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 This study addresses the limited empirical attention to how 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequences (RMS) reflect syntactic 

structure and function in EFL students’ writing, particularly in 

the English Language Education Study Programme (ELESP), 

Universitas Negeri Gorontalo. It examines how students use 

RMS in terms of syntactic structure and function and compares 

the writing patterns of third-semester and fifth-semester 

students. A qualitative comparative design was employed using 

a learner corpus consisting of 143 student writing texts, with 

98 texts from third-semester students and 45 texts from fifth-

semester students. Data were analyzed using AntConc to 

identify four-word RMS based on frequency and range, followed 

by concordance analysis to examine their syntactic structures 

and discourse functions. The findings reveal a clear difference 

in syntactic patterns between the two cohorts. Third-semester 

students predominantly used noun phrase (NP)-structured 

RMS, accounting for 66.7% of their total RMS frequency, 

whereas fifth-semester students predominantly used verb 

phrase (VP)-structured RMS, accounting for 66.3%. 

Functionally, discourse organizers were dominant in both 

cohorts, representing 79.5% of RMS in the third-semester 

corpus and 64.2% in the fifth-semester corpus. However, fifth-

semester students showed a higher proportion of stance 

expressions, increasing from 20.5% in the third-semester 

corpus to 35.8% in the fifth-semester corpus. The findings 

suggest a shift from topic-centered and referential language 

patterns toward more verb-centered, general academic, and 
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evaluative patterns as students progress to a higher semester. 

Pedagogically, the findings imply that EFL writing instruction 

should provide greater attention to recurrent academic 

language patterns, particularly varied noun and verb phrase 

constructions, discourse organizers, and stance expressions, to 

support students’ syntactic development, cohesion, and ability 

to express academic arguments more effectively. 

  

1. Introduction 

Writing is one of the most important skills for EFL students because it allows 

them to communicate ideas, opinions, and knowledge in a clear and organized way 

(Marlina, 2024). In academic writing, students are expected not only to use correct 

grammar and vocabulary but also to produce texts that are coherent, natural, and 

well-structured (De Smedt et al., 2022). However, many EFL students still 

experience difficulties in organizing ideas cohesively and using appropriate 

language patterns in writing, resulting in texts that sound less natural and less 

connected (Nora Fitria et al., 2024; Ismi et al., 2025). For this reason, examining the 

language patterns that students frequently use in their writing has become an 

important area of research in EFL writing studies. 

English Department students at Universitas Negeri Gorontalo still face 

difficulties in writing texts, especially in organizing ideas clearly and using 

appropriate grammatical structures. Their writing often lacks cohesion and natural 

flow, even when they understand basic grammar and vocabulary (Syarif, 2022; 

Aljoza & Almustafa, 2024). This problem may be caused by limited use of effective 

language patterns, such as recurrent multi-word sequences (RMS), which are 

important for building fluent and well-structured texts.  

Recurrent multi-word sequences (RMS) are strings of words that repeatedly 

occur together across multiple texts and registers in language corpora (Cortes, 

2013a; Douglas Biber et al., 2004). Recent studies in EFL writing research have 

highlighted that learners’ language development can be understood more clearly 

through patterns that appear repeatedly in their texts. According to (Li & Fang, 

2022), RMS provide a useful window into how students naturally combine words 

to form meaning in real writing situations.   

RMS are also considered reliable indicators of cohesion, fluency, and syntactic 

control (Douglas Biber et al., 2004). (Casal & Yoon, 2023) also found that students 

who frequently use RMS tend to produce more coherent and structured texts. 

These RMS often reflect the way learners build cohesion, showing how ideas are 

linked across sentences. Therefore, analyzing RMS helps researchers understand 

how students develop their writing skills from both a cohesive and structural 

perspective. 
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In line with this, RMS are closely related to syntactic structure and function 

because they show how words are commonly organized and used in real 

communication. In terms of structure, RMS can appear as patterns like noun 

phrases (the importance of the study) or verb phrases (is based on the), while in 

terms of function, they help express meaning such as transitions (on the other hand) 

or organizing ideas (the purpose of this study is). Recent studies show that 

mastering these patterns helps learners write more fluent and cohesive texts. 

However, many UNG students still struggle to use these patterns effectively, which 

causes their writing to lack cohesion and sound less natural (Aljoza & Almustafa, 

2024; Hamdani & Abid, 2025). Therefore, analyzing RMS in terms of syntactic 

structure and function can help explain and improve students’ writing problems. 

Previous research on RMS has also been conducted in the English Language 

Education Study Programme (ELESP) of Universitas Negeri Gorontalo, such as the 

study by Mahading (2024). However, the study did not examine in depth how RMS 

are used in terms of syntactic structure and function in students’ writing. It is still 

unclear whether students’ ability to use RMS appropriately in these aspects can 

make their writing more complex and varied. Therefore, this study aims to explore 

this issue more deeply by focusing on how RMS reflect both structure and function 

in writing. Another important gap addressed in this research is that it specifically 

investigates the writing of students from the ELESP at Universitas Negeri Gorontalo.  

Even so, understanding the relationship between RMS and syntactic 

structures & functions is crucial for portraying students’ writing ability. Recent 

findings (Appel et al., 2024) show that analyzing RMS allows researchers to identify 

consistent patterns that reflect both  

linguistic development and functional choices. These patterns help explain 

how students’ writing evolves, not only in terms of vocabulary, but also in how 

sentences are organized and linked. As emphasized by (Yang et al., 2022), 

examining RMS within syntactic functions provides a more balanced view of 

behavior in writing, particularly in relation to recurrent syntactic patterns and 

discourse functions. because it integrates form and meaning. Therefore, the 

present research uses RMS analysis to understand how students’ writing reflects 

their syntactic structure and the function created through their writing. This 

research aims to examine how students use RMS in their writing in terms of 

syntactic structures and functions, as well as to provide a clearer description of 

students’ writing based on the patterns of syntactic structures and functions 

reflected through their use of RMS. 

 

Limitation of the study 

This study has several limitations that should be considered when 

interpreting the findings. First, the two learner corpora differ considerably in size, 

with the Class of 2020 corpus containing substantially more tokens than the Class 

of 2021 corpus. Although normalized frequency was considered to support 

comparison, differences in corpus size may still influence the number and 
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distribution of identified RMS. Second, the writing texts were produced in different 

courses and writing tasks, meaning that topic, genre, and task requirements may 

have influenced the recurrent language patterns found in each corpus. 

Third, the study uses a cross-sectional comparison of two different cohorts 

rather than following the same students over time. Therefore, differences between 

the cohorts cannot be interpreted as direct evidence of students’ linguistic 

development across semesters. Fourth, the analysis focuses specifically on four-

word RMS and selected syntactic and functional categories. Other sequence lengths, 

grammatical structures, and discourse functions may reveal additional patterns 

that are not captured in this study. 

Finally, the study focuses on phraseological patterns found in students’ 

writing and does not use RMS as a direct measure of overall writing quality or 

proficiency. The findings therefore describe recurrent language behavior within 

the selected learner corpora and should not be generalized to all EFL students or 

all academic writing contexts. 

 

2. Method      

This study employs a comparative corpus-based research design to examine 

the use of Recurrent Multi-word Sequences (RMS) in EFL students’ writing. A 

corpus-based approach is used because the study identifies recurrent sequences 

through frequency and range and examines their distribution in two learner 

corpora. The study compares the RMS identified in the writing of third-semester 

and fifth-semester students in terms of syntactic structure and function. The 

comparison is intended to describe similarities and differences in the language 

patterns found in the two corpora rather than to measure students’ overall writing 

ability or language development. 

The analysis consists of two complementary stages. First, AntConc is used to 

identify RMS based on frequency and range criteria. Second, the identified RMS are 

examined through concordance and contextual analysis to determine their 

syntactic structures and discourse functions. The first stage provides corpus-based 

evidence concerning the recurrence and distribution of the sequences, while the 

second stage provides a qualitative interpretation of how the sequences are used 

in context. Therefore, the study combines corpus-based quantitative information 

with qualitative contextual interpretation within a comparative design. 

The data in this study come from a specialized corpus that contains samples 

of students’ academic writing. This corpus represents real writing produced by EFL 

learners in an authentic classroom context. By using corpus-based analysis, this 

study looks closely at how students naturally use RMS in their writing and how 

these sequences make their texts more cohesive and grammatically stronger. The 

main focus is on identifying the most frequent and varied RMS used by both groups 

of students. 
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This study applies a two-layered analysis to examine students’ use of RMS in 

their writing. The first layer focuses on identifying RMS. Because the two learner 

corpora differ considerably in size, the frequency and range criteria were 

considered in relation to corpus size. The initial extraction used a minimum 

frequency of five occurrences and a minimum range of three texts to identify 

recurrent four-word sequences. However, raw frequency alone may favor 

sequences from the larger corpus.  

Therefore, normalized frequencies were also calculated to allow a more 

balanced comparison between the two corpora. Range was retained as an 

additional criterion because it indicates how widely an RMS is distributed across 

the students’ texts rather than whether it occurs repeatedly in only one or a few 

texts. The selected criteria were therefore used as identification criteria, while 

normalized frequency and distribution across texts were considered when 

interpreting differences between the two corpora.The researcher analyzes the 

frequency (how often the sequences appear) and range (how widely they are 

distributed across students’ texts) in two groups: third-semester students (2020 

academic year) and fifth-semester students (2021 academic year). This analysis 

helps to identify the most common RMS used by students and to compare their 

usage across different academic levels. 

The second layer focuses on examining how these identified RMS are used in 

terms of syntactic structure and function. In this study, syntactic structure is 

limited to noun phrase patterns, while function is focused on stance expressions. 

This study focuses on noun phrases and verb phrases in terms of syntactic 

structure, as well as stance expressions and discourse organizers in terms of 

function. These categories were selected because they appeared most frequently in 

the students’ writing texts that will be analyzed in this study. Noun phrases and 

verb phrases help show how students construct grammatical patterns and develop 

sentence complexity, while stance expressions and discourse organizers show how 

students’ express opinions, attitudes, and organize ideas in their writing. These 

functions are important because they help reveal students’ writing styles and how 

they build meaning in their texts. 

Although other structures and functions were also found in the analysis, this 

study only focuses on these four categories to keep the discussion more focused 

and systematic. Analyzing all RMS categories at once would make the study too 

broad and difficult to discuss in depth. By limiting the analysis to the most 

frequently used structures and functions, the researcher can provide a clearer 

description of how students use RMS in their writing. Through this analysis, the 

study aims to compare whether third-semester or fifth-semester students use RMS 

in a more complex, organized, and formal way. 
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Source of Data 

 The data of this study consist of a corpus of students’ writing texts of third- 

and fifth-semester students of ELESP, which were collected from two separated 

corpora:  

1. Corpora 1: EFL students in the third semester (2020 academic year). Data 

collected from these corpora consisted of written assignments. 

2. Corpora 2: EFL students in their fifth semester (2021 academic year). Data 

collected from these consisted of written assignments. 

The two learner corpora were constructed from students’ writing produced 

in their respective academic courses and writing tasks. Therefore, differences in 

course, task, topic, and genre may influence the recurrent language patterns found 

in each corpus. For example, topic-specific assignments may encourage students to 

repeatedly use terminology related to a particular subject, whereas more general 

academic tasks may encourage broader academic expressions. Consequently, 

differences between the two corpora are interpreted as differences in observed 

RMS patterns within the respective corpus contexts rather than as evidence that 

semester level alone caused the differences. This consideration is particularly 

important because the study uses a cross-sectional comparison of two different 

student cohorts. 

 

3. Result  

The findings are presented in a systematic way to answer the two research 

questions. First, this chapter provides an overview of the RMS identified in the 

corpus. It then describes how the identified RMS are used in terms of syntactic 

structure, particularly noun phrase and verb phrase patterns. Finally, it explains 

how the RMS function as stance expressions and discourse organizers in students’ 

writing. The discussion of these findings is presented in the following sections.  

 

Coding Validation 

To improve the reliability of the qualitative classification, the identified RMS 

were examined through concordance lines and their surrounding contexts. The 

classification of syntactic structure and function was based on the definitions and 

categories provided by the selected theoretical framework. The researcher first 

classified the RMS independently and then rechecked the classifications against 

their concordance contexts. Ambiguous cases were reviewed by comparing the 

sequence with the definitions and structural examples in the framework. This 

process was used to reduce inconsistent classification and ensure that the final 

categories reflected the actual use of the RMS in the students’ texts. 

Overview of RMS Identified in the Corpus 

The Recurrent Multi-Word Sequences (RMS) were extracted using the N-

Gram feature in AntConc (version 4.4.0). The analysis focused on four-word 
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sequences. Because the two corpora were different in size, the extraction settings 

were adjusted for each group. Using the same extraction criteria for corpora of 

different sizes could produce unreliable results, such as identifying too many 

unimportant sequences in the smaller corpus or missing important patterns in the 

larger corpus.  

Therefore, the extraction parameters were adapted to match the size of each 

corpus, following the framework of Biber et al. (2004). Unlike Wray (2002), who 

focuses more broadly on formulaic language as prefabricated sequences, Biber 

provides specific corpus-based criteria such as frequency and range for identifying 

RMS. Therefore, Biber’s framework was more suitable for this study because it 

supports the systematic identification and comparison of RMS across students’ 

texts. 

For the Class of 2020, the corpus contained 98 texts with a total of 86.15 

occurrences per 10,000 words. A minimum frequency of 5 occurrences and a 

minimum range of 3 texts were used to identify the RMS. Meanwhile, the Class of 

2021 corpus consisted of 45 texts with 23.49 occurrences per 10,000 words. Since 

this corpus was smaller, the same minimum frequency of 5 occurrences and a 

minimum range of 3 texts were applied to ensure that enough recurrent sequences 

could be identified for further analysis. 

After the extraction process, the identified RMS were classified into two 

categories. First, they were analyzed based on their syntactic structure, namely 

Noun Phrase and Verb Phrase. Second, they were classified according to their 

discourse function as Discourse Organizers or Stance Expressions. Before 

discussing these categories in detail, it is important to provide an overview of the 

total number of RMS identified in each corpus. This overview helps explain the 

amount of data analyzed and provides a foundation for interpreting the structural 

and functional patterns discussed in the following sections. Table 3.1 presents the 

corpus information and the total number of RMS extracted from each group before 

the classification process. 

Table 3.1. Overview of Corpus Specifications and Total RMS Identified per Cohort  

Group 
Number 

of Texts 

Total 

Tokens 

N-Gram 

Size 

Min. Co-

occurrence 

Min. 

Range 

Total 

RMS 

Class of 2020 

(3rd Semester) 
98 88,576 4 words 5 3 78 

Class of 2021 

(5th Semester) 
45 25,969 4 words 5 3 18 

 

As shown in Table 3.1, Class of 2020 yielded a considerably larger number of 

RMS (78 sequences) compared to Class of 2021 (18 sequences), a difference that is 

largely attributable to the substantial difference in corpus size between the two 

groups  88,576 tokens versus 25,969 tokens, a ratio of more than three to one. 

The higher token count and greater number of texts in the 2020 corpus naturally 

produce a wider range of recurrent sequences at the specified thresholds, since a 
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larger corpus offers more opportunities for the same four-word combination to 

recur across different texts and writers. This difference in raw output does not by 

itself indicate a difference in writing quality or sophistication between the two 

cohorts; rather, it sets the scale against which the structural and functional 

distributions discussed in the following sections must be read, since proportions 

and percentages rather than raw counts provide the more meaningful basis for 

cross-cohort comparison. 

In addition to frequency, each of the RMS tables presented in the following 

sections also reports the range of every sequence, that is, the number of distinct 

texts in which the bundle occurs at least once, as opposed to the total number of 

times it occurs across the corpus as a whole. Range is a standard companion 

measure to frequency in corpus-based lexical bundle research (Biber et al., 2004), 

because frequency alone cannot distinguish between a sequence that is genuinely 

widespread across many student writers and one that is highly frequent only 

because it happens to be repeated many times within a small number of individual 

texts. 

 A bundle with a high frequency but a low range, for instance, may reflect one 

or two writers' idiosyncratic phrasing rather than a pattern shared across the 

cohort, whereas a bundle with a comparatively high range relative to its frequency 

indicates that the sequence is used consistently by a broad cross-section of 

students. Reporting range alongside frequency therefore allows the following 

tables to be read not only for how often a sequence recurs, but also for how 

representative that recurrence is of the cohort as a whole. With this overview 

established, the following sections turn to a detailed analysis of each group's RMS, 

first in terms of syntactic structure and then in terms of discourse function. 

 

Syntactic Structure of RMS in Students' Writing  

After identifying the Recurrent Multi-word Sequences (RMS) in the corpus, 

the next step was to analyze their syntactic structure. This analysis answers the 

first research question by examining how students use RMS as grammatical 

patterns in their writing. Following the framework of Biber et al. (2004), the 

identified RMS were classified based on their syntactic structure. In this study, the 

analysis focuses on two structural categories: noun phrase patterns and verb 

phrase patterns. These categories were selected because they were the most 

frequently found in the students’ writing corpus. After classifying the identified 

RMSs into noun phrase and verb phrase patterns, the distribution of these syntactic 

structures for each cohort is presented in the following figures. The charts provide 

a visual comparison of the frequency of each syntactic pattern in the students' 

writing. 
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Figure 3.1. Distribution of Syntactic Structures in RMS occurrences/frequency  

of the Class of 2020 

 

 
 

Figure 3.2. Distribution of Syntactic Structures in RMS occurrences/frequency  

of the Class of 2021 

 
 

As shown in Figure 3.1, the Class of 2020 demonstrates a greater use of noun 

phrase structures, accounting for 62% of the occurrences/frequency identified 

RMSs, while verb phrase structures represent 38%. This indicates that noun phrase 

constructions were more frequently employed by students in this cohort. The 

dominance of noun phrases suggests that the students tended to construct 

recurring multiword sequences centered around nominal expressions, which are 

commonly used to present concepts, objects, or abstract ideas in academic writing. 

In contrast, Figure 3.2 shows that the Class of 2021 exhibits a different 

pattern. Verb phrase structures account for 66% of the occurrences/frequency 

identified RMS, whereas noun phrase structures make up only 34%. This suggests 

that students in this cohort relied more heavily on verb phrase constructions than 

noun phrase constructions. The higher proportion of verb phrases indicates a 

69%

31%

Type of Syntactic Structure Distribution
Class of 2020

Noun Phrase

Verb Phrase

34%

66%

Type of Syntactic Structure Distribution
Class of 2021

Noun Phrase

Verb Phrase
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greater tendency to use recurring expressions centered on actions or processes, 

reflecting a different pattern of syntactic preference compared to the Class of 2020. 

a) Noun Phrase Patterns 

Noun Phrase (NP) - structured RMS represents sequences in which the main 

grammatical element is a noun. These sequences usually consist of a head noun 

together with other grammatical elements, such as determiners, adjectives, 

prepositional phrases, or other modifiers that provide additional information. In 

academic writing, NP-structured RMS help writers introduce, explain, and develop 

important ideas in a clear and organized way. The frequent use of these sequences 

in students' writing is often considered a sign that students are developing their 

ability to produce more complex noun phrases, which is an important feature of 

academic writing. It also shows that they are becoming more frequent at organizing 

information into clear and meaningful units (Biber et al., 2004; Yang et al., 2022). 

In Class of 2020, a total of 52 NP-structured RMS were identified, with a 

combined frequency of 671 occurrences across the corpus, a figure that already 

signals how central nominal phrasing is to this cohort's writing. These sequences 

reflect the topical and conceptual vocabulary of the students' writing assignments, 

which centred heavily on themes of children's literature, creative writing, and 

educational contexts for students with special needs.  

Representative NP bundles include in the form of (f=69), children s literature 

is (f=32), of children s literature (f=28), literature and creative writing (f=26), and 

the results of the (f=19). Read together, these five bundles alone trace the shape of 

the assignment: institutional or procedural description (in the form of), 

disciplinary definition (children s literature is, of children s literature), thematic 

linkage (literature and creative writing), and empirical reporting (the results of 

the).  

The high frequency of these sequences suggests that students in this cohort 

frequently used topic-related noun phrases in their writing. This indicates that they 

were familiar with the key concepts and vocabulary commonly used in their field 

of study. Table 3.2 presents the complete list of NP-structured RMS identified in 

Class of 2020, ranked by frequency, so that the relative weight of each construction 

within the cohort's writing can be easily identified. 

Table 3.2. Frequency Distribution of Noun Phrase-Structured RMS in the Class of 2020 

Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

in the form of 69 26 

children s literature is 32 8 

of children s literature 28 7 

literature and creative writing 26 10 

president of the country 25 9 

blind junior high school 22 3 
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Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

creative writing is a 20 11 

the results of the 19 10 

in the learning process 18 9 

students with special needs 18 5 

the blind junior high 18 3 

between literature and creative 15 9 

in junior high school 15 4 

relationship between literature and 15 9 

children s literature in 14 7 

creative writing and literature 14 10 

from the results of 14 10 

the form of a 13 9 

english teacher at the 12 5 

in the process of 11 8 

of the blind junior 11 3 

students in junior high 11 3 

literature in teaching english 10 4 

of writing this paper 10 5 

the use of the 10 6 

on the right side 9 6 

one of the most 9 9 

the use of language 9 4 

this type of literature 9 3 

at the same time 8 5 

children s literature has 8 4 

in the world of 8 8 

the end of the 8 8 

the relationship between literature 8 5 

at the age of 7 6 

at the end of 7 6 

children literature in teaching 7 5 

children s literature and 7 5 

children s literature can 7 5 

during the learning process 7 4 

function of children literature 7 6 

in terms of language 7 5 

in the context of 7 4 

information related to the 7 7 

of children literature in 7 5 

on the results of 7 7 

results of the research 7 3 

s literature in the 7 5 
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Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

the color of the 7 4 

the english teacher at 7 3 

with special needs in 7 5 

an analysis of the 6 3 

 

Beyond the raw counts in Table 3.2, it is instructive to see how the two most 

frequent bundles actually surface in running text, since frequency alone cannot 

show whether a sequence is used mechanically or meaningfully. The following 

concordance lines, drawn directly from the student texts, illustrate how in the form 

of and the results of the the two highest-ranking NP bundles in this cohort appear 

in authentic writing contexts: 
"...Institution also has teaching staff in the form of teachers who are competent in 

educating students with strategies tailored to students same as schools in general..." 

"... The general description of children's literature is that children's literature is specially 

made for children's reading..." 

These two examples show that the NP bundles used by the Class of 2020 

mainly help students introduce and explain concepts related to their field of study. 

For example, in the form of is used to describe the specific form of an institutional 

provision, while the results of the is used to present the findings of the students' 

own research. Most of these sequences have a referential function because they 

help writers identify and describe important ideas or information. This pattern 

reflects the descriptive and explanatory nature of the writing tasks completed by 

this group. After examining the NP bundles used by the Class of 2020, the next 

section explores whether students in the Class of 2021 show a similar pattern or 

use different types of NP bundles in their writing. 

In Class of 2021, a total of 7 NP-structured RMS was identified, with a 

combined frequency of 32 occurrences. While the absolute count is lower than that 

of Class of 2020 a difference attributable to the smaller corpus size and higher 

extraction threshold the NP patterns identified in this group demonstrate a greater 

degree of structural variety and thematic generalizability. Sequences such as one of 

the most (f=7), for a long time (f=5), an example of a (f=4), and the purpose of this 

(f=4) are not topic-bound to a single subject area but rather represent general 

academic NP constructions applicable across a range of argumentative and 

analytical writing contexts. Table 4.3 presents the NP-structured RMS identified in 

Class of 2021. 
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Table 3.3. Frequency Distribution of Noun Phrase-Structured RMS  

in the Class of 2021 Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

one of the most 7 6 

for a long time 5 4 

an example of a 4 3 

country in the world 4 3 

country is the most 4 3 

in the form of 4 4 

the purpose of this 4 4 

 

As with Class of 2020, it is worth grounding these frequencies in actual usage. 

Concordance lines from Class of 2021 illustrate the deployment of the two most 

frequent NP sequences, one of the most and the purpose of this, in context: 
"...And there are many festivals and traditions in Chinese culture. One of the most 

important is the Lunar New Year..." 

"...The purpose of this essay is to discuss both perspectives and will continue to the 

conclusion..." 

Unlike the examples from the Class of 2020, which refer to specific concepts 

or topics, these two concordance lines show that one of the most and the purpose 

of this are used as more general academic expressions. The phrase one of the most 

is used to introduce or compare items within a broad category, while the purpose 

of this is commonly used to introduce the main objective or argument of a piece of 

writing. These expressions are not limited to one specific topic and can be used in 

many different academic contexts.  

This suggests that fifth-semester students are more familiar with general 

academic writing patterns and are able to use them to organize and present their 

ideas effectively. In contrast, third-semester students tend to use noun phrase 

patterns that are more closely related to the specific topic of their writing 

assignment. After discussing the noun phrase patterns used by both groups, the 

next section examines the second syntactic category, namely Verb Phrase patterns.  

b) Verb Phrase Patterns 

Verb Phrase (VP)-structured RMS represents sequences in which the main 

grammatical element is a verb. These sequences may include main verbs, modal 

verbs, linking verbs, and other elements that complete the meaning of the verb. In 

academic writing, VP-structured RMS help writers express opinions, explain ideas, 

describe processes, and present logical reasoning. Therefore, examining these 

sequences helps show how students use verb patterns to communicate their ideas 

clearly and appropriately in an academic context. It also provides an understanding 

of their ability to use different types of verb constructions in their writing. (Biber 

et al., 2004). 
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 Class of 2020, 26 VP-structured RMS were identified, with a combined 

frequency of 302 occurrences. The most frequent sequences include is one of the 

(f=25), it can be concluded (f=21), can be concluded that (f=20), to be able to (f=16), 

and there is also a (f=16). The high frequency of it can be concluded and can be 

concluded that, which appeared 41 times in total, shows that students frequently 

used common expressions to write conclusions in their academic texts. This 

suggests that they were already familiar with one of the common conventions of 

academic writing, even at this stage of their study.  

In addition, the frequent use of being able to see (f=15) and not being able to 

(f=15) reflects the topics discussed in their writing. These expressions were 

commonly used because many of the writing assignments focused on issues related 

to visual impairment, particularly the experiences and abilities of students with 

visual disabilities. Table 3.4 presents the complete list of VP-structured RMS for 

Class of 2020. 

Table 3.4. Frequency Distribution of Verb Phrase-Structured RMS  

in the Class of 2020 Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

is one of the 25 19 

it can be concluded 21 13 

can be concluded that 20 13 

is a type of 16 7 

there is also a 16 8 

to be able to 16 13 

being able to see 15 3 

is a form of 15 8 

not being able to 15 3 

on the other hand 14 10 

be in the form 10 6 

above it can be 9 6 

as well as a 9 5 

that can be used 9 6 

writing is a form 9 5 

and creative writing are 8 5 

in accordance with the 8 6 

is expected to be 8 8 

one of which is 8 8 

teach students with special 8 5 

there are still many 8 5 

based on the data 7 5 

be seen from the 7 6 

it can be seen 7 6 
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Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

teaching english for young 7 5 

teaching english to young 7 3 

 

To illustrate how these bundles related to conclusions and ability 

constructions actually function in student writing, the following concordance lines 

show it can be concluded and not being able to, two of the cohort's most frequent 

VP bundles, in their original textual context: 
"...Based on the discussion presented in the previous sections, it can be concluded that 

literature for children with special needs must be adapted to accommodate their sensory 

and cognitive needs..." 

"...Thus, being blind means not being able to see in the conventional sense, though this 

does not equate to a complete absence of perceptual experience..." 

These examples show that the VP bundles used by the Class of 2020 mainly 

serve two purposes. First, they help students connect ideas and draw conclusions 

in their writing. Second, they are used to discuss the specific topics given in the 

writing assignments. The frequent use of it can be concluded and can be concluded 

that in many students' texts shows that they commonly relied on these expressions 

to write conclusions. Although this indicates that students were familiar with 

common academic writing conventions, it also suggests that they depended on the 

same expressions rather than using a wider variety of verb phrase patterns. The 

next section examines whether the Class of 2021 students show a similar pattern 

or use a more varied range of VP bundles in their writing. 

In Class of 2021, 11 VP-structured RMS were identified, with a combined 

frequency of 63 occurrences significantly higher in proportion relative to the 

group's NP count than observed in Class of 2020. The most frequent VP bundles 

are is one of the (f=14), on the other hand (f=8), as well as the (f=6), and to be able 

to (f=5). A notable feature of the Class of 2021 VP set is the presence of evaluative 

and epistemic sequences such as is the most important (f=4), it is also possible (f=5), 

and make it difficult for (f=4), which encode the writer's assessment and judgment 

regarding the propositions being presented. This suggests a greater deployment of 

modalizing and evaluative VP structures in fifth-semester writing, indicative of 

more complex argumentative positioning. Table 3.5 presents the VP-structured 

RMS identified in Class of 2021. 

Table 3.5. Frequency Distribution of Verb Phrase-Structured RMS 

 in the Class of 2021 Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

is one of the 14 10 

on the other hand 8 8 

as well as the 6 4 

is an example of 5 3 

it is also possible 5 3 

to be able to 5 4 
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Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

can be concluded that 4 4 

have the right to 4 3 

is the most important 4 4 

it can be concluded 4 4 

make it difficult for 4 3 

 

Concordance lines from Class of 2021 illustrate the richer evaluative and 

contrastive functions of two of this cohort's characteristic VP bundles, on the other 

hand and it is also possible: 

"...On the other hand, country has a unique tradition, namely drinking soju, or 

drinking liquor; this tradition has long been known..." 

"...However, it is also possible for values to contradict and conflict with each other, 

especially in complex modern industrial societies..." 

Where the Class of 2020 examples above show it can be concluded closing 

off an argument and not being able to describing a fixed physical condition, these 

Class of 2021 examples show on the other hand actively staging a contrast between 

two positions and it is also possible hedging a claim about competing values. These 

concordance lines demonstrate that fifth-semester students employ VP bundles 

not only to frame conclusions but also to introduce contrasting perspectives, 

evaluate claims, and signal epistemic possibility functions that reflect a more 

widely distributed command of argumentative discourse conventions than those 

observed in the Class of 2020 VP patterns. 

Having examined the NP and VP patterns separately for each cohort, it is 

now possible to bring the two structural categories together and compare their 

relative weight within each group. A comparison of the NP and VP patterns across 

both cohorts reveals a clear structural divergence between the two groups. In Class 

of 2020, NP-structured sequences were substantially dominant, constituting 52 out 

of 78 total RMS (66.7%) and occurring with a combined frequency of 671 more 

than twice the total frequency of VP sequences (302, 33.3%). This strong 

dominance of NP patterns suggests that third-semester students mainly organize 

their writing by using noun-based structures. They rely on repeated noun phrases 

to connect ideas and maintain the main topic throughout their writing.  

In contrast, Class of 2021 exhibited the opposite structural tendency: VP-

structured sequences were dominant, accounting for 11 out of 18 total RMS (61.1%) 

with a combined frequency of 63 (66.3%), compared to only 7 NP sequences 

(38.9%, frequency 32, 33.7%). The dominance of VP patterns in the fifth-semester 

group suggests that these students tend to use more verb-based structures in their 

writing. This shows that they are more frequent able to express logical 

relationships, present their opinions or arguments, and explain their ideas through 

a wider range of verb constructions. Table 3.6 provides an overall structural 

comparison between the two cohorts. 
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Table 3.6. Comparative Distribution of Noun Phrase and Verb Phrase Structures Across Class 

of 2020 and Class of 2021 

Structure 

Class of 

2020 — 

No. of RMS 

Class of 

2020 — 

Total Freq. 

Class of 

2020 

— % 

Class of 

2021 — 

No. of RMS 

Class of 

2021 — 

Total Freq. 

Class of 

2021 

— % 

Noun Phrase 

(NP) 
52 671 66.7% 7 32 33.7% 

Verb Phrase 

(VP) 
26 302 33.3% 11 63 66.3% 

Total 78 973 100% 18 95 100% 

 

As shown in Table 4.6, the structural profiles of the two cohorts are 

markedly different. Class of 2020 demonstrates an NP-dominated pattern 

consistent at an early stage of academic writing development, where students 

mainly use noun-based structures to present their ideas rather than more complex 

sentence structures. Class of 2021, by contrast, shows a VP-dominated profile that 

aligns with a more advanced stage of syntactic development, suggesting that fifth-

semester students are more capable of constructing verb-centred arguments and 

employing modal and inferential constructions to advance their positions. These 

findings carry implications for the evidence of students’ phraseological behavior in 

writing, particularly in relation to recurrent syntactic patterns and discourse 

functions and will be discussed further in Section 4.2.1. Having addressed the first 

research question in full, the discussion now proceeds to the second dimension of 

analysis: the discourse functions that RMS perform in students' writing. 

 

Functional Categories of RMS in Students' Writing  

The second research question examines how students use Recurrent Multi-

word Sequences in terms of their discourse functions in writing. Following the 

functional taxonomy adopted from Biber et al. (2004) as adapted in this study, all 

identified RMS were classified into two functional categories: Stance Expressions 

(SE) and Discourse Organizers (DO). Stance Expressions are sequences that encode 

the writer's epistemic, attitudinal, or evaluative position toward the information 

being presented. Discourse Organizers, on the other hand, are sequences that 

primarily serve to structure the flow of information, connect textual units, or guide 

the reader through the logical organization of the text. Where the structural 

analysis in Section 3.2 asked what grammatical form students' RMS take, this 
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functional analysis asks what communicative work those sequences are doing a 

distinction that is essential, since a bundle's syntactic category does not by itself 

determine its rhetorical role. After identifying the functional categories of the 

identified RMSs, the distribution of discourse organizers and stance expressions 

for each cohort is presented in the following figures. These charts provide a visual 

comparison of the functional patterns found in the students' writing. 

 

 
Figure 3.3. Distribution of Functional Categories of RMS occurrences/frequency  

in the Class of 2020 

 

Figure 3.4. Distribution of Functional Categories of RMS occurrences/frequency in 

the Class of 2021 

 
As illustrated in Figure 3.3, discourse organizers account for 76% of the 

identified RMSs in the Class of 2020, whereas stance expressions represent only 

24%. This indicates that discourse organizers were used considerably more 

frequently than stance expressions in this cohort. The predominance of discourse 

organizers suggests that the students primarily employed recurring multiword 

sequences to organize ideas, connect information, and structure the flow of their 

writing, while stance expressions were used less frequently to convey personal 

78%

22%

Type of Function Distribution
Class of 2020

Discourse organizer

Stance expression

64%

36%

Type of Function Distribution
Class of 2021

Discourse organizer

Stance expression



Rasuna Rasid Talib, Zulkifli Tanipu, Indah Nuraini Gusasi 
Recurrent Multi-word Sequences: Syntactic Structure and Function in EFL Student Writing 
Texts 

 

7918 | 

attitudes or evaluations. 

As shown in Figure 3.4, the Class of 2021 also demonstrates a higher 

proportion of discourse organizers, which account for 64% of the 

occurrences/frequency identified RMS. In comparison, stance expressions 

comprise 36% of the total. Although discourse organizers remain the dominant 

functional category, the proportion of stance expressions is relatively higher than 

that of the Class of 2020. Overall, the results indicate that students in both cohorts 

relied more frequently on discourse organizers to structure and connect ideas in 

their academic writing than on stance expressions to express evaluation or 

personal perspective. 

a) Stance Expressions 

Stance Expressions are multi-word sequences that signal the writer's 

subjective positioning toward the content of their writing. They may encode 

certainty, possibility, necessity, evaluation, or attitudinal commitment, and are 

therefore central to the academic practice of argumentation. Research in academic 

discourse has consistently demonstrated that the ability to deploy stance 

expressions appropriately is a key marker of writing development in EFL contexts, 

as it indicates the writer's growing capacity to move beyond descriptive prose 

toward evaluative and argumentative writing (Biber et al., 2004; Cortes, 2013). 

In Class of 2020, 16 stance expression sequences were identified, with a 

combined frequency of 210 occurrences. The most frequent SE bundles include 

children s literature is (f=32), it can be concluded (f=21), can be concluded that 

(f=20), to be able to (f=16), and being able to see (f=15). The high frequency of 

children s literature is shows that students in this cohort often focused on the main 

topic of their writing assignments. They frequently used this noun phrase to 

express their ideas and opinions about the nature and importance of children's 

literature. In addition, the frequent use of it can be concluded and can be concluded 

that shows that students were familiar with common expressions used to write 

conclusions in academic writing. However, they tended to rely on the same 

expressions repeatedly instead of using a wider variety of phrases to express their 

conclusions or viewpoints. Table 3.7 presents the complete list of SE-functioning 

RMS for Class of 2020. 

Table 3.7. Frequency Distribution of Stance Expression RMS in the Class of 2020 Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

children s literature is 32 8 

it can be concluded 21 13 

can be concluded that 20 13 

there is also a 16 8 

to be able to 16 13 

being able to see 15 3 

not being able to 15 3 
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Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

of writing this paper 10 5 

above it can be 9 6 

that can be used 9 6 

this type of literature 9 3 

children s literature has 8 4 

is expected to be 8 8 

there are still many 8 5 

children s literature can 7 5 

it can be seen 7 6 

 

The following concordance lines illustrate how children s literature is and can 

be concluded that, the two dominant SE bundles identified above actually function 

in the writing of Class of 2020 students: 
"...Children s literature is often considered a simple genre, yet it plays a crucial role in shaping 

the moral and emotional development of young readers..." 

"...From the discussion of the data presented above, it can be concluded that the adaptation of 

literary texts for students with special needs requires careful attention to both content and 

format..." 

These examples show that SE bundles in Class of 2020 are primarily deployed 

to assert evaluative propositions about their essay topics and to signal inferential 

conclusions: children s literature is opens a generalized value-claim about the 

subject matter, while can be concluded that closes an argument built on the 

evidence discussed earlier in the text. The frequent recurrence of such formulaic 

frames suggests that while students demonstrate an awareness of academic stance 

conventions, their range of stance-marking strategies remains somewhat limited 

and formulaic. This raises the question of whether the same limitation holds for the 

more advanced cohort, which the following paragraphs address. 

In Class of 2021, 8 stance expression sequences were identified, with a 

combined frequency of 34 occurrences. The SE bundles identified in this group — 

including it is also possible (f=5), to be able to (f=5), can be concluded that (f=4), 

have the right to (f=4), is the most important (f=4), and make it difficult for (f=4) 

demonstrates that fifth-semester students use a wider and more varied range of 

stance expression strategies than the students in the Class of 2020. Instead of 

relying on only a few common expressions, they use different stance expressions 

to communicate their ideas more effectively. These expressions are used to show 

possibility (it is also possible), make evaluations (is the most important), and 

express rights or obligations (have the right to, make it difficult for). This suggests 

that fifth-semester students are able to use a greater variety of stance expressions 

in their academic writing. Table 3.8 presents the SE-functioning RMS identified in 

Class of 2021. 
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Table 3.8. Frequency Distribution of Stance Expression RMS in the Class of 2021 Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

it is also possible 5 3 

to be able to 5 4 

can be concluded that 4 4 

country is the most 4 3 

have the right to 4 3 

is the most important 4 4 

it can be concluded 4 4 

make it difficult for 4 3 

 

Concordance lines from Class of 2021 illustrate the more varied evaluative 

functions of two representative SE bundles, to be able to and make it difficult for, in 

this cohort's writing: 
"...Having good and correct language skills can encourage a child to be able to continue reading 

books independently as they grow older..." 

"...However, unnecessary changes to the register of a text will make it difficult for readers to 

follow the flow of the dialogue..." 

Unlike the conclusion-related and topic-specific expressions SE bundles 

typical of Class of 2020, to be able to here frames a developmental capability and 

make it difficult for expresses a negative evaluative judgment about a specific 

writing choice both markedly more analytical uses of stance. These concordance 

lines reflect a more argumentatively engaged and evaluatively widely distributed 

deployment of stance expressions among fifth-semester students, suggesting 

greater competence in using multi-word sequences to convey intellectual 

positioning and critical judgment. Having examined Stance Expressions in both 

cohorts, the discussion now turns to the second functional category, Discourse 

Organizers. 

 

b) Discourse Organizers 

Discourse Organizers are multi-word sequences that help organize ideas and 

connect different parts of a text. They guide readers by showing how information 

is related and how the text is structured. These sequences can be used to introduce 

topics, show transitions, indicate order or contrast, refer to previous information, 

and connect sentences or paragraphs. In students' writing, the use of Discourse 

Organizers reflects their ability to organize ideas clearly and logically. A wider and 

more appropriate use of these sequences generally indicates that students are able 

to produce well-structured and coherent academic writing that is easy for readers 

to follow (Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Biber et al., 2004). 

In Class of 2020, 62 discourse organizer sequences were identified, with a 

combined frequency of 763 occurrences, making this the dominant functional 
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category for this cohort by a wide margin. The most frequent DO bundles include 

in the form of (f=69), of children s literature (f=28), literature and creative writing 

(f=26), is one of the (f=25), and the results of the (f=19). The sheer number and 

frequency of DO sequences in Class of 2020 suggests that students rely heavily on 

multi-word sequences to anchor their writing to specific topics and to structure 

information within and across paragraphs.  

However, the topically bound nature of many of these sequences such as blind 

junior high school (f=22), the blind junior high (f=18), and students with special 

needs (f=18) indicates that a significant portion of the discourse organizing 

function is driven by subject-specific vocabulary repetition rather than 

generalizable academic organizational patterns. Table 3.9 presents a selection of 

the most representative DO-functioning RMS identified in Class of 2020. 

 

Table 3.9. Frequency Distribution of Discourse Organizer RMS in the Class of 2020 Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

in the form of 69 26 

of children s literature 28 7 

literature and creative writing 26 10 

is one of the 25 19 

president of the country 25 9 

blind junior high school 22 3 

creative writing is a 20 11 

the results of the 19 10 

in the learning process 18 9 

students with special needs 18 5 

the blind junior high 18 3 

is a type of 16 7 

between literature and creative 15 9 

in junior high school 15 4 

is a form of 15 8 

relationship between literature and 15 9 

children s literature in 14 7 

creative writing and literature 14 10 

from the results of 14 10 

on the other hand 14 10 

the form of a 13 9 

english teacher at the 12 5 

in the process of 11 8 

of the blind junior 11 3 

students in junior high 11 3 

be in the form 10 6 

literature in teaching english 10 4 
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Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

the use of the 10 6 

as well as a 9 5 

on the right side 9 6 

 

To ground this pattern in authentic text, the following concordance lines 

show in the process of and the results of the — a topic-bound and a more 

transitional DO bundle, respectively — in their original context: 
"...In the process of teaching and learning, especially in the development of children's 

vocabulary, repetition and visual aids play a central role..." 

"...The writers also realize that there are still many mistakes in the process of writing this paper, 

particularly with respect to presenting the results of the analysis in a fully systematic manner..." 

These examples show that the DO bundles used by the Class of 2020 have two 

main functions. First, they help students keep the discussion focused on the main 

topic, as shown by in the process of. Second, they help introduce or connect 

information, as seen in the results of the, which is used to present the students' 

research findings. This pattern is consistent with the frequent use of on the other 

hand (f=14), which helps students show contrast between ideas. However, the high 

frequency of topic-related sequences suggests that students mainly organize their 

writing by referring to the specific topic of the assignment, rather than using a 

wider range of general academic expressions to connect and develop their ideas. 

The next section examines whether the same pattern is found in the more advanced 

cohort. 

In the Class of 2021, 10 discourse organizer sequences were identified, with 

a combined frequency of 61 occurrences. The DO bundles used by this group, 

including is one of the (f=14), on the other hand (f=8), one of the most (f=7), as well 

as the (f=6), and the purpose of this (f=4), are more general and more typical of 

academic writing than those found in the Class of 2020. Instead of being closely 

related to one specific topic, these sequences can be used in many different writing 

tasks and academic contexts. For example, the purpose of this is commonly used to 

introduce the aim of a piece of writing, on the other hand is used to show contrast 

between ideas, and as well as the is used to add supporting information within an 

argument. Table 3.10 presents the DO-functioning RMS identified in Class of 2021. 

Table 3.10. Frequency Distribution of Discourse Organizer RMS in the Class of 2021 Corpus 

Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

is one of the 14 10 

on the other hand 8 8 

one of the most 7 6 

as well as the 6 4 

for a long time 5 4 

is an example of 5 3 

an example of a 4 3 
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Recurrent Multi-word Sequence Frequency Range 

country in the world 4 3 

in the form of 4 4 

the purpose of this 4 4 

 

Concordance lines from Class of 2021 illustrate the more conventionally 

academic discourse organizing functions performed by for a long time and is an 

example of, two representative DO bundles from this cohort: 
"...This colonization lasted for a long time until it passed through World War II..." 

"...The definition of status is a person's standing, position, or state in society. Middle class is an 

example of a person's financial status..." 

Unlike the examples from the Class of 2020, which focus on specific topics, for 

a long time is used to describe a period of time that can be applied to many different 

topics, while is an example of is used to introduce a general example rather than 

information related to one specific subject. These concordance lines show that 

fifth-semester students use DO bundles not only to organize their writing but also 

to introduce essays, show contrast, add information, and describe time 

relationships. This suggests that they have developed a general understanding of 

how to organize ideas effectively in academic writing. 

After discussing Stance Expressions and Discourse Organizers separately, the 

overall functional distribution of RMS can now be compared between the two 

cohorts. In the Class of 2020, Discourse Organizers were the most common 

functional category, with 62 out of 78 RMS (79.5%) and a total frequency of 763 

occurrences. This number was much higher than the frequency of Stance 

Expressions (210, 20.5%).  

The dominance of Discourse Organizers suggests that third-semester 

students mainly used these sequences to organize information and keep their 

writing focused on the main topic. In the Class of 2021, Discourse Organizers were 

also the largest category (10 bundles, 61 occurrences, 64.2%). However, the 

proportion of Stance Expressions was higher (8 bundles, 34 occurrences, 35.8%) 

than in the Class of 2020. This finding suggests that fifth-semester students were 

more able to express opinions, evaluations, and arguments while still using 

Discourse Organizers to organize their writing effectively. Table 3.11 provides an 

overall functional comparison between the two groups. 

Table 3.11. Comparative Distribution of Stance Expression and Discourse Organizer 

Functions Across Class of 2020 and Class of 2021 

Function 

Class of 

2020 — No. 

of RMS 

Class of 

2020 — 

Total Freq. 

Class of 

2020 

— % 

Class of 

2021 — No. 

of RMS 

Class of 

2021 — 

Total Freq. 

Class of 

2021 

— % 

Stance 

Expression (SE) 
16 210 20.5% 8 34 35.8% 

Discourse 62 763 79.5% 10 61 64.2% 
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Function 

Class of 

2020 — No. 

of RMS 

Class of 

2020 — 

Total Freq. 

Class of 

2020 

— % 

Class of 

2021 — No. 

of RMS 

Class of 

2021 — 

Total Freq. 

Class of 

2021 

— % 

Organizer (DO) 

Total 78 973 100% 18 95 100% 

 

The data in Table 3.11 confirm that both cohorts rely more on DO-functioning 

sequences than on SE-functioning sequences, consistent with findings in previous 

corpus studies of EFL student writing that have noted the prevalence of referential 

and organizational bundles over stance-marking bundles in undergraduate writing 

(Cortes, 2013; Yang et al., 2022). However, the proportionally higher SE usage in 

Class of 2021 suggests a developmental progression toward greater argumentative 

sophistication. Having now presented the full set of findings for both research 

questions syntactic structure in Section 3.2 and discourse function in Section 3.3  

the chapter turns next to a detailed discussion of what these patterns mean in light 

of existing theory and prior research. 

 

4. Discussion 

The findings indicate a difference in the distribution of syntactic and 

functional RMS patterns between the two cohorts. The discussion draws on 

foundational work in corpus linguistics (Biber et al., 2004), research on lexical 

bundles in academic discourse (Cortes, 2013; Yang et al., 2022), and the theoretical 

framework of cohesion in written language (Halliday & Hasan, 1976) to illuminate 

what the observed patterns reveal about the writing evidence of students’ 

phraseological behavior in writing, particularly in relation to recurrent syntactic 

patterns and discourse functions. of students across the two cohorts.  

 

Students' Use of RMS in Terms of Syntactic Structure 

The findings show a clear difference between the two cohorts, class of 2020 

mostly used Noun Phrase (NP) sequences, which made up 66.7% of their total RMS, 

while Class of 2021 mostly used Verb Phrase (VP) sequences, which made up 66.3% 

of their total RMS frequency. This difference is meaningful because syntax is the 

system that shows how learners combine words into complete and organized ideas 

(Ha, 2022; Yang et al., 2022). The following paragraphs explain this pattern in more 

depth, drawing on the theories of multi-word sequences and syntax. 

The strong NP use in Class of 2020 fits Biber et al.'s (2004) description of 

referential bundles, which are sequences that mainly name and describe a topic 

rather than build an argument. In other words, Class of 2020 students tend to build 

their writing by “mentioning and explaining something.” Their frequent use of 

noun phrases shows that they often construct their texts around a particular topic, 

object, concept, or piece of information. Many of these RMS are also closely 

connected to the topics of their assignments, such as children's literature is and 

students with special needs.  
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Therefore, these RMS do not simply appear as grammatical patterns; they 

help students maintain and explain the topic throughout their writing. This can 

also be explained through Nattinger and DeCarrico's (1994) idea that learners 

store and reuse ready-made phrases because doing so lowers the mental effort 

needed to build a sentence from scratch. Since Class of 2020 students are still in an 

earlier stage of academic writing, they likely lean on these ready-made noun 

phrases as a practical way to talk about their topic. This supports the view that 

formulaic phrases help reduce the cognitive load of writing, especially for less 

experienced writers (Wray, 2013). 

This pattern becomes clearer when looking at the actual bundles students 

used. Sequences such as in the form of and children s literature is, the two most 

frequent NP bundles in this cohort, work mainly to name or point to something 

rather than to argue a point. This topic-centered pattern helps explain why NP has 

a higher percentage in Class of 2020. Rather than mainly using RMS to express what 

they think about the information, students tend to organize their writing by 

repeatedly referring to the concepts or information they are discussing. According 

to Yang et al. (2022), this kind of NP-heavy use is typical of descriptive and content-

focused writing rather than analytical writing. This matches the nature of the 

assignments given to Class of 2020, which mostly asked students to describe and 

explain their topic rather than to argue a position. 

In contrast, Class of 2021 showed VP dominance, with bundles such as it can 

be concluded, it is also possible, and to be able to appearing frequently. This 

suggests that Class of 2021 uses RMSs in a somewhat different way. Their verb 

phrases are not only used to mention or describe a topic, but also to “do something 

with the information.” For example, these sequences allow students to express that 

something may happen, that something is important, or that something causes 

difficulty. They can also use expressions such as on the other hand to connect and 

compare ideas.  

Thus, their writing moves beyond simply presenting a topic and its 

information toward expressing a view about that information, showing its 

relationship with other ideas, and making an evaluation. These sequences do more 

than name a topic; they express conclusions, possibility, and ability, which are 

closer to argumentative and analytical language. This fits Cortes's (2013, 2015) 

observation that the more native-like and flexible use of recurring verbal 

sequences often marks writing that is more advanced. It also aligns with the 

broader view of syntax in EFL writing, where complex sentence structures that use 

subordination are considered more widely distributed than simple ones (Ha, 2022; 

Wang et al., 2024). 

Looking closer at the VP bundles also shows a wider range of communicative 

purposes in Class of 2021. Bundles like is the most important and have the right to 

add an evaluative or judgmental tone, while it is also possible expresses possibility 

rather than certainty. Therefore, the higher percentage of VP in Class of 2021 can 
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be understood not simply as a difference in grammatical structure, but as a 

reflection of how students use RMSs to perform different communicative actions in 

their writing. Instead of mainly using recurrent expressions to maintain the topic, 

they increasingly use them to express relationships, evaluation, possibility, and 

personal positioning.  

This variety suggests that fifth-semester students are starting to use verb 

phrases not just to state facts but to reason and evaluate. Such use reflects a more 

developed command of the verbal constructions needed for academic 

argumentation (Biber et al., 2004; Cortes, 2013). 

It is important to note that the number of VP sequences in Class of 2021 (11) 

is smaller than in Class of 2020 (26) in raw terms. However, this must be read 

alongside the very different corpus sizes of the two groups, as shown in Table 4.1. 

Because Class of 2021's corpus is much smaller, its 66.3% VP proportion still 

represents a genuine structural tendency rather than a result of having more data 

to work with. This is in line with the idea that frequency findings in corpus studies 

should always be interpreted in proportion to corpus size, not by raw counts alone 

(Biber et al., 2004). 

Taken together, these findings suggest a general pattern of growth from NP-

centered writing in the third semester to VP-centered writing in the fifth semester. 

This supports Wray's (2002, 2013) idea that as learners gain more experience, they 

do not abandon formulaic phrases altogether, but instead build a wider and more 

flexible set of them, including ones that carry argument and evaluation. For 

teaching, this suggests that introducing useful VP frames, such as it can be argued 

or this suggests that, earlier in students' academic writing training may help them 

develop these skills sooner rather than later. Having discussed the syntactic 

dimension of RQ1, the discussion now turns to the second research question, which 

looks at the discourse functions of RMS in students' writing. 

 

Students' Use of RMS in Terms of Functions 

The findings show that both cohorts relied more on Discourse Organizer (DO) 

sequences than on Stance Expression (SE) sequences, but Class of 2021 used a 

noticeably higher proportion of SE sequences (35.8%) than Class of 2020 (20.5%). 

This connects to the concept of cohesion, which refers to the grammatical and 

lexical ties that hold a text together as a unified whole (Halliday & Hasan, 1976). 

The following paragraphs explain what this pattern reveals about students' 

functional evidence, drawing on the cohesion and RMS theories. 

The strong presence of DO sequences in both cohorts is consistent with 

earlier corpus-based studies on student academic writing (Biber et al., 2004; 

Cortes, 2013). Discourse organizers work to connect ideas and guide readers 

through a text, which is a central part of what makes writing cohesive (Halliday & 

Hasan, 1976; Hyland, 2008). Because both cohorts rely heavily on DO sequences, 

this shows that students at both levels already understand the basic need to 

organize and connect their ideas. However, the way this organizing function is 
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carried out differs between the two groups, as the next paragraphs explain. 

In Class of 2020, many DO sequences are tied closely to the assignment topic, 

such as in the form of, of children's literature, and students with special needs. 

When we look more closely at these RMS, many of them remain strongly connected 

to particular topics. This means that Class of 2020 students do use RMS to organize 

information, but they often do so by repeating or maintaining information that is 

directly related to the topic of their writing.  

In other words, these sequences work more like topic vocabulary than 

general organizing tools. This matches Cortes's (2013) distinction between 

bundles that are specific to one subject area and those that can be used more 

broadly. The findings also suggest that part of this organizing function is driven 

more by the repetition of topic-specific vocabulary than by general academic 

organizational patterns. This also reflects a common issue in EFL cohesion, where 

learners may repeat the same lexical items too often instead of varying their 

cohesive devices (Ahmed, 2010). This suggests that third-semester students' 

ability to organize their writing still depends heavily on how familiar they are with 

the topic. 

Class of 2021, on the other hand, used DO sequences that are more general 

and could apply to almost any topic, such as on the other hand, the purpose of this, 

and for a long time. This suggests that, although DO is still the most frequently used 

function in Class of 2021, the types of RMS they use begin to show a more general 

academic pattern. Rather than mainly repeating words from the topic being 

discussed, these students appear to use RMS as tools for organizing their 

arguments.  

These sequences work as genuine organizational tools rather than topic-

specific vocabulary, since they can introduce contrast, state purpose, or mark time 

in any kind of academic text. For example, on the other hand can be used to 

compare ideas or introduce another point of view, the purpose of this can be used 

to explain a purpose, and is an example of can be used to introduce an example. 

Therefore, these RMS can be applied across different topics rather than being 

closely tied to one particular assignment. This fits Halliday and Hasan's (1976) 

view that using varied and appropriate cohesive devices is a sign of a more mature 

writing style. It also matches findings that texts with more varied cohesive devices 

tend to be judged as more coherent and of higher quality (Alawerdy & Alalwi, 2022; 

Quoc Tuan et al., 2023). 

Turning to Stance Expressions, the higher proportion found in Class of 2021 

is meaningful because stance markers show a writer's opinions, judgments, and 

level of certainty (Hyland, 2008). Bundles such as it is also possible, is the most 

important, and make it difficult for reflect the writer's evaluation of the content, 

not just a description of it. The difference becomes clearer when the actual stance 

expressions used by the two cohorts are examined. Class of 2020 frequently used 

expressions such as it can be concluded and can be concluded that. This shows that 
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these students already know how to express a conclusion in an academic way, but 

they tend to rely on the same patterns repeatedly.  

In contrast, Class of 2021 used more varied expressions, such as it is also 

possible, is the most important, have the right to, and make it difficult for. These 

expressions allow students to show different meanings, including possibility, 

evaluation, importance, rights, and judgment. Therefore, the difference is not 

simply that Class of 2021 uses more SE, but that their SE use shows a more varied 

way of positioning themselves toward the information they discuss. This kind of 

evaluative language is associated with a more developed academic voice and 

stronger argumentative skills (Biber et al., 2004). This suggests that fifth-semester 

students are beginning to move beyond describing ideas and are starting to 

comment on and judge them as well. 

This does not mean Class of 2020 lacks stance awareness completely. The 

frequent use of it can be concluded and can be concluded that (f=21 and f=20) 

shows that these students already know how to signal a conclusion. However, the 

repeated use of these expressions also shows that their way of expressing stance is 

still relatively limited and formulaic. They have already learned a recognizable way 

of “speaking academically,” but they have fewer recurring expressions for showing 

different types of evaluation or positioning.  

In contrast, the wider range of stance expressions in Class of 2021 suggests 

that these students are beginning to use recurrent language not only to state 

conclusions, but also to express possibility, evaluation, importance, and judgment. 

However, because these two phrases are repeated so often on their own, they 

function more like a fixed formula than a flexible stance tool. This matches the idea 

that overreliance on the same formulaic sequence, without variation, can limit how 

naturally and effectively a writer expresses different shades of meaning (Wray, 

2002; Hyland, 2008). 

Overall, these functional findings point to a similar pattern of growth as the 

structural findings discussed Fifth-semester students use a wider variety of stance 

expressions and more broadly applicable discourse organizers, while third-

semester students rely more on repeated, topic-bound sequences. Both patterns 

reflect the same underlying development: as students gain more experience with 

academic writing, their use of RMS becomes less tied to memorized, topic-specific 

phrases and more flexible, evaluative, and generalizable. This has a practical 

implication for teaching, since explicitly noticing and practicing different RMS 

functions in class, rather than leaving them to be picked up naturally, can help 

students build this flexibility earlier (Cortes, 2013; Uçar, 2017). 

 

5. Conclusion     

This study concludes that students’ use of Recurrent Multi-word Sequences 

(RMS) in academic writing develops from a more topic-centered and formulaic 

pattern toward a more flexible and analytical pattern across the two cohorts. Class 

of 2020 students relied more heavily on Noun Phrase (NP) sequences, which 
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function mainly to introduce, describe, and maintain information related to the 

writing topic. Their RMS use reflects an earlier stage of academic writing 

development, where students depend on familiar and ready-made expressions to 

reduce cognitive effort and organize ideas.  

In contrast, Class of 2021 students showed greater use of Verb Phrase (VP) 

sequences, indicating a shift toward using RMS to express relationships between 

ideas, conclusions, evaluations, and academic positioning. Although both cohorts 

used Discourse Organizer (DO) sequences as the dominant functional category, 

Class of 2021 demonstrated more varied and general academic organizing 

patterns, while Class of 2020 relied more on topic-specific expressions. The higher 

use and wider range of Stance Expression (SE) sequences among Class of 2021 

further suggest that these students have developed a stronger ability to express 

judgment, possibility, importance, and evaluation in academic writing. 

The study is limited to two cohorts of students from one educational context 

and focuses specifically on the use of RMS in academic writing. Therefore, the 

findings may not fully represent students from different institutions, disciplines, 

educational levels, or cultural backgrounds. In addition, the study analyzes the 

frequency, syntactic structure, and functional categories of RMS, but it does not 

investigate other possible factors influencing students’ evidence of students’ 

phraseological behavior in writing, particularly in relation to recurrent syntactic 

patterns and discourse functions., such as individual learning strategies, writing 

instruction, exposure to academic texts, or students’ proficiency levels. Since the 

analysis is based on written products, it may not capture students’ actual 

knowledge of RMS use in other academic communication contexts, such as 

speaking or classroom interaction. 

Based on the findings, students are encouraged to expand their academic 

language resources by learning RMS not only as fixed expressions but also as 

flexible tools for organizing arguments, expressing stance, and developing 

academic voice. Writing instruction should provide explicit teaching of different 

RMS functions, including discourse organization, evaluation, and argument 

construction, rather than focusing only on grammatical accuracy. Lecturers are 

recommended to introduce commonly used academic phrase frames, provide 

opportunities for students to analyze authentic academic texts, and encourage 

variation in the use of formulaic expressions. Future researchers may conduct 

longitudinal, comparative, or mixed-method studies involving broader 

participants to examine how evidence of students’ phraseological behavior in 

writing, particularly in relation to recurrent syntactic patterns and discourse 

functions. 

The findings have implications for EFL academic writing instruction, 

particularly for corpus-informed vocabulary and phraseological teaching. 

Teachers can use learner-corpus examples to introduce students to recurrent 

academic expressions rather than teaching vocabulary only as individual words. 
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Classroom activities can include identifying frequent four-word sequences, 

examining their concordance lines, and comparing how the same or similar 

sequences are used across different contexts. Such activities can help students 

recognize how recurring expressions contribute to syntactic construction, 

discourse organization, and the expression of stance. 

The findings also suggest the importance of developing phraseological 

diversity in academic writing. Students can be exposed to different types of noun 

phrase and verb phrase sequences as well as discourse-organizing and stance 

expressions. Instead of requiring students to memorize fixed lists of expressions, 

teachers can encourage them to observe recurrent patterns in authentic academic 

texts and use them appropriately according to context. This approach can help 

students develop greater awareness of phraseological choices while avoiding the 

assumption that one RMS pattern is inherently better than another. 
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