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ABSTRACT 
 

Self-mention used by university-level Yemeni writers is regarded as a challenging 
task. The overuse use of this feature is often considered as less formal and objective 
in academic writing. Despite the significance of this feature in academic writing, 
previous studies were mostly conducted in the Western cultural context. Research 
on self-mention produced by EFL learners of Arabic cultural background seems to be 
overlooked. Therefore, this study aimed to explore and compare the use of the first-
person pronouns across three proficiency levels in an argumentative paragraph 
written by 80 third-year undergraduate students. Data were collected, assessed by 
ELT specialists, and then quantitatively analyzed. The results revealed that Yemeni 
EFL learners make extensive use of the first-person pronouns in their argumentative 
paragraphs. Differences were found in the occurrences of the first-person pronouns 
across three proficiency levels. The results also indicated that learners with a high 
proficiency level tend to use the first-person pronouns less than learners at low  and 
intermediate proficiency levels. Since low-proficient learners rely more on the use of 
the first-person pronouns than those at higher levels, learners need to be exposed 
to a variety of strategies of how they can project their voice appropriately in their 
written texts. 
 
Keywords: Self-mention, first-person pronouns, argumentative Paragraph, EFL 

proficiency level 

Introduction 
 

The concept of self-mention is described by Hyland (2005) as the use of the first-
person pronouns and possessive adjectives to provide interpersonal information. 
The rules governing the personal pronouns are easy to learn, but the rules that 
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regulate their use appear to be challenging for non-native speakers of English 
(Natsukari, 2012). Exploring self-mention in relation to the proficiency levels has 
received little attention (Choung & Oh, 2017; Lee & Oh, 2018; McCrostie, 2008; Oh & 
Kang, 2013). This issue has been reported by several scholars that written texts by 
non-native speakers have been characterized by having greater subjectivity (Gilquin 
& Paquot, 2008; Herriman & Aronsson, 2009; Hinkel, 1999; Ishikawa, 2008; Luzon, 
2009; Natsukari, 2012; Petch-Tyson, 1998). The use of the first-personal pronouns 
makes academic writing less formal, and objective (Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad 
& Finnegan, 1999; Chafe, 1982; Fowler & Aaron, 2010; Korhonen & Kusch, 1989; 
Kuo, 1999; Smith, 1986). As Milton (1999) states, personal pronouns used by non-
native English speakers are associated with conversation. While there has been 
research into the use of the first-person pronouns in academic writing, few studies 
have been reported in L2 writing, particularly the essays produced by learners with 
lower proficiency levels (Chang, 2015; McCrostie, 2008). Therefore, the aim of this 
study is to contribute to the research on the learners’ use of the first-person 
pronouns used by Yemeni EFL learners of Arabic cultural background through 
comparing the occurrences and distribution of these features across three 
proficiency levels (i.e. low, intermediate, advanced). This comparison attempts to 
provide an insight into how Yemeni EFL learners of English project their voice in their 
argumentative writing. 
 
 

Review of Literature 
 
Self-Mention and Proficiency Level 
 
The concept of 'self-mention' is defined as those features which refer to the use of 
first-person pronouns and possessive adjectives by speakers/writers (Hyland, 2001). 
These features can play an important role in the text as writers decide to project 
their voice to portray themselves as reliable members in community. It was believed 
that self-mention is contrary to the requirements of objectivity and formality in 
academic writing (MacIntyre, 2017). Yet, through appropriate use of self-mention, 
writers can establish a positive self-representation and shape strong writer-reader 
relationship (Mur Duenas, 2007) and attain their credibility (Hyland, 2001). It has 
been observed that the use of self-mention can be a challenging task for native 
speakers and much more so for non-native speakers (Atkinson, 2004). In regard to 
the proficiency level, previous results revealed that low achieved learners tend to 
use more self-mentions than their counterparts at higher levels (Choung & Oh, 2017; 
McCrostie, 2008; Neff et al., 2004). 
 
Argumentative Writing 

The genre of argumentative writing is defined as a kind of writing which attempts to 
persuade someone of something (Intraprawat, 2000). Research into the genre of 
argumentative essay reports that students experience difficulty in assembling 
written arguments in their college years (Overbay 2003). According to Tanko and 
Tamasi (2008), research on argumentative texts of university students has become a 
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major concern for people in tertiary educational institutions. Along the same line, 
Henry and Roseberry (1997) emphasized that the most common place for the genre 
of argumentative writing is in the higher educational setting. However, due to its 
nature, it was considered as the most difficult type of writing (McCann, 1989). The 
present study focused on argumentation because this genre has been identified in 
several studies as a central component of university writing (Reid, 2001). 
 
 
Related Studies 
 
In the last two decades, self-mention in English as a second and foreign language has 
been investigated (e.g. Chávez Muñoz, 2013; Fortanet, 2004; Hyland, 2002; Kim, 
2009; Luzón, 2009; MacIntyre, 2017; Matsuda, 2001; Martínez, 2005; Mur Dueñas, 
2007; Natsukari, 2012; Tang & John, 1999). However, investigation into the actual 
use of self-mention has been almost on Western context (e.g. Chávez Muñoz, 2013; 
Luzon, 2009; MacIntyre, 2017). As Hyland and Jiang (2017) confirm, research into 
self-mention used by non-native speakers of English seems to be overlooked and 
incomplete. In the following section, more recent studies on self-mention are 
discussed.  

While several studies have investigated self-mention on research articles of 
different disciplines, few studies have focused on second language writing (Chang, 
2015; Hyland & Jiang, 2017). For instance, Riyanti (2015) explored the voice and how 
it was established in second language writing. The findings of the study revealed that 
the concept of voice can broadly refer to many things which can be confusing to 
second language writers who are trying to position themselves to the expectations 
of the audience. Furthermore, the second language writers struggle to make their 
voice strong which are triggered by many factors.  

Some other studies have focused on examining the use of first-person 
pronouns in the argumentative genre. For example, Chang (2015) analyzed and 
compared the use first singular pronoun 'I' between native speaker of English and 
Korean writers using argumentative writing. The findings revealed that the frequent 
use of the pronoun was relatively higher in the Korean learners' corpus than that in 
the native speakers' corpus. In the same line with Chang (2015), Lee and Deakin 
(2016) investigated the use of the first-person singular pronoun in argumentative 
writing. The use of I was compared within different proficiency levels in personal 
writing. The results revealed that learners used less pronouns of personal nature in 
their argumentative essays which is used mostly to convey opinions in formulaic 
expressions.  

Apart from the second language writing, recently a significant number of 
studies have investigated self-mention through the use of the first-person pronouns 
in research papers. For example, Abdi (2015) attempted to compare the use of self-
mention features within interdisciplinary research between L1 and L2 of Applied 
linguistics, Mechanic and Engineering, and Medicine. The purpose of his study was 
to highlight both interdisciplinary and intercultural differences. The findings of his 
study indicated that the use of first-person pronouns appears to be more in Applied 
Linguistics than the other two disciplines. Additionally, the findings revealed that L2 
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writers tend to underuse the first-person pronouns in Applied linguistics and 
overuse a higher level of authorial identity than L1 writers in the other disciplines. 

 In the same line of investigation, Shelton (2015) compared the use of first-
person pronouns in three major categories i.e. social sciences, arts, and humanities. 
The findings revealed that writing in the first-person pronouns with active voice in 
more direct and understandable text is preferred.  

Similarly, Leadham (2016) compared the use of self-mention features in three 
corpora: biology, Economics, and Engineering written by English native speakers and 
Chinese students. The findings displayed that Chinese writers tend to overuse first-
person plural pronouns 'we' while native speakers tend to use first singular pronoun 
'I'. 

In their corpus-based study, Dobakhti and Hassen (2017) examined the degree 
of authorial presence through the use of first-person pronouns in 150 research 
articles of Applied Linguistics. The findings revealed that a greater use of self-
mention by qualitative research writers compared with their quantitative 
counterparts. These findings suggest that the degree of personal involvement is 
determined by the research design. 

In a more recent study, Lau (2018) conducted study on how professional 
writers in the contrasting discipline of literature, a field which is interpretive, and 
computer science, an empirical field, use first-person pronouns. The findings of the 
study suggest that the dichotomy between hard and soft sciences may not apply in 
all cases. The pronoun 'we' was most frequent in both sub-corpora.  

Isler (2018) compared the use of first-person pronouns and their underlying 
functions in 20 master's theses written in English by Turkish authors and 20 research 
articles written in English by non-native Turkish authors. Results revealed a 
remarkable difference in the use of the first-person pronouns and the functions they 
have. Unlike non-Turkish writers who use these pronouns more frequently, Turkish 
writers tend to use these pronouns rarely.  

In a more recently published study, Ismail (2019) analyzed the Malaysian 
Muslim tertiary level students' written English in expressing Islamic related matters. 
The analysis focused on the use of personal pronouns in communicating their 
religious teachings. The findings revealed that the plural first-person 'we' and 'us' 
were most used in writing to strengthen their Islamic relationship and views within 
Muslim community. 

From the review of the previous studies, it is clear that existing studies on self-
mention have largely been on comparison of the use of self-mention between native 
and non-native speaking writers of research articles of different disciplines while 
these features appear to be overlooked in second language writing, particularly by 
learners of Arabic cultural background. Research into self-mention received quite 
little attention in L2 writing and learner corpus research (Chang, 2015; Hyland & 
Jiang, 2017). Therefore, this study aims to explore and compare how self-mention 
was manifested in English as a second and foreign language across three proficiency 
levels.  
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Methodology 
 

The study invovled 80 undergraduate third-level university students enrolled in the 
English program, Faculty of Languages, Sana’a University. All participants were non-
native speakers of English and their ages range between 20 and 23. All the 
participants were informed of the general purpose of the study and they willingly 
agreed to take part in this study. In the process of data collection, the participants 
were informed of the procedures that would be used to collect the data, and 
assured that there were no potential costs or risks. Participants were classified 
according to their proficiency levels. The participants with a lower proficiency level 
were n=36 and the participants with an intermediate proficiency level were n= 27 
while participants with a higher proficiency level were n=17.  

 
Instrument 
 
The instrument of this study is an argumentative paragraph as an appropriate 
instrument to collect such type of data (Hyland & Milton, 1997; Oller, 1983; Plakans, 
2008). The students were asked to write an argumentative paragraph of not more 
than 250 words during the lecture of their writing class. The writing task reads: 
“Write an argumentative paragraph in less than 250 words in which you support 
your view that Internet has more advantages than disadvantages. You should 
organize, demonstrate, and express your ideas in a persuasive manner that others 
will agree with you”.   

 
Data Collection and Analysis 
 
The data was collected from 80 scripts written by third-year undergraduate 
students. The scripts were then marked by two raters using EFL composition profile 
Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth, Hartfiel and Hughey (1981). Then, each subject's score 
was averaged to create a single score. The group scored between 65 and 79 is the 
low-level group and the group scored between 80 and 89 is the intermediate level 
group while the group scored between 90-100 is the high-level group (See Table 1). 
Having three proficiency levels were established, three rounds of reading were 
made: device identification, frequency computation, and comparative 
demonstration. In the first round, the researcher carefully read the text word by 
word highlighting the features related to self-mention in the text through using 
green color. The second round was to establish the frequency computation. In the 
third round, Post-hoc of One-way ANOVA was used to show where the differences 
among the three proficiency levels occur. 
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Table 1  
Test scores across three proficiency levels 

 
 

Results and Discussion 
 

The results of the statistical analysis of the first-person pronouns were provided in 
Table 2 and Figure 1 below using the Post hoc of One-way ANOVA. The results are 
shown in three columns which indicate that there are significant differences 
between the three levels. As Table 2 indicates, the overall frequency of the first-
person pronouns used by the low proficient learners is higher than those at 
intermediate and advanced level (39, 25, 17) respectively. 
 
Table 2 
Distribution of occurrences of first-person pronouns across three proficiency levels 

 

 

Figure 1. Frequency of the First-person Pronouns across three Proficiency Levels 

 

The findings indicate that students of high proficiency level tend to use the 
first-person pronouns less frequently than students at intermediate and low 
proficiency levels. The frequency of the first-person pronouns drops as the 

Proficiency Level     Number of Participants Score 

Low 36 65-79 
Intermediate 27 80-89 

Advanced 17 90-100 

Level N Subset for alpha=.05 

1 2 3 
 

Low 36   39 

Int. 27  25  

Adv. 17 17   

Sig.  1.000 1.000 1.000 
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proficiency level increases. In other words, the higher the proficiency the students 
have the fewer number of the first-person pronouns are used. These findings are 
similar to earlier studies in relation to the quantity of the first-person pronouns used 
by learners at different proficiency levels of EFL learners (e.g. Lee & Deakin, 2016; 
Oh, 2007; Storch, 2009). The extracts below demonstrate the learners’ use of the 
first-person pronouns across three proficiency levels: 

 
Low. 

Ex1: "Internet is an important thing in our life. We can get a lot of benefits from 
internet. Actually, internet is a great thing if we use properly. It helps us in many 
time, especially in my education and my study. I use it every day to see the news in 
English. Internet gave us all what we have and more and more that it has made our 
big world as a small village. It could be dangerous if we misuse it as there are so 
many sexual websites." 

Ex2: “Internet became important for our needs in different stages of our age. It 
helps us in many aspects, and also it affects us in many other aspects like our eyes, 
backs and waste our time. internet are very important for everyone in our world 
today. We need internet to do our jobs easily. I think we cannot do all work in a 
short time." 

Ex3: "We must mention that internet will save our history in an electronic form, 
which will be probably very easy for us to retrieve and display. The internet gave us 
freedom of ideas and information. we can play games, chat and do many other 
aspects. Internet invention changed the face of our earth." 

Intermediate. 
Ex 4: "Internet is one the most important service for us. It is used in the companies, 
universities all over the world. It brought us together to share knowledge, love, and 
many other things.  

Ex 5: "Internet is now a part of our regular life. It can keep people from different 
countries to be connected with each other. Moreover, by internet, we can easily find 
any kind of information that we are looking for." 

Ex. 6: Internet can be used for almost everything. For example, we can find anything 
in the world. Also through email, we can solve many problems and provide solutions 
for any issue we are having." 

Advanced.  
Ex 7: "In our daily life, Internet is used in different fields such as chatting, shopping, 
medicine, and business. All companies around the world use internet to make their 
work done better. It can help us do many job effectively. Although Internet has 
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advantages, there are some other disadvantages. For example, people who remain 
in front of computers for a long time will have problems with their eyes and backs." 

Ex 8: "Internet can be harmful. For example, we just by one click can easily find 
unethical sites. So, we should be careful when they find such bad sites and find ways 
of getting them blocked." 

Ex 9: "Internet has a wide range of uses and play an important role within our 
society as it can perform all kinds of work. For example, we can forecast the 
weather, do business reports, and carry out a scientific research." 

The extracts above show that first-person pronouns appear to be more 
frequently used by low proficient learners than those at intermediate and advanced 
levels. One possible reason may be attributable to the learners’ weakness in L2 is the 
learners’ lack of vocabulary. As Hinkel (2005) argues, EFL writers often repeat the 
same idea which is probably due to the lack command of L2 vocabulary. 

It was noticed that a high number of occurrences of 'I' collocated with the 
cognitive verb 'think' was frequently used in the argumentative paragraphs This 
finding confirms what previous studies claim that the phrase I think is excessively 
used in the EFL writing essays (Ishikawa, 2008; Natsukari, 2012). Below are some 
extracts in which the expressions of ‘I think’ is used. 
 

Ex. 10: "I think that the internet is a very useful tool if it is only used well. 
Otherwise, mistreatment of the internet would lead to disastrous 
consequences." 

Ex. 11: "I think that we can use it in our life to make our life easy to go like 
the other country. For example, we can use it for something that we need 
for life." 

Ex. 12: "At last I think that internet is a weapon that has two edges. So we 
can use it in right way, and it will benefit us or use it in wrong way and it will 
confuse us." 

Ex. 13: "To conclude, the internet has many advantages and disadvantages, 
but I think the advantages are more than disadvantages." 

Other expressions such as ‘in my opinion’ and ‘in my point of view’ were 
also found to be common. These expressions indicate that the writers’ claims are 
based on their opinions and that the readers may or may not have the same 
opinions with the writers (Martin-Martin, 2008; Salager-Meyer, 1994). This finding 
was also confirmed in previous studies that NNSs students are far more likely to rely 
on particular expressions when they convey their personal opinions (Petch-Tyson, 
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1998; Yoon & Polio, 2017). The extracts below demonstrate the learners’ use of the 
expressions of personal opinions.  

 
Ex 14:"In my opinion, I find internet is very important for wise people. It is 
really important if we used it properly.” 

Ex 15: "In my point of view, if we use internet, it can help us in many ways 
in our life. If we only understand the benefits of the internet, then no one 
will use it wrongly.” 

 
On the other hand, the use of the first-person plural pronouns (we, our, us) 

appear to be used more frequently than the first the singular pronouns (I, my, me). 
This is possibly due to the writers’ unwillingness to promote for their individual 
identity or being involved in the personal claim (Hyland, 2002; Kuo, 1999). Another 
possible reason is that Yemeni Arab learners belong to a collectivistic culture 
(Hofstede, 1991) in which writers tend to adopt a holistic way of thinking (Hannover 
& Kühnen, 2005). As Naj and Choi (2009) argue, participants who are collectivistic 
oriented prefer to use first-person plural possessive pronouns. The findings also 
support the believe that self-mention may differ according to the writers' cultural 
background. (Carter-Thomas & Chambers, 2012). 
 

Conclusion 
 

The present study aimed to explore and compare the use of the self-mention 
features in the Yemeni EFL undergraduate argumentative paragraphs across three 
Proficiency levels. The findings revealed that low proficient writers tend to use more 
first-person pronouns than those at intermediate and advanced writers. One of the 
possible explanations for low-proficient students’ overuse of the first-person 
pronouns may be they lack vocabulary and knowledge unlike students at higher 
proficiency levels who seem to have awareness of the appropriate use of the first-
person pronouns. Since the writers of the current study belong to what is called a 
'collectivistic culture', they tend to adopt a holistic way of thinking by relying more 
on the first plural pronoun 'we’ than 'I' in their paragraphs. The overuse of 
expressions such as ‘I think' and 'in my opinion/point of view' were also common in 
the paragraphs as writers’ arguments are based on their opinions. Regarding the 
findings and implications, the present study was limited to explore self-mentions 
only in the argumentative genre. Therefore, the findings of this study cannot be 
generalizable to other genres. Further research should take into account the 
comparison of the use of first-person pronouns in two different genres. Owing to the 
multiple functions of the first-person pronouns, future study should also examine 
the functions of the first-person pronouns from pragmatic perspective. 
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