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Abstract 
This study investigates the use of reporting verbs in discipline-specific 
academic essays across four disciplines. Reporting verbs play a critical role 
in academic writing, facilitating the attribution of ideas, the construction 
of arguments, and the reflection of disciplinary conventions. Using a mixed-
methods approach, this research combines quantitative corpus analysis with 
qualitative discourse analysis to examine the frequency, functions, and 
evaluative stance conveyed by reporting verbs in 50 student essays. The 
essays, sourced from 3,000 undergraduate students’ texts, revealed that 
reporting verb usage varies significantly across disciplines: discourse acts 
dominate in Law and Public Relations, while research acts are prevalent in 
Marketing and Management, reflecting differing disciplinary conventions for 
engaging with source material. Moreover, the analysis found that neutral 
reporting verbs, such as state and report, are overused across disciplines, 
limiting critical engagement, while critical verbs, such as challenge and 
dispute, are underutilized, especially outside of Law. Additionally, the 
study highlights challenges students face in aligning their verb choices 
with disciplinary norms, suggesting a need for explicit instruction on 
reporting verbs in academic writing. This research contributes to a deeper 
understanding of how reporting verbs are used in the disciplinary but 
academic domain and provides pedagogical insights for improving students’ 
academic writing skills.
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Introduction
Academic writing is a formal and structured form of 
writing, crafted in a particular style. Hyland (2018) 
defines it as writing that presents ideas in a clear, 
logical manner, typically for scholarly audiences. 
Similarly, Abata Checa (2021), Awagu (2021), and 

Maamuujav et al. (2021) note that academic writing 
is marked by clarity, precision, and the use of ev-
idence-based arguments, emphasizing cohesion and 
coherence, which rely on vocabulary knowledge. 
Among the crucial components of vocabulary for ac-
ademic writing, this study focuses on reporting verbs 
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The topic of reporting verb usage and its role in 
enhancing knowledge presentation and interpretation 
continues to be investigated. Although reporting 
verbs are essential in citations, their nuanced 
use poses instructional and research challenges. 
Specifically, whether reporting verbs align with 
disciplinary conventions and how to integrate 
them effectively into academic writing curricula 
concern academics and educators. Several studies 
have examined reporting verb use in contexts such 
as Chemistry texts (Gooden, 2001), ESL MA theses 
(Manan & Noor, 2014), and Applied Linguistics papers 
(Jafarigohar & Mohammadkhani, 2015). Despite these 
efforts, further comprehensive research is needed 
to understand the range and complexity of reporting 
verb use, especially across academic fields. Such 
studies could refine academic writing instruction by 
providing clearer guidance for instructors and students 
on supporting arguments, integrating sources, and 
meeting disciplinary standards. Examining purposeful 
reporting verb use benefits not only academic writers 
but also enhances the understanding of disciplinary 
discourse.

Additionally, technological advancements have 
significantly impacted Applied Linguistics. Among 
widely used technology-based approaches to the 
study of linguistic phenomena is corpus linguistics. 
According to Biber et al. (1998), corpus-based 
research applies technology to analyse patterns 
of language use by examining large collections of 
authentic texts. In this Applied Linguistics paper, 
corpus linguistics is employed to systematically 
provide evidence of reporting verbs used in a specific 
context. The following questions guided the study.

i. 	 What are the most frequently used categories of 
reporting verbs in discipline-specific academic 
essays?

ii. 	 How are these categories of reporting verbs 
applied in the citation processes of discipline-
specific academic essays?

Literature Review
Constructionist View of Academic Writing
The theoretical review focuses on the constructionist 
view of academic writing in discipline-specific areas. 
This view emphasizes that writing creates meaning 

as one aspect of the many-sided vocabulary knowl-
edge needed. Demonstrating knowledge of reporting 
verbs is a key indicator of advanced writing skills.

In academic writing, the appropriate use of 
reporting verbs plays a significant role in forming 
the writer’s viewpoint and controlling the source 
information. Reporting verbs serve not only to convey 
facts but also to express attitudes, evaluations, 
and critical engagement with previous literature, 
especially in discipline-specific contexts (Thompson 
& Ye, 1991). These verbs are crucial for presenting 
research methods, conclusions, and theoretical 
frameworks in applied linguistics (Hyland, 2002). The 
use of reporting verbs indicates disciplinary norms 
and often conveys the level of confidence or authority 
attributed to the referenced work (Charles, 2006). 
Applied linguistics research on reporting verb usage in 
academic writing provides important insights into the 
rhetorical strategies that support discipline identity 
and the development of academic argumentation 
(Swales, 1990; Hyland, 2018). In order to investigate 
the functional consequences of reporting verbs in the 
field of Applied Linguistics, this paper investigates 
how reporting verbs are used in discipline-specific 
academic essays.

Reporting verbs play a crucial role in academic 
writing by allowing authors to express opinions, 
analyze previous research, and engage sources 
in dialogue with their own ideas (Hyland, 2002; 
Thompson & Ye, 1991). However, reporting verbs 
are used differently across disciplines, shaping the 
rhetorical strategies that writers employ to establish 
credibility, provide support, or critique prior work 
(Charles, 2006; Hyland, 2018). In applied linguistics, 
understanding these distinctions is essential for 
effective scholarly communication. Despite this, 
research specifically examining the function of 
reporting verbs in discipline-focused academic 
articles in applied linguistics remains limited. Since 
reporting verbs not only affect argumentation but also 
mirror the field’s epistemological and methodological 
orientations (Swales, 1990), exploring their use 
in this context is necessary. This study, therefore, 
investigates reporting verbs in applied linguistics 
articles, focusing on how they contribute to the 
construction of knowledge and academic identity.
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within social, cultural, and disciplinary contexts. 
Rooted in social constructivist theories, it suggests 
meaning is constructed through interaction with 
others and the environment (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
From this perspective, academic writing is more than 
following rules or mastering grammar. It requires 
understanding how language works within academic 
contexts to create knowledge. Lea and Street (1998) 
note that students must learn both writing skills and 
the social practices of their academic communities. 
A key feature of this approach is viewing writing 
as a situated practice; academic writing cannot 
be separated from its contexts (Hyland, 2004). For 
example, writing in the sciences differs significantly 
from that in the humanities or social sciences, as 
each discipline has its own conventions and ways of 
constructing knowledge (Swales, 1990). Bazerman 
(1988) states that academic writing requires engaging 
with a field’s discourse, following its norms, and 
contributing to its knowledge. This view underscores 
the importance of genre awareness and skill in 
navigating disciplinary expectations.

Additionally, the constructionist view is the role of 
identity in academic writing. Ivanič (1998) argues that 
writing is not a neutral activity but one that reflects 
the writer’s identity, shaped by their background, 
experiences, and the demands of their discipline. 
Students learning to write in academic contexts must 
negotiate their own identities within the framework 
of disciplinary expectations. This negotiation often 
involves adopting a particular academic voice, which 
Hyland (2002) refers to as a “stance” that aligns 
with the discipline’s norms while still allowing for 
personal expression. The constructionist approach 
thus highlights the complexity of learning to write 
in academic contexts, as it involves both developing 
writing skills and managing identity construction. 
The constructionist perspective also emphasizes the 
importance of collaboration and dialogue in the writing 
process. Writing is seen not as an isolated activity 
but as a social act that involves engaging with others, 
whether through peer review, instructor feedback, 
or participation in scholarly conversations (Bruffee, 
1984). Through interaction with others, writers refine 
their ideas and develop their arguments, which aligns 
with Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of learning as a socially 

mediated process. Academic writing, from this 
view, is a form of social participation that involves 
contributing to and learning from a community of 
scholars.

The constructionist view of academic writing pro-
vides a comprehensive framework for understanding 
writing as a complex, socially situated practice. It 
highlights the role of context, identity, and collab-
oration in shaping how writers construct knowledge 
within academic communities. By recognizing that 
writing is not simply about mastering a set of rules 
but about engaging with the practices of a particular 
discipline, this approach helps to foster a deeper un-
derstanding of the challenges and opportunities that 
students face as they learn to write in academic con-
texts.

Theoretical Literature Review
According to the constructionist perspective on 
academic writing, knowledge is actively created 
through interactions between fresh material and 
previously acquired knowledge (Steffe, 1995). This 
perspective aligns with the idea that reporting 
verb usage is important for the construction and 
presentation of information in academic writing, 
especially in applied linguistics. In academic works, 
reporting verbs play a crucial role in creating meaning 
and directing discourse, serving as more than just 
citation tools. Iqbal and Komal (2019) contend that 
reporting verbs are essential for expressing the 
writer’s position about cited material. This supports 
the idea that writing is an interactive activity in which 
students create meaning systems. Reporting verbs 
help readers understand how the author interacts 
with earlier research, supporting or challenging it. As 
a result, reporting verbs serve as building blocks for 
knowledge construction, especially for kids learning 
to interact with academic content.

The value of this collaborative and constructive 
approach to learning academic writing has been em-
phasized by recent research. According to Rymarz 
(2012), social interaction affects academic writing, 
particularly the use of reporting verbs, as students 
develop their skills with peers and teachers. This im-
plies that learning to employ reporting verbs in dis-
cipline-specific settings is a progressive process in-
fluenced by external instruction. Sepp et al. (2022) 
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establish that scaffolding enables students to develop 
a cognitive schema for writing that includes knowing 
which reporting verbs to use and when to use them. 
Giving students clear guidance in academic writing 
classes regarding the purpose of reporting verbs in 
particular, genres, descriptive, evaluative, or inter-
pretative, can greatly improve their academic writing 
abilities. Therefore, constructionism highlights the 
necessity of a dynamic, interactive process that scaf-
folds learning and enables the construction of both 
linguistic and epistemological knowledge regarding 
the use of reporting verbs in academic writing.

Academic writing
Academic writing is a formal, structured form of 
writing that is objectively crafted in an academic 
style. It is used to present ideas in a clear, logical 
manner, typically for scholarly audiences (Hyland, 
2018). For Swales and Feak (2012), it is marked by 
clarity, precision, and the use of evidence-based 
arguments, with a focus on cohesion and coherence, 
all of which are embedded in vocabulary knowledge. 
Academic writing is a disciplined mode of expression 
intended to express difficult concepts, interact with 
the body of literature, and develop arguments. 
Reporting verbs are essential to this process because 
they enable writers to give credit where credit is 
due, articulate opinions, and interact critically 
with the work of other academics. Recent research 
has emphasized the significance of reporting verbs 
in determining meaning and organizing arguments 
within a text. Lu and Deng (2022), for instance, 
noted that reporting verbs such as claim, suggest, 
and argue are frequently used to report information 
and to subtly express the writer’s opinion about the 
cited material. Similarly, Lei and Liao (2020) found 
that providing readers with hints about the writer’s 
position enhances the credibility of academic writing 
when reporting verbs are used skillfully. Lei and 
Liao (2020) found that proficient use of reporting 
verbs enhances the credibility of scholarly writing 
by providing readers with clues about the writer’s 
position and assessment, thereby fostering a clearer 
understanding of the text.

Depending on their rhetorical techniques, many 
disciplines favour different kinds of reporting verbs. 

According to Lei and Yang (2021), reporting verbs 
with evaluative connotations are more common 
in the humanities because these fields deal with 
interpretation, whereas neutral verbs are more 
common in scientific writing in order to preserve 
objectivity. This disciplinary variance in verb usage 
underscores the importance of understanding 
genre-specific writing rules to improve the clarity 
and coherence of academic and student work. 
Furthermore, according to recent research by Qiu 
and Huang (2023), students’ writing performance in 
academic writing courses are greatly improved by 
explicit instruction on reporting verbs, especially in 
terms of accuracy and rhetorical awareness. Reporting 
verbs should be used consistently and carefully in 
academic writing, especially in applied linguistics, 
to convey, assess, and create knowledge. Writing in 
discipline areas could influence discourse, support 
or contradict prior research, and make significant 
contributions to scholarly discussions within their 
fields by skilfully using reporting verbs.

Frequently Used Reporting Verbs in 
Discipline-Specific Essays
Reporting verbs play a key role in academic writing 
across disciplinary boundaries, conveying concepts, 
citing sources, and engaging critically with scholarly 
discourse. Reporting verbs are crucial devices that 
authors use to present their positions, incorporate 
prior information, and organize their arguments. 
Preferred sets of reporting verbs that represent 
the distinct epistemologies and rhetorical idioms of 
several disciplines have been produced. This essay 
examines the body of research on the common use 
of reporting verbs in discipline-specific writing and 
argues that these verbs not only establish authority 
and posture but also serve as symbols of expectations 
and traditions within the field. In academic writing, 
introducing and crediting sources is one of the 
primary purposes of reporting verbs. According to 
Hyland (2002), reporting verbs serve as attitude 
markers, enabling authors to indicate whether they 
agree with, disagree with, or remain unbiased toward 
the material being referenced. Reporting verbs such 
as “demonstrate,” “prove,” and “establish” are 
frequently used in disciplines such as the hard sciences 
to indicate strong empirical confirmation (Hyland, 
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2012). On the other hand, the verbs “suggest,” 
“argue,” and “contend” are frequently used in the 
social sciences and humanities to emphasize that 
information is contested and interpretive (Bloch, 
2010). These differences show how reporting verbs 
influence how knowledge is conveyed and understood 
while also supporting the more general rhetorical 
objectives of each discipline.

Additionally, the selection and frequency of 
reporting verbs might provide insight into how 
disciplinary groups establish authority and conform 
to theoretical frameworks. Thompson and Ye (1991), 
for example, propose that reporting verbs are 
frequently divided into three categories: cognition 
acts (e.g., “believe,” “think”), discourse acts 
(e.g., “claim,” “argue”), and research acts (e.g., 
“observe,” “discover”). This taxonomy highlights 
the relative importance of various knowledge kinds 
across fields. Research act verbs are common in STEM 
subjects because their primary objective is to create 
and validate empirical data. Discourse act verbs, 
on the other hand, are more common in fields like 
philosophy and linguistics, where argumentation 
and criticism are important. Thus, the selection of 
reporting verbs reflects a discipline’s epistemological 
position and linguistic purpose (Bloch, 2010; Hyland, 
2012). Research indicates that the use of reporting 
verbs varies according to the writer’s rhetorical 
goal and degree of knowledge. According to Charles 
(2006), inexperienced academic writers typically use 
fewer reporting verbs and instead rely on neutral 
verbs such as “say” or “mention,” which may 
diminish the writing’s rhetorical effect. Conversely, 
seasoned academic writers are more likely to employ 
reporting verbs strategically to interact with sources 
and establish their place in the academic discourse 
(Charles, 2006). This distinction underscores the 
pedagogical need to teach students to use reporting 
verbs appropriately, especially in discipline-specific 
contexts.

Further research has demonstrated how reporting 
verbs can signal the writer’s evaluation of a source. 
In applied linguistics, for example, reporting verbs 
such as “suggest” and “imply” indicate a tentative 
stance, while verbs like “demonstrate” or “confirm” 
suggest a more assertive or conclusive evaluation 

(Jafarigohar & Mohammadkhani, 2015). According to 
Hyland and Jiang (2016), this evaluative function is 
crucial for building a persuasive academic argument. 
In disciplines where interpretation and critique are 
emphasized, such as sociology and literary studies, 
the nuanced use of reporting verbs allows writers 
to engage critically with existing literature and 
articulate their own contributions to the field. This 
contrasts with more empirically-driven disciplines, 
where reporting verbs serve to present evidence and 
establish factual knowledge (Hyland & Jiang, 2016).
In addition to discipline-specific preferences, the 
use of reporting verbs is influenced by cultural and 
contextual factors. Iqbal and Komal (2019) suggest 
that the expectations for reporting verb usage can vary 
significantly between academic cultures, particularly 
in ESL/EFL contexts. In such environments, students 
may struggle to adopt the reporting-verb conventions 
typical of Western academic discourse. This challenge 
can result in less effective academic writing, as 
students may either overuse neutral verbs or fail 
to adequately reflect their stance on the material 
they cite. Addressing this issue requires targeted 
instruction on the function and use of reporting 
verbs, emphasizing their importance in both building 
arguments and meeting disciplinary expectations.

In conclusion, despite the clear significance of 
reporting verbs in academic writing, there is a need 
for more comprehensive, discipline-specific studies 
that examine their frequency and functions across 
different fields. While researchers such as Hyland 
(2002) and Charles (2006) have laid the groundwork 
for understanding how reporting verbs operate within 
specific genres and disciplines, much remains to be 
explored regarding their evolving role in contemporary 
academic writing. For instance, as interdisciplinary 
research becomes more common, how do reporting 
verb conventions shift to accommodate the blending 
of rhetorical styles and epistemologies? The frequent 
use of reporting verbs in discipline-specific essays 
is crucial to academic writing. These verbs not only 
facilitate the integration of sources but also help 
writers convey authority, stance, and alignment 
with disciplinary norms. Different disciplines favour 
different sets of reporting verbs, with STEM fields 
prioritizing empirical validation and the humanities 
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favouring interpretive and argumentative approaches. 
Furthermore, reporting verbs enable writers to 
evaluate sources, engage with scholarly debates, 
and construct persuasive arguments. As the academic 
landscape continues to evolve, future research should 
explore how reporting verb conventions adapt across 
disciplines and cultural contexts to support effective 
academic communication.

Reporting Verbs in the Citation Processes 
of Discipline-Specific Essays
Reporting verbs play a critical role in academic 
writing, particularly in the citation process, where 
they help writers attribute ideas to sources and convey 
their stance toward the cited material. In discipline-
specific essays, reporting verbs are used not only 
to indicate the relationship between the writer’s 
argument and the source material but also to reflect 
disciplinary norms and practices (Hyland, 2002). 
These verbs, such as “argue,” “claim,” “suggest,” 
“show,” and “demonstrate”,carry nuanced meanings 
that reflect the writer’s interpretation of the source. 
Thompson and Ye (1991) argue that reporting verbs 
are essential in academic writing because they 
enable the writer to signal their evaluation of the 
source material, such as agreement, disagreement, 
or neutrality. This makes reporting verbs a key 
linguistic tool in constructing academic arguments 
across disciplines. Different academic disciplines 
often have different conventions for reporting verbs, 
influenced by the epistemological foundations of the 
fields. Studies have shown that disciplines such as 
the natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities 
use reporting verbs differently to align with their 
disciplinary expectations. Hyland (1999) notes that 
scientific writing often favours more neutral or 
factual reporting verbs, such as “demonstrate” or 
“show,” reflecting the empirical nature of scientific 
inquiry. In contrast, humanities and social sciences 
may use more evaluative verbs, such as “argue” 
or “contend,” reflecting the interpretive nature 
of argumentation in these fields. Charles (2006) 
supports this by observing that, in economics and 
political science essays, students tend to use more 
evaluative reporting verbs to discuss theoretical 
perspectives, whereas in engineering essays, 

they use more neutral verbs to describe technical  
results.

The choice of reporting verbs also reflects the 
writer’s stance or attitude toward the cited work. 
Hyland (2002) emphasizes that the selection of a 
particular reporting verb can indicate whether the 
writer is aligning with or distancing themselves 
from the source material. For instance, a verb like 
“acknowledge” might suggest that the writer sees the 
cited work as valid but incomplete, while “criticize” 
signals a more adversarial stance. This evaluative 
function of reporting verbs is crucial in citation 
practices, as it enables writers to position their own 
arguments relative to the existing literature, an 
important component of establishing credibility in 
academic discourse. Martin and White (2005) highlight 
how reporting verbs serve an interpersonal function, 
allowing writers to build relationships with readers by 
positioning themselves within the academic debate. 
In discipline-specific writing, reporting verbs not 
only contribute to argumentation but also reflect the 
social and rhetorical practices of different academic 
communities. According to Swales (1990), academic 
writing is a socially situated practice, and the use of 
reporting verbs is one way in which writers signal their 
understanding of the conventions of their disciplinary 
communities. This is particularly important in student 
writing, where the appropriate use of reporting verbs 
can demonstrate the writer’s awareness of the norms 
and expectations of their field. Petrić (2007) found 
that student writers across disciplines struggled with 
the nuanced use of reporting verbs, often choosing 
verbs that did not accurately reflect their intended 
stance or the disciplinary norms of their field. This 
highlights the importance of explicit instruction in 
reporting verb usage, especially in discipline-specific 
contexts.

Moreover, reporting verbs contribute to the 
intertextual nature of academic writing by connecting 
the writer’s voice to the voices of others. Through 
citation, writers create a dialogue with previous 
research, and reporting verbs serve as linguistic 
markers that manage this interaction (Hyland, 1999). 
The selection of reporting verbs is, therefore, not 
arbitrary but shaped by disciplinary conventions and 
the writer’s rhetorical goals. Thompson and Tribble 



Ivy Jones-Mensah :  Using Reporting Verbs among Discipline-Specific Academic Essays:  
Applied Linguistic Focus

International Online Journal of Education and Teaching,  ISSN - 2148-225X - Oct - Dec 2025	 189

(2001) emphasize that reporting verbs are part of 
the larger textual strategy of managing sources, 
which includes how much emphasis is placed on the 
source versus the writer’s own voice. Thus, mastering 
the use of reporting verbs is key to developing 
academic literacy and contributing meaningfully 
to scholarly conversations. The use of reporting 
verbs in the citation practices of discipline-specific 
essays is a complex, nuanced practice that reflects 
both the writer’s stance and the field’s disciplinary 
conventions. Reporting verbs serve multiple functions, 
including attribution, evaluation, and argumentation, 
and their appropriate use is critical to successful 
academic writing. Research has shown that different 
disciplines have distinct norms for reporting verbs, 
which writers must navigate to engage effectively 
with their academic communities.

Methodology
Approach and Design
This study investigates the use of reporting verbs 
in four discipline-specific academic essays. Both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches were used 
to provide insights into how reporting verbs are used 
to engage with source material, reflect disciplinary 
conventions, and contribute to argumentation in 
the texts. A corpus-based design was adopted to 
systematically analyze the frequency, functions, and 
distribution of reporting verbs in 3,000 student essays. 
The data for this study were drawn from a corpus 
of students’ written essays in Law, Public Relations, 
Marketing, and Management. The corpus consisted 
of 3000 essays written by undergraduate students 
at a public university in Ghana. The essays were 
chosen to represent a range of topics within the four 
disciplines. The length of the essays varied, averaging 
3,000 words per essay. The essays were selected to 
provide a comprehensive view of reporting verb use in 
academic disciplines, offering a balance of discipline 
and essay lengths to ensure representativeness as 
indicated by Biber (2006).

Data Collection and Coding
The corpus was analysed using a combination of man-
ual coding and corpus analysis software (e.g., the 
Sketch Engine). Each essay was carefully read and up-

loaded to Sketch Engine; reporting verbs were identi-
fied, retrieved, and coded based on their function in 
the text. The coding scheme followed Hyland’s (2002) 
classification of reporting verbs into three main cate-
gories of research acts as, ‘describe’, ‘report’, ‘anal-
yse’,; cognitive acts as, ‘think’, ‘believe’; ‘assume’, 
and discourse acts as in, ‘argue’, ‘suggest’, ‘claim’. 

Ethical Considerations
The study adhered to ethical guidelines for research 
involving student writing. Informed consent was 
obtained from all participants, who were assured that 
their essays would be anonymized and used solely for 
research purposes. The names of students and their 
institutions were removed to protect their privacy, 
and participants were given the option to withdraw 
from the study at any point.

Data Analysis Procedure
Analysis of Most Frequently Used 
Categories of Reporting Verbs
The analysis involved both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches. First, a frequency analysis 
was conducted to determine the most commonly 
used reporting verbs in the corpus, broken down by 
the research, cognitive, and discourse-act categories. 
The frequency of each verb was normalized per 
1,000,000 words to account for differences in essay 
length (Flowerdew, 2013). This enabled meaningful 
comparisons across essays and ensured results were 
not skewed by variations in word count. Second, 
a qualitative analysis was conducted to explore 
how reporting verbs were used within the broader 
context of each essay. This involved examining the 
surrounding text to understand the rhetorical function 
of the reporting verbs, such as how they were used 
to attribute ideas, present arguments, or position 
the writer’s stance relative to other scholars. Special 
attention was paid to how students used reporting 
verbs to engage with sources and demonstrate their 
understanding of disciplinary conventions in applied 
linguistics.

The accurate and effective use of reporting 
verbs is crucial in academic writing as they reflect 
disciplinary conventions, engage with source 
material, and contribute to the overall argumentation 
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of scholarly texts. This statistical analysis focuses 
on the most frequently used reporting verbs across 
the Humanities, Social Sciences, and STEM fields. 
The analysis draws on comprehensive data to 
explore the frequency, distribution, and variability 
of reporting verbs, highlighting key patterns and 
challenges in their usage. By identifying discipline-
specific preferences and common issues, such as the 
overuse of neutral verbs and a lack of variety, this 
analysis provides critical insights into how reporting 
verbs shape academic discourse and citation  
practices. 

Statistical Analysis of Most Frequently 
Used Categories of Reporting Verbs
The statistics presented in Table 1 summarise the 
findings on reporting verb usage across the 3,000 
discipline-specific academic essays. To ensure coding 
reliability, a second coder with expertise in applied 
linguistics independently coded a subset of the essays. 
The inter-coder agreement was calculated using 
Cohen’s Kappa, yielding a reliability score indicating 
a high level of agreement between the coders (Landis 
& Koch, 1977). Discrepancies were resolved through 
discussion, and the coding scheme was refined as 
necessary to improve clarity and consistency.

Reporting verb usage varies by discipline, with 
Public Relations favouring discourse acts (60%) and 
Law showing a balanced use of discourse (45%) and 
cognition acts (30%). STEM fields heavily emphasize 
research acts, accounting for 65% of verb usage in both 
Marketing and Year Management, reflecting their focus 
on data-driven analysis. This quantitative analysis 
highlights clear disciplinary distinctions. Disciplines 
demonstrate distinct preferences for reporting verbs: 
Public Relations frequently uses evaluative verbs like 
argue (15%), while STEM disciplines prefer research-
oriented verbs such as find (20%) and observe (22%), 
aligning with their empirical focus. Humanities and 
Social Sciences show higher use of critique-oriented 
verbs (35% and 30%, respectively), while Marketing 
disciplines prioritize neutral reporting verbs (state, 
report) at higher rates (55–60%), indicating limited 
critical engagement in Management students’ writing. 
The most prominent challenge is the overuse of 
neutral verbs (45%), particularly in STEM disciplines, 
which limits diversity and critical depth. Misuse of 
verbs (30%) and a lack of variety (35%) are common 
across all fields, underscoring the need for targeted 
instruction on reporting verb usage. While Public 
Relations and Law use reporting verbs more balanced 
and critically, Marketing and Management students 

Table 1: Frequency of Reporting Verb Categories by Discipline
Public Relations 25,000 60% 25% 15%

Law 22,500 45% 30% 25%

Marketing 18,000 25% 10% 65%

Management 20,500 20% 15% 65%

Total/Average 86,000 37.5% 20% 42.5%

Table 2: Most Frequent Reporting Verbs by Discipline
Public Relations argue, claim, suggest 15%, 13%, 10%

Law state, explain, argue 18%, 12%, 10%

Marketing find, determine, calculate 20%, 18%, 12%

Management observe, conclude, report 22%, 18%, 15%

Table 3: Variability in Reporting Verb Usage by Function
Agreement 25% 20% 10% 15%

Neutral Reporting 40% 50% 60% 55%

Critique 35% 30% 10% 10%
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overwhelmingly, rely on neutral, research-focused 
verbs, which may limit nuanced argumentation. 
These patterns highlight the need for discipline-
specific training to improve the use of reporting verbs 
in academic writing.

Thematic Analysis of Most Frequently Used 
Categories of Reporting Verbs 
The findings revealed that a total of X reporting verbs 
were used across the corpus. In the frequency of 
reporting verbs. The most common verbs across all 
disciplines included argue, state, claim, suggest, and 
find. However, the frequency of these verbs varied 
significantly across disciplines, reflecting disciplinary 
conventions. The discipline-specific trends in public 
relations are the predominantly used verbs related to 
argumentation and cognition, such as argue, claim, 
suggest, and assume. Law students use research-
focused verbs more frequently, such as observe, 
conclude, determine, and find. The two disciplines 
showed that reporting verbs are categorized into 
three main functional types: Discourse Acts (e.g., 
argue, state, claim), the most commonly used in 
essays from disciplines emphasizing critical analysis 
and argumentation, such as the humanities and social 
sciences. Cognition Acts (e.g., believe, assume, 
consider). These were less frequent but were often 
found in disciplines where subjective interpretations 
were discussed. Research Acts (e.g., find, observe, 
report) are dominant in Marketing students’ essays, 
with an emphasis on reporting empirical findings or 
experimental results.

There are some disciplinary variations in use. The 
public relations students’ essay showed frequent use of 
verbs expressing a critical stance and interpretation, 
such as argue, suggest, and critique. These verbs were 
often used to highlight the student’s engagement with 

and evaluation of source materials. A mix of discourse 
and research acts was observed among the law 
students. Verbs like state and explain were commonly 
used to summarize sources, while argue and suggest 
indicated critical engagement. Students’ reporting 
verbs reflected a focus on empirical evidence. Verbs 
like observe, measure, and calculate were dominant, 
emphasizing reporting on experimental procedures 
and findings. However, some reporting verbs were 
used to contribute to the argument. Verbs like 
support, agree, and acknowledge were used to align 
with existing research. Verbs such as challenge and 
dispute were less frequent but indicative of advanced 
critical writing skills, particularly in humanities 
essays. Verbs like state and report were used when 
writers adopted a neutral tone to convey information 
without explicit evaluation.

One main realization is that there were instances 
that reflect the use of disciplinary conventions. Where 
reporting verbs adhered closely to the conventions 
of each discipline, the Public Relations students 
emphasized critical evaluation and argumentation. 
While Law students’ disciplines prioritized objective 
reporting of data and methods, Public relations 
students exhibited a balanced approach, combining 
interpretation with empirical reporting. Another 
realization is that students overuse some verbs. 
Many students over-relied on neutral verbs like state 
and report, limiting their ability to convey critical 
engagement or disciplinary-specific nuances. There 
were inconsistencies in the overuse or misuse of 
certain reporting verbs (e.g., using suggest when 
observe would be more appropriate), which were 
observed, particularly in essays from non-native 
English speakers. In fact, the selection of variety 
from the range of reporting verbs is limited. A 
restricted range of reporting verbs was used in many 
essays, which affected the depth and sophistication 
of argumentation.

Categorization of Reporting Verbs Applied 
in the Citation Processes
Reporting verbs play a pivotal role in academic 
citation processes, serving as a bridge between the 
writer’s voice and the source material. This statistical 
categorization investigates how reporting verbs are 
applied in citation processes across diverse academic 

Table 4: Challenges in Reporting Verb Usage

Overuse of neutral 
verbs (state, report)

45%
Marketing 
disciplines

Misuse of verbs  
(suggest vs. observe)

30% Management

Lack of variety in 
reporting verbs

35% All disciplines
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disciplines, examining their frequency, functions, and 
distribution. The categories of reporting verbs, such 
as discourse acts, cognition acts, and research acts, 
in this study reveal how students use the reporting 
verbs in the categorizations to summarize, critique, or 
engage with sources, reflecting disciplinary norms and 
citation practices. The study’s findings shed light on 
patterns of verb usage, highlighting areas of strength 
and challenge in academic writing, with implications 
for enhancing students’ ability to integrate citations 
into their work. To ensure reliability and validity, 
inter-coder agreement was assessed using Cohen’s 
Kappa, yielding a high level of agreement (Landis & 
Koch, 1977). Discrepancies were resolved through 
discussion, and the coding scheme was refined as 
necessary to improve clarity and consistency.

Statistical Categorization of Reporting 
Verbs Applied in the Citation Processes
A hypothetical quantitative analysis presented in 
tabular form, summarizing the utilization of reporting 
verb categories in citation processes across four 

disciplines: Law, Public Relations, Marketing, and 
Management. The analysis considers the frequency, 
functional categories, and the use of reporting verbs 
in citation processes.

Thematic Categorisation of Reporting 
Verbs Applied in the Citation Processes
This thematic analysis focuses on how the corpus 
composition of reporting verbs is used functionally 
and contextually in citation processes within four 
disciplines (Law, Public Relations, Marketing, and 
Management). The analysis emphasizes how these 
verbs reflect disciplinary conventions, engage 
with source material, and contribute to academic 
argumentation. The study adopts a corpus-based 
approach and analyses data drawn from 3,000 
undergraduate student essays. Following Biber’s 
(2006) guidelines, this approach balances breadth 
(number of essays) and depth (disciplinary focus). 
The study examines how students use reporting 
verbs in conjunction with citation processes to 
engage with source materials, demonstrate critical 

Table 1: Frequency of Reporting Verbs by Discipline
Law 20,000 45% 20% 15% 20%

Public Relations 18,500 40% 25% 20% 15%

Marketing 22,000 30% 15% 40% 15%

Management 21,500 25% 10% 50% 15%

Total/Average 82,000 35% 17.5% 31.25% 16.25%

Table 2: Common Reporting Verbs and Their Utilization in Citation Processes

Argue Discourse Act
Introducing critical arguments or 
interpretations

12% Law, Public Relations

Claim Discourse Act
Presenting cited ideas with an 
evaluative tone

10%
Public Relations, 
Marketing

Suggest Discourse Act
Proposing theories or 
recommendations

8%
Public Relations, 
Marketing

Believe Cognition Act Expressing subjective perspectives 5% Law, Public Relations

Consider Cognition Act
Introducing speculative or 
conditional statements

6% Marketing, Management

Find Research Act Reporting empirical findings 20% Marketing, Management

Observe Research Act
Highlighting observational studies 
or data

18% Marketing, Management

State Neutral Verb Summarizing information neutrally 14% All disciplines
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thinking, and adhere to disciplinary norms in themes 
such as functional use, source material engagement, 
disciplinary convention reflection, and argumentative 
contribution. 

The study identifies three primary functional 
categories of reporting verbs and their use in citation 
processes. The discourse act reveals that verbs such 
as argue, claim, and suggest were used frequently 
to introduce cited ideas and establish the writer’s 
position. In disciplines like law, students often use 
discourse acts to frame arguments within a legal 
context, emphasizing authority and interpretation 
of case law (argue, contend). In Public Relations, 
verbs such as ‘suggest’ were used to present 
theories or recommendations in a persuasive tone. 
Additionally, in cognition, act verbs such as believe, 
consider, and assume were less frequent but were 
used to introduce subjective viewpoints or highlight 
differing perspectives. In Management discipline 
essays, considerations and assumptions often appear 
in discussions of business models or strategies, 
reflecting the speculative nature of some topics. In 
research articles, verbs such as find, report, and 
observe predominated in Marketing and Management, 
where students frequently cited empirical studies or 
statistical findings to substantiate their arguments.

Reporting verbs were integral to how students 
engaged with source materials and showed 
disciplinary conventions. In Public Relations and 

Marketing, students relied heavily on verbs like state 
and report to summarise source content. In Law, 
verbs such as challenge and dispute were used to 
comment on opposing interpretations or judgments, 
displaying critical engagement. Across all disciplines, 
students used a mix of verbs (e.g., argue, suggest, 
find) to synthesize ideas from multiple sources, 
particularly in longer essays. The analysis revealed 
that reporting verb usage closely aligns with 
disciplinary expectations. For law students, an 
emphasis on authoritative verbs such as argue and 
contend reflects the discipline’s focus on persuasion 
and critical legal reasoning. Public Relations 
students frequently use suggest and propose, 
reflecting the field’s emphasis on recommendations 
and strategy development. However, the Marketing 
and Management essays used research-focused 
verbs (e.g., find, observe), indicating a preference 
for data-driven arguments and empirical evidence. 
Reporting verbs played a significant role in supporting 
argumentation and citation processes: Students used 
verbs like argue and suggest to establish the writer’s 
source and to align with, or challenge cited authors, 
reflecting their stance. Research verbs such as report 
and find were used to introduce empirical evidence, 
thereby enhancing the credibility of arguments. 
Verbs like acknowledge and claim helped students 
contextualize evidence within broader academic 
debates.

Table 3: Functions of Reporting Verbs in Citation Processes

Summarizing Source Content
state, report, explain 40% Marketing, Management, 

Public Relations

Introducing Arguments argue, claim, suggest 30% Law, Public Relations

Critiquing Sources
challenge, dispute, 
acknowledge

15% Law

Presenting Empirical Evidence find, observe, report 40% Marketing, Management

Expressing Perspectives believe, consider, assume 15% Law, Public Relations

Table 4: Distribution of Reporting Verbs across Citation Processes
Direct Quotation 25% state, claim, argue Law, Public Relations

Paraphrasing 50% suggest, report, explain Public Relations, Marketing

Critical Commentary 15% dispute, challenge, argue Law

Synthesizing Sources 10%
acknowledge, find, 
consider

Marketing, Management

Critical verbs (challenge, dispute) are used by 15% less than in the rest of the disciplines.
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Challenges Observed in Reporting Verb 
Usage
Many students relied excessively on neutral verbs 
such as state and report, resulting in a lack of variety 
and reduced critical depth in their citation practices. 
There was a disciplinary mismatch because, in some 
cases, students misused verbs (e.g., using argue inap-
propriately in empirical contexts), indicating limited 
awareness of disciplinary conventions. While some 
essays effectively used verbs such as challenge and 
dispute, others avoided critical engagement, suggest-
ing a need for improved instruction in critical writing.

Implications of Quantitative Findings
Students must be taught to diversify their reporting 
verbs across the essay to enhance critical engage-
ment and reflect disciplinary conventions, and use 
critical verbs in citation processes to improve ar-
gumentation skills. Teachers should emphasize the 
role of reporting verbs in critical writing and cita-
tion practices. The academic writing lessons should 
include discipline-specific guidance on reporting verb 
use, highlighting variations in function and tone. Fur-
ther, students need targeted instruction on the ap-
propriate use of reporting verbs, particularly in dis-
cipline-specific contexts. Teaching materials should 
emphasise the role of reporting verbs in constructing 
arguments, engaging critically with sources, and ad-
hering to disciplinary conventions. It is important that 
teachers explore how reporting verb usage evolves in 
advanced academic writing (e.g., postgraduate the-
ses, journal articles) so that the findings from these 
investigations can inform explicit teaching interven-
tions on students’ use of reporting verbs.

Conclusion
This essay demonstrates how reporting verbs are 
used in citation processes, highlighting disciplinary 

differences and offering insights for pedagogical 
improvement. It highlights patterns, challenges, 
and areas for pedagogical improvement in the use 
of reporting verbs during citation processes across 
disciplines. The methodology provides a framework 
for investigating the use of reporting verbs in 
discipline-specific essays, particularly in applied 
linguistics studies. The study combines corpus-based 
analysis with a mixed-methods examination, offering 
a broad overview and a detailed exploration of how 
reporting verbs function in academic writing across 
some disciplines. Subsequently, the study explores 
thecategoriazation and application of reporting verbs 
in academic citation processes, focusing on their 
frequency, functions, and disciplinary variations. 
Through statistical analysis of data across disciplines 
such as Public Relations, Law, Marketing and 
Management, the study reveals significant differences 
in the use of reporting verbs. Public Relations and Law 
favour discourse and cognition acts, while Marketing 
students prioritize research-oriented verbs, reflecting 
their empirical focus. Challenges such as the overuse 
of neutral verbs, lack of variety, and occasional 
misuse are prevalent across disciplines, particularly in 
Management students’ writing. The findings emphasize 
the importance of discipline-specific conventions in 
reporting verb usage and underscore the need for 
tailored pedagogical strategies to enhance academic 
writing and citation practices. The findings call for 
extended studies into advanced academic writing 
(e.g., theses or dissertations). These could provide 
insights into how reporting verb usage evolves over 
time. It is also important to explore the relationship 
between reporting verb usage and academic success 
or writing quality, and to investigate how reporting 
verb usage evolves in postgraduate writing and 
in professional academic publications. Introduce 

Table 5: Summative Analysis
Discourse Acts argue, claim, suggest Introducing arguments, establishing stance, synthesizing sources.

Cognition Acts believe, consider, assume Highlighting perspectives, exploring subjective or speculative 
viewpoints.

Research Acts find, report, observe Presenting empirical evidence, summarizing data-driven findings.

Neutral Verbs state, explain Summarizing information without explicit critique or evaluation.

Critical Verbs challenge, dispute, 
acknowledge

Engaging with or critiquing sources to contribute to disciplinary 
debates.
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interventions in action research to improve students’ 
critical engagement through targeted instruction on 
citation practices. A potential limitation of this study 
is its focus on discipline-specific, applied linguistics, 
which may limit the generalisability of the findings 
to other academic fields. However, the study aims 
to provide a detailed analysis of reporting verb 
use within a specific discipline, contributing to a 
more nuanced understanding of disciplinary writing 
practices. Future research could expand the scope 
to include comparative analyses across disciplines, 
following the example of studies by Hyland (1999) 
and Charles (2006).
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