Disciplinary specificity in the use of clausal features

This subsection builds on the clausal rows of Table 1 and the blue bars of Fig. 2. The
results (Table 1 and Fig. 2) showed varied use of the clausal features in the AW in arts
and humanities disciplines. Out of the four types of clausal features, clausal coordinating
conjunctions were observed in the trend use of the academic writers in arts and humanities
showing highest (1643), and lowest (94) use in English and history. In contrast, WH com-
plement clauses were observed in the least frequent use being 0 in history, and philosophy
disciplines. In addition, verb + that clause was observed in O frequency in history. Other
types of the clausal features, that is, finite adverbial clause, and verb + that clause were
observed in the second, and third level highest frequency. The finite adverbial clause was
observed in English in the highest (588), and history in the lowest (6) frequency. These
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One Representative Feature at Each Level (Clausal, Intermediate, Phrasal) Across Disciplines
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Fig. 2. Frequency of one representative feature of each type, clausal coordinating conjunctions (clausal, blue),
adverbs (intermediate, orange), and attributive adjectives (phrasal, green), across the 16 disciplines. Disciplines
are grouped by disciplinary group: arts and humanities (English to philosophy), social sciences (economics to
sociology), life sciences (agriculture to psychology), and physical sciences (computer to physics).

results indicated disciplinary specificities marking clausal coordinating conjunctions as the
feature associated with AW in arts and humanities specifically in English more than the
AW in other disciplines in arts and humanities (i.e., history, linguistics, and philosophy).
On the other hand, these results indicated WH complement clause as the less commonly
used clausal feature in the AW in arts and humanities.

Similar results were observed in the use of clausal features in the AW in social sci-
ences. That is, clausal coordinating conjunctions were observed in the highest, and WH
complement clauses were observed in the lowest frequent use. However, the use of these
features showed variations related to the frequency. Furthermore, all the four types of the
clausal features (i.e., clausal coordinating conjunctions, finite adverbial clause, verb + that
clause, and WH complement clause) were observed specifying law discipline in social
sciences followed by the politics, sociology, and economics. Thus, these results indicated
the association of clausal coordination with the AW in social sciences.

The results (Table 1 and Fig. 2) related to the use of clausal features in the AW in life
sciences also showed clausal coordinating conjunctions in the trend use being highest
in biology (248), and lowest in psychology (127). Similar trend use of these features
(i.e., clausal coordinating conjunctions) was observed in physical sciences being highest
in engineering (350) and lowest in maths (145). Furthermore, the results showed WH
complement clause being less common in the AW in physical sciences.

These results indicated clausal coordinating conjunctions specifying Pakistani AW across
disciplines with variation of the frequency. Overall, clausal features (particularly clausal
coordinating conjunction) specified AW in arts and humanities the most followed by the
AW in social sciences, physical sciences, and life sciences respectively. These results also
indicated within-disciplinary specificities. For example, the clausal coordinating conjunc-
tions specified English (arts and humanities), law (social sciences), biology (life sciences),
and engineering (physical sciences).
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Disciplinary specificity in the use of phrasal features

This subsection builds on the phrasal rows of Table 1 and the green bars of Fig. 2. Six
types of the phrasal features (Table 1) were explored in this study to see the specificity of
the said features within-, and across-disciplines. The results (Table 1 and Fig. 2) show the
nouns specifying Pakistani AW within-, and across-disciplines due to the frequent use of
this feature. In contrast, the results revealed prepositional phrases as the least specifying
features of the AW across disciplines except history (arts and humanities), and engineering
(physical sciences). The writers in history, and engineering used ‘of genitive’ as the least
specifying features.

However, the use of other phrasal features revealed interesting trends. That is, ‘attribu-
tive adjective’ was observed in English, and linguistics (arts and humanities), sociology
(social sciences), psychology (life sciences), and physics (physical sciences) in the second
highest trend use showing the third highest trend use in history, and philosophy (arts and
humanities), economics, law, and politics (social sciences), agriculture, biology, and food
sciences (life sciences), and computer, engineering, and maths (physical sciences). Thus,
attributive adjective in Pakistani AW was observed specifying five disciplines in the second,
and 11 disciplines in the third highest use.

Nominalization, another phrasal feature, was observed in the second highest use in
three disciplines only, that is, philosophy (arts and humanities), law (social sciences),
and computer (physical sciences). The use of these features was observed in the third
highest use in linguistics (arts and humanities), and psychology (life sciences) showing
the fourth highest use in the remaining disciplines, that is, English, and history (arts and
humanities), economics, politics, and sociology (social sciences), agriculture, biology, and
food sciences (life sciences), and engineering, maths, and physics (physical sciences). In
this way, nominalization was found specifying most of the disciplines at the fourth highest
trend.

Of genitive was observed (Table 1) specifying AW across academic disciplines (14
in total) in the fifth highest use except history (arts and humanities), and engineering
(physical sciences) in which the said feature specified in the sixth highest use.

Similarly, the use of premodifying nouns in the Pakistani AW was also interesting. The
results (Table 1) showed these features specifying: history, economics, politics, agriculture,
biology, food sciences, engineering, and maths in the second; English, sociology, and
physics in the third; and linguistics, philosophy, law, psychology, and computer in the
fourth highest trend. These results indicated varied specificities in the use of premodifying
nouns in the Pakistani AW across disciplines.

Disciplinary specificity in the use of intermediate features

This subsection builds on the intermediate rows of Table 1 and the orange bars of Fig. 2
which show the frequency of adverbs. Of the 13 types of intermediate features (Table 1),
‘linking adverbial’ is observed to specify Pakistani AW the most due to the frequent use by
the academic writers across disciplines. However, its use varied both within-, and across-
disciplines. The highest use of this feature was observed in social sciences being 709, 3060,
1903, and 1392 in economics, law, politics, and sociology respectively followed the arts
and humanities occurring 3025, 129, 3287, 251 times in English, history, linguistics, and
philosophy respectively.

After linking adverbial, noun + to clause, that relative clause, non-finite relative clause,
adverbs, and verb+to clause were observed in the second, third, fourth, fifth, and
sixth highest use respectively. However, the occurrence of these features varied across-,
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and within-disciplines. In comparison, desire verbs, raising structures, extraposed ad-
jective +that clauses, and passive voice verbs were observed in less frequent use with
variations both within-, and across-disciplines.

These results (described in 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3) indicated the presence of all the three
types of lexicogrammatical features (Table 1 and Fig. 2) in Pakistani AW showing phrasal,
intermediate, and clausal features in the first, second, and third highest use respectively.
However, the use of these features varied within-, and across-disciplines. For example,
nouns were observed most frequently in the AW in social sciences followed by the AW in
arts and humanities, physical sciences, and life sciences respectively. These results sug-
gested disciplinary specificities in use of the said features (Brown, Hashimoto, and Brown,
2026). These findings also corroborate with Ahmad et al. (2024) which reports variation
in the use of syntactic features in academic writing. Additionally, these findings support
the evidence reported in Mahmood et al. (2026) which claims that syntactic complexity is
an important feature of academic writing, and involves implications for writing pedagogy.
However, it is important to see the practices in the expert disciplinary communities to
determine the appropriateness of the disciplinary specificities in the Pakistani AW.

In this regard, we refer to a study (Gray, 2015) that investigated complexity (phrasal),
and elaboration (clausal) features in the AW across six academic disciplines. The results
of this study (Gray, 2015) indicated the AW heavily relying on the phrasal features, and
showed specifically frequent use of the phrasal features in the science disciplines. However,
the results (Table 1 and Fig. 2) of this present study revealed the frequent use of these
features in social sciences followed by the arts and humanities, that is, Pakistani AW in
sciences (i.e., life, and physical sciences) relies less on the phrasal features than the AW
in social sciences. Furthermore, Gray (2015) found less reliance of the AW on clausal
features. To this point, Pakistani AW is observed following expert practice, that is, results
(Table 1 and Fig. 2) show less frequent use of the clausal features compared to the phrasal
ones. However, the results (Table 1 and Fig. 2) also revealed the frequent use of phrasal
features in social sciences, and arts and humanities which indicated deviation from the
expert practices of the disciplinary communities. Similarly, another study (Staples et al.,
2016) conducted a detailed analysis of the lexicogrammatical features in the AW across
four disciplinary divisions (i.e., arts and humanities, life sciences, physical sciences, and
social sciences). Findings in Staples et al. (2016) revealed the use of clausal features (e.g.,
finite clauses) more in arts and humanities followed by social sciences, and phrasal features
in life, and physical sciences. The results (Table 1 and Fig. 2) of this present study again
deviated from the expert practice of the disciplinary communities using phrasal features in
social sciences. However, Pakistani AW showed deviation from the expert trend by making
higher use of the finite clauses in arts and humanities. This deviation might be the result
of language differences. That is, the present study was conducted on AW produced by the
writers of English as an L2, whereas the studies (Gray, 2015; Staples et al., 2016) focused
AW produced by the writers of English as an L1.

A recent study (Ziaeian and Golparvar, 2022) investigated clausal, and phrasal features
in the AW in applied linguistics (arts and humanities), economics (social sciences), and
chemistry (sciences) and found that the AW in chemistry frequently contained dependents
per nominals (phrasal features). In contrast, the AW in applied linguistics, and economics
frequently contained dependents per clause (clausal features). Our results (Table 1 and
Fig. 2) showed Pakistani AW in social sciences frequently containing phrasal features
than the AW in sciences. These results also showed deviations from the expert practice.
However, these results also showed clausal features being more common in arts and
humanities, and social sciences, and less common in sciences that indicated alignment
with the expert practice.
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Results of another recent cross-disciplinary study (Dong, Wang, and Buckingham, 2023)
displayed student AW in arts and humanities, and social sciences containing higher
syntactic complexity in length, overall sentence complexity, phrasal sophistication, and
subordination than the AW in life sciences, and physical sciences. Additionally, the results
displayed the AW in life sciences, and social sciences containing coordinating structures
more than the AW in arts and humanities, and physical sciences. Furthermore, the results
related to the within-disciplinary specificities revealed some of the disciplines (e.g., lin-
guistics) aligning generally with conventions of the disciplinary community (i.e., arts and
humanities) and other disciplines (e.g., computer sciences) deviating from the conventions
of the disciplinary community (i.e., physical sciences). The results (Table 1) of our study
showed both alignments with, and deviations from the practices of disciplinary commu-
nities (Pang, Jiang, and Dong, 2026). The alignments were observed in the use of clausal
features across disciplines, that is, AW in arts and humanities contained clausal features
more than the AW in life, and physical sciences. In addition, within-disciplinary alignments
were also observed. For example, AW in linguistics, and English (arts and humanities),
politics, law, and sociology (social sciences), agriculture, biology, food sciences, and
psychology (life sciences), and maths, and physics (physical sciences) showed alignments
following the practice of disciplinary communities by making frequent use of clausal
features in the AW in arts and humanities, and social sciences, and less use of the same
features in the AW in life, and physical sciences. Whereas, the deviations were observed in
the use of phrasal features across disciplines, that is, AW in social sciences followed by the
arts and humanities used phrasal features more than the AW in life, and physical sciences.
In addition to these cross-disciplinary deviations, within-disciplinary deviations were also
observed. For example, all of the disciplines in arts and humanities (i.e., linguistics,
English, history, and philosophy), and social sciences (i.e., economics, law, politics, and
sociology) frequently contained phrasal features. Thus, the results (Table 1 and Fig. 2) of
our study exhibited notable differences, and similarities in the use of lexicogrammatical
features in the AW across-, and within-disciplines echoing, and extending the findings of
the previous studies (Casal et al., 2021; Dong, Wang, and Buckingham, 2023; Lu et al.,
2021; Staples et al., 2016; Xiao and Zhao, 2026) on disciplinary specificities in AW.

Evidence from other registers of Pakistani English points in a similar direction. Akbar and
Saba (2026) found Pakistani texts (crime reportage) to be more informational, explicit, and
abstract than British ones; Siddique, Ahmad, and Akhter (2025) reported increasing lexical
density and nominalization in Pakistani English sports news between 1995 and 2021,
and Raza, Ahmad, and Zulfigar (2026) found that the grammatical patterns of Pakistani
news headlines, such as the use of the active voice, differed from those of international
outlets. Alongwith other corpus-based research (e.g., Akhter and Shah, 2024) on Pakistani
English newspapers, these studies suggest that the heavy reliance on nouns and nominal
modification in the present corpus may partly reflect wider tendencies in Pakistani English
that interact with disciplinary conventions.

AW in different academic contexts is governed by the common communicative pur-
poses, and endorsed communicative conventions among the members of the disciplinary
communities (Zhu, 2004). Furthermore, AW is viewed as a microcosm where the use of
lexicogrammatical features varies from discipline to discipline (Biber and Gray, 2016).
That is why the use of disciplinary-specific linguistic resources is an important aspect
of the successful academic communication. For, culturally more appropriate research is
likely more persuasive for the readers (Zhou, Li, and Lu, 2023). Therefore, reflecting
disciplinary specificities in the AW has been favourably suggested (Shen et al., 2023). The
deviation of disciplinary specificity in the Pakistani AW is seen against the conventions
of the disciplinary communities. Therefore, Pakistani academic writers are suggested to
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appropriately use the lexicogrammatical features as per the convention in their academic
disciplines (Ahmad, Mahmood, and Siddique, 2023b). In this regard, following measures
are proposed. To become a proficient writer in English, it is important to have a solid
foundational knowledge of the AW (Chauhan, 2022). However, most of the students do
not reach the university already equipped with the skills needed to meet the AW demands
of the academic world (Kamasak, Sahan, and Rose, 2021; Saricaoglu and Atak, 2022).
Therefore, it is imperative to provide the students with essential (lexico)grammatical
inputs as they progress from one academic level to another (Frempong, Kayi, and Ganu,
2023). Furthermore, recent development in artificial intelligence (see Imran, Almusharraf,
and Dalbani, 2024) offer opportunities to enhance academic writing instruction through
Al-assisted writing tools. Students’ acceptance of generative Al for writing appears to
depend largely on its perceived usefulness and ease of use (Ullah, Batool, and Irshad,
2026), and ChatGPT can provide immediate feedback that supports writing development,
although greater learner autonomy may inadvertently lead to Al dependency (Abbasova
and Salimli, 2026). This concern echoes Ali and Asad (2026), who address the overde-
pendence on Al in academia, and it suggests that Al-enhanced tools, which have shown
potential for skills such as pronunciation (Ali et al., 2023), should supplement rather than
replace instruction in disciplinary conventions.

Most importantly, the findings need to be translated into classroom practice in ways that
teachers can realistically implement. First, language teachers and subject teachers could
jointly build small discipline-specific corpora (i.e., a few well-regarded dissertations or
articles from the students’ own field) and use free concordancing software such as AntConc
to let students observe how features such as nominal modification, linking adverbials, and
clausal coordination are used in expert writing in their discipline (Hyland, 2006; Sfeir,
2025). Second, the pattern observed here suggests where instruction may need to differ
by field: students in the social sciences and arts and humanities, whose writing relied
heavily on phrasal features, could be given tasks that practice varying the balance between
nominal and clausal expression, whereas students in the life and physical sciences could
be shown how experts in their fields compress information into noun phrases (Gray, 2015;
Staples et al., 2016). Third, supervisors and writing instructors could give feedback on
draft chapters using a short, shared checklist of the lexicogrammatical features typical of
the discipline, so that comments on language are tied to disciplinary expectations and to
faculty views of good writing in the field (Zhu, 2004). Technology-supported scaffolding
and prompt feedback may help here: on the basis of teacher interviews and student surveys,
Hadir, Mahmood, and Wakeel (2025) reported that digital scaffolding and quick feedback
loops reduced writing errors among Pakistani school students, although their study was
conducted at school level.

These suggestions should not be read as simple prescriptions. Discipline-specific instruc-
tion places considerable demands on teachers. Language teachers are rarely specialists
in fields as different as law, biology, and engineering, and subject teachers may lack the
metalanguage needed to explain why a lexicogrammatical choice works (see Hyland, 2002,
on how specific EAP instruction should be). A realistic model is therefore collaboration, in
which a language teacher and a subject specialist plan feedback together or co-teach short
writing workshops, rather than expecting one teacher to cover 16 disciplines. Limited time,
large classes, limited teacher training in corpus tools, and unequal access to technology
may further constrain implementation, and institutions and policy planners need to address
them. Moreover, a feature frequency in expert writing does not mean that more of it
is better; students should not be encouraged to maximize noun density at the expense
of clarity, and instruction should always be tied to the communicative purpose of the
text. Because the present study compares Pakistani doctoral writing with expert practice
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reported for other registers, these implications are provisional and should be confimed
through classroom-based research.

Beyond the classroom, syllabus designers, and language policy planners should also de-
sign syllabi that facilitate appropriate development of language proficiency across different
levels of education. Finally, researchers should raise awareness among teachers, students,
policy makers, and syllabus designers about the importance of discipline specific use of
lexicogrammatical features in AW.

Conclusion

This corpus-based study investigated disciplinary specificities in the use of lexicogram-
matical features across-, and within- 16 disciplines of the four disciplinary groups. The
results showed both alignments with, and deviations from the practices of disciplinary com-
munities. In short, the clausal features aligned with expert practice, being more frequent
in arts and humanities than in the life and physical sciences, whereas the phrasal features
deviated from it, being more frequent in the social sciences and arts and humanities
than in the life and physical sciences; this held both across and within disciplines (the
discipline-by-discipline detail is given in Section 3). Thus, the results of our study exhibited
notable differences, and similarities in the use of lexicogrammatical features in the AW
across-, and within-disciplines echoing, and extending the findings of the previous studies.

The results of this study are both general and specific. The general implications are
intended for researchers, policy makers, syllabus designers, and students and teachers of
English as a second language. Specifically, the findings of this study will assist: (1) English
as a second language instructors in preparing college students to produce expert writing
such as AW, especially to meet the demands of specialized and discipline-specific writing
at the advanced level of education (i.e., the university level); (2) L2 policy makers and
syllabus designers should create curricula that support the proper development of AW at all
educational levels; and (3) researchers should further investigate this field at various levels
and in various genres, paying special attention to the significance of lexicogrammatical
features for AW in Pakistani context. That is further expected to be useful in inviting
the expert attention towards the use of noun lexicogrammatical features in L2 writing
instruction, practice, curriculum, and research (Brown et al., 2026; Ishikawa, 2024; Sfeir,
2025; Pang, Jiang, and Dong, 2026). In addition, the said results might be useful for the
Pakistani advanced level writers for knowing well about the features distinguishing their
writing from the writing in other disciplines.

Limitations and recommendations

Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. First, the corpus was com-
piled exclusively from doctoral dissertations available in a single national repository, the
Pakistan Research Repository, with ten dissertations per discipline. The findings therefore
cannot be generalized to other genres (e.g., research articles, assignments, or master’s
theses), to dissertations held in other repositories or institutions, or to L2 writers in other
contexts. Second, the study did not include a comparable corpus of L1 or expert writing;
alignment with, and deviation from, expert practice were judged against findings reported
in earlier studies (e.g., Gray, 2015; Staples et al., 2016) that analyzed different registers and
corpora, so some of the deviations observed may reflect differences in genre and corpus
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design rather than L2 status alone. Third, the results are presented as raw frequencies,
and the four disciplinary groups differ in sub-corpus size (Section 2.2); comparisons across
groups should therefore be interpreted with caution, and normalized frequencies (for ex-
ample, per 10,000 words) would give a firmer basis for such comparisons. The analysis was
also descriptive, with no inferential tests of the differences reported. Fourth, features were
identified through automatic tagging (MAT and TagAnt) and formulaic search patterns
in AntConc; as with any automatic procedure, residual tagging errors and the over- or
under-counting of some features are possible. Finally, the study did not examine factors
external to the texts, such as the the role of supervisors, editors, or digital writing tools
in shaping dissertation language, or the way in which classroom interaction and power
relations in Pakistani universities mediate writing instruction (Zahra, Bashir, and Zahra,
2026).

Recommendations

In view of these limitations, the following recommendations are made for future re-
search. (a) Future studies should extend the corpus to other repositories, institutions,
and genres (research articles, student assignments, and master’s theses) and include more
dissertations per discipline. (b) They should add L1 and expert-writer reference corpora
of the same genre, so that deviations can be attributed to L2 status more confidently.
(c) They should report normalized frequencies and apply inferential statistics to test the
disciplinary differences. (d) Corpus evidence should be complemented with interviews
with writers, supervisors, and subject teachers, and with longitudinal designs that follow
the development of disciplinary writing. (e) Corpus-based evaluation of teaching materials,
as undertaken for secondary school ESL textbooks could be extended to the EAP materials
used in Pakistani universities, to examine how far they foreground the discipline-specific
features identified here.

For teachers and syllabus designers, the discipline-specific, corpus-informed activities
proposed in Section 3 should be piloted and evaluated through classroom-based action
research supported by collaboration between language and subject teachers. For institu-
tions and policy planners, teacher training in corpus tools and discipline-specific writing
pedagogy should be provided. Finally, because Al writing tools are increasingly used by
students, institutions should develop guidelines for their critical and supervised use, so
that students benefit from them without the overdependence discussed by Ali and Asad
(2026).
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