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Abstract 

Academic authorial identity, manifested in the use of personal pronouns, has been 

discussed by many authors. Some authors claim that it is better if writers avoid using personal 

pronouns in writings, and some professors teach this thought, while some others support that it is 

better to write with own voice and that identity is always there. This thesis analyzes a corpus of 

argumentative essays written by students from Universidad de los Andes for the TOEFL iBT to 

discover their use of the personal pronoun “I” and its incidence. The main objective was to find 

the distribution of the personal pronoun in three subcorpora organized according to three test 

performance levels: good, fair, and limited, and to find the identities that students projected in 

each level using the pronoun. Based on a model of taxonomy adapted from Tang and John 

(1999) it was discovered that the most used roles to project identity by the students were opinion 

holder and recounter of life’s experiences, this situation could happen because of the kind of 

texts and question asked by the test. Here, the most surprising finding was that students classified 

in low levels use more the personal pronoun than their counterparts classified in the high levels. 

Keywords:  Personal pronoun, identity, argumentative essays, students, opinion holder, 

recounter of life’s experiences. 
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The use of the Personal Pronoun “I” to Project Authorial Identities in Argumentative Essays 

CHAPTER 1: 

 INTRODUCTION  

This study analyzes the use of the personal pronoun “I” and the different identities that 

Uniandes students project when using it in writing argumentative essays in the TOEFL.  

 

1.1 Contextualization 

TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) is a standardized test used to evaluate the 

English language knowledge and proficiency of non-native speakers, and it is designed within an 

academic purpose. This test assesses four skills: reading, writing, listening and speaking. In the 

writing section, this test has two tasks, an integrated and an independent. At Uniandes students 

must obtain a second language requirement to graduate, and one of these second languages is 

English. If students choose English as their second language, they have many options to fulfill 

the language level requirement, and one of these options is to take the TOEFL and to obtain a 

score of 213/300 or 80/100 (internet version) (Registro Uniandes, n.d.) In this study, I talk about 

these students who decided to take the TOEFL to get the second language requirement, or other 

reasons such as training themselves for the exam and or exploring whether they will meet the 

requirement.  

Regarding identity, there are two views of this concept. Benwell and Stokoe (2006) show 

these two views. The first one is identity as a cognitive phenomenon that is socialized and that 

governs human action, and the second one is identity as a public phenomenon, a performance 

that is interpreted by others and that takes place in discourse. Now, if we talk about academic 

identity and the use of personal pronouns, there is a dichotomy. Some years ago, people thought 

that it was unnecessary and useless to use personal pronouns in academic writing because it does 

not sound professional and intellectual as it should. We can find some examples of this in Hyland 

(2001) in his article Humble servants of the discipline? Self-mention in research articles. 

Einstein said when a man is talking about scientific subjects, the little word “I” should play no 

part in his expositions. (p. 208). Hyland also names some authors such as Rowntree who 

“advises caution in use of the first person”, or Spencer and Arbon who “recommended complete 

abstention.” (p. 208) Even when all these ideas have been present in the academia, nowadays, a 

new idea has emerged. It refers to the ownership that using the first person gives to the author. 
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This idea proclaims that no one, no author can be exempt from his or her own work, and it has 

always some of subjectivity. “What is essentially involved is an author's desire to be seen and to 

affirm a commitment to his/her work. This expression of self is an important way of creating 

one's own voice, of speaking with authority, of securing reader support.” (Hyland, 2001, p. 224) 

additionally, Hyland (2012) proposed that a range or rhetorical and linguistic devices allow 

individuals to construct their identities and that “…perhaps the most visible manifestation of 

authorial identity (…) is the use of first person” (p. 128). 

The ideas mentioned before motivated me to write this thesis. Here the main purpose is to 

know how the personal pronouns work to give identities to the students, or how they used them 

to give themselves an identity. Of course, here it is also important to discover the incidence that 

this use of personal pronouns has in a test like the TOEFL iBT and the scores that students 

obtain, and how this influences the three levels of proficiency I analyzed: good, fair and limited. 

As an important author claims: 

 

“Every time language learners speak, they are not only exchanging information with their 

interlocutors; they are also constantly organizing and reorganizing a sense of who they are and 

how they relate to the world. They are, in other words, engaged in identity construction and 

negotiation.” (Norton, 1997, p.410) 

 

1.2 Research questions and objectives 

This thesis is based in the following questions: 

1. What is the distribution of “I” in the three levels of the corpus (good, fair, limited)?  

2. What identities do students project with the use of the pronoun I? - How are these 

identities projections distributed in the three subcorpora? 

The objectives with these questions are the following: 

• To find which is the distribution of the use of the pronoun “I” by Uniandes students in the 

three levels analyzed, to compare them and to know which students in which level make 

more use of the personal pronoun.  

• To discover what identities do the students project when using the pronoun “I”, and 

which of these identities are the most recurrent in the three levels. 

• To identify recurrent lexico-grammatical patterns in the projection of authorial identities.  
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1.3 Review of literature 

In this section, I will present the different ways in which some authors have analyzed 

identity and its use in academic writing. One important author who has studied this issue says: 

“The fact is that we bring our experiences as members of multiple communities to how 

we understand our disciplinary participation and how we want to interact with our colleagues in 

performing an academic identity.” (Hyland, 2011, p-55) 

Searching for articles to find identity projection, I found that most of the authors who talk 

about this topic, are not only interested in the pronoun “I”, but also the pronoun “we”. Harwood 

(2005a & 2007) found that these pronouns help the writers to establish their own voice in their 

writings, and help them perform functions such as organizing the discourse, explaining and 

summarizing findings. In addition, he identifies and explains seven effects that these pronouns 

help to construct. Additionally, Leedham and Fernandez (2017) explore the various functions of 

the pronouns “I” and “we” and, as their study is focused on non-native speakers (NNSs), they 

found that Chinese and Greek students use the pronoun “we” more times than British students in 

their Engineering writings. This last article is related to three categories generally found in these 

types of studies: NNSs, students and hard disciplines. Another author who talks about NNSs 

students is Natsukari (2013) who studied the use of “I” in essays written by Japanese ELF 

students, and discovered that they overuse the personal pronoun, and that almost all their essays 

contain an excessive number of the pronoun. Macintyre (2019) also writes about Japanese 

university students, and talks about the issue in academia about the teachers and their suggestion 

of not using personal pronouns in academic writing to their students. Tang and John (1999) also 

work in academic essays by students. They talk about personal pronouns as a homogeneous 

identity and set up a typology of six different identities projected by the students when they use 

personal pronouns. In contrast, there are authors who talk about personal pronouns in 

professional writers. Flowerdew and Wang (2015) examine journal articles and monographs in 

Applied Linguistics and how the academic identity influence in these areas of study. These is 

also related to one category already mentioned, hard and soft disciplines; in the last article, 

(Flowerdew, J. & Wang, 2015) there is an example of soft discipline. Harwood (2005b) works 

with hard disciplines such as Economics, Physics, Computing Science and Business and 

Management and show how personal pronouns “help writers create a sense of newsworthiness 
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and novelty about their work, showing how they are plugging disciplinary knowledge gaps.” 

Likewise, Abdi and Farrokhi (2015) carry out a study within the hard and soft disciplines 

comparing and contrasting the use of first person pronouns in research articles written by L1 and 

L2 writers of disciplines such us Applied Linguistics, Mechanical Engineering and Medicine; 

finding that in Applied Linguistics is where writers have a significantly more frequent use of first 

person pronouns. Regarding NSs and NNSs, Eda (2018) talks about articles from Turkish and 

English writers and how the authorial identity is presented in these. This study finds similarities 

in both articles regarding frequency and discourse functions such as expressing opinions in using 

first person pronouns. In addition, there authors who talk about academic identity in general or 

with its communicative functions. Clegg (2013) discusses about academic identity as complex 

term and that it responds to the contexts in which writers could find themselves. Another view 

about identity is provided by Williams (2011) who said that personal identity is always in 

academic writing and address the issue of considering academic writing as objective, analytic 

and detached. In contrast, Chih-Hua Kuo (1999) talks about personal pronouns and its 

communicative functions, and about the pronoun “we” as exclusive and inclusive used when 

writers talk about themselves or other writers respectively. Finally, I found that almost each one 

of the authors already mentioned focus their studies on specific genres or types of texts. There 

are studies about research articles, essays, academic or scientific journal articles, and 

argumentative essays. One last author that focuses on one specific genre is Zareva (2013). She 

studies graduate students’ academic presentations and analyses three roles that made this kind of 

texts as a genre: genre, socially-motivated and speech events roles. 

Now, with reference to the Colombian context, Nausa’s (2016) and (2018) work is related 

to academic identity and personal pronouns. In these articles he studies the levels of proficiency 

in PhD students of Universidad de los Andes, emphasizing on the identities projected using 

personal pronouns in oral presentations. He found that when writers are in an advanced level, 

they use personal pronouns more than those who are in low levels, and that they also used more 

identities in their presentations. 

After this revision, I could say that few studies have focused on the use of the personal 

pronouns in relation to the levels of proficiency, but to this date, I have not found any author that 

works with argumentative essays written by students in the TOEFL, nor in the Colombian 

context. With this study I hope to contribute to understand what academic identity entails. Also, 
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this study gives an insight on how university students who are native speakers of Spanish use 

personal pronouns.  

CHAPTER 2 

 METHODOLOGY 

In order to identify the pronoun distribution in the corpus (RQ1) and the identities 

projected by the students in the three different levels (RQ2) it was necessary to have a corpus as 

base. In this chapter, I present the participants, the corpus (tasks and corpus design), the 

validation of model and the model for pronoun analysis, and the tools used in the quantitative 

and qualitative analysis.  

 

2.1 Participants  

The participants in this study were Uniandes students who took the TOEFL iBT to 

measure their English proficiency. They were 253 men and 237 women between 15 and 29 years 

old. All these students were participants in one research conducted at Universidad de Los Andes 

in 2017. I do not have information about the precise major that each student studied but these 

belonged to the different undergraduate programs offered at the University. 1 

 

2.2 Corpus 

In order to identify the use of “I” and the identities projected, a corpus of essays written 

by the participants in the research was used. A corpus can be defined as a collection of naturally 

occurring examples of language, it can be sentences or texts that have been collecting for 

linguistic study (Hunston, 2012).  A leaner corpus is a collection of texts written by learners of a 

language, in this specific case, learners of English. A specialized corpus is a collection of texts of 

a particular type, in this case essays written by students. Based on these definitions, the corpus 

used in this study can be classified as a learner and specialized corpus. 

 

 

 

1 Undergraduate programs offered at Universidad de los Andes: 

https://uniandes.edu.co/en/programs-and-faculties/programs/undergraduate   
 

https://uniandes.edu.co/en/programs-and-faculties/programs/undergraduate
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2.2.1 The task 

This corpus is based on one of the written tasks that students have to write when they 

take the TOEFL iBT test. Students are asked to write two texts, one of them is known 

as integrated and the other one is known as independent. The integrated task is based on a 

reading and on listening a short lecture where the students have to to write a short text in 

response where they present the given information. The independent task is based on a question, 

and the students have to write a text where they present and support their opinions about the 

topic.  (ETS TOEFL, n.d.)  

 

2.2.2 Corpus design 

The corpus was collected within a research called English as a Foreign Language at the 

University Level: Describing Entry and Exit Linguistic Performance of Students at Universidad 

de los Andes by Isabel Tejada, who is a professor at Universidad de los Andes. The resulting 

corpus is composed of 856 scripts divided into two types of text, integrated and independent, and 

each one of them is divided into three levels of proficiency: good, fair and limited, these levels 

were determined by ETS up to 2019. This study focuses on the analysis of the independent 

essays which are 428 texts (Appendix A). In this study the following aspects of corpus design 

(Hunston, 2012) were considered:  representativeness, size and content. These are explained 

hereafter. 

This corpus is representative because it contains a large number of essays which portrays 

students of Universidad de Los Andes who are learning English, and decided to take the test; 

additionally, it is not just focused on high levels, but on intermediate and low levels. It can be 

said that the size of this corpus is suitable for the purposes and scope of the study because it 

allowed me to find enough information about the tendency that students have using the pronoun 

“I” in their texts. Lastly, the corpus is representative of the type of writing selected: 

argumentative texts. According to Hyland (2011) essays could be a way of helping students to 

engage with primary research and disciplinary knowledge. He declares that “The essay is 

therefore regarded as a key acculturation practice, encouraging a critical and questioning attitude 

and approach to writing which involves making connections between theory and practice, 

drawing links between theories, evaluating research, and arguing and reasoning.” (p. 131 ) The 

corpus description is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Corpus of texts written by students of Universidad de los Andes by task and level 

of proficiency. 

 

2.3 Model for pronoun analysis 

To identify the identities or functions that students project when they use the first person 

pronoun “I” (RQ2), I created a model of analysis based on Tang and John’s taxonomy 

(1999) which has six categories to classify the use of the personal pronoun “I”, these categories 

are organized from the least to the most powerful authorial presence: representative, guide, 

architect, recounter, opinion-holder and originator. To analyze this corpus, I decided to keep 

some categories, to combine others and to create another one according to the needs of the 

study. Here, it is important to say that these identities or roles are labels to understand the 

discourse functions of “I”, in other words, the actions that writers perform when they write. The 

following is the explanation and description of each one of the categories established 

as the model for analyzing identity projection with “I” in this study.    

 

a. Representative  

Tang and John (1999) describe this category as “a generic first-person pronoun, that 

writers use as a proxy for a larger group of people.” (p. 27) This means that people sometimes 

used the pronoun “I” to put or classify him/herself as part of a group. Also, it could be used to 

describe his/her person. This role is generally used with verbs of existence (Biber et al., 1999), to 

be, as it is shown in the following example:  

(1) This is particularly evident in the medical field (I am a medical student), since the 

treatment patients receive is rarely the result… (201326786VC250370.txt) 
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b. Guide/Architect  

I decided to combine these roles in one category because these have some elements in 

common. A guide role is when the writer “locates the reader and the writer together in the time 

and place of the essay, draws the reader's attention to points which are plainly visible or obvious 

within the essay.” (Tang & John, 1999 p.27) Likewise, architect role serves to structure and 

organize the text into parts, that is to say, the writer not only points out what is happening in the 

text but also presents and decides which section(s) of the texts s/he is going to write next. Some 

examples found in the corpus are:   

(2) I'm going to elaborate arguments that make the cooperation in modern 

societies… (201327450VC250370.txt) 

(3) As I told you before, if definitely you are interested in something besides your 

career…  (201025252VC212696.txt) 

As we can notice in these examples, this category is generally used with verbs 

of communication (Biber et al., 1999) in future or past forms, verbs such 

as explain/make/argue/talk/ write.  

 

c. Recounter of life experiences  

While, Tang and John (1999) define this role as recounter of the research process, I 

decided to call it recounter of life experiences based on the type of texts and task that I was 

analyzing. In these argumentative essays I found that the students had to write essays answering 

a question related to the decision of choosing a major based on their likes or in its profitability, 

so, due to this kind of task, they wrote using the pronoun I to tell own stories and others. This 

role is generally used with mental verbs (cognitive, dynamic and/or stative: cognitive/emotional 

states) (Biber et al., 1999) in past form, some of these 

verbs are:  think/decide/discover/remember/feel.  

(4) I discovered that the career I chose had a close contact with that world… 

(201217312VC212696.txt) 

(5) I felt so demotivated when I was taking notes in class or studying 

for… (201114907VC212696.txt) 

 

d. Knower of things  
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This role was not taken from Tang and John’s taxonomy, but it was created based on the 

needs seen in this study and type of texts analyzed. This role appears when writers use the 

pronoun “I” to talk about not just their knowledge, things that they know or have learned, but 

also about the things they do not know. As it could be noticed, the main verb used in this role 

is know, this is situated in the category of mental-cognitive verbs (Biber et al., 1999).  

(6) Despite I know that the approve the basic sciences classes will let me take the… 

(201114907VC212696.txt)  

(7) I know it's not an easy decision but you have to stop and 

think… (201313956VC212696.txt) 

 

e. Opinion-holder  

This is the last role in this taxonomy. When writers decide to use the pronoun “I” to give 

opinion, or to talk about their beliefs and interests, they are using this role. Here, writers agree or 

disagree with information along the text. Generally, this role is used with mental-stative verbs, or 

verbs of communication (Biber et al., 1999). Some verbs could be think/believe/say/consider/find 

and agree/disagree.  

(8) I believe that the ability of coooperate with others is not far more 

important… (201223580VC250370.txt) 

(9) I think that you should do both of them. Therefore, I disagree with 

the… (201414312VC212696.txt) 

 

2.4 Pronoun analysis 

To find the sentences where students used the pronoun “I” and which would be later 

analyzed, I used AntConc (Appendix D). This is a corpus analysis toolkit which let me know in 

how many sentences students used the personal pronoun in the 428 texts of the corpus. This 

program let me know that in these texts, there were 1261 sentences were students used “I”. After 

this, to analyze and classify the sentences found, I took the taxonomy which I present in 2.3, and 

I analyzed the sentences, classifying them into the five roles. (Appendix C) 
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2.5 Validation of model 

To validate the analysis model, introduced in section 2.3, first, I gave a small sample with 

50 sentences to another Uniandes student, a Languages and Culture student in her last semester, 

and I explained the models and its categories to her, after that, I asked her to classify the 

sentences, and she did the classification according to the model. When I obtained the results, I 

conducted an interrater reliability analysis, which measure the agreement that two or more raters 

have evaluating a work (Appendix B). This calculation resulted in 84/100 coincidences, and a 

nominal alfa of 0,758 (Krippendorff, 2011), which means that this model is reliable, and the 

agreement between the two raters is substantial.  

2.6 Quantitative analysis 

To answer RQ1, it was necessary to calculate raw and normalized frequencies and 

percentages. Raw frequencies are used to identify the general distribution of “I” in the 

subcorpora. Normalized frequencies (per 10,000 words) are used to analyze the three sub-corpus, 

good, fair and limited, with the same scale as the three differ in their sizes, these are useful to 

understand which group uses the personal pronoun more frequently than the others, something 

that cannot be done with raw frequencies because, as I said, the three subcorpora are of different 

sizes, “This process involves extrapolating raw frequencies from the different-sized corpora 

which are being compared so that they can be expressed by a common factor such as a thousand 

or a million words.” (Evison, 2015, p.126). Lastly, percentages are used to provide the readers 

with an intuitive calculation, or the proportion, to understand the distribution.  Regarding RQ2, 

to discover which identities or academic roles found are significant, I used Log Likelihood which 

gives us the calculation of which roles are the most meaningful and to analyze them in the 

discourse analysis. The results obtained allowed me to identify significance in the frequency that 

the personal pronoun appears in each subcorpora and to determine if this is substantial for further 

analysis.  

 

2.7 Discourse analysis 

Based on the created model (2.3), it was necessary to identify the common linguistic 

patterns in the three sub-corpus in each one of the five roles. To analyze these patterns, I used 

Biber’s (1999) taxonomy which contains the classification for different types of verbs, some of 

them are verbs of activity, communication, cognitive, facilitation or existence, that is to say, I 
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analyzed the co-text (surrounding discourse). This is necessary because the pronoun “I” in itself 

does not project a certain identity, but these identities are projected with “I” in conjunction with 

the verbs that express the actions being performed. Also, this is supported by the stance theory, 

which states that “writers commonly express personal feelings, attitudes, value judgments, or 

assessments; that is, they express a 'stance'.” (Biber et al., 1999, p. 966). There are many 

different ways in which speakers and writers could express their stance, “including grammatical 

devices, word choice, and paralinguistic devices…such as loudness, pitch, and duration..” (Biber 

et al., 1999, p. 966). Additionally, the examples shown in the results chapter were analyzed using 

Jacob’s et. al rubric (1981) (Appendix E) which was originally conceived to rate writing. This 

rubric gave me the opportunity to identify aspects that could have been considered by the TOEFL 

iBT raters when rating the texts, and to know which types of errors could be found in the 

sentences of the three different levels, even if I did not analyze the complete essays. I used three 

main categories of that rubric: mechanics which includes errors of spelling and capitalization, 

language use which includes errors of agreement, tense, number, word order/function, and 

vocabulary with effective word/idiom choice and usage, word form mastery and appropriate 

register. 

 

CHAPTER 3   

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS 

This chapter presents the results and answer to the RQ1; this is the quantitative part.  

 

3.1 RQ1: Raw and normalized frequencies  

The first question inquired about the distribution of “I” in the corpus. To answer this 

question, I calculated the distribution of “I” in the three sub-corpora. As it is shown in table 

2, there are 1259 occurrences of the pronoun “I”. These occurrences are distributed as follows: in 

the GOOD sub-corpus, “I” occurs 185 times (14.6%), in the FAIR sub-corpus 591 times 

(46.9%), and in the LIMITED sub-corpus 483 times (38.3%).  However, the raw frequencies do 

not show the real tendency of use because, as I said before, the corpora are of different sizes, 

and it was necessary to analyze this data through the normalized frequency. This frequency 

counts are analyzed using the same scale of 10000 words. The results reveal that the pronoun 

“I” appears 95 times in every 10,000 words. Now, depending on the level, the pronoun “I” 
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occurs 69 times in the GOOD level, 94 times in the FAIR level, and 112 times in the 

LIMITED level, this happens in every 10,000 words for each case. The normalized frequency 

(NF) is useful to answer the first question and to identify which group uses the pronoun more 

frequently. In this case, it was surprising to discover, using the NFs, that in the low level, 

students use the pronoun “I” more than students in the other levels. It was unexpected because 

many people could think that when students are at a good, they feel more comfortable using the 

personal pronouns. An example of this is found in Nausa (2018) in which people at high levels 

used the pronouns more frequently in oral presentations. Also, depending on the type of texts 

analyzed, it is common that people express their opinions using the personal pronoun. For 

instance, in Tang and John’s (1999) study where students had to write convincing arguments, it is 

found that these texts were full of “I” occurrences. This could be also a reason for many authors 

to study this frequent issue in academic writing when authors have to show ownership of their 

contents. 

 

Table 2. Raw frequency, normalized frequency and percentages of the three sub-

corpora.   

Level  # of tokens     Freq I     

    R  N  %  

Good   26515  185  69,77  14,69  

Fair  62576  591  94,45  46,94  

Limited  43041  483  112,22  38,36  

Total   132132  1259  95,28  100,00  

 

3.2 RQ2: Statistical analysis 

Regarding the second question: what identities do students project with the use of the 

pronoun I? and how are these identities projections distributed in the corpus? It was necessary to 

organize the number of times the pronoun appeared by levels and roles. There is a total of 1259 

pronoun analyzed. Depending on the different roles, the most frequently projected identity 

was opinion holder with 799 times, the next one was recounter of life experiences with 208 

times, knower of things with 119 times, guide and architect with 86 times, and the least frequent 

was representative that appeared 47 times. This information is shown in table 6. These 
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results confirm what was expected, that the most used role was opinion holder. This happened 

due to the kind of texts analyzed: argumentative essays where the students were asked to give 

their opinions. In addition, recounter of life experiences and knower of things are the next most 

used roles, maybe because the question asked required this kind of personal knowledge and 

experiences to have or develop a good answer. Lastly, the least used roles were guide-architect 

and representative, which means that students did not give too much value to identify themselves 

in a group, to organize the discourse, or to be a guide for the reader; this could happen because 

these texts were written for a standardized test or maybe, because they are not used to write and 

to think of the readers.  

 

Table 3. Number of times that each role appears in each one of the three levels. 

Academic roles  GOOD  FAIR  LIMITED  Total  

Representative  13  14  20  47  

Guide/architect  15  42  29  86  

recounter of life 

experiences  37  119  52  208  

knower of things  28  63  28  119  

opinion holder  92  353  354  799  

Total  185  591  483  1259  

     

Table 4. Log Likehood calculation of significance of the five roles in the three subcorpora 
 

observed frequencies Totals 
 

Good Fair Limited 
 

representative 13 14 20 47 

guide/architect  15 42 29 86 

Recounter of 
life’s 
experiences 

37 119 52 208 Log 
Likelihood 

knower 28 63 28 119 6,05 
opinion holder 92 353 354 799 0,38 
Total 185 591 483 1259 8,54 
TOTAL 26515 62576 43041 132132 4,74 
     66,51 

     32,28 
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CHAPTER 4  

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 

In this chapter, I present the results from the qualitative analysis. Here I examine the 

common patterns found in the texts of the two most used roles: opinion holder and recounter of 

life’s experiences, and I point out which are the discursive characteristics in each one of them. 

 

4.1 Opinion holder 

As previously mentioned, the most frequently projected identity was opinion holder, it 

happens because the type of texts analyzed.  

One common pattern found to give the opinion was   

I + agree/disagree + with + noun   

This common pattern is found in the three levels of proficiency because the question in the 

TOEFL explicitly says: do you agree or disagree with this statement/idea, here some examples of 

this pattern.  

1. GOOD  

(10) So my particular opinion is that I disagree with the statement. (G-

201515694VC212696)  

(11) I agree with the statement for many reasons, first, studying subjects that 

you… (G-201313263VC212696.txt) 

2. FAIR  

(12) I agree with the statement, It is more important to choose to study subjects 

you are interested… (F-201214983VC212696.txt) 

(13) I disagree with that statement, because I think taking that 

choice sholud not be necesary. (F-201621137VC212696.txt) 

3. LIMITED  

(14) I agree with the statement that it´s more important for students to 

understand… (L-201218465VC247638.txt) 

(15) In conclussion, i disagree that nowadays it is more important to cooperate 

well. (L-201223562VC250370.txt) 
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Another common patter found was  

I + mental verb (think) + that   

And this is also found in the three levels of proficiency:  

1. GOOD  

(16) In my opinion, I think that you have to study the things that you like. (G-

201114907VC212696.txt) 

2. FAIR  

(17) I think that for a better learning process, students must always learn facts 

than trying to… (F-201616389VC247638.txt) 

3. LIMITED  

(18) I think that all the people have a similiar question, because the decision 

about… (L-201514103VC212696.txt) 

(19) i think in this country the enginier it's good carrer and in the…. 

(LIMITED) (L-201512903VC212696.txt) 

 

Another important and common pattern found in this role was 

I + mental verb (believe) + that 

Depending on the levels of proficiency, here we have some examples: 

1. GOOD 

(20) I believe that being able to understand an specific topic or concept is 

more… (G-201425884VC247638.txt) 

2. FAIR 

(21) I believe that being happy should be a final interest of everybody, and 

studying something… (F-201326150VC212696.txt) 

3. LIMITED 

(22) I belive that is more impotant that you do everything that makes you feel… 

(L-201516453VC212696.txt) 

 

One last important patter found in this role was 

I + adverb (strongly) + mental verb (agree/disagree, believe) 

Here we have some examples in the different levels 
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1. GOOD 

(23) I strongly agree with this statement because I believe that in the formation 

of … (G-201621226VC247638.txt) 

(24) I strongly believe that choosing subjects that will help you in your career 

is… (G-201015735VC212696.txt) 

2. FAIR 

(25) I strongly agree with the idea of choosing to study subjects a person is 

really interested… (F-201312824VC212696.txt) 

(26) I strongly disagree with the statement because taking courses thar are job 

related… (F-201125737VC212696.txt) 

3. LIMITED 

(27) I'm strongly agree whit the statement because study the thing that i love… 

(L-201422118VC212696.txt) 

(28) I strongly believe that your motivation define your destination, and if you 

election… (L-201510690VC212696.txt) 

 

In this role, opinion holder, students mostly use cognitive verbs such as think, believe, or 

agree/disagree to present their opinion, but even when they use these structures in the three 

levels, there are important differences that could place them in one of the different levels. For 

instance, in the FAIR and LIMITED sub-corpus there are sentences where students write an 

incorrect conjugation of some verbs already presented, agree and disagree.  

(29) I am agree with the statement because on the current time we might 

observe how our vision… (FAIR) (F-201512658VC212696.txt) 

(30) i am disagree with this statement because i considerate that not exist one 

think… (LIMITED) (L-201315734VC212696.txt) 

In the examples (29) and (30) it is notorious that there are more grammatical errors, and the 

students classified at low levels add the verb to be before the verb agree, something that is not 

observed in the GOOD sub-corpus. This is an error of transference, as in Spanish people say “Yo 

estoy de acuerdo con…”, using the verb to be. This situation could happen if there is not a 

complete but partial learning of the language. Another important issue found in the two low 

levels is the incorrect spelling in certain words, some of these words are the main verbs they use 
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to give their opinions, for example thing instead of think (31) and (32), in this case students 

confuse words, and they use nouns instead of verbs. In the example (22) the student wrote belive 

instead of believe, writing the incorrect spelling of the main verb in the sentence. Some other 

cases where students wrote incorrect spelling could be found in examples (13), (15), (18), (19), 

and (22).  

(31) I thing that choose to study subjects you are interested is very important, 

but also… (FAIR) (F-201212869VC212696.txt) 

(32) i thing that the most important statement that people will be able to 

choose… (LIMITED) (L-201324404VC212696.txt) 

As we can observe in this last example (34), it is not a situation of just incorrect spelling of 

words, but errors of capitalization, in this case, the capitalization of the personal pronoun “I” 

which is a current issue in the low levels. In examples (15), (19), (30) and (32) there are cases 

where students wrote i instead of I.   

In these examples we can notice that there are more of these types of errors in the low levels than 

in the good subcorpora, which could justify the fact that these students were classified in those 

levels.  

 

4.2 Recounter of life’s experiences  

The next most frequently projected identity and which is relevant in this discussion was 

the role recounter of life experiences. This role was also frequent, and it is related with the 

previous one because students based their opinions on situations they experienced in their lives 

(verbs in this role are generally written in past tense). One common pattern found in this role was 

I + dynamic-mental verbs (decide) + to + verb  

1. GOOD  

(33) As I thought design was my central career I decided to start with it 

subjects because… (G-201025252VC212696.txt) 

2. FAIR  

(34) At the beginin, I decided to follow my father's advice, because the school 

teach us to study a career… (201020624VC212696.txt) 

3. LIMITED  
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(35) i decided to see what are my skills and i decidet to posponed the university 

for a year… (L-201124369VC212696.txt) 

 

Another common patter found of this role throughout the three levels was  

I + verb of action (choose) + verb/noun  

1. GOOD  

(36) That is why I chose what I love as a profession, because every day i will 

be… (G-201511180VC212696.txt) 

2. FAIR  

(37) But I really liked education, and I chose subjects about the issues in 

education, developmental psychology… (F-201410567VC212696.txt) 

3. LIMITED  

(38) beacuse when I choose my career, I try to study things that probably make 

more money… (L-201317613VC212696.txt) 

 

Another important and significant common pattern found was 

I + verb of existence in past tense (was) 

1. GOOD 

(39) When I was 11 years old, it was kind of difficult to understand how water 

boils. (G-201225404VC247638.txt) 

2. FAIR 

(40) I realized that I was wrong and  I decided to take some time, to wait, to 

look for  something that… (F-201013592VC212696.txt) 

3. LIMITED 

(41) i was lost and i decided to see what are my skills and… (L-

201124369VC212696.txt) 

In this role, as in opinion holder, students make some errors of capitalization of the 

pronoun “I”, in examples (35) and (41) we can see this. In this last example, (41), and error of 

effective construction is also present. In this one, the student wrote …to see what are my skills, 

instead of …to see what my skills are. Some other spelling errors can be found in examples (34), 

(35) and (38), here we can notice some words that were written with incorrect spelling. Also, in 
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these last two examples, it is notorious that there are some errors in the conjugations of the verbs. 

In (35) the student wrote i decidet to posponed, making a double conjugation in past tense, 

ignoring that with the first conjugation was right. In (38) the student wrote …when I choose my 

career, using present tense in the verb choose when talking about the past. 

Finally, as in Biber and Grey (2013) where some linguistic characteristics related to 

vocabulary, collocations, and lexico-grammatical features are analyzed in the TOEFL iBT tasks, 

I could say that all these mechanics, language, and vocabulary errors (Jacobs, et al., 1981) that I 

analyze here, could be reasons or factors that influence in the final score that people get in an 

exam like the TOEFL iBT.  

  

CHAPTER 5  

DISCUSSION 

This study was conducted with the intention to discover the distribution of the pronoun 

“I”, as well as what identities are projected and how they are distributed in the three subcorpora 

of argumentative essays written by Uniandes students who took the TOEFL iBT test. This is a 

meaningful study because in academic literature, to this date, I have not found studies related to 

the use of personal pronouns in the TOEFL, nor in the Colombian context. With this thesis, I am 

contributing to understand how some students who belong to the Uniandes community, project 

their identities by using the personal pronoun “I” in argumentative essays.  

For the academia, this thesis also contributes to the understanding of how people use 

personal pronouns in academic writing. After doing this, it is necessary to think more deeply in 

the use of personal pronouns as a useful tool for writers to show ownership of their ideas and 

contents. In this study, I show that in the three different levels, good, fair, and limited, students 

use personal pronouns, but this does not mean that this use is what classifies them in one level or 

gives them a determine score. Also, this thesis shows that there are common patterns used by the 

students in the three levels, but there are significant differences between the students placed at 

the good level and those placed in the two lower levels. These differences are related to how 

some students organize and give form to the content in their essays, and how they use more 

discursive devices which made some essays better than others. Here, we noticed that low levels 

students have more grammatical, spelling, and transfer errors, which means that in a test like the 

TOEFL iBT, these different errors could be one important factor when rating the essays. 
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Regarding pedagogical applications, this thesis is useful for people involved in the field 

of English language teaching. English teachers, teachers who teach English with academic 

purposes or courses of preparation for standardized tests like the TOEFL iBT, need to know this 

information. They must be able of anticipate many errors presented in this study, such as 

spelling, tenses, capitalization, among others, and try to give their students tools to improve their 

language knowledge. Also, this thesis contains important and useful information for, at least, 

students in the Colombian context. For instance, the patterns correctly used by the students in the 

good subcorpora, and the different discursive devices such as that give them opportunity of being 

in this level. 

Now, it is important to think about what Einstein said of not using the little personal 

pronoun “I” because this takes away professionalism to the text, and to think that also it is 

important for writers being able to appropriate of their own ideas and give them their authorial 

identity. In other words, nowadays writers could use the personal pronoun to project different 

identities in the texts they write, and it does not imply that the texts are less professional. 

 

CHAPTER 6  

CONCLUSIONS 

Before starting this thesis, I thought that people with higher level in one language would 

use personal pronouns more than those with lowest level, but I was wrong. In this thesis, I 

analyzed the use of the personal pronoun “I” in argumentative essays written by Uniandes 

students when presenting the TOEFL. I focused my investigation on the independent part, where 

students have to answer a question giving their opinion and supporting it with arguments. I was 

searching for the distribution of the personal pronoun in three levels of proficiency: good, fair, 

and limited, which gave as results that the students at limited level used more the personal 

pronouns than the other two levels. Also, my objective was to know which identities or roles, 

between five (representative, guide/architect, recounter of life experiences, knower of things, 

opinion holder), were more used and in which subcorpora. The two roles more used were opinion 

holder, and then the recounter of life’s experiences, this happening in the three levels. I could say 

that the first role, opinion holder, is the most used one because of the genre of texts I was 

analyzing, argumentative essays. After this, I found some common discursive patterns that 

students used in the three levels to project the two most used roles. In the analysis of these roles, 



PERSONAL PRONOUN “I” TO PROJECT IDENTITY  26 

I found that not just the personal pronoun plays an important part, but the linguistic accuracy is 

very important too. 

As any study, this thesis also has some limitations. First, it would be important to know 

what the students’ majors are because it could give us more information about the representative 

that the corpus is at Universidad de Los Andes and its community. Also, information about the 

number of English courses that students took at Uniandes could have given us more details about 

their learning process and more findings for the academia. One last limitation is that here I 

cannot assure you that the use of the personal pronoun “I” completely affects the score that 

students obtain when they take the TOEFL iBT test, and if it is better to avoid or to use them, but 

this study found a trend and the ways in which students in the high and low levels use it.  

For further research, it would be interesting to study this issue in more universities in the 

country or in the world. In Colombia, Universidad de Los Andes is one privileged place for its 

students, so if this study would happen in another place, probably the results would be not the 

same. It would be relevant to study the use of personal pronouns in other places, to compare 

results and obtain meaningful conclusions. At the moment, I cannot say that these results are 

representative for the English learning in the country. Another interesting research could focus on 

hard and soft disciplines by levels of proficiency, and to take samples from different majors in 

one specific place, to study and discover how the use of personal pronouns in English is being 

learned and taught and if the thought of not using them is still a common issue. 

Finally, I would like to conclude this study with Hyland (2001) reflection concerning the 

importance of identity and the use of personal pronouns, and invite the readers to think about it: 

“Students should be encouraged to experiment with their academic writing. By 

employing a personal voice in their texts, they will be able to get feedback on their practices and 

perhaps be able to evaluate the impact of their decisions more clearly.” (p. 224) 
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Appendixes 

Appendix A: SAMPLES OF ESSAYS BY LEVEL OF PROFICIENCY 

(GOOD) 

The world has advanced faster than before in the last decades. Technology now plays a 

bigger part than before, and sometimes it is believed that a time will come when human hand 

work will not be needed as much as usual. Some even say that it is already happening, that we 

are all being replaced. Nowadays robots are being used in manufacture process because they are 

faster than men, yes, but the ones behind the creation of these machines are humans.  

How does this relate to the topic? Well, a single man could not have been the one who 

came up with the idea to create a machine. It must have been a mork of many. A large group of 

engineeres had to reunite, design the machine how they decided, assemble it, test it. They could 

have even had to repeat it all over again because something failed. These people had to cooperate 

for a long amount of time, to create a great useful machine.  

Men have always depended on cooperation. We are a specie that socialize for survival. 

That fact is not going to change over time. It can be seen that when people work together they 

produce things better. And I am not talking only about scientific creations. Men cannont be 

succesful without working with others. When the cavemen had to search for food, they went 

together. Rome was ruled by an Emperor, true, but he had a council that helped him take the 

decitions that affected the Empire. Today, Presidents, Kings, Ministers, they all have groups of 

people that support them.  

However, cooperation is not something only leaders need. Cooperation is the key to 

success everywhere. In school, in college, at the office, men cannot work alone or they would 

fail. And it has always been like this. So, good cooperation in today's world is not far more 
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important than it was in the past. It is just as important as it was before. And it will always be 

like this. Because it is in man's nature to socialize. 

(FAIR) 

       People should study and perfome in life only such things they like to do, so they 

should choose those subjects that they are, both, interested in and that prepared them to the job or 

career they like to develop. This is important not only because of the typical aim of reach 

hapinnes in life but also with some other important aspects.  

       Many of the drawns at schools and undergraduated programs are due  to motivational 

aspects that can infer with personal development. In the case of schools there is a bigest issue for 

a regulated protocol that educative institutions must follow, but problems arises when students 

have to explore and decided which career they would like to choose. Many of them are highly 

influenced by their parents who wanted them to follow a specific role. This is a very common 

and important aspect because parents, in the majority of cases, are who give the founding to 

study the undergraduated program; in this way, and in some cases, students have to do whatever 

their parents want neither they could not study at all. When this happens, they took subjects 

because they prepare them for a job or career but they do not wanted it, so they loose their 

motivation, they decreases the hard work, obtained such bad scores and they begin to feel 

repulsion to the subjects and the career in general, thus leading to undergraduated's drawn. When 

this happen, those adolecents go out into social circles without any preparation and capabilities 

to obtain a good job, because of that they start to perform so other activities that affect them and 

other people but that give them the way to live. 

       If this not happens, what thet study is what they will do the rest of their lifes to obtain 

a sustaintable life. If they choose something to study because of an external influence they do not 
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like their jobs in all their life, generating a negative loop for all their active time. In another way, 

if they can and they do choose their career in order with what they want, they could be well 

prepared, they would like what they do and they could increase their quality of life. Scientifics 

had also proved that when people perform actions that they liked to do the results of this 

activities are better in comparision with the people that make them by obligation. 

       To conclude, if students choose a career that they want to perform there would no be 

difference in subjects that they are interested in and subjects that prepare them for life, because 

of their decission, these two possibilities would be the same. If this happens, better results in 

work efficency and quality of life could be observed.  

(LIMITED) 

when a person is growing  up they learn in facts. the facts are all the things that a person 

see and in future can related. so in this essay it will explaind why is more important to learn in 

fact than ideas. first we talk about how a  baby  learn about expirences and pictures. then, it talk 

about how a worker remember their knowledge. Finally, ideas and concepts are important but if 

you can releated with a fact , it is goint to be dificult to remember.  

when a baby is in process to learn,  their parents treats to teach about facts. the memorie 

always remember big moments,  so when you have a big expereince you will remember in a 

future. in example, you learn to read with pictures. you start to related a word with objects and 

then you structure a meaning of this object. when you have all this knowledge , you start to 

create ideas and concpets.  

in the case with adult, they also learn more efficent with expirences. the university is a 

center of knowlege and the most quialify workes came of this entity. But, when you are a first 

worker without expirence only with the concepts of the class,  you will feel lost in the work. you 
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will have a instructor that explain how to make your work. this is the point , you, in some part of 

your carrer, are going to lean some concepts or ideas. but if you can releat with a fact is goint to 

be hard to remember. 

Finally, the ideas and concepts are importants. because, there are a lot things that dont 

have a pictures. but if you cant related this concepts with fact is very difficult to remember in a 

future. because, the brain tends to forgets the things that it consider no important. so, if you want 

to learn more efficens 
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Appendix B: TABLE OF INTERRATER RELIABILITY BETWEEN TWO RATERS 

  a  b  c  d  e    
a  8    2  1    11  110  
b    10  1  1    12  132  
c  2  1  10  1    14  182  
d  1  1  1  4  2  9  72  
e        2  52  54  2862  

  11  12  14  9  54  100  3358  

 

 This table shows the interrater reliability that I had with the second rater when analyzing 

50 sentences to validate the model created to analyze the identities projected when using the 

personal pronoun “I”. 
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Appendix C: ANALYSIS OF SENTENCES ACCORDING TO IDENTITY PROJECTED 
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Appendix D: CALCULATION IN ANTCONC OF NUMBER OF TIMES THAT THE 

PERSONAL PRONOUN APPEARS IN THE CORPUS 
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Appendix E: JACOBS ET AL’S RUBRIC (1981) 

 


