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Abstract

Non-canonical structures—passive voice, cleft constructions, and topicalization—allow
academic writers to manage information flow and construct disciplinary authority. While prior
corpus studies have examined these structures within single genres, none have compared their
deployment across institutionally stratified publication tiers, and the conclusion section remains
underexamined as a site of information packaging. This study compares how these structures
function in the conclusions of Higher Education Commission (HEC) Pakistan-recognized W-
category (high-tier) and Y-category (mid-tier) linguistics and literature journals. A purposive
corpus of 80 conclusions (N = 29,559 words) was tagged and analyzed in AntConc 3.5.9, with
frequencies normalized per 1,000 words and compared via chi-square tests; qualitative analysis
drew on Huddleston and Pullum's Information Packaging model, Prince's Given—New taxonomy,
and Halliday's Theme—Rheme framework. W-category writers favored epistemically calibrated
modal passives (26.9% vs. 18.7%), y* (1, N = 229) = 5.41, p = .020, while Y-category writers
favored unmodalized assertion. No genuine topicalization occurred in either corpus; both relied
on thematic fronting, deployed more richly in W-category texts. Tier-based distinction lies in
strategic precision rather than structural novelty.

Keywords: Non-canonical syntax; information packaging; passive voice; cleft constructions;
topicalization; Theme—Rheme; corpus linguistics

Introduction

Academic writing is not merely the transmission of information; it is a carefully structured form
of discourse through which writers organize knowledge, establish authority, and guide readers
toward particular interpretations (Lambrecht, 1994; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). A central
mechanism in this organization is the management of information flow within and across
sentences, achieved largely through syntactic choice. Among the available resources, non-
canonical sentence structures, particularly passive voice, cleft constructions, and topicalization,
allow writers to depart from the default Subject—Verb—Object order in order to foreground or
background participants, manage given and new information, and maintain thematic continuity
across stretches of discourse. Traditional grammars have often treated canonical word order as
the neutral default, but discourse-oriented research demonstrates that departures from this order
are purposeful communicative strategies rather than arbitrary stylistic variation (Lambrecht,
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1994; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). Passive constructions allow writers to background an
agent and foreground a process or result; cleft constructions isolate a constituent for contrastive
emphasis; and topicalization (preposing) links new material to prior discourse by fronting an
object, adjunct, or complement. In the high-stakes register of academic publishing, where clarity,
objectivity, and disciplinary authority are paramount, the strategic deployment of these structures
plausibly distinguishes more sophisticated scholarly prose from less rhetorically controlled
writing. Despite sustained interest in information structure and corpus-based discourse analysis,
comparatively little research has examined how non-canonical structures function across
different tiers of academic publication. Existing studies have generally examined isolated
constructions or general measures of syntactic complexity within single, relatively homogeneous
corpora (Banks, 1995; Zhou & Chen, 2021), without asking whether information-packaging
strategies systematically differ between higher- and lower-prestige publication venues. This gap
is particularly salient in the Pakistani academic context, where the Higher Education
Commission (HEC) Journal Recognition System (HJRS) formally stratifies journals into
categories, including the high-tier W-category and the mid-tier Y-category, yet no corpus-based
study has used this institutional distinction as a basis for comparing syntactic choice. A second,
related gap concerns genre placement: prior corpus studies of non-canonical structures have
focused on full articles, abstracts, or results/discussion sections (Banks, 1995; Zhou & Chen,
2021), leaving the conclusion, the section in which writers must synthesize findings and assert
final rhetorical authority, comparatively unexamined.

This study addresses these gaps through a comparative corpus-based investigation of conclusion
sections drawn from W-category and Y -category linguistics and literature journals recognized by
the HEC. Specifically, the study aims to:
(1) compare the frequency and distribution of passive voice, cleft constructions, and
topicalization across W-category and Y-category conclusions;
(2) examine how authors in each tier deploy these structures to manage information packaging
and Theme—Rheme progression; and
(3) evaluate the degree to which these structures contribute to textual cohesion and discourse
quality across the two tiers.
These objectives are pursued through three research questions: (RQ1) In what ways do passive
voice, cleft constructions, and topicalization vary in frequency and distribution across W-
category and Y-category conclusions? (RQ2) How do authors in each tier deploy these structures
to manage information packaging and Theme—Rheme progression? (RQ3) To what degree do
non-canonical structures shape textual cohesion and discourse quality differently across the two
tiers? The study adopts a corpus-based comparative design combining quantitative and
qualitative analysis. A purposively sampled corpus of 80 conclusion sections (40 from W-
category and 40 from Y-category journals in linguistics and literature, published 2019-2026; N =
29,559 words) was compiled, part-of-speech tagged using the Penn Treebank tagset, and
analyzed in AntConc 3.5.9 through regular-expression concordance queries and manual
verification. Raw frequencies were normalized per 1,000 words to control for the unequal sub-
corpus sizes (17,287 words in the W-category corpus, hereafter WCC; 12,272 words in the Y-
category corpus, hereafter YCC), and Pearson chi-square tests of independence assessed the
statistical significance of tier-based distributional differences. Qualitative analysis interpreted
representative concordance lines through three complementary theoretical lenses: Huddleston
and Pullum’'s (2002, 2005) model of Information Packaging, Prince's (1978, 1981) Given—New
taxonomy of information status, and Halliday's Systemic Functional Linguistics (Theme—Rheme
organization). Full methodological detail is provided in Section 3. The remainder of the article is
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organized as follows. Section 2 reviews relevant literature and identifies the research gap.
Section 3 details the corpus, data collection, and analytical procedures. Section 4 presents the
quantitative and qualitative findings together with discussion. Section 5 concludes, outlines the
study's contributions and limitations, and proposes directions for future research.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Information structure emerged as a distinct theoretical domain in the mid-to-late twentieth
century, beginning with Chafe's (1976) argument that speakers organize utterances according to
assumptions about what is already known versus cognitively active in discourse. Lambrecht
(1994) later integrated syntactic, pragmatic, and prosodic dimensions into a unified framework
distinguishing topic (what an utterance is about) from focus (its new or contrastive contribution).
Huddleston and Pullum (2002, 2005) provided the structural foundation adopted in the present
study, distinguishing canonical clauses, which follow unmarked Subject—Verb—Object order,
from non-canonical clauses, in which constituents are reordered to control information flow
while preserving truth-conditional equivalence. Passive voice promotes a patient into subject
position while backgrounding the agent; cleft constructions split a single proposition into two
clausal components to create informational focus; and topicalization fronts a constituent that
would otherwise occur post-verbally, linking new material to prior discourse. Complementing
this structural account, Prince (1978, 1981) argued that sentence construction reflects writers'
assumptions about readers' knowledge states rather than purely grammatical preference. Her
Given—New taxonomy classifies constituents according to whether they are already accessible in
discourse (given) or newly introduced (new), and her concept of informative-presupposition
explains how it-clefts can present new or contestable claims within a structure conventionally
associated with presupposed content, thereby lending claims an appearance of epistemic
authority (Prince, 1978, p. 884). Halliday's Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday &
Matthiessen, 2014) offers a third lens, modeling the clause-initial Theme as the point of
departure for a message and the Rheme as its informational development; thematic progression
across clauses, whether linear (Rheme becoming the next Theme) or constant (a single Theme
sustained across several clauses), has long been associated with textual coherence (Danes, 1974).
Empirical work on these structures in professional registers shows that they are systematically
motivated rather than stylistically incidental. Banks (1995) found that, although it-clefts and
pseudo-clefts occur relatively infrequently across eleven scientific articles, related structures
such as extraposition and existential constructions perform hedging functions that contribute to
an impersonal, objectified academic register. Zhou and Chen (2021), analyzing 227 applied
linguistics articles within an Appraisal-theory framework, found that pseudo-clefts cluster in
Literature Review and Results/Discussion sections, where they serve evaluative and highlighting
functions tied to authorial stance. Both studies, however, treat their corpora as relatively
homogeneous, leaving open whether information-packaging strategies vary systematically with
publication prestige. Topicalization has been examined extensively in World Englishes
scholarship. Leuckert (2017a) found that Indian English speakers front constituents considerably
more often than British English speakers, while Hong Kong English speakers do so less often
despite Cantonese being a topic-prominent language, suggesting that first-language transfer into
English topicalization is neither direct nor automatic. A companion study (Leuckert, 2017b)
showed that second-language speakers often front entirely new information to sustain
conversational flow, challenging the assumption that topicalization strictly follows given-before-
new sequencing. Yixuan (2023) applied Prince's taxonomy to locative inversion, there-insertion,
and left dislocation in fairy tales, concluding that such structures function as coherence-building
devices that reduce processing effort, and recommended their extension to formal academic
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discourse. Psycholinguistic research clarifies why deployment of these structures, rather than
mere familiarity with their form, distinguishes more from less skilled writers. Gattei, Paris, and
Shalom (2021) showed via eye-tracking that supportive discourse contexts improve reading
speed for non-canonical structures but do not eliminate processing cost, while Lubis and
Miranti's (2024) systematic review of nine studies found that passive-heavy texts generally
produce slower reading and weaker coherence judgments, implying that effective use of the
passive requires careful contextual support rather than indiscriminate application. The literature
establishes that non-canonical structures perform systematic discourse functions in professional
and academic writing, and that their effective use depends on pragmatic competence rather than
grammatical knowledge alone. However, two specific gaps remain. First, no corpus-based study
has stratified an academic corpus according to institutional publication tier as the primary
comparative variable; existing studies (Banks, 1995; Zhou & Chen, 2021) examine expert
writing as a relatively undifferentiated category, despite the Pakistani HEC system offering an
established, formal basis for such a comparison. Second, prior research has concentrated on full
articles or on results/discussion and literature review sections, leaving the conclusion, where
writers must compress findings and assert final disciplinary authority, largely unexamined as a
discrete site of information packaging. The present study addresses both gaps directly by
comparing the frequency, distribution, and discourse functions of passive voice, cleft
constructions, and topicalization in the conclusion sections of HEC W-category and Y-category
linguistics and literature journals.

Methodology

This study employs a corpus-based comparative design combining quantitative frequency
analysis with qualitative discourse interpretation. The quantitative strand establishes the
distributional profile of three non-canonical structures, passive voice, cleft constructions, and
topicalization, across two institutionally defined sub-corpora; the qualitative strand interprets
representative concordance lines through the Information Packaging, Given—New, and Theme—
Rheme frameworks outlined in Section 2. Following Creswell and Creswell (2018), the two
strands are treated as complementary rather than merged, each addressing a distinct facet of the
same textual data. The target population comprised research articles published between 2019 and
2026 in HEC-recognized W-category (high-tier) and Y-category (mid-tier) journals in linguistics
and literature. Eighty articles were selected through purposive sampling (Patton, 2015; Palinkas
et al., 2015): 40 from W-category and 40 from Y-category journals, restricted to these two
disciplines to control for cross-disciplinary variation in rhetorical convention. Only conclusion
sections (including those titled Conclusion, Discussion and Conclusion, or Implications and
Conclusion) were extracted, as these sections concentrate the discourse-organizing and
evaluative work most relevant to information packaging. W-category texts were drawn from
SAGE Journals and comparable international platforms; Y-category texts were drawn from the
official hosting sites of HEC-recognized national journals. The resulting corpus totaled 29,559
words: 17,287 in the W-category corpus (WCC) and 12,272 in the Y-category corpus (YCC).
This word-count asymmetry, arising naturally from longer average conclusions in W-category
texts rather than from sampling design, was addressed through frequency normalization (Section
3.4). Extracted conclusions were compiled into plain-text sub-corpus files and part-of-speech
tagged using the Penn Treebank tagset. Tagged files were imported into AntConc 3.5.9, the
primary instrument for concordance extraction, frequency counting, and Key-Word-in-Context
(KWIC) verification. Passive voice was identified through regular-expression queries targeting
auxiliary-plus-past-participle sequences (e.g., (is|are|was|were|be|been|being) VB[A-
Z]*\s+\w+_VBN), with each hit manually verified against Huddleston and Pullum's (2002)
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structural criteria to exclude stative pseudo-passives. Cleft constructions were identified through
targeted searches for it-cleft and wh-cleft frames and verified against the canonical [It + BE +
focused constituent + that/who-clause] and [wh-clause + BE + focused constituent] templates.
Because topicalization is highly context-dependent, candidate instances were located through
contextual search strings (e.g., In this article, Taken together) and confirmed through manual
inspection for genuine non-subject constituent fronting, as distinct from Hallidayan thematic
fronting. Raw frequencies were normalized per 1,000 words (Normalized Frequency = Raw
Frequency / Total Words x 1000) to control for the unequal sub-corpus sizes (McEnery &
Hardie, 2011; Brezina, 2018). Pearson chi-square (y°) tests of independence, computed in IBM
SPSS Statistics at a = .05, assessed whether tier-based distributional differences were statistically
reliable; effect sizes were reported as Cramér's V (tables larger than 2 x 2) or the phi (¢)
coefficient (2 x 2 tables). Given the very low raw counts for cleft constructions (4 in WCC, 1 in
YCC), normalized cleft frequencies are interpreted as indicative rather than statistically
conclusive (Brezina, 2018), with qualitative analysis providing the primary evidential basis for
cleft-related claims. A randomly selected 20% sample of concordance lines, proportionally
drawn from both sub-corpora, was independently reviewed by a second coder against the
structural criteria of Huddleston and Pullum (2002) and Prince (1978)/Halliday and Matthiessen
(2014). Inter-rater agreement reached 85%, within the range considered acceptable for manual
corpus coding (Krippendorff, 2004); disagreements, concentrated in structurally ambiguous
stative pseudo-passives and clause-initial adjuncts, were resolved through discussion and
consensus before finalizing the dataset.

Findings and Discussion

Corpus Profile

Table 1 summarizes the structural profile of the compiled corpus.
Table 1. Structural profile of the conclusion corpus

Sub-Corpus Journal Tier Articles / Words
WCC High-tier (W-category) 40/ 17,287
YCC Mid-tier (Y-category) 40/12,272
Total — 80 /29,559

Although the two sub-corpora are balanced in article count, WCC conclusions are, on average,
longer than YCC conclusions, a pattern consistent with Biber et al.'s (1999) observation that
higher-register academic texts tend to deploy more elaborated discourse structures. All frequency
comparisons below are normalized per 1,000 words to control for this asymmetry.

Passive Voice: A Shared Resource, Differently Calibrated

Passive voice was the most frequent non-canonical structure in both sub-corpora, with agentless
passives exceeding 86% of all passive tokens in each, confirming that impersonal, process-
oriented expression is a stable register feature of academic writing rather than a marker of
publication tier. However, the two corpora diverged sharply in passive sub-type distribution
(Table 2).

Table 2. Distribution of passive voice sub-types by journal tier

Passive Sub-type WCC (%) YCC (%) A (pp)
Simple present 37.1 49.7 +12.6 (Y)
Modal 26.9 18.7 +8.2 (W)
Perfective 20.0 19.3 +0.7 (W)
Simple past 14.3 9.4 +4.9 (W)
Progressive 1.7 2.9 +1.2 (Y)
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A chi-square test across the full five-category distribution approached but did not reach
significance, y*(4) = 7.98, p = .092, Cramér's V = .152, indicating a discernible but modest
overall trend. When the analysis was focused on the theoretically central contrast, modal versus
simple present passives (the two categories driving the omnibus trend), the association with
publication tier was statistically significant, x*(1, N = 229) = 5.41, p = .020, Fisher's exact p =
.026, ¢ = .15. This confirms that WCC writers allocate a significantly greater share of their
passive resources to modal passives, while YCC writers favor unmodalized present-tense
assertion. Qualitatively, this distinction reflects more than grammatical preference. As Hyland
(1998, p. 1) observes, “the ability to present claims with appropriate certainty is perhaps one of
the most important skills a writer can develop.” A simple present passive (e.g., differences are
found) presents a claim as categorical, whereas a modal passive (e.g., differences might be found)
signals epistemic caution and acknowledges the provisional nature of empirical claims. The
higher modal-passive rate in WCC therefore suggests that W-category writers more consistently
calibrate certainty to evidential strength, a hallmark of rhetorical maturity in scholarly
argumentation (Hyland, 2005). This addresses RQ1 and RQ3 directly: tier-based variation in
passive voice is not about whether the passive is used, but about which sub-type is favored and
what stance it encodes.

Cleft Constructions: Rare, but More Elaborated in W-Category Texts

Cleft constructions were rare overall, and it-clefts were entirely absent from both corpora (Table
3), despite being among the most productive focus-marking devices documented in formal
English prose (Biber et al., 1999; Delin, 1995). Given the very small raw counts (4 in WCC, 1 in
YCC), the normalized density figures (3.44 vs. 1.01 per 1,000 words) are best treated as
indicative of a directional tier-based pattern rather than as statistically robust evidence (Brezina,
2018).

Table 3. Cleft constructions and topicalization by journal tier

Structure WCC YCC

it-clefts 0 0

wh-clefts / reversed wh-clefts 4 (3.44 per 1,000 words) 1 (1.01 per 1,000 words)
Genuine topicalization 0 0

Qualitative inspection shows that the four WCC instances split evenly between wh-clefts and
reversed wh-clefts, used at key argumentative junctures to categorize findings and mark logical
transitions; the single YCC instance shows no comparable structural elaboration. Following
Prince's (1978, p. 884) account of informative-presupposition, it-clefts allow writers to present
new or contestable claims within a structure conventionally associated with presupposed content,
lending the claim an appearance of established acceptance. The complete absence of this device
from both corpora, and especially from YCC, may constitute a structural correlate of the
comparatively lower rhetorical assertiveness associated with mid-tier academic prose (Delin,
1995; Swales, 1990), bearing directly on RQ3.

Topicalization: A Null Finding and the Centrality of Thematic Fronting

The most striking finding of the study is that no genuine instances of syntactic topicalization,
true constituent fronting from canonical post-verbal position, were identified in either corpus,
despite 786 clause-initial structures being retrieved and manually examined through AntConc
concordance analysis. This null result is theoretically unsurprising: Prince (1978) specifies that
topicalization requires discourse-given information and contrastive focus within an interactive
context, conditions rarely met in the formal, monological register of academic conclusions;
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Huddleston and Pullum (2002) similarly characterize topicalization as a marked construction
used sparingly even where licensed. In place of syntactic topicalization, both corpora relied
extensively on Hallidayan thematic fronting, textual themes (however, therefore, thus), marked
topical themes (in this study, in this article), and interpersonal themes (notably, significantly,
importantly), as the primary mechanism for organizing clause-initial position (Table 4).

Table 4. Thematic fronting resources by journal tier

Thematic Resource WCC (instances) YCC (instances)
Marked topical themes (e.g., “In 15 1

this study™)

Interpersonal themes (e.g., notably, 7 2
significantly)

Textual themes (however, | majority category, ~73% majority category, ~93%
therefore, thus)

WCC shows substantially higher frequencies across all thematic categories, particularly marked
topical themes (15 instances vs. 1) and interpersonal themes (7 vs. 2), indicating both a stronger
tendency to anchor conclusions within an explicit research frame and a wider range of evaluative
resources for signaling authorial stance. This pattern directly answers RQ2: rather than
displacing constituents syntactically, W-category writers achieve discourse organization and
reader guidance through a richer and more frequent deployment of textual-metafunction
resources, a distinction that is functional and frequential rather than structural.

Synthesis

Taken together, the findings indicate that the linguistic distinction between high-tier and mid-tier
academic writing does not lie primarily in which non-canonical structures are available or even
used, both corpora draw on the same shared structural repertoire, agentless passives, sparse
clefts, and thematic fronting in place of topicalization, but in how strategically and precisely that
repertoire is deployed. W-category writers more consistently calibrate epistemic stance through
modal passives, sustain a wider and more structurally elaborated use of cleft constructions, and
anchor their conclusions more explicitly and evaluatively through thematic fronting. These
differences, individually modest but cumulatively consistent (small-to-medium effect sizes,
directionally aligned findings across three independent structures), support the conclusion that
information-packaging sophistication, rather than syntactic novelty, is what differentiates high-
tier from mid-tier academic conclusions. This synthesis directly answers all three research
questions and substantiates the study's central claim regarding the rhetorical and pragmatic,
rather than purely structural, basis of publication-tier variation.

Conclusion

This study compared passive voice, cleft constructions, and topicalization in the conclusion
sections of HEC W-category and Y-category linguistics and literature journals. Passive voice
dominated both corpora, but W-category writers favored epistemically calibrated modal passives,
while Y-category writers relied on unmodalized declarative assertion. Cleft constructions were
rare overall, with it-clefts entirely absent, though W-category writers used a more varied and
elaborated range of wh-clefts. No genuine syntactic topicalization occurred in either corpus; both
relied instead on Hallidayan thematic fronting, deployed more frequently and with a wider
evaluative range by W-category writers. These results indicate that the syntactic signature of
high-tier academic writing lies not in structurally novel or rare constructions, but in the precision,
epistemic calibration, and thematic continuity with which a shared repertoire is deployed. This
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refines rather than contradicts prior assumptions: non-canonical structures remain purposeful
discourse strategies, but their tier-distinguishing function operates at the level of sub-type
selection and frequency rather than structural presence or absence. The study offers the first
corpus-based comparison of non-canonical syntax across HEC publication tiers and the first to
isolate the conclusion as a discrete analytical site. Methodologically, it demonstrates the value of
combining AntConc-driven extraction with multi-theoretical qualitative interpretation.
Pedagogically, the findings suggest that novice and second-language writers may develop
rhetorical authority less by acquiring new syntactic forms than by calibrating epistemic stance
through modal passives and deploying thematic resources more deliberately within their
conclusions.
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