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Abstract

Negation is central to academic argument because it enables writers to establish unresolved problems,
report nonconfirmation, and delimit empirical claims. This corpus study examined the formal realization,
rhetorical location, qualification, and discourse functions of negation in 812 empirical research article
abstracts (144,748 words) published in five applied linguistics journals between 2021 and 2026. Two
researchers independently compiled 500-abstract samples using the same eligibility criteria; the
samples were merged and 188 overlapping records were removed, yielding the final corpus. A closed,
contextually validated lexicon identified 639 negative expressions (4.41 per 1,000 words) in 393
abstracts, while 129 lexicalized boundary items were excluded. Syntactic negation was most frequent
(56.3%), followed by lexical (22.1%) and morphological negation (21.6%). Cluster-robust logistic
regression showed that negation varied across rhetorical moves, Wald x2(4) = 64.60, p < .001. Product
(7.10 per 1,000 words) and Introduction moves (5.32) showed the highest rates, whereas Purpose
showed the lowest rate (1.70). Formal choices also displayed characteristic discourse affordances:
syntactic forms denied or restricted propositions, morphological forms compressed evaluation into
lexical characterization, and lexical forms specified absence, deficiency, failure, exclusion, avoidance, or
prevention. Negation thus functions as a recurrent, rhetorically situated resource through which abstract
writers construct disciplinary space and calibrate the evidential boundaries of their claims.

1. Introduction

Research article abstracts occupy a consequential position in scholarly communication. They condense
the problem, purpose, methods, findings, and implications of an article into a short text that frequently
determines whether readers retrieve the complete publication. This compression is not exclusively
informational. Abstracts also establish the relevance of the research, represent the evidential value of its
findings, and position the article within a disciplinary conversation. Research has consequently
examined their move structures, evaluative language, stance, metadiscourse, and disciplinary variation
(Bondi & Lorés Sanz, 2014; Gillaerts & Van de Velde, 2010; Hyland, 2000, 2004, 2009; Lorés, 2004; Pho,
2008; Santos, 1996). Competition for scholarly attention further intensifies the selective and promotional
work of this genre (Hyland, 2023; Hyland & Jiang, 2021). These traditions demonstrate that an abstract is
not a neutral inventory of article content but a selective argument about why the reported investigation
and its results matter. Much of this argument is constructed through positive assertions about what a
study examines, demonstrates, or contributes. Academic reasoning, however, also depends on
identifying what remains unknown, rejecting what the evidence does not support, distinguishing what did
not occur, and limiting what can be generalized. Negation is central to these operations. A writer can
establish a niche by observing that a relationship has not been examined, report nonconfirmation by
stating that an intervention did not improve performance, classify evidence as inconclusive, or restrict a
generalization through not all. Such expressions do more than reverse affirmative propositions. They
activate alternatives, position the writer in relation to expectations, and regulate the scope of the claim
(Givon, 1978; Horn, 1989; Martin & White, 2005; Miestamo, 2005).
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Negation has nevertheless received less sustained attention in academic-discourse research than
hedging, boosting, evaluation, and authorial stance (Hu & Cao, 2011; Hyland, 1998, 2005a, 2005b; Hyland
& Tse, 2005). The imbalance matters because negative meaning can be expressed through formally
different resources. Clausal not, adjectival unclear, nominal lack, and modalized may not do not merely
provide stylistic alternatives. They differ in grammatical scope, semantic specificity, epistemic force, and
the kinds of rhetorical work they facilitate. Treating them as a single undifferentiated category can
therefore conceal how research writers construct gaps, characterize conditions, and report limits on
empirical outcomes. The present investigation develops a form-sensitive and move-sensitive account of
negation in contemporary applied linguistics abstracts. It distinguishes syntactic, morphological, and
lexical realization; examines where negative expressions occur within the Introduction, Purpose, Method,
Product, and Conclusion moves; identifies how modal and evidential resources modify negative
propositions; and relates formal choice to discourse function. This combination makes it possible to
explain not only how frequently negation occurs but why particular forms are selected at different
rhetorical locations.

1.1. Negation in academic discourse and research
abstracts

Negation is semantically and grammatically heterogeneous. Descriptions of English commonly
distinguish grammatical operators, negative morphology, and lexical expressions of absence or reversal
(Biber et al., 1999; Dahl, 1979; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002; Jespersen, 1917; Quirk et al., 1985; Tottie,
1991). Syntactic negation includes markers such as not, no, never, cannot, neither, and nor. These forms
can take scope over clauses, predicates, constituents, or quantified expressions. Morphological negation
embeds negative, contrary, or reversative meaning within a lexical item, as in unclear, inadequate,
misalignment, and productive non- formations. Lexical negation uses independent items such as lack,
absence, failure, without, avoid, exclude, and prevent to specify absence, deficiency, nonachievement,
exclusion, or prevention. The boundaries are not purely orthographic. Apparently negative initial strings
in words such as importance, individual, and discourse do not realize negation, while some historically
prefixed words are too lexicalized to support a compositional negative interpretation. Corpus
identification must therefore combine retrieval rules with contextual validation. Formal differences affect
discourse potential. Syntactic negation commonly denies a proposition or restricts its scope.
Morphological negation can compress evaluation into a noun or adjective, allowing a writer to
characterize evidence as inconclusive, an area as unexplored, or a relationship as nonlinear without
constructing a separate negative clause. Lexical negation offers greater semantic specificity by naming
the relevant form of absence or restriction. A lack of evidence, the exclusion of participants, and the
failure of a measure to predict performance represent different negative relations even though all depart
from an anticipated affirmative state. This differentiation is especially useful in abstracts, where limited
space favors economical but precise formulations.
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Negation is also relational and dialogic. A statement that an intervention did not improve fluency evokes
an expectation that improvement was possible, predicted, or desired. A statement that not all contexts
produced an effect counters a broader generalization while preserving part of it. A statement that
evidence remains unclear evaluates the state of disciplinary knowledge and creates a warrant for inquiry.
Negative propositions consequently interact with prior research, anticipated reader assumptions,
theoretical predictions, and possible overgeneralizations (Horn, 1989; Martin & White, 2005). They can
enable criticism without direct confrontation because the writer can reject a proposition, delimit its
applicability, or replace it with an alternative rather than negatively evaluating another researcher.

Rhetorical location is likely to constrain these functions. Move research has shown that abstract
language varies with communicative purpose because establishing a problem, announcing an objective,
describing procedures, reporting findings, and extending implications impose different discourse
demands (Hyland, 2000; Lorés, 2004; Pho, 2008; Santos, 1996). Introduction moves provide a natural
environment for research-gap constructions such as has not been investigated, remains unclear, and lack
of evidence. Product moves provide contexts for absent effects, unsupported hypotheses, unchanged
patterns, and restricted generalizations. Purpose and Method moves principally announce and describe,
although they can use negation to define exclusions, comparison conditions, or analytical boundaries.
Conclusion moves may restrict implications or identify limitations, but many abstracts end with results
and do not contain a separate conclusion. A move-sensitive analysis can therefore determine whether
similar negative forms perform different rhetorical work at different points in the abstract.

The most extensive directly relevant study examined 4,126 instances of negation in diachronic corpora
of biology, engineering, linguistics, and sociology abstracts (Jiang & Hyland, 2022). The analysis
established that negation is a recurrent persuasive resource and showed disciplinary and historical
variation in interpersonal uses. Cross-cultural work has also reported variation in negative markers
across thesis and dissertation abstracts written in different linguistic contexts (Parviz & Zhang, 2025).
These findings demonstrate that negation cannot be reduced to a marginal grammatical feature. They
do not, however, resolve how its formal types are distributed across the rhetorical architecture of
contemporary published applied linguistics abstracts or how grammatical form constrains local
discourse function within this disciplinary domain.

Research on abstract rhetoric provides a basis for addressing this problem. Move analysis relates
recurring discourse stages to their communicative purposes (Anthony, 1999; Biber et al., 2007;
Kanoksilapatham, 2005; Samraj, 2005; Swales, 1990, 2004; Upton & Cohen, 2009), while corpus analysis
allows formal patterns to be tested across a systematically constructed collection of texts (Biber et al.,
1998; Biber & Conrad, 2009). Register and multidimensional research further demonstrates that
linguistic features acquire functional significance through patterned distribution across texts and
communicative settings rather than through frequency alone (Ansarifar et al., 2025; Biber, 1988, 1995,
2019; Friginal & Weigle, 2014; Hardy & Rémer, 2013). A combined design can connect individual negative
expressions to the rhetorical work of the sentence and the larger abstract. It also avoids assuming that
frequency alone establishes functional importance. A form may be frequent because it efficiently labels
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disciplinary entities, while a less frequent construction may be rhetorically salient because it explicitly
rejects an expected finding.

Epistemic qualification requires particular attention. Academic writers calibrate commitment through
modals, evidentials, hedges, and scope restrictors (Gillaerts & Van de Velde, 2010; Hu & Cao, 2011;
Hyland, 1998, 2005a, 2005b). When these resources combine with negation, they affect what kind of
negative claim is made. May not generalize presents limited generalizability as a possibility, whereas
does not generalize makes a categorical assertion. Might not be adequate marks an evaluation as
tentative. By contrast, could not understand typically represents constrained capability rather than
epistemic uncertainty, despite containing a modal. A reliable account must therefore distinguish
epistemic qualification from dynamic or ability meanings and from scope restriction in not all.
Automated co-occurrence alone is insufficient because identical forms can express different modal
meanings.

1.2. The current study

This study investigates negation in a deduplicated corpus of research article abstracts from five applied
linguistics journals. Its contribution lies in connecting formal realization, rhetorical location, modal or
evidential qualification, and discourse function within a single auditable design. A closed, contextually
validated negation lexicon was used instead of unrestricted prefix searches, which produce false
identifications when initial letter strings do not carry negative meaning. The relation between form and
function was treated descriptively because some functions are partly enabled by the semantics of
particular negators; for example, lexical items such as lack and absence inherently specify forms of
absence or deficiency. This design makes it possible to examine where negation occurs and what
rhetorical work its different realizations perform without treating grammar and discourse function as
analytically independent.

Four research questions guided the analysis:

1. What are the frequencies and formal distributions of syntactic, morphological, and lexical negation in
applied linguistics research article abstracts, once corpus construction and negation identification are
made fully auditable?

2. How does the occurrence of negation vary across the rhetorical moves of the abstracts?

3. What do modal, evidential, and scope-restricting resources illustrate about how writers qualify
negative propositions?

4. What discourse functions are characteristically realized by the three formal types of negation?

2. Method
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2.1. Corpus construction

The corpus comprised 812 empirical research article abstracts published in Applied Linguistics, English
for Specific Purposes, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, System, and the International Journal of
TESOL Studies. The journals provided coverage of general applied linguistics, English for Specific and
Academic Purposes, second language acquisition, language education, and TESOL. Two researchers
independently compiled samples of 500 abstracts, with 100 selected from each journal in each round.
For each journal, issues assigned to 2021-2026 were enumerated and placed in a randomized order;
eligible articles were collected from the selected issues until the journal quota was reached. If the final
issue contained more eligible articles than required, the remaining articles were randomly selected rather
than taken by publication order. Both researchers applied the same eligibility criteria: the issue year
rather than the online-first date determined inclusion, standard empirical articles with an English-
language abstract of approximately 100 words or more were retained, and reviews, editorials, corrigenda,
special-issue introductions, calls for papers, purely theoretical contributions, and texts without
identifiable empirical analysis were excluded. Ambiguous cases were retained provisionally and flagged
in the notes for review. The two samples were merged and deduplicated using normalized DOI values. In
total, 187 records shared a DOl and one additional pair contained identical abstract text under DOI
variants; removing these 188 overlaps yielded 812 unique abstracts. Thus, 37.6% of either independently
assembled sample overlapped. When an article appeared in both samples, the record with the more
complete audit trail was retained. Every final record was traceable to a DOI or article URL, and no
abstract text was missing.

For each record, the published title, author information, year, volume and issue, DOI or article URL,
abstract, collection date, collector initials, and any eligibility note were entered in the audit file. Abstracts
were captured as plain text and retained word for word, including published spelling or grammatical
irregularities. Before analysis, all texts were processed using one cleaning protocol that removed non-
content section labels, residual markup, copyright or open-access boilerplate, and extraneous
whitespace without rewriting the abstract itself. Corpus-level and move-level denominators were
therefore derived from the same cleaned texts. The final corpus contained 144,748 words, with a mean
abstract length of 178.26 words (SD = 34.64). Because random selection was conducted independently
within journals and duplicate records were removed only after the samples were merged, the numbers of
unique abstracts and words varied by journal. This imbalance reflects the observed overlap between the
two independently randomized samples rather than post hoc quota adjustment. Journal identity was
included to describe and statistically control the dataset, not to rank the venues or assume that each
constituted an internally uniform discourse community. Table 1 presents the corpus composition.

Table 1 Descriptive Profile of the Corpus
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Journal Abstracts Recorded words Mean words SD

Applied Linguistics 162 26,920 166.17 20.34
English for Specific Purposes 156 29,181 187.06 34.62
Studies in Second Language Acquisition 157 24,746 157.62 26.80
System 191 35,843 187.66 29.69
International Journal of TESOL Studies 146 28,058 192.18 44.98
Total 812 144,748 178.26 34.64

2.2. Identification and classification of negation

Negation was classified into three mutually exclusive formal categories informed by descriptions of
English negation (Biber et al., 1999; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002; Miestamo, 2005; Tottie, 1991), using a
closed lexicon of validated surface forms rather than an open search (see 2.6 for the rationale).
Syntactic negation comprised nine defined forms: not (including contracted -n't), no, never, cannot,
neither, nor, none, nothing, and nowhere. Seven were attested in the corpus; nothing and nowhere were
not. Every match was retained with its sentence and inspected to exclude embedded strings and
nonnegative uses.

Morphological negation included contextually transparent negative, contrary, or reversative formations
with un-, in-, im-, dis-, mis-, and non-. Unrestricted prefix searches were not used, because strings such as
in-, im-, and dis- retrieve large numbers of unrelated words, including instead, insight, impact, display,
distribute, and discuss, each of which contains a dictionary word once the apparent prefix is removed
without being negation. Candidate types were instead drawn from a closed lexicon of 102 forms with a
synchronically interpretable negative or contrary meaning (e.g., unclear, inadequate, misalignment,
inconsistent), built from forms independently attested in the corpus and reviewed for meaning; 66 of
these forms were realized in the final corpus. Highly lexicalized items whose initial sequence does not
contribute negative discourse meaning in context — disciplinary or demographic labels such as non-
native, non-binary, disfluency, and miscommunication, and discourse connectives such as nonetheless —
were treated as boundary items and excluded (2.6).

Lexical negation included independent expressions of absence, deficiency, failure, denial, avoidance,
exclusion, or prevention. Recurrent lemma families included lack, without, absence, avoid, exclusion,
failure, missing, deficit, and prevent. Inflectional variants were included when they retained the relevant
meaning. An occurrence represented the individual negative expression; multiple forms in the same
sentence were coded separately when each contributed identifiable negative meaning. Table 2
summarizes the operational classification and recurrent realizations used in the analysis.

Table 2 Operational Classification of Negation
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Category Operational definition Recurrent realizations Examples

Syntactic Negative meaning not, no, cannot, nor, did not differ; no effect
expressed through a neither, never, none
grammatical particle,
determiner, pronoun, or
adverb; closed set of 9
defined forms, 7 attested

Morphological ~ Negative, contrary, or un-, in-, im-, dis-, mis-, unclear; inadequate;
reversative meaning non- (validated forms misalignment
expressed within an only)

attested lexical item;
closed, validated lexicon of
102 forms, 66 attested

Lexical Absence, deficiency, failure,  lack, without, absence, lack of evidence;
avoidance, exclusion, or avoid, exclusion, failure, without support
prevention expressed by an missing, deficit, prevent
independent lexical item; 9
validated lemma families

Excluded Item matches a negation- non-native, non-binary, non-native English

(boundary) like surface pattern but disfluency, speakers; sources of
names a conventional miscommunication, miscommunication
disciplinary, demographic, uncertainty, nonetheless

or technical category rather
than performing discourse
negation in context

2.3. Rhetorical-move coding

Sentences were assigned to the five-move model of Introduction, Purpose, Method, Product, and
Conclusion. Introduction sentences established the topic, reviewed prior research, identified a problem,
or created a research gap. Purpose sentences announced an aim, question, or analytical objective.
Method sentences described participants, corpora, instruments, procedures, or analysis. Product
sentences reported findings. Conclusion sentences extended implications, contributions,
recommendations, or limitations.

Sentences were assigned to the five-move model using a supervised text classifier based on multinomial
logistic regression with word unigrams, bigrams, and sentence position within the abstract. Sentence
boundaries were identified with an abbreviation-aware splitter that protected forms such as e.g., i.e,, cf,,
and et al. from being treated as sentence-final. Five-fold cross-validation on 2,972 coded sentences
produced 74.9% accuracy and a macro-F1 of .73. Performance was strongest for Introduction (F1 = .85),
while Purpose (F1 = .59) was the smallest and most locally variable class. The classifier was then
applied uniformly to the complete corpus of 5,628 sentences, providing a consistent and reproducible
basis for corpus-wide move assignment.
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2.4. Modal, evidential, and scope qualification

Negative expressions were examined for direct combination with resources that modified commitment,
evidential status, or scope. Epistemic constructions included may not, might not, negative propositions
governed by appear or seem, and morphologically negative probability expressions such as unlikely. The
operational distinction followed the treatment of stance as the grammatical and lexical expression of
commitment, attitude, and evidential positioning (Hyland, 2005a, 2005b). Dynamic could not was coded
separately because the corpus occurrences principally represented inability or constrained analytical
coverage rather than epistemic possibility. Scope restrictors such as not all and neither...nor were also
distinguished because they preserved part of an affirmative proposition while denying universal
applicability. Only 32 of the 639 occurrences (5.0%) received a qualification code; these patterns were
therefore interpreted qualitatively rather than used to support a separate distributional claim.

Classification was based on the grammatical relation within the clause rather than the mere presence of
a modal or evidential elsewhere in the sentence. This prevented a negative expression from being
labelled epistemically qualified simply because the surrounding sentence contained suggest or may in
relation to another proposition. Representative cases were inspected in their complete abstract to
establish the local interpretation.

2.5. Functional analysis

Discourse function was assigned from the complete sentence and its rhetorical context. The scheme
distinguished research gap or unresolved issue; lexical characterization; proposition-level denial or
restriction; contrast or qualification; null or nonconfirmatory finding; absence or deficiency; exclusion,
avoidance, or prevention; and failure or nonconfirmation. A second supervised classifier, based on
multinomial logistic regression over the occurrence form, formal category, and surrounding sentence,
was trained and five-fold cross-validated on 395 coded occurrences. Cross-validation produced 70.4%
accuracy and a macro-F1 of .69, with particularly strong performance for absence or deficiency (F1 =
.84) and lexical characterization (F1 = .84). The categories were used to describe the characteristic work
of each form rather than to claim that form and function were independent. Functional profiles were
consequently reported through frequencies, contextual interpretation, and representative examples.

2.6. Coding reliability and validation

Coding reliability was evaluated at complementary levels. First, five-fold cross-validation assessed the
reproducibility of the rhetorical-move and discourse-function classifiers (move accuracy = 74.9%, macro-
F1 =.73,n = 2,972 sentences; function accuracy = 70.4%, macro-F1 = .69, n = 395 occurrences). Second,
one researcher independently coded a blinded subsample comprising 37 syntactic occurrences and 16
boundary candidates. The researcher used only the sentence context and operational definitions and did
not consult the primary codes during this process. Agreement for excluding lexicalized boundary items
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was 93.8% (15 of 16). Agreement for syntactic discourse function was 45.9% at the full eight-category
resolution (k =.27) and 83.8% when the closely related categories of contrast or qualification,
proposition-level denial or restriction, and null or nonconfirmatory finding were consolidated. Together,
these results supported reliable identification and showed that broader functional distinctions were
consistently recoverable across coding procedures.

The complementary validation procedures supported the stability of occurrence identification, boundary
exclusion, and broader functional interpretation. Functional profiles were reported descriptively and
accompanied by contextual examples so that category assignments remained directly inspectable. All
candidate expressions were retained with their sentence contexts, character offsets, inclusion decisions,
formal categories, functions, and qualification codes in the analysis record.

2.7. Statistical analysis

Raw frequencies, percentages, rates per 1,000 recorded words, and abstract coverage were calculated
from the cleaned corpus. Move-level variation was examined using sentence prevalence and normalized
frequency. Because sentences were nested within abstracts, the association between rhetorical move
and the presence of at least one negative expression in a sentence was assessed using logistic
regression with cluster-robust standard errors at the abstract level. Journal was entered as a covariate,
Introduction served as the reference move, and a Wald test evaluated the joint significance of the move
terms. Statistical tests were two-tailed with a = .05.

3. Results
3.1. Overall frequency and formal realization

The closed-lexicon audit identified 639 negative expressions, corresponding to 4.41 occurrences per
1,000 recorded words. At least one occurrence appeared in 393 abstracts, producing corpus coverage of
48.4%. Syntactic negation was most frequent, with 360 occurrences (56.3% of the total); lexical negation
accounted for 141 occurrences (22.1%), and morphological negation for 138 (21.6%). A further 129
candidate items — headed by non-native/nonnative (28 occurrences), uncertainty (9), miscommunication
(8), non-binary (7), and nonverbal/non-verbal (11) — were identified by the same procedure but excluded
as lexicalized disciplinary or demographic labels rather than instances of discourse negation, following
the boundary-exclusion rule in 2.2 and 2.6; these items are listed in full in the accompanying coding
workbook. Table 3 shows that the reach of negation did not result from dense repetition in every
abstract. Instead, one or a small number of strategically located negative expressions occurred in just
under half of the corpus.
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Table 3
Overall Distribution of Negation

Formal type Frequency Percentage Per 1,000 words
Syntactic 360 56.3 2.49
Lexical 141 221 0.97
Morphological 138 21.6 0.95
Total 639 100.0 4.41

The categories differed in recurrent realizations. Not accounted for 258 syntactic occurrences and no for

78, with cannot (7), nor (5), neither (5), never (4), and none (3) realizing the remainder of the closed
syntactic set. Frequent lexical items included lack and its inflections (59 occurrences), without (30),

absence and absent (10), avoid and its inflections (13), and failure and its inflections (10). Morphological

negation was lexically diverse: 138 occurrences realized 66 distinct forms, most frequently unclear,
insufficient, inadequate, inconsistent, and unexpected. Its frequency therefore arose from a broad
inventory rather than domination by one word. Representative corpus realizations are provided in

Table 4.

Table 4

Representative Formal Realizations

Type
Morphological

Syntactic

Lexical

3.2. Distribution across rhetorical moves

Corpus example

However, the evidence base for such practices is
unclear.

Yet, the potential value of podcasts as EAP
resources remains largely unexplored.

However, no research to date has examined the
impact of implicit/explicit instruction on learners'
fluency.

Adults were more accurate than children, but
training condition did not significantly affect
accuracy.

Oral presentations in English are emphasized in
higher education, yet verbal and visual
communication often lack balance in academic
training.

For each of the 46 studies which met

inclusion/exclusion criteria, we randomly selected

a control article from the same journals.

Local function

Marks the evidential status
of prior practice as
unresolved

Frames an underexamined
area as a research gap

Establishes a research gap
through a negated
existential claim

Reports a nonconfirmatory
result

Specifies deficiency

Names a methodological
exclusion criterion
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Product contained the highest normalized rate of negation at 7.10 occurrences per 1,000 words,
followed by Introduction at 5.32. Method (3.67) and Conclusion (3.17) were intermediate, and Purpose
was lowest at 1.70. Sentence prevalence displayed a similar ordering: 15.70% of Product sentences and
12.49% of Introduction sentences contained negation, compared with 4.82%-8.64% across the other
moves. A cluster-robust logistic regression (sentences clustered by abstract, journal entered as a
covariate, Introduction as the reference move) confirmed that rhetorical move was jointly associated
with the presence of negation, Wald x%(4) = 64.60, p < .001. Relative to Introduction, the odds of negation
were lower in Purpose (OR =0.35,95% CI [0.22, 0.56], p < .001), lower in Method (OR = 0.66, 95% CI [0.51,
0.86], p =.002), lower in Conclusion (OR = 0.60, 95% CI [0.44, 0.81], p < .001), and marginally higher,
though not reliably so, in Product (OR =1.27,95% CI [0.99, 1.64], p = .061). Journal was a weaker
predictor: only one contrast (Journal 2 versus Journal 1, OR =0.73, p = .047) reached conventional
significance. Move location therefore influenced the probability of negation, over and above ordinary
between-abstract variation, without determining it. Table 5 summarizes the distribution of negation
across the five rhetorical moves.

Table 5
Distribution of Negation Across Rhetorical Moves

Move Sentences Words Sentences with Sentence Negation per

negation prevalence (%) 1,000 words
Introduction 929 23,321 116 12.49 5.32
Purpose 436 12,378 21 4.82 1.70
Method 2,177 56,110 188 8.64 3.67
Product 1,210 30,557 190 15.70 7.10
Conclusion 876 22,382 68 7.76 3.17

The quantitative concentration in Product and Introduction masked a functional difference. Introduction
negation constructed the problem that warranted the investigation: it identified unavailable evidence,
unresolved relationships, or methods that had not been applied. Product negation represented what the
analysis did not confirm, what remained unchanged, or where a finding required restriction. Purpose
used negation the least, consistent with its role in stating an affirmative aim rather than delimiting a
problem or a finding; Method used negation more locally to define analytical boundaries, comparison
conditions, or excluded elements. Conclusion negation was intermediate in rate: some abstracts closed
by restating a limitation or an unresolved implication in negative terms, while many others favored
affirmative contribution statements. Table 6 illustrates these move-conditioned uses with representative
corpus examples.
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Table 6
Move-Conditioned Uses of Negation

Move

Introduction

Product

Method

Conclusion

Corpus example

However, research in this area is scarce, existing tools
have not been validated in different contexts, and no
cross-country comparisons have been made.

However, the evidence base for such practices is unclear.

Adults and explicit groups developed more explicit
knowledge than children and implicit groups, with no
interactions between age and training condition.

Adults were more accurate than children, but training
condition did not significantly affect accuracy.

In conventional listening tests, they are not directly
assessed.

The observed congruence of directly and indirectly elicited

attitudes suggests that changes put forth in language
curricula have not influenced language attitudes (yet).

Rhetorical function

Establishes_an
unresolved issue

Identifies a research
gap

Reports absent
relationship

Reports a
nonconfirmatory result

Defines a
methodological

property

Preserves a
nonconfirmatory
implication

3.3. Modal, evidential, and scope qualification

Epistemically and evidentially qualified negation was a focused pattern rather than a general latent
dimension of the corpus, occurring in 32 of 639 occurrences (5.0%); it is reported here illustratively
rather than as a separate distributional finding (Section 2.4). Nine occurrences of may not or might not
directly calibrated negative propositions, and two occurrences combined an evidential verb (appear,
seem) with no or not. These forms typically limited generalizability, questioned adequacy, or presented

absence as an evidence-based interpretation rather than a categorical fact.

Seven occurrences of cannot or could not differed functionally: most represented constrained capability
(e.g., a construct that cannot be properly assessed by a given method), and one represented incomplete
analytical coverage (a framework that could not account for all aspects of a phenomenon). These cases
contain modal negation but do not all express epistemic uncertainty. Fourteen occurrences of not all,
neither...nor, or a comparable construction performed scope restriction by rejecting universal
applicability while leaving a subset of the affirmative proposition intact. Table 7 illustrates these
distinctions with corpus examples.
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Table 7
Qualified and Restricted Negative Propositions

Construction Corpus example Interpretation

may not Academic (re)theorizations of language may not always Epistemically limits
bring about changes to the material spatiotemporal the anticipated effect
conditions of marginalized stakeholders.

might not The findings suggested that TE-GELT, with the content- Tentatively evaluates
focused approach alone, might not be adequate to adequacy
create lasting effects on teachers' classroom practices.

cannot / could Thus, such constructs cannot be properly assessed by Represents

not confirmatory factor analysis (CFAS,. constrained capability

could not It could not account for all aspects relating to online Represents limited
learning, such as the need for pastoral care. analytical coverage

not all On the other hand, not all the teaching strategies Restricts universal

suggested in the module were fully grasped for potential  scope
future use by the PSTs.

neither...nor Results revealed that neither syntactic nor semantic Restricts scope across
knowledge was adequately mastered by learners. two coordinated terms

The pattern demonstrates why modal counts require contextual interpretation. May not and might not
calibrated commitment to a negative proposition, whereas cannot and could not primarily encoded
ability or analytical sufficiency. Not all and neither...nor did not weaken certainty in the same way; they
altered quantificational scope. These constructions all moderate the reach of an affirmative expectation,
but they do so through different grammatical mechanisms, which is why the pattern is reported
qualitatively rather than treated as a single distributional category.

3.4. Functional differentiation of formal types

Morphological negation predominantly characterized entities, conditions, processes, and relationships.
Of 138 occurrences, 105 were coded as lexical characterization, 15 contributed directly to a research gap
or unresolved issue, and 18 occurred within an explicit contrast or qualification. Forms such as unclear,
inconsistent, nonstandard, non-conventional, and inadequate compressed a negative assessment into
the lexical description of the research object.

Syntactic negation operated primarily at proposition level. Of 360 occurrences, 177 formed part of a
contrast or qualification, 154 denied or restricted another proposition, 28 explicitly reported a null or
nonconfirmatory finding, and one directly constructed a research gap. This profile reflects the broad
scope of not and no: they could reject an expected relationship, correct an assumption, contrast two
outcomes, or prevent universal interpretation. An independent reading of a subsample of these
occurrences agreed with the primary function label in 45.9% of cases at this eight-category resolution (k
= .27, fair agreement) and in 83.8% of cases once contrast/qualification, proposition-level
denial/restriction, and null/nonconfirmatory finding were collapsed into a single broad category,
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indicating that these three categories are the main source of disagreement and would benefit from
tighter definitions in future coding rounds (2.6).

Lexical negation provided semantically specific representations of negative states and processes. Of
141 occurrences, 97 expressed absence or deficiency, 20 occurred within a contrast or qualification, 18
expressed exclusion, avoidance, or prevention, and 6 represented failure or nonconfirmation. ltems such
as lack, absence, without, avoid, and exclusion specified the relevant form of absence or restriction more
precisely than a general grammatical operator. Table 8 summarizes the functional profiles of the three
formal types.

Table 8
Functional Profiles of the Three Formal Types

Formal type Principal functions Frequency pattern

Morphological Lexical characterization; 105 characterization; 18
contrast/qualification; unresolved contrast/qualification; 15
status gap/unresolved (n = 138)

Syntactic Contrast/qualification; proposition- 177 contrast/qualification; 154
level denial; null-result reporting denial/restriction; 28 nonconfirmatory; 1

gap (n=360)

Lexical Absence/deficiency; 97 absence/deficiency; 20
contrast/qualification; contrast/qualification; 18
exclusion/avoidance/prevention; exclusion/avoidance/prevention; 6
failure failure (n =141)

These profiles do not imply that a grammatical category mechanically determines discourse function.
Context can redirect a form, and individual sentences can contain more than one negative relation. The
profiles instead demonstrate recurrent form—function affordances across the corpus. Morphology
efficiently labels, syntactic negation takes scope over propositions, and lexical negators specify the
semantic nature of absence or restriction.

4. Discussion

The study examined the frequency, form, rhetorical location, qualification, and function of negation in
812 applied linguistics research article abstracts. Five findings organize the discussion. Negation
occurred in just under half of the abstracts after lexicalized disciplinary and demographic labels were
excluded. Syntactic negation was the largest formal category, followed by lexical and morphological
negation. Product and Introduction moves contained the highest rates when textual clustering was taken
into account, but they used negation for different rhetorical purposes. Modalized and scope-restricted
constructions formed a small yet informative pattern. Finally, the functional profiles demonstrated
systematic relationships between formal realization and rhetorical work.

4.1. Negation as a recurrent and differentiated resource
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The coverage rate of 48.4% establishes negation as a recurrent, though not universal, feature of applied
linguistics abstracts. Its normalized frequency of 4.41 occurrences per 1,000 words is not high enough
to dominate the texts, but frequency alone understates rhetorical reach. Most abstracts did not repeat
negative expressions densely; instead, a small number of strategically placed forms identified a gap,
reported nonconfirmation, distinguished outcomes, or delimited a conclusion. This pattern supports the
argument that negation contributes materially to abstract persuasion (Jiang & Hyland, 2022) and
challenges any assumption that effective abstracts are organized principally through affirmative
reporting. Syntactic negation accounted for over half of the included occurrences after lexicalized items
such as non-native, non-binary, disfluency, and miscommunication were excluded from the
morphological category. This result demonstrates that claims about the predominance of a formal type
depend on semantically defensible inclusion boundaries.

The finding also demonstrates why unrestricted prefix retrieval is methodologically unsafe. Academic
abstracts contain numerous words beginning with in-, im-, dis-, and un- that have no negative
compositional meaning, including instead, insight, impact, display, distribute, and discuss. A further set
of un-, in-, and non- forms is better described as lexicalized disciplinary or demographic terminology than
as active discourse negation. Non-native and nonnative alone accounted for 28 of the 129 excluded
boundary items, followed by uncertainty, miscommunication, and non-binary. Treating every initial string
or every boundary item as a negative form would inflate morphological counts and obscure the
relationship between form and meaning. Morphological negation, when restricted by contextual criteria,
was lexically diverse but proportionally smaller than syntactic negation. Syntactic negation was less
lexically diverse but rhetorically expansive: not and no could deny propositions, restrict quantification,
correct assumptions, and contrast results. Lexical negation was least frequent but most semantically
explicit because lack, without, failure, avoidance, and exclusion named the relevant negative relation. The
categories are therefore not interchangeable counts of one phenomenon; each provides distinct
resources for organizing scholarly claims.

4.2. Rhetorical location and the dual work of negation

Negation was concentrated in Product and Introduction moves after sentence clustering within abstracts
was taken into account, Wald x?(4) = 64.60, p < .001. This pattern is theoretically useful because it shows
that rhetorical organization conditions negation without reducing it to a move-specific marker. Negative
expressions remain possible throughout an abstract, but Introduction and Product create particularly
strong communicative reasons for their use. Introduction negation transforms insufficiency into research
space. A relationship that remains unclear, evidence that is lacking, or a method that has not been used
provides a compact warrant for investigation. In a full introduction, writers can establish a niche through
extended review and citation; an abstract must often accomplish the same transition within one clause.
Negation offers an efficient means of moving from the state of knowledge to the need for the study,
consistent with genre accounts of niche establishment (Swales, 1990, 2004). Purpose showed the
lowest rate (1.70 per 1,000 words), consistent with its primary role in stating an affirmative aim rather
than delimiting a problem or result.
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Product negation reports the boundaries of confirmation. Writers stated that predicted effects did not
emerge, variables were not associated, patterns remained unchanged, or positive outcomes did not
extend to every component. Such statements are not rhetorically deficient results; they can differentiate
mechanisms, delimit pedagogical effectiveness, or challenge expectations. Their high frequency in
Product demonstrates that applied linguistics abstracts do not exclusively select positive outcomes,
although the corpus cannot establish what was omitted from the full articles. The near concentration of
Introduction and Product does not mean that they perform the same function. Introduction looks
backward to unresolved disciplinary knowledge; Product looks inward to the results of the reported
analysis. The first constructs necessity, while the second establishes evidential boundaries. Similar
surface forms can participate in both tasks, but their rhetorical force depends on location.

4.3. Calibrating negative propositions

The qualification patterns, although limited to 5.0% of occurrences, clarify how writers regulate the force
and scope of negative claims. May not and might not retained a negative proposition while presenting it
as conditional or open to further evaluation. These constructions align with the broader role of hedging
in matching commitment to evidence and anticipating reader response (Gillaerts & Van de Velde, 2010;
Hu & Cao, 2011; Hyland, 1998, 2005a, 2005b). The distinction between epistemic and dynamic modality
remained essential: could not understand represented inability, whereas could not account for all aspects
represented limited analytical coverage. Treating both automatically as epistemically hedged negation
would collapse distinct meanings. Likewise, not all and neither...nor restricted scope rather than
certainty. The findings therefore reinforce a methodological principle for corpus studies of stance: co-
occurrence can identify candidates, but grammatical relation and contextual interpretation are necessary
when a category depends on scope.

4.4. Functional specialization and implications for
academic writing

The functional profiles show how grammatical form contributes to rhetorical choice. Morphological
negation integrates evaluation into lexical characterization. Syntactic negation makes an affirmative
alternative available for denial, correction, contrast, or restriction. Lexical negation identifies the specific
negative relation as absence, deficiency, failure, exclusion, avoidance, or prevention. This form—function
distinction extends the interpersonal account of abstract negation by showing how formal realization
affords different types of disciplinary work (Jiang & Hyland, 2022). The pedagogical implication is not
that writers should increase or avoid negative language; generic warnings against negativity obscure its
role in precision and argumentation. Writers need to understand the scope and force of available forms.
Unexplored can condense a research gap, but it should not replace a substantiated account of the
literature. Did not improve makes a strong proposition-level claim and requires appropriate evidential
support. No significant difference reports a statistical decision but does not demonstrate equivalence.
May not generalize is appropriate when evidence suggests a boundary but remains insufficient for a
categorical conclusion. Instruction can therefore connect formal alternatives to rhetorical purpose and
use corpus examples to show how Introduction and Product moves employ negation differently.
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5. Conclusion

Negation is a recurrent and functionally differentiated component of applied linguistics research article
abstracts. The analysis identified 639 negative expressions in 812 deduplicated abstracts (144,748
words), with at least one expression occurring in 48.4% of the corpus. Syntactic negation was most
frequent, followed by lexical and morphological negation. Product and Introduction contained the
highest normalized rates in the cluster-robust analysis, although their rhetorical uses differed:
Introduction negation constructed unresolved disciplinary space, whereas Product negation reported
nonconfirmation and empirical boundaries. Formal categories also provided different argumentative
affordances. Morphological negation economically characterized entities, conditions, and relationships;
syntactic negation operated over propositions and supported denial, contrast, qualification, and
nonconfirmatory reporting; and lexical negation specified absence, deficiency, exclusion, avoidance,
prevention, and failure. Modalized and scope-restricted constructions further demonstrated that
negative propositions varied in commitment and applicability, although their limited frequency supported
qualitative rather than distributional interpretation.

The study is limited to five journals and a six-year publication window, and its claims should therefore
remain bounded to the sampled venues and period. The unequal journal totals resulted from
independent within-journal sampling followed by duplicate removal and should not be interpreted as
proportional representation of the wider field. The analysis was also restricted to abstracts and cannot
determine how negative findings or limitations were represented in full articles. Further research could
compare abstracts with full texts, examine diachronic development, and test how readers interpret
categorical, modalized, and scope-restricted negative claims. Within these boundaries, the findings show
that negation is integral to abstract rhetoric: it helps writers establish what is missing, reject what is
unsupported, specify what failed or was prevented, and delimit what the evidence permits them to claim.
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