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  Abstract 
Various genres are used in the creation of research articles. However, this phenom-
enon is underexplored. This paper reports on a study designed to examine how el-
emental genres in the major stages of research articles are combined to form mac-
rogenres. Drawing on Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL)-based genre theory, 
the elemental linking patterns between two adjacent elemental genres were ana-
lyzed in 35 research articles in the field of linguistics. Findings indicated that ex-
tension was most frequently used in the formation of macrogenres. Moreover, the 
most common type of elemental genre extension was a factorial explanation com-
bined with a descriptive report. Additionally, the most common patterns for elabo-
ration and enhancement in the elemental genre were descriptive report = descriptive 
report and descriptive report × factorial explanation, respectively. In addition, the 
corpus also revealed instances of elemental genre projection and overt elemental 
genre embedding. The findings are highly relevant for teaching students specific 
strategies for linking elemental genres in research articles. 

Keywords 
Elemental genre combining strategies, research articles, linguistics, extension, elab-
oration, enhancement, projection, embedding 

 
1. Introduction 

Research articles are an important academic genre (Hyland, 2009, p. 67), which demonstrates research results in a 
standardized form and is recognized as a major mechanism for scholarly communication (Pang et al., 2021). Because 
of its importance in academic writing, the studies on research articles have aroused the interest of scholars worldwide. 
These studies can roughly be divided into two strings. On the one hand, the general structure and rhetorical moves of 
research articles are analyzed (Liu & Lim, 2023; Swales, 1990). On the other hand, the lexicogrammatical features 
in academic papers are explored (Hu & Cao, 2011). Though there are a huge number of studies on research articles, 
scant studies focus on the generic complexity features of them. Furthermore, even fewer studies analyze the elemental 
genre combining strategies in the main generic stages of research articles. However, writers need to grasp the skills 
for leveraging elemental genres to form macrogenres. In light of this, drawing on Martin’s (1994/2012, 1995) dis-
cussion on elemental genre combining strategies and Halliday and Matthiessen’s (1999) elaboration on expansion 
and projection, the current study discusses elemental genre combining strategies in the main generic stages in lin-
guistics research articles.  

In the following sections, the relevant studies on linguistics research articles and genre-combining strategies are 
reviewed. Then, the process of data collection, coding, and analysis are introduced. Finally, the overall and specific 
genre-combining patterns in the linguistics research articles are discussed.  
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2. Literature review 

2.1 Genre-based studies on linguistics research articles 

Linguistics research articles have been widely researched from a genre perspective. From the research content, 
both the part-genres and the entire papers have been investigated. On the one hand, many researchers took the main 
sections of research articles, including abstract, introduction, methods, results, discussion, and conclusion, as their 
part-genres (Lu et al., 2018). These part-genres were explored in the aspect of their move-step structure and lexi-
cogrammatical resources. 

Firstly, based on the genre analysis framework (Swales, 1990), researchers focused on the move and steps realizing 
various communicative purposes in the part-genres of linguistics academic papers. Yang and Allison (2004) analyzed 
the macro-structure of both primary and secondary RAs in applied linguistics and found that primary RAs employed 
both the widely accepted ‘Introduction-Method-Results-Discussion’ (IMRD) structure and other variant forms. They 
(Yang & Allison, 2004) also summarized the generic structure of secondary RAs as ‘Introduction – Argumentation 
– Conclusion’. More recently, Tseng (2018) explored the part-genre of theoretical framework in linguistics RAs and 
synthesized a three-move structure of the theoretical framework part. Gong and Barlow (2022) established a corpus 
consisting of 76, 835 RAs ranging from 26 disciplines (including linguistics) and found that the IMRD pattern still 
prevailed among the RAs. 

Secondly, based on the move segmentation, researchers (Lu, Yoon, & Kisselev, 2021; Lu et al., 2021) explored 
the distribution of lexicogrammatical resources in the moves of part-genres. For example, Lu, Yoon, and Kisselev 
(2021) extracted a list of phrase-frames from 600 RA introductions matched their occurrences with the moves, and 
identified three types of phrase-frames according to their association with moves. 

Thirdly, the lexicogrammatical resources realizing interpersonal functions were analyzed mainly through three 
strings of theoretical thoughts. First, with the guidance of Hyland’s (2005) metadiscourse framework, researchers 
(Deng & He, 2023; Kawase, 2015) studied and compared the distribution of metadiscourse in the part-genres of 
linguistics RAs. Kawase (2015) reported that writers employed more metadiscourse in their RA introductions com-
pared with their Ph.D. thesis. In a more recent study, Deng and He (2023) analyzed the use of stance markers in the 
conclusion parts of RAs from four disciplines. They (Deng & He, 2023) found that writers from soft disciplines (such 
as applied linguistics and sociology) utilized more hedges and self-mentions compared with their counterparts in hard 
disciplines (e.g., biology and mechanical engineering). Second, the appraisal resources in part-genres of RAs were 
explored based on Martin and White’s (2005) appraisal framework. For instance, Sheldon (2018) compared the con-
clusions of applied linguistics RAs written by English L1, English L2, and Spanish L1 in terms of evaluative stance. 
He (Sheldon, 2018) found that writers with English as their native language mobilized more heteroglossic resources 
for establishing negotiation space with readers, while English L2 and Spanish L1 writers tend to contract other voices. 
Third, other interpersonal resources were explored with the underpinnings of various theoretical frameworks 
(Sadeghi & Alinasab, 2020; Wang, 2023; Wang & Hu, 2023a, 2023b). Sadeghi and Alinasab (2020) reported that 
English RAs (both written by native and non-native English speakers) showed more academic conflict structures 
compared with Persian RAs. In a more recent study focusing on disciplinary and gender effects on academics’ use of 
interest markers, Wang and Hu (2023a) found that soft-discipline (e.g., applied linguistics and history) scholars pre-
ferred to evaluate the significance of findings than their hard-discipline counterparts (e.g., biology and mechanical 
engineering). 

Fourthly, the lexicogrammatical resources were analyzed through a corpus-driven approach. Ziaeian and Golparvar 
(2022) noted differences in syntactic complexity features in the discussion section of RAs from the disciplines of 
applied linguistics, chemistry, and economics. They (Ziaeian & Golparvar, 2022) revealed that applied linguistics 
and economics discussions were more complex than chemistry RAs at clausal levels, while at phrasal levels, chem-
istry texts demonstrated more complexity features than applied linguistics and economics papers. Likewise, Parviz 
et al’s (2020) study on phrasal complexity features in results sections from applied linguistics and physics RAs re-
vealed that three phrasal complexity features (pre-modifying adjectives, post-modifying prepositional phrases, and 
nominalizations) occurred frequently in these RAs.  

On the other hand, the entire research papers were analyzed to reveal the linguistic features of these research 
articles. For example, Gao (2020) found similarities and differences in the use of informality features among aca-
demic articles from four disciplines (linguistics, management, physics, and computer science) and noted that linguis-
tics RAs displayed more formal characteristics. In addition, other linguistic features in linguistics academic papers 
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were analyzed, such as authorial references (Khedri & Kritsis, 2020), reporting practices (Marti et al., 2019), authorial 
stance (Qiu & Ma, 2019), definition (Triki, 2019), and citation practice (Zhang, 2022). 

While linguistics RAs were analyzed widely either from the macro rhetorical structure or micro lexicogrammatical 
resources, the aforementioned studies paid little attention to generic complexity features, namely the variety and 
number of elemental genres that form a macrogenre (Jordens et al., 2001). Consequently, it is still unknown how 
elemental genres in the major stages of RAs combine to form a macrogenre. This study sought to describe the strat-
egies through which elemental genres in linguistics RAs are linked into a macrogenre. The findings of such a study 
can contribute to a more in-depth understanding of the generic complexity features of linguistics academic papers.  

2.2 Studies on generic complexity in research articles 

Generic complexity refers to the number and variety of elemental genres employed for forming macrogenres (Jor-
dens et al., 2001). A macrogenre is a large-scale text that instantiates more than one elemental genre to accomplish 
complicated purposes (Martin, 1994/2012; Martin & Rose, 2008; Rose, 2012; Zhang & Pramoolsook, 2019). Addi-
tionally, Martin (1994/2012), Martin and Rose (2008), and Rose (2012) provide detailed analyses of elemental genre 
families, including reports, explanations, and expositions. These elemental genre families contain specific elemental 
genres in accordance with purposes, generic stages and lexicogrammatical features. 

Compared with the abundance of genre-based studies on linguistics RAs, generic complexity in RAs received scant 
attention. Only several scholars (Hood, 2010; Lai & Wang, 2018; Zhang & Pramoolsook, 2019) explored generic 
complexity in research articles. Some researchers (Lai & Wang, 2018) took the entire research article as a macrogenre 
and reported the overall and macro-generic-stage-oriented distribution of elemental genres based on the examination 
of 120 SSCI-indexed linguistics RAs. They (Lai & Wang, 2018) found that linguistics RAs were a type of compli-
cated macrogenre, with reporting genres as their basis, arguing genres as core, and recounting and explaining genres 
operating ancillary function. Other scholar (Zhang, 2015) viewed abstracts of linguistics RAs as macrogenres and 
illustrated that an abstract of a linguistics RA could be a genre complex consisting of a descriptive report and a 
procedural recount. In addition, Hood (2010) considered both the whole article and its part-genre as macrogenres and 
focused on the introductions of RAs from the perspective of field. She (Hood, 2010) summarized the elemental genre 
sequence of introductions as descriptive report of research object ^ descriptive report of other research in the study 
field ^ description of the writer’s current study. 

While several scholars revealed the distribution of elemental genres in research articles, there is hardly any research 
on the elemental genre combining mechanism employed by elemental genres to form a macrogenre. Therefore, to 
explore the elemental genre combining strategies in the formation of a macrogenre can shed light on the understand-
ing of generic complexity features. Thus, this study constitutes an effort to add empirical evidence of elemental genre 
combining strategies used by writers of linguistics RAs to form macrogenres. Findings of such a study can contribute 
to a deeper understanding of generic complexity features in RAs. 

2.3 Elemental genre combining strategies 

Elemental genre combining strategies are resources for organizing the instances of elemental genres into whole 
research articles. According to Martin (1994/2012, 1995) and Halliday and Matthiessen (1999), these strategies in-
clude extension, elaboration, enhancement, projection, and embedding.  

Extension is originally used in the formation of clause complexes, indicating that one clause extends the meaning 
of another by adding something new to it (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014:471). In essence, extension is one of the 
major motifs of the ideation base (Halliday & Matthiessen, 1999:222). As one of the fractal meaning expansion 
strategies, extension is applied by Martin (1994/2012, 1995b) in the formation of macrogenres, showing that one 
instance of an elemental genre is extended by another instance of the same or other elemental genres.  

Genre elaboration, according to Martin (1994/2012, 1995), refers to one text that instantiates one elemental genre 
and reinterprets the other text clips. Based on the analysis of the current study, it is discovered that elaboration can 
be either exemplification or specification. Exemplification means the text instance is used as an example for support-
ing the previous elemental genre. Specification refers to the elaborating genre particularizes the entities realized by 
the elaborated genres.  

Genre enhancement, for Martin (1994/2012, 1995), refers to the case in which one text instantiation of one ele-
mental genre embellishes another text with circumstantial features of time, place, cause, or condition. 

According to Martin (1995), elemental genre projection can be divided into the projection of locutions and the 
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projection of ideas. The former refers to the phenomenon in which one text is quoted by another while the latter 
indicates the phenomenon in which an alternative form of semiosis (graph, figure, drawing) reworks the content of 
the projecting text. Considering the reliability of data coding, the current study focuses on elemental genre projection 
of ideas, which is illustrated by figure expositions. Following Martin (1995, p. 34), the figures and the elemental 
genre of “figure exposition” combined form the genre projection, where the verbal expression projects the visual 
figures. 

Elemental genre embedding refers to the fact that one stage of an elemental genre is realized by text instances from 
another elemental genre. The close scrutinizing of the corpus reveals that there are two kinds of genre embedding. 
One is the implicit genre embedding, where the embedding genre is integrated into the embedded genre covertly (Lu 
& Yuan, 2022). The other is explicit elemental genre embedding, where the embedded genre is marked by a different 
typography to the genre it is embedded into. Considering the heavy coding and identifying load, this study focuses 
only on explicit elemental genre embedding. These embeddings usually occur in qualitative studies, in which other 
texts are embedded into the RAs, serving as examples of illustration. 

2.4 Elemental genres 

Before the genre-combining strategies are discussed, it is necessary to propose the framework for analyzing ele-
mental genres in linguistics RAs. Based on the previous studies (Hao, 2021; Martin & Rose,2008; Qiu, 2023; Rose, 
2012; Veel, 1997; Zhang & Pramoolsook, 2019) on the classification of elemental genres, the current study proposes 
an elemental genre classification framework, which includes five elemental genre families, i.e., Reports, Explanations, 
Arguments, Recounts, and Text responses. These five elemental genre families contain altogether 27 elemental gen-
res. 

According to (Martin & Rose, 2008, p. 141), reports construe entities in terms of their description, classification, 
and composition. The genre family of Reports can be divided into three elemental genres – descriptive reports, clas-
sifying reports, and compositional reports. Combining Martin and Rose’s (2008, pp. 150-163) and Veel’s (1997, p. 
171) classification of Explanations, the present study includes six elemental genres of Explanations: sequential ex-
planations, factorial explanations, consequential explanations, conditional explanations, theoretical explanations, and 
exploration. The Arguments genre family includes expositions, discussions, and challenges (Martin & Rose, 2008; 
Rose, 2012; Rose & Martin, 2012; Veel, 1997). Besides, three arguing elemental genres are emerging in the corpus 
(Qiu, 2023). They are exposition reviews, elucidations, and figure expositions. Exposition reviews are used to support 
the writer’s positions with the schematic structure of the Thesis ^ Evidence ^ Evaluation. Elucidations are used to 
negotiate RA writers’ points of view with a generic structure Thesis ^ Evidence ^ Evaluation. Figure expositions are 
used for describing and evaluating figures in RAs with the schematic structure of Figure presentation ^ Description 
^ (Evaluation). 

In addition, the genre family of Recounts contains personal recounts, anecdotes, exemplum, observations, narra-
tives, biographical recounts, historical recounts, and procedural recounts. 

3. Methods 

3.1 Data collection 

Firstly, ten top-tier SSCI-indexed linguistics journals (Applied Linguistics, Journal of Memory and Language, 
Language Teaching, Modern Language Journal, Language Learning, Journal of Second Language Writing, English 
for Specific Purposes, TESOL Quarterly, System, Journal of English for Academic Purposes) were chosen.  

Second, a corpus was created by selecting one article from each journal that was released between 2016 and 2020. 
To be precise, one article from the issue that was released in December was picked at random. 50 RAs were included 
in the corpus. For additional analysis and referencing, the texts were given the code “Discipline Year No”, such as 
Lin201901. 

Thirdly, the macro generic stages of these RAs were determined and split in accordance with the section titles and 
content. After removing review articles and RAs with macro generic stage embedding, 35 RAs remained. The total 
number of tokens and words was calculated using UAM CorpusTool version 6.2e (O’Donnell, 2022). There are 
370712 words and 448195 tokens in this corpus. 

The UTF-8 format tool was used to convert these RAs from PDF to text forms. Figures and tables were taken out. 
Then, for additional annotation, the RAs were imported into UAM CorpusTool version 3.3w (O’Donnell, 2021). 
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3.2 Data coding and data analysis 

First, pilot research was carried out. Three RAs were chosen as a sample. Two coders independently identified the 
macro generic stage and elemental genre combining strategies. The inter-rater reliability was calculated. The two 
coders achieved an agreement of 88.24% in the coding of the macro generic stage. The proportion of agreement with 
regard to the genre-combining strategies was 84.44%. A consensus was achieved after discussions on the disagree-
ment. 

Second, based on the results of the pilot study, macro generic phases were annotated using UAM CorpusTool 
version 6.2e. On the paper copy of the RAs, the annotation was made. Excel recorded the outcomes. The extension 
(+), elaboration (=), and enhancement (×) were used to denote the logical-semantic relationship between two adja-
cent elemental genres within the same macro-generic stage. Figure exposition was used to realize the projection of 
ideas. < > denoted the presence of elemental genre embedding. For instance, the term <observation> denoted the 
embedding of the elemental genre of observation within another elemental genre. 

Third, based on the marking results of elemental genre combining strategies in Excel, the major elemental linking 
patterns were discussed. 

4. Results and discussion 

4.1 Overall elemental genre combining patterns  

Following Martin (1994/2012, 1995) and Halliday and Matthiessen (1999), the elemental genre combining strate-
gies were identified and counted. The types and total numbers of the elemental genre linking patterns in the corpora 
were illustrated in Tables 1-2. 

Table 1. Types and total numbers of elemental genre combining patterns (1) 
 Intra-elemental genre families 
 T N P 

Extension 20 167 91.26% 
Elaboration 6 13 7.10% 

Enhancement 3 3 1.64% 
Total 29 183 100% 

Note: Lin=Linguistics; T=Types; N=Total numbers; P=Percentage. 

Table 2. Types and total numbers of elemental genre combining patterns (2) 
 Inter-elemental genre families 
 T N P 

Extension 45 160 86.02% 
Elaboration 6 6 3.23% 

Enhancement 9 20 10.75% 
Total 60 186 100% 

Note: Lin=Linguistics; T=Types; N=Total numbers; P=Percentage. 

Before presenting the general results of elemental combining patterns, two points need to be explained. First, as 
illustrated in Tables 1 and 2, three strategies of genre expansion are divided into combinations within or across the 
elemental genre families. Second, as for genre projection, the current study only discusses the projection of ideas 
represented by figure expositions. On the one hand, according to Martin (1995, p. 34), figure expositions themselves, 
and the figures they project form the typical example of genre projection. On the other hand, focusing on the figure 
exposition can reduce the influence of subjectivity in the coding process since figures in the research articles, with 
their visual presentation, are easier to identify. Similarly, to reduce the coding burden and increase the annotating 
reliability, overt embedding, which means the obvious font and typological differences between the embedded and 
embedding texts, is focused on in the present study. 

Concerning genre-combining strategies in the linguistics RAs, there are three points worthy of mentioning. 
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First, extension takes a predominant position in the genre-linking strategies. As illustrated by Table 1, for the genre 
expansion strategies within the same elemental genre families, the cases of extension occupy 91.26% (167 cases) in 
the linguistics RAs. Moreover, the distribution of genre-expanding methods across elemental genre families displays 
a similar trend, i.e., extension takes up 86.02% (160 cases). 

Second, for genre expansion within the same elemental genre families, the three strategies demonstrate the trend 
of extension > elaboration > enhancement. To be specific, elemental genre enhancement within the same elemental 
genre families is rare, with linguistics papers only seeing three cases of genre enhancement. 

Third, regarding genre expansion across elemental genre families, the corpus displays the tendency of extension > 
enhancement > elaboration. Specifically speaking, inter-generic elaboration takes only a very small fraction in the 
linguistics RAs (six cases, 3.23%). 

4.2 Specific elemental genre combining strategies 

4.2.1 Extension 
The overall results of the genre extension strategies in the linguistics RAs can be summarized from three aspects. 
First of all, for the extension patterns within the elemental genres in the same genre family, the top five types are 

descriptive report + descriptive report, exposition + exposition, classifying report + descriptive report, exposition 
review + exposition review, and descriptive report + classifying report (see Table 3).  

Table 3. Top five elemental genre extension patterns: intra-genre families 

Disciplines Intra-elemental genre families   
 Types N P 

Linguistics descriptive report+descritpive report 45 26.95% 
(167 cases) exposition+exposition 20 11.98% 

 classifying report+descriptive report 19 11.38% 
 exposition review+exposition review 18 10.78% 
 descriptive report+classifying report 14 8.38% 
 Total 116 69.47% 

Note: N=number; P=percentage. 

Table 4. Top five elemental genre extension patterns: inter-genre families 

Disciplines Inter-elemental genre families   

 Types N P 

Linguistics factorial explanation+descriptive report 11 6.88% 
(160 cases) exposition+descriptive report 11 6.88% 

 descriptive report+exposition 10 6.25% 
 procedural recount+descriptive report 10 6.25% 
 descriptive report+figure exposition 9 5.63% 
 (descriptive report+procedural recount)1  
 Total 51 31.89% 

Note: N=number; P=percentage. 

These major intra-genre-family combining patterns are located within the genre families of Reports and Arguments, 
which is different from Zhao’s (2014) study on middle school textbooks, where extension is limited to Reports and 
Explanations. The reasons for the difference may be attributed to the choice of the research object. The research 
article, as the major channel for communicating research results and findings (Pang et al., 2021), uses the Report 
genre family to describe the related literature, research methods, and research results. In addition, the genre family 

 
1 The patterns of descriptive report+figure exposition and descriptive report+procedural recount are tied to the fifth place according to quantities in inter-
genre extensions in the linguistics RAs. 
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of Arguments is utilized for establishing and consolidating authors’ positions. On the contrary, the major purpose of 
textbooks is to impart certified knowledge to students (Deng, 2012, p. 52). Thus, Report and Explanation genre 
families are abundant in middle school science textbooks. 

Secondly, regarding the relating patterns across genre families, the five most frequent inter-elemental genre exten-
sion patterns include factorial explanation + descriptive report, exposition + descriptive report, descriptive report + 
exposition, procedural recount + descriptive report, descriptive report + figure exposition, and descriptive report + 
procedural recount (see Table 4). It is discovered that inter-genre-family extension occurs predominantly between 
Reports and Arguments, or between Reports and Explanations. As illustrated in Table 4, factorial explanation + 
descriptive report is the most frequent inter-generic extension pattern. Besides, three out of the five top inter-generic 
patterns involve Reports and Arguments, amounting to 30 cases, occupying 18.75% of the total inter-genre extension 
cases. It may be attributed to large quantities of Reports in the linguistics corpus. Reports are combined mainly with 
Arguments or Explanations via an extension for proposing the writers’ positions or explaining the reasons behind 
certain phenomena.  

The following is an analysis of the elemental genre combining pattern “descriptive report + descriptive report”, 
which is unfolded through the detailed expounding from genre, field, and discourse semantics resources. 

Example 1 

Phenomenon Self-Efficacy for Reading French.  
We measured reading self-efficacy ... 

Description 

The questionnaire was completed … 
It asked about very specific aspects… 
Cronbach’s alpha was .82… 
We therefore calculated… 

Phenomenon Phonological decoding. 
This was measured using a pen-and-paper ‘sound-alike task’(SALT) … 

Description 

In the SALT, each of the items presented participants with… 
Using knowledge of sublexical SSCs, learners had to… 
Pseudowords were created by… 
All words were monosyllabic… 
One point was awarded… 
Piloting showed acceptable reliability… 
In the final dataset in the main study, Cronbach’s alpha was… 

(Lin 202004) (Graham et al., 2020:702) 

Example 1, taken from the Methods section of a linguistics RA, is a combination of two descriptive reports that 
describe two measurement instruments, i.e., a questionnaire for self-report efficacy and a “sound-alike” task for 
measuring phonological decoding ability.  

From the aspect of the genre stratum, the elemental genre is mainly identified through stages. The two reports 
spread through the schematic structure of Phenomenon ^ Description. In the first instance, the phenomenon to be 
described is the self-efficacy questionnaire. The description stage depicts three dimensions of this questionnaire, 
including the time for completion, the specific content, and the reliability of the instruments. The second instance of 
a descriptive report follows the same generic stage with the phenomenon of a “sound-alike” task and the description 
stage focuses mainly on the specific items and reliability of this task.  

At the register stratum, the two reports revolve through two items, i.e., a questionnaire and a SALT task. The two 
items are taxonomized through various dimensions, such as the specific content of the task and the reliability testing.  

The two items are realized as thing entities at the discourse semantics stratum. According to Hao (2020:143), both 
of the thing entities are instrumentally defined because they are all used for depicting the instruments. Experientially, 
the phenomenon stages in both texts are realized by material clauses which emphasize “measure”. In the first text 
instantiation, the author uses we measured reading self-efficacy. In the second text instance, a clause of passive voice 
this was measured using a pen-and-pencil ‘sound-alike’ task is employed.  

Moreover, the two descriptive reports provide a wealth of material and relational clauses. The former is employed 
for depicting the measurement process while the latter is used for describing the validity and reliability of the tests. 
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Textually, the themes of the first report are “we - the questionnaire - it - Cronbach’s alpha - we”. Except for the 
first and last theme, which refers to the people who conduct the questionnaire. The other three themes keep focusing 
on the thing entity “questionnaire” either through directly mentioning the singular form or pronominal form or 
through the reliability index of this entity.  

Although the second report uses many unmarked themes, a close examination of these themes reveals that they are 
mainly divided into two groups, within the SALT, pseudowords, and all words being grouped as one set indicating 
the content of the task, and one point, piloting, in the final dataset in the main study, Cronbach’s alpha stating the 
reliability testing of the task.  

Given that the two major entities are both defined as subtypes of instruments used in the study, the thematic de-
velopment patterns strengthen the extension relation between the two descriptive reports.  

4.2.2 Elaboration 
Compared with the various patterns of elemental genre extension in the linguistics RAs, elemental genre elabora-

tion only appears in several cases. As illustrated by Table 5, elaboration can occur within the same elemental genre 
family, such as descriptive report = descriptive report (five cases), classifying report = classifying report (two cases). 
Across elemental genre families, there are only six cases of elemental genre elaboration in the corpus. Example 2 is 
a case of genre elaboration between descriptive reports. 

Table 5. Elemental genre elaboration patterns: intra-genre families 

Disciplines Intra-elemental genre families   

 Types N P 

Linguistics descriptive report=descriptive report 5 38.46% 
(13 cases) classifying report=classifying report 2 15.38% 

 factorial explanation=factorial explanation 2 15.38% 
 procedural recount=procedural recount 2 15.38% 
 descriptive report=classifying report 1 7.69% 
 classifying report=descriptive report 1 7.69% 
 Total 13 100.00% 

Note: N=Number; P=Percentage. 

Example 2 

Phenomenon The data analyzed in this article were collected as part of a larger study focused on the implementation and out-
comes of ... 

Description  The study involved explicit instruction about…Data were collected during one-on-one meetings…These meetings 
were audio- and video-recorded… 

Phenomenon The current analysis focuses on one data source used to document and support development in performance abili-
ties … 

Description … 

(Lin 201901) (Van Compernolle, 2019: 876-877) 

Example 2 is extracted from the Methods section of a linguistics RA. The elemental genres are identified through 
the schematic structures of the text clips. Both two texts instantiate descriptive reports with the generic structure of 
Phenomenon ̂  Description. The first focuses on the general data of the larger study. In the description stage, different 
dimensions of the data are introduced, such as the instruction and communicative tasks, and the tutoring meetings 
used for collecting data. The second descriptive report centers on one data source of the larger study, which is stated 
clearly by the first clause in the phenomenon stage of the genre.  

Because the second descriptive report focuses on one part of the data mentioned by the first one, it is reasonable 
to conclude that the relation between the two descriptive reports is elaboration. To be specific, the second descriptive 
report particularizes the first one.  
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4.2.3 Enhancement 
As regards intra-elemental genre enhancement, there are only three cases in the linguistics RAs, i.e., classifying 

report × descriptive report, classifying report × classifying report, and sequential explanation × factorial ex-
planation. Inter-generically, the examination of the linguistics corpus reveals that descriptive report × factorial ex-
planation is the most common pattern (see Table 6). Additionally, three out of the top four genre enhancement pat-
terns belong to the type of reporting genres being enhanced by explaining genres. Example 3 is an illustration of this 
linking mode. 

Table 6. Elemental genre enhancement patterns: inter-genre families 

Disciplines Inter-elemental genre families   
 Types N P 

Linguistics descriptive report×factorial explanation 8 40.00% 
(20 cases) exposition×factorial explanation 3 15.00% 

 classifying report×sequential explanation 2 10.00% 
 classifying report×factorial explanation 2 10.00% 
 descriptive report×consequential explanation 1 5.00% 
 figure exposition×factorial explanation 1 5.00% 
 elucidation×factorial explanation 1 5.00% 
 review×factorial explanation 1 5.00% 
 historical recount×sequential explanation 1 5.00% 
 Total 20 100% 

Note: N=Number; P=Percentage 

Example 3  

Phenomenon To investigate the impact of the age factor, the results of the adult group with L1 German were compared to 
the results of the child learners ... 

Description 
The children did not differ from the adult … 
The more creative patterns, however, were mainly found in the adult learners. 
Furthermore, the child learners did not work on verb or noun inflection at all. 

Phenomenon The more uniform and less creative patterns found in the child data can be explained ... 

Factors 
It is thus plausible that the children’s more restricted cognitive resources led to … 
This interpretation would be compatible with the idea of processing determinism. 
It is also possible that children are less creative L2 users… 

(Lin 201805) (Dimroth, 2018:898) 

Firstly, the elemental genres in Example 3 should be described, which can be identified through purpose and sche-
matic structure. The descriptive report aims to convey the comparison results, while the factorial explanation seeks 
to explain the factors contributing to the findings.  

The realization of the elemental genres can be accomplished by field and discourse semantics resources. The de-
scriptive report focuses on the taxonomized item: results, which are semantically realized by entities, including uni-
form use of word order and more creative patterns.  

The factorial explanation identifies the activity “explain”. The explanation is mainly summarized in the relational 
clause of the children’s more restricted cognitive resources led to .... Semantically, this clause is the grammaticali-
zation of an implication sequence: The children have more restricted cognitive resources. Therefore, they have overly 
schematic linearization. In addition, two relational clauses also serve as the explanation for children’s less creative 
use of linguistic patterns. One is low processing cost is a ... state. The other is children are generally ... L2 users. 

Secondly, it should be approved that the logical-semantic relation between the descriptive report and the factorial 
explanation is enhanced. Semantically, this relation is implied in the meaning of the two text clips. The descriptive 
report depicts the comparison results, which indicate that the children use more uniform and less creative patterns 
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than the adult learners. The factorial explanation aims to provide possible reasons attributing to the comparison find-
ings. Lexicogrammatically, the relation is directly realized by the first clause of the factorial explanation, which is 
the more uniform and less creative patterns found in the child data can be explained in several ways. The subject of 
this clause is the summary of the results represented by the descriptive report.  

If the descriptive report does not describe the results, it may be irrational to explain the reasons leading to the 
results. In other words, the descriptive report provides knowledge presupposition for the explanation. This depend-
ency relation is a vital criterion for distinguishing enhancement from extension and elaboration. Given the above 
analysis, it is rational to claim that a descriptive report is enhanced by a factorial explanation in this case.  

4.2.4 Projection 
There are altogether 31 instances of figure expositions in the linguistics RAs. Furthermore, the counting of the 

distribution of elemental genres in major generic stages shows that figure expositions mainly occur in the Results or 
R&D sections.  

Example 4 illustrates a figure exposition. This excerpt is selected from the R&D section of a linguistics RA. Vis-
ually, Figure 1 is shown in the paper, which is an analytical process according to Kress and Leeuven (2006). Verbally, 
the description of this figure is shown by a figure exposition with the structure of Figure presentation ^ Figure de-
scription. 

Example 4 

Figure presentation As can be seen in Figure 1, 

Figure description 
the comparison ... revealed that most students made valuable progress in terms of writing development, … 
There was a significant increase in the number of positive outcomes… 
A similar pattern was seen in all sections… 

(Lin 201707) (Kelly-Laubscher et al., 2017:7) 

 
Figure 1. In Lin 201707 (Kelly-Laubscher et al., 2017:7). 

In other words, the text instance projects the content of a figure into verbal semiosis. As observed by Martin (1995, 
p. 34), the figures are elaborated by titles and numbers to demonstrate their dependence on the verbal semiosis pro-
jecting them. 

As shown in Figure 1, the title of Figure 1 is the number of positive outcomes in each section of the student report 
for draft 1 and draft 2, which is the anaphoric reference of the unmarked theme as can be seen in Figure 1 in the 
figure presentation stage.  

At the register stratum and viewed from the field, the figure exposition focuses on the description of the item 
Figure 1. The item is touched upon by several dimensions, which are realized by the activity entity comparison and 
semiotic entity a significant increase and a similar pattern. At the discourse semantics stratum, the figure is described 
by a relational process the comparison of the first and final drafts of the reports revealed…; an existential process 
there was a significant increase”, and a mental process “a similar pattern was seen…. 

4.2.5 Embedding 
It is discovered that all of the 11 cases of embedding genres in the linguistics RAs belong to the genre family of 

Recounts. Ten of the 11 instances of the embedding genres are observations and the remaining one instantiates a 
narrative. Example 5 offers an example that an observation is embedded into an exposition.  
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Example 5 

Thesis Her second homestay…proved much more successful. 

Argument 1 …there were frequent social outings with family members, such as... and even visiting a friend’s baby shower.  

Argument 2 

The latter, gave Jana invaluable insights into the ways New Zealanders celebrate this tradition: 
EXCERPT 3 
Interview 5 
<observation> it was crazy it was like it was decorated like a wedding… 

(Lin 201904) (Sauer & Ellis, 2019:749) 

Example 5 is selected in the Discussion section of a linguistics RA. Viewed from the schematic structure, it is an 
exposition with the generic structure of Thesis ^ Arguments. The embedding genre of observation demonstrates the 
untypical schematic structure, showing only the stage of Comment. This elemental genre is identified through its 
purpose, which concerns appreciating the influence of the event on the narrator (cf. Jorden, 2003:107; Martin & Rose, 
2008:67). In this example, the observation is embedded into the exposition with different fonts and typologies.   

5. Conclusion 

Drawing on SFL-based genre theory, this study examined how elemental genres in the major generic stages of 
linguistics RAs combine to form macrogenres. The results showed that extension is the most frequent genre-combin-
ing strategy both intra-elementally and inter-elementally. Factorial explanation + descriptive report is the most fre-
quent extension pattern. Elaboration only shows several cases with descriptive report=descriptive report occurring 
relatively frequently. Descriptive report × factorial explanation is the most common elemental genre enhancement 
pattern. Besides, projection of ideas and overt embedding occur 31 instances and 11 instances respectively in the 
linguistics corpus. 

This study, through exploring genre-combining strategies in linguistics RAs, has provided new insights into the 
research of academic discourse. On the one hand, it deepens our understanding of generic complexity in RAs. 
Through analyzing the genre-combining strategies in linguistics RAs, it is understood that elemental genres are com-
bined by various strategies to form macrogenres. On the other hand, these strategies can provide guidance in the 
process of academic course design and textbook compiling. Future studies may focus on the comparison of elemental 
genre combining patterns across RAs from different disciplines.  
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