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Research Background
§ Gender difference in language use:

a) a key theme in field of language and gender studies (Motschenbacher, 2012) 
b) Empirically: inconclusive and inconsistent (e.g., Leaper & Ayres, 2007; Newman et al., 2008)

§ Methodological issues (e.g., Crawford, 1995; Jacklin, 1981; Wallentin, 2009):
1) ignorance of effects of other non-gender factors; 
2) overgeneralization from narrow database; 
3) based in mixed contexts;
4) limited number of linguistic features analyzed.

§ Gender differences in instructor discourses: 
Ø Largely understudied (Howe, 1997; Litosseliti, 2006; Sabbe & Aelterman, 2007)
Ø A very specific social context 
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Research Questions
§ About the study
o Corpus-based case study: university instructor discourses across 4 disciplines
o Macroscopic: 87 linguistic features (e.g., parts of speech) analyzed

§ Research questions:
Ø RQ1: How do male and female university instructors in the corpus as a whole 

differ in their use of these 87 linguistic features?

Ø RQ2: How do male and female university instructors in the corpus differ in their 
use of these 87 linguistic features within each academic discipline?
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Corpus of instructor discourses 
§ British Academic Spoken English (BASE) corpus was used to compile a corpus of 

university instructor discourses (Nesi & Thompson, 2006; Thompson & Nesi, 2001). 

§ 160 lectures & 4 academic disciplines: Arts and Humanities (AH), Life and Medical 
Sciences (LS), Physical Sciences (PS) and Social Studies and Sciences (SS).

§ The construction of corpus of instructor discourses (Figure 1).
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Linguistic features under analysis
§ 98 general linguistic features informed by two sources: 

a) 73 linguistic features summarized from 35 independent quantitative studies in language & gender; 
b) 129 linguistic features, as in Biber et al. (2004) and Biber (2006), designed to study university language 

and textual variations for general purposes (see discussions in Friginal, 2013).

§ Feature selection process (Figure 2)
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§ Linguistic Feature Extractor (LFE): a Python program created to automate the feature 
extraction. See: https://github.com/jaaack-wang/ling_feature_extractor/tree/Thesis_Project_Version. 

§ Except words per utterance, mean word length and type-token ratio, the remaining 
features were normalized at 100 words
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Data analysis
§ Data preprocessing: 87 linguistic features retained

• Features of extremely low frequency (defined as median = 0) were removed; 
• Features of high correlation (Pearson’s r > 0.8) were reduced

§ The nature of the dataset (Shapiro-Wilk tests): largely non-normal distributions

§ Measurements of gender differences:
• Nonparametric hypothesis tests: Mann-Whitney U test; Kruskal Wallis H test

• Multiple testing à False Discovery Rate (FDR): alpha < 0.05

• Effect size: Cohen’s d (thresholds in absolute value: 0.2, small; 0.5, medium; 0.8 large)

§ Statistical procedures: Three rounds of statistical analyses
a) Gender differences in the entire corpus 
b) Overall effects of academic discipline 
c) Gender differences within specific academic disciplines
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Results
§ Overall gender effects: only three features showing significant differences (Mann-

Whitney U tests)

Table 3

§ Overall discipline effects (Kruskal Wallis H tests): 34 significant comparisons (p values 
adjusted by FDR)

§ Specific gender effects within each specific academic discipline: None

Linguistic Feature Male µ ± σ Female µ ± σ Adjusted p-value d Effect Size

WHRO 0.12 ± 0.07 0.07 ± 0.07 0.028 0.583
Medium, M+

TDIDV 0.21 ± 0.12 0.30 ± 0.13 0.028 -0.714 Medium, F+ 
MENV 2.18 ± 0.84 2.62 ± 0.65 0.031 -0.583
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Interpretations: WHRO
§ WHRO: WH relative clauses on object position, M+ 
§ Biber (1988): explicit and elaborated identification of referents in a text
§ Example: 

Ø I get minus-R E-to-the-minus-R-T here and then the S which I'm holding constant right just from the 
product rule… (from pslct015, by nm0765)

§ Observations: 
1) Male instructors consistently used more WHRO than female instructors across disciplines, but the 

practical difference is very small (Figure 3)
2) Male instructors and female instructors used comparable amounts of relative clauses (Figure 4)
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Interpretations: WHRO
§ WHRO: WH relative clauses on object position, M+ 
§ Biber (1988): explicit and elaborated identification of referents in a text
§ Example: 

Ø I get minus-R E-to-the-minus-R-T here and then the S which I'm holding constant right just from the 
product rule… (from pslct015, by nm0765)

§ Observations: 
1) Male instructors consistently used more WHRO than female instructors across disciplines, but the 

practical difference is very small (Figure 3)
2) Male instructors and female instructors used comparable amounts of relative clauses (Figure 4)

§ Interpretations:
§ Low frequency of WHRO à formality (WHRFP, WH relative clauses with fronted preposition)
§ Small practical difference à overinterpretation should be discouraged
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Interpretations: TDIDV
§ TDIDV: desire/intent/decision verbs followed by a “to” clause, F+ 
§ Biber (1988): makes a discourse more procedural (versus content-focused) 
§ Examples: 

Ø I get that's all I want to say about this sort of level of housekeeping… (from ahlct015, by nm0067)
Ø if your solute concentration goes up you will need to pass more urine… (from lslct029, by nf440)
Ø image now the question is that if we want to see both the irradiance… (from pslct034, by nf0934)

§ Observations: 
1) Female instructors consistently used more TDIDV than male instructors across disciplines (Figure 5), 

especially inclusive pronouns we and you (Table 4)
2) The basic pattern of TDIDV usage is similar between female and male instructors (Table 4)
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1) Female instructors consistently used more TDIDV than male instructors across disciplines (Figure 5), 

especially inclusive pronouns we and you (Table 4)
2) The basic pattern of TDIDV usage is similar between female and male instructors (Table 4)

§ Interpretations:
§ More inclusive pronouns à more engaging and interactive discourses
§ Comparable pattern à a common professionalized practice for university teaching
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Interpretations: MENV
§ MENV: Mental verbs, F+ 
§ Biber (1988) & Precht (2008) : convey personal stance or uncertainty
§ Examples: 

Ø know, think, see, mean, find, remember, learn and understand 

§ Observations: 
1) Female instructors consistently used more MENV than male instructors across disciplines (Figure 6), 

especially inclusive pronouns we and you (Table 5)
2) The basic pattern of MENV usage is similar between female and male instructors (Table 5)
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Interpretations: MENV
§ MENV: Mental verbs, F+ 
§ Biber (1988) & Precht (2008) : convey personal stance or uncertainty
§ Examples: 

Ø know, think, see, mean, find, remember, learn and understand 

§ Observations: 
1) Female instructors consistently used more MENV than male instructors across disciplines (Figure 6), 

especially inclusive pronouns we and you (Table 5)
2) The basic pattern of MENV usage is similar between female and male instructors (Table 5)

§ Interpretations:
§ More inclusive pronouns à more approachable and less assertive discourses
§ Comparable pattern à a common professionalized practice for university teaching
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Conclusions
§ RQ1: Overall gender differences

q only 3 of 87 features showing significant gender-related differences (medium effect sizes) 
q the overall gender differences are small and limited

§ RQ2:  Discipline-level gender differences 
q no discipline-level gender difference identified in the corpus
q academic discipline has more effects on instructor discourses than gender

§ Interpretations of gender differences:
(M+: WH relative clauses on object position; F+: desire/intent/decision verbs followed by a “to” clause & mental verbs)

• Female instructor discourses are slightly more engaging and less formal than their male 
counterparts 

• no discipline-level gender differences + comparable patterns of language use à instructor 
discourses as a highly professionalized practice 
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Thank you!
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