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Narration in Academic Language?

Weinrich (1989: 232-235), see also Kretzenbacher (1995: 26):
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„Ein Wissenschaftler sagt nicht ‚ich‘.“ 
A researcher does not say ‚I‘.

„Ein Wissenschaftler erzählt nicht.“ 
A researcher does not narrate.

„Ein Wissenschaftler benutzt keine Metaphern.“ 
A researcher does not use metaphors.

But see: Tang & John (1999), Steinhoff (2007), 
Andresen & Knorr (2021)

But see: Niederhauser (1995), 
Netzel (2003)



Using ‘I‘ in Academic Language
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Erzähler-Ich (‚Narrator I‘)
„I had first considered writing my paper about birds, but then I realized
there are so many different types of birds.“

Forscher-Ich (‚Researcher I‘)
„I use the term ‚duck‘ in the sense of the water bird.“

(Steinhoff 2007: 21–22, fictional examples MA) 

Verfasser-Ich (‚Author I‘)
„In the following chapter I present my results about ducks. “



Guidebooks on Academic Writing

„Längere Passagen in Vergangenheitsformen sollten […] vermieden 
werden, da sie einem Sachtext leicht einen unangemessen erzählenden 
Stil (‚Erzähl-Präteritum‘) verleihen.“ (Kühtz 2015: 31)

[Longer passages in past tense should be avoided, as they can give an 
academic text an inappropriate narrative style.]
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Discipline Specific Use of Narration

„Zunächst gibt es einige wissenschaftliche Disziplinen wie die Anthropologie 
oder die historischen Wissenschaften, teils auch die Medizin und Psychologie 
(Fallbeschreibungen), in denen narrative Texte zumindest als Teiltexte 
innerhalb wissenschaftlicher Publikationen durchaus eine Rolle spielen und 
zum Kanon der Darstellungstechniken gehören.“

(Auer & Baßler 2007: 20-21)

[First, there are some academic disciplines like anthropology or the historic 
disciplines, partly also medicine and psychology (case descriptions), in which 
narrative texts play a role in academic publications, at least as text parts, and 
are part of the canon of presentation techniques.] 
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Discipline Specific Use of Narration

„Wissenschaftler, insbesondere Historiker, erzählen durchaus. Sie 
erzählen aber nicht von sich.“ 

[Researchers, especially historians, do narrate. But they do not narrate
about themselves.]

(Steinhoff 2007: 21–22)
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Global Research Question

à In what form and function are narrative structures used in (German) 
academic language across disciplines? 
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Macrostructure vs. Microstructure

• Academic texts are not narrative texts in terms of their macrostructure, 
but can use narrative structures. (Titzmann 2003: 192)

• microstructural narrativity (Lehmann 2012)
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Linguistic Indicators of Narration

Linguistic features of the ‘narrator I’ according to Steinhoff (2007: 22): 
• ‘Plusquamperfekt’ as narrative tense

• (chronological) temporal localization

• spacial localization

• personal localization
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Linguistic Indicators of Narration

Weinrich (2001: 30): 
• discussing tenses (‘besprechende Tempora’, Präsens, Perfekt, Futur, Futur II) 

vs.

• narrative tenses (‘erzählende Tempora’, Präteritum, Plusquamperfekt, 
Konditional, Konditional II)

• potential association of narrative tenses (‚erzählende Tempora‘) with concrete 
nouns and descriptive tenses (‚besprechende Tempora‘) with abstract nouns 
Weinrich (2001: 32)
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Approaching Narrativity Bottom-Up
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Investigate its 
use in corpus 

data

Identify candidate 
feature based on 
theory/previous 

studies

Develop 
functional 
typology



Approaching Narrativity Bottom-Up
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Narrativity?



Case Study: Past tense

• XSample Corpus of 135 academic journal papers
• 45 from linguistics

• 45 from literary studies

• 45 from philosophy

• Automatic annotation of parts of speech and morphology with MarMoT
(Müller et al. 2013)

• Target: finite verbs with the morphological feature ‚past‘
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Results
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Relative frequency of ‘past’ across disciplines
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Is there a difference in the frequency of ‘past’ use between the 
disciplines of linguistics, literary studies and philosophy?

H1: Literary Studies and philosophy use more finite verbs in the past as 
they have a more historical focus than linguistics.



Relative frequency of ‘past’ across disciplines
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Relative frequency of ‘past’ across disciplines

Mean values
• Linguistics:  0.13 +/- 0.08

• Literary Studies: 0.16 +/- 0.11

• Philosophy:  0.17 +/- 0.15

Significance test results (Mann Whitney U test)
• Linguistics–Literary Studies: p = 0.22, U = 860

• Literary Studies–Philosophy: p = 0.77, U = 1050

• Philosophy–Linguistics: p = 0.35, U = 1130
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Relative frequency of ‘past’ across disciplines
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?



Temporal Structure: Philo-07

25.02.2022 Melanie Andresen @DGfS: Narration in Context 19



Temporal Structure: Philo-07
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Temporal Structure: Lin-16 

25.02.2022 Melanie Andresen @DGfS: Narration in Context 21



Temporal Structure: Lin-16 

25.02.2022 Melanie Andresen @DGfS: Narration in Context 22



Skalierung?
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Sequences of Past Tense Verbs
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Sequences of Past Tense Verbs
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Sequences of Past Tense Verbs
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rank text discipline length
1 Lit_37 Literary Studies 35
2 Philo_07 Philosophy 31
3 Lit_16 Literary Studies 30
4 Philo_07 Philosophy 28
5 Philo_07 Philosophy 28
6 Philo_06 Philosophy 26
7 Philo_07 Philosophy 24
8 Philo_07 Philosophy 24
9 Philo_06 Philosophy 24

10 Philo_07 Philosophy 23
11 Philo_07 Philosophy 23
12 Lit_21 Literary Studies 21
13 Lit_16 Literary Studies 19
14 Lit_21 Literary Studies 18
15 Philo_07 Philosophy 18

longest sequence in Linguistics:
13 past tense verbs, rank 30



Autobiographical Narration

„In den Aneignungen strukturalistischer Programme und Verfahrensweisen ergaben sich 
erste Gemeinsamkeiten mit der Literaturwissenschaft (vgl. Bierwisch 1966). Dazu eine 
autobiographische Anmerkung: In den letzten Semestern meines Germanistik-Studiums in 
München hatte ich 1966 ein sprachgeschichtliches Seminar bei Hans Fromm, einem der 
Lehrstuhlvertreter für die Ältere deutsche Literatur, belegt. […]“

In the adoption of structuralist programs and procedures, the first commonalities with
literary studies emerged (cf. Bierwisch 1966). An autobiographical note on this: In 1966, 
during the last semesters of my German studies in Munich, I had taken a seminar in 
linguistic history with Hans Fromm, one of the chair representatives for older German 
literature. […]

(Schönert 2013: 199)

25.02.2022 Melanie Andresen @DGfS: Narration in Context 27



Autobiographical Narration

Steinhoff (2012): Post-Conventionality

The more senior a researcher is in their field, the more they can take the 
liberty to deviate from their discipline‘s conventions for academic 
writing.
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Temporal Structure in Learner Texts
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Do learners of academic language show a greater tendency to use past 
tense verbs?



Temporal Structure in Learner Texts
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Data:

• subcorpus of the KoLaS Corpus (‚ Kommentiertes Lernendenkorpus
akademisches Schreiben‘, Andresen & Knorr 2017)

• 246 texts from students that visited the writing center

• high diversity in terms of 
• discipline (mostly education and humanities)

• text type (mostly seminar papers, BA and MA theses)

• text production status



Temporal Structure in Learner Texts
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mean: 0.17 +/- 0.15



Conclusions & Future Work

• Current descriptions of narrativity in academic texts do not fully 
account for its forms and functions in this register. 

• However, this would be helpful for teaching academic writing.
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Conclusions & Future Work

• Linguistic features commonly associated with narrativity can serve as a 
starting point for an empirically based account of narrativity in 
academic language.

• Empirical starting point might be beneficial to include phenomena that 
challenge theoretical definitions.

• However, mapping to theoretically informed definitions is necessary.
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Conclusions & Future Work

• The feature ‚verb in past tense‘ displays considerable variation in a 
corpus of journal articles – rather between individual texts than 
systematically between disciplines.

• Main uses are the presentation of
1. historic events, and 

2. the procedures of empirical studies.
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Thank you!
Comments? Questions?
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