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Qualitative adjectives are often used in expressive writing, including reflective writing. They 
express and (de)intensify feelings and emotions, thereby expressing stance. This study 
investigates the adjective profiles of 60 first-year EFL students’ reflective essays and compares 
male and female university students’ utilization of qualitative adjectives and those used as 
attitudinal stance markers. Data were collected from a reflective writing task after students 
participated in a seminar on effective listening. Analyses were conducted considering the 
General Service List (GSL), the Academic Word List (AWL), and words that do not appear in 
either of the preceding lists. The results indicated that qualitative adjectives accounted for 6% 
of the words in these reflective writing essays, and the male students used a greater number 
of adjectives than the female students. This difference, which was at a statistically significant 
level, likely stems from male students’ greater use of adjectives from the Academic Word Lists. 
The results also showed that 47.5% of the adjectives used in these essays were attitudinal. 
There was no statistically significant difference between the frequencies with which the 
male and the female students used these attitudinal adjectives. The results are discussed 
and recommendations are made to increase students’ effective use of adjectives in reflective 
writing.

Keywords: adjectives, attitudinal markers, freshman students, gender, qualitative adjectives, 
reflective writing

Introduction

Adjectives are used to describe the qualities or attributes of nouns. In this way, they point to the distinctions 
made between nouns. Such is the place of adjectives in language that a sentence without adjectives provides 
information, but it does not say much (Murray, 2014). Adjectives are also used to express attitude and 
stance. As such, they are utilized quite frequently in expressive writing, which encourages individuals to 
use verbal expressions on their thoughts and feelings about lived experiences (Beaumont, 2018). Expressive 
writing comes in many forms, one of which is reflective writing. In addition to certain core skills such as 
description, critical analysis, self-awareness, and evaluation, reflective writing requires clear and concise 
articulation of thought processes, which necessitates the use of good written English (Handler, Handler, & 
Gill, 2011).

Although various aspects of effective language use in reflective writing have been noted (e.g., organization, 
syntax, sentence length, appropriate lexis, and personal language), adjectives—a key component of 
expressive writing—have received inadequate attention. This is despite a few studies that have highlighted 
the essential role adjectives play in expressive writing (Adams, 2013; Lee, Fitria, & Ginting, 2019). While 
reflective thinking and writing are taught and practiced in different disciplines of higher education, especially 
in professional degree programs such as teacher education (Hagevik, Aydeniz, & Glennon, 2012; Hatton & 
Smith, 1995; Moon, 2006; Zulfikar & Mujiburrahman, 2018) medical and health professional education 
(Bernard, et al., 2012; Crowe & O’Malley, 2006; Nguyen, Fernandez, Karsenti, & Charlin, 2014; Schön, 1987) 
and engineering (Kilgore, Sattler, & Turns, 2013; Reidsema, 2009; Turns, Newstetter, Allen, & Mistree, 1997; 
Wallin & Adawi, 2018), little research has examined how students use language to write reflectively (Hatton & 
Smith, 1995; Russell, 2005). One reason for this lack of research is due to the nature of reflective writing. 
Students, for example, often perceive reflective writing as an unfamiliar genre and ancillary to their core 
studies. Questions as to how to teach and assess reflective writing simply add to the challenge of conducting 
such research (Dyment & O’Connell, 2011; Kember et al., 2008; Plack, et al., 2005; Sumsion & Fleet, 1996). 
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Unless trained well, using language effectively can be a formidable challenge for students, especially those 
pursuing education in a foreign language. The lack of research in this area is what led us to want to better 
understand how our students write reflectively. This is particularly true relative to the use of adjectives, because 
so little is known about the linguistic patterns of how students use adjectives to express themselves in reflective 
writing. So too can examining how females and males use adjectives in reflective writing. In this paper, 
therefore, we describe our Emirati freshman students’ reflective writing behavior at the end of a seminar 
within the context of an undergraduate English and Communication course.

Theoretical Background

Adjectives
An adjective is

a word used with a noun to denote some quality, attribute, or fact, which we connect in thought 
with that for which the noun stands, without making as distinct assertion that the quality or 
attribute belongs to what we are speaking about (Mason, 1858, p. 13).

Mason (1858, pp. 32–36) identified three types of adjectives:

a)	 qualitative adjectives denoting some quality or attribute;
b)	 quantitative adjectives denoting how much or how many of a particular thing we have in our thoughts. 

These include the indefinite article, the cardinal numeral adjectives, words such as all, few, more, most, 
both, etc., and;

c)	 demonstrative/determinative adjectives pointing out which thing(s) we are speaking of out of the class 
of things denoted by a common noun. These include the definite article, the adjective pronouns, 
pronominal adjectives, and the ordinal numbers.

Another classification is made in Collins Cobuild English Grammar (as cited in Stillar, 1988), according to which 
there are five major categories: a) qualitative, b) emphasizing, c) classifying, d) color, and e) postdeterminers. 
We chose the first two of these five types of adjectives based on the aims of our study. In addition, they are the 
ones one would expect to see more often in reflective essays (Çapar, 2014; Ferris, 2009). Qualitative and 
emphasizing adjectives, for example, express feelings, attitudes, and stance and serve as building blocks of 
expressive and reflective writing. Postdeterminers, on the other hand, are outside the scope of our study 
because they function as grammatical structures rather than lexical items. Classifying adjectives are also 
outside the study’s scope because they serve as attributive adjectives and classify their associated nouns. As for 
color adjectives, while they function to simply describe the color of something, we paid special attention to any 
use of color adjectives used to denote feelings and attitudes.

The majority of adjectives are comprised of qualitative adjectives. This is one reason why instructional 
materials targeting learners of English tend to focus on qualitative adjectives in their explanation of what an 
adjective is. This appears to be the case for lower-level learners in particular. The other two types of adjectives, 

‘quantifiers’ or demonstratives, are often treated as distinct grammatical structures with little, if any, mention 
of their attributes as adjectives. Many learners of English, as well as native speakers, are likely unfamiliar with 
the classification of such grammatical structures as adjectives. This study, therefore, only focuses on qualitative 
adjectives in order to account for this unfamiliarity. Among the various meanings qualitative adjectives have is 
the one of position/attitude, as in the examples ‘a key point’ and ‘the beautiful message’ (Stillar, 1988). Such 
examples highlight the attributes qualitative adjectives assign to things, people, concepts, etc. from some point 
of view. From this perspective, they play a key role in expressive language, which is under the scope of the 
current research.

Reflective Thinking and Reflective Writing
Reflective thinking allows individuals an opportunity to internalize and reconstruct newfound knowledge and 
make sense of lived experiences (Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985; Burns & Bulman, 2000; Mezirow, 1998; Ryan, 
2011). While definitions of reflective thinking vary, a common theme among many is that thinking reflectively 
is essential for one’s personal growth and development (Lew & Schmidt, 2011; Rodgers, 2002). According to 
Boyd and Fales (1983), for example, reflection is the “Process of internally examining and exploring an issue of 
concern, triggered by an experience, which creates and clarifies meaning in terms of self and which results in a 
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changed conceptual perspective” (p. 99). This definition best captures our understanding of reflective thinking 
as it applies to our research context.

Reflective writing stems from reflective thinking and it is often used as a pedagogical strategy to clarify 
thinking and to give more time and space for deeper and more meaningful reflection about something of 
significance (Tsingos-Lucas et. al, 2017; Nunn & Brandt, 2016). In this sense, reflective writing reinforces 
learning by encouraging students to thoughtfully think through key concepts and ideas related to a course. 
Rusche and Jason (2011) reiterate this by saying reflection in the form of writing engages students in an 
examination of their own writing which results in their learning to “value the process of learning, inquiry, and 
critical self-reflection while acquiring and constructing self-knowledge” (p. 1). Reflective writing has also been 
shown to help students contextualize the new information they are learning, refrain from meaningless 
memorization of factual information, and “see learning as a never-ending journey that does not stop outside of 
the classroom or after they have graduated” (Cisero, 2006, p. 231).

Moon (2004) notes that reflective writing is the external expression of the mental process of reflection though 
such expression is unlikely to be the same as what takes place in one’s head. The cycle in which reflection takes 
place is comprised of three stages, which have come to be known as the reflective cycle (Deveci & Nunn, 2018). 
The first stage includes the description of an experience in relation to what happened in context as well as the 
writer’s feelings aroused by the experience. The second phase includes the writer’s evaluation and analysis of 
the experience. The final stage includes the writer’s reflection on what he/she has learned from the experience 
and how he/she plans to improve future experience. Considering the fact that reflective writing allows the 
writer to explain his/her rationale and thought processes to others (Brown, 2016), it engages the writer in 
interpersonal communication. This is supported by Gibbs’ observation (as cited in Rodgers, 2002, p. 845) that 

“reflection needs to happen in community, in interaction with others.” This points to the role writing as a 
linguistic skill plays in effective communication, which is described in detail in the following section.

Language Use in Reflective Writing
Reflective writing often shares a number of features with traditional essay writing. Examples include a well-
organized structure, the correct use of tenses, and lexical variety. Reflective writing may also require students 
to make references to relevant content from lectures so that their instructor can gain insight into their thinking 
and learning processes as well as how they interpret the information they have been presented. Reflective 
writing also adds the elements of personal experience, first person, and present and future tense (Eckstein & 
Ferris, 2018; MacLellan, 2004). The language used in reflective writing, therefore, tends to be mostly personal 
and subjective. One reason for this is because reflective writing tasks are often personal in nature (e.g., “Reflect 
on an experience you recently had with your team”). While students are expected to write in the first person 
and incorporate concrete and abstract language into their reflections, many find this type of genre writing 
challenging and uncomfortable compared to more familiar and traditional academic writing tasks (Burton & 
King, 2004; King, 2001; Lyubormirsky, Sousa, & Dickerhoof, 2006). Part of the reason for this stems from the 
experience some students have had with academic essays that tells them that the use of the personal pronoun 

“I” should be avoided. Another reason is because students may worry about how such tasks are going to be 
assessed (Wong et al., 1995).

Tone is another complicating factor students must contend with when writing reflectively. Although tone is 
dependent on the topic and purpose of a particular style of writing, reflective writing, unlike traditional 
academic essays (which tend to be serious and formal) may be ironic and informal or something in between. 
This flexibility in tone adds to the challenge of writing reflectively (Ferris, 2009; Lu & Ai, 2015). So too does the 
use of ‘show, don’t tell’ as an effective writing strategy where the student is expected to use sensory details to 
illustrate something (e.g., “He was sweating profusely as he stood on stage before the large audience”) rather 
than simply state something directly (e.g., “He was very nervous on stage”). These reflective writing 
characteristics, in particular, encourage the use of adjectives to bring writing to life.

Writing in general and reflective writing in particular appear to be more challenging for those who write in 
English as a foreign language (EFL), which is the context in which the current study was conducted. These 
writers have to put more cognitive effort into their writing (van Weijen, 2014), find it more difficult to write due 
to factors like limited lexis, syntax, and organization (Al Murshidi, 2014; Englander, 2014; Handler et al., 2011), 
and suffer from a lack of stylistic competence (Buckingham, 2008). In fact, Deveci (2015) and Deveci (2017) 
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found that Emirati freshman students’ vocabulary usage in reflective writing essays was heavily based on the 
list of the first 2000 most common words only (i.e., General Service List (West, 1953)), which may not be 
adequate for a writer to fully express themselves. Along with these difficulties, students’ inability to think 
critically (Thabet, 2008), think reflectively (Ayish, 2020), and write reflectively prior to coming to university 
creates additional problems, all of which require tailor-made support (Moussa-Inaty, 2015).

The Use of Adjectives in Reflective Writing
According to OxbridgeEssays (n.d., parag. 22)1, reflective writers should utilize adjectives to describe their 
experiences. Therefore, it is best to tap into a “wide range of adjectives” and use specific rather than “vague 
adjectives such as ‘okay’ or ‘nice’ to express oneself.” For example, “My little brother wants to be a bigshot 
lawyer when he grows up.” Writing in this way helps the reader better visualize what is being described. 
Similarly, Jefferys (2018) points to the importance of using concrete and abstract forms of language in reflective 
essays. He notes that the former, in particular, helps the writer bring life to his/her writing and draw the reader 
into an essay through the use of sensory or descriptive details. Using adjectives with concrete language 
enhances the impact of the description (e.g., “her high voice” and “a metallic smell”). “This reflection of the 
details in the essay is part of what brings the author’s voice to the reader. The point of this type of essay is to 
bring that reader as close to the experience as possible,” argues Jefferys (2018, parag. 4). Birney (2012, p. 203) 
also found that strong writers of reflective essays used adjectives judiciously when they “were ‘appraising’” or 
reasoning in writing “about a particular topic.” Other research, too, revealed that the use of feeling and thinking 
verbs with adjectives (e.g., “a positive impact”) and reasoning adverbs with adjectives (e.g. “extremely 
challenging”) was among the linguistic features strong reflective writers were able to utilize (Gibson et al., 
2017).

It is also important to note expressions of stance (i.e., the expression of personal feelings, attitudes, value 
judgements, or assessments (Biber et al., 1999)) in reflective essays. These expressions are at the heart of a 
writer’s ability to express feelings, emotions, and lived experiences (Beaumont, 2018). Among the various 
grammatical devices writers can use to express stance are adjectives, which can appear in adjectival predicates 
(e.g., “To me, it’s just amazing that …”) or the writer’s lexical choice (e.g. “They are very nice, cats are.”). Such 
use of adjectives, then, can be labelled as an attitudinal stance marker in that an adjective “can reasonably be 
interpreted as either a positive or negative attribute to a proposition” since they can be, for example, “‘good’ or 

‘bad’, ‘important’ or ‘unimportant’, ‘certain’ or ‘uncertain’” (Forsell, 2011, p. 27). According to the Scottish 
Examination Board (1992 as cited in Klenowski, 2002), writers ought to express a clear and appropriate stance 
in reflective essays. Similarly, Hardy and Friginal (2016) note that expressions of stance are used to express 
stance in other types of university-level writing including creative writing and response papers.

Despite the important role adjectives play in reflective essays, to our knowledge, there is no research conducted 
to identify the actual adjective coverage in a well-written effective reflective essay. However, we analyzed the 
sample essay we provide our students with when teaching reflective writing skills. We found that the adjective 
coverage of the essay was 8%2. We also analyzed the adjective coverage of reflective essays written by five high-
achieving students in our previous classes. The average coverage of adjectives in their essays was 7.5%. We 
therefore concluded that a successful reflective essay should have adjective coverage of approximately 8%.

Language Use and Gender Differences

The personal and contextual nature of reflective writing makes it difficult to compare and quantify differences 
between the genders (Magno, 2009). Nonetheless, some research has shed light on the use of language by males 
and females in general and on adjectives in particular. The findings appear to be inconsistent. For example, 
research by Alkhrisheh, Aziez, and Alkhrisheh (2019) showed that male and female university students used 
language in a similar fashion. Likewise, Rubin and Greene (1992) found that male and female university 
students’ writing is far more similar than different. On the other hand, other research revealed that female 
students, in comparison to their male counterparts, had a greater tendency to use adjectives indicating personal 
feelings (Ishikawa, 2015) and attitudes (Barczewksa & Andreasen, 2018; Wenjing, 2012).

1 Oxbridge Essays (2020, January 20). A complete guide to reflective essay. https://www.oxbridgeessays.com/blog/complete-guide-to-writing-
a-reflective-essay/

2 The sample essay had been written by the course coordinator a few years before the current study took place. Several course instructors 
had also given feedback on it.

https://www.oxbridgeessays.com/blog/complete-guide-to-writing-a-reflective-essay/
https://www.oxbridgeessays.com/blog/complete-guide-to-writing-a-reflective-essay/
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According to Lakoff (1975, p. 51), some adjectives are gender neutral and may be used by males or females (e.g., 
great, terrific, cool, and neat), but other adjectives are mostly used by females (e.g., adorable, charming, sweet, 
lovely, and divine). For example, both males and females may say, “What a terrific idea,” but only females are 
likely to say, “What a divine idea” (Lakoff, 1975, p. 52). Ishikawa (2015, p. 597), on the other hand found that 
male students tended to use “adjectives and verbs related to social economic activities (social, democratic, lose, 
eat, appear, avoid)” more often than female students. While Lakoff (1975) highlighted linguistic differences 
between males and females, it is not very clear if it is gender that drives language use (Baker, 2014; Eckert,1989; 
Newman, Groom, Handelman, & Pennebaker, 2008; Tannen, 1990), factors such as the age of the speaker, 
listener, or social status of the interlocutors (Coates, 2016; Ishikawa, 2011), or a combination of elements. 
Taken together, previous literature on the use of adjectives points to the need to better understand how males 
and females perceive and use language (and especially adjectives) to communicate and write reflectively.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

In this research, we describe the performance of the students without instructional intervention. Towards this 
end, we sought answers to the following questions:

1 a) What is the adjective profile in the students’ reflective essays? 
b) Is there a difference between the adjective profiles in the female and male students’ reflective essays?

2 a) What adjectives are used as attitudinal stance markers in the students’ reflective essays? 
b) Is there a difference between the female and male students’ use of these adjectives?

Based on these questions and the relevant literature reported above, we formulated the following hypotheses:

1.	 Approximately 8% of the students’ reflective essays will be comprised of qualitative adjectives.
2.	 A greater number of the qualitative adjectives in the student essays will be based on the General Service 

List (GSL).
3.	 An important number of the qualitative adjectives will be attitudinal markers.
4.	 The female and male students will use qualitative adjectives with similar frequencies.
5.	 The female students will use attitudinal adjectives more often than their male counterparts.

Methodology

Participants

Sixty Emirati first-year students (30 male and 30 female) in a freshman communication course at an Abu Dhabi-
based university participated in the study. Their ages ranged between 18 and 21, with a mean age of 19. Most 
students (87%) attended government schools where Arabic is the medium of instruction and where English is 
taught as a foreign language starting in grade 1. While students are required to have IELTS scores of 6 overall to 
enter our university, they do not necessarily have a 6 in writing.

Data Collection Tool

Data were collected using a reflective writing task assigned at the end of a seminar on effective listening, which 
was the first of a set of seminars on a variety of communication-related topics including interpersonal 
communication, intrapersonal communication, and intercultural communication. The task required the 
students to respond to the following prompt:

Which of the poor listening practices do you think is the most harmful and why? Describe a 
situation in which you experienced this practice. Analyze and evaluate this experience in 
relation to the concepts presented in the readings, and state how you would modify any of your 
future listening behaviors to become a better listener.

While the content of the seminar text has a particular focus on poor listening practices, it also includes the 
characteristics of effective listeners and effective listening practices. During the seminar itself, ample classroom 
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discussions were held on students’ effective and ineffective listening experiences. Therefore, by the time 
students were asked to respond to the prompt, their awareness had already been raised significantly. This 
assignment was chosen because reflective writing is an important aspect of the current course as well as other 
courses students take as part of their program of study. Identifying students’ behaviors of reflective writing 
(without instructional intervention) could also serve as a diagnostic tool and help inform course instruction. 
Teaching ideas generated from this assignment are included in the conclusion of the paper.

While the students were not taught anything about adjectives, because the study aimed to describe their 
writing behavior at the beginning of the communication course, the rubric shared with the students included a 
general component of language use in addition to other aspects of writing such as content, organization, and 
task completion. The language component, which weighed less than the other components, included three 
main aspects:

a)	 style and expression: developed and engaging, with a consistent level of formality appropriate to the 
task.

b)	 grammar and vocabulary: sophisticated and appropriate use of a broad repertoire
c)	 clarity and accuracy: evidence of thorough, careful proofreading, correct spelling and punctuation.

Prior to completing the task, students were given instruction as to why reflective writing within the context of 
their academic studies is important. In addition, they received details about the reflective cycle as defined by 
Deveci and Nunn (2018). They also received instruction on different ways of organizing reflective essays, how 
to develop content that is supported by the relevant literature, and the need to include their personal 
experiences. They were asked to address their responses to their instructors, and they were reminded about the 
previously mentioned rubric that would be used to evaluate their writing.

Analysis

Of the three types of adjectives identified by Mason (1858), this study focused on qualitative adjectives. 
Therefore, only the qualitative adjectives in the student reflective essays were analyzed. Adjective profiles were 
examined based on the General Service List (GSL) (West, 1953), which is composed of the 2000 most common 
words only, the Academic Word List (AWL) (Coxhead, 2000), which contains 570 word families that appear 
frequently in academic texts, and the Off-list, which are words that do not appear in any of the preceding lists. 
In doing this, free online software was used (http://www4.caes.hku.hk/vocabulary/profile.htm).

Through a norming session, we (the two researchers) separately identified the adjectives in the students’ 
reflective writing papers. The interrater agreement reached was 90%. We then compared the results, discussing 
the relatively low number of differences, until we reached an agreement. We followed a similar pattern in 
identifying the adjectives used as an attitudinal stance marker in the students’ reflective writing. A third 
independent researcher was involved at this stage. We excluded the items on which we could not agree.

Descriptive statistics such as frequencies and percentages were used to describe the data sets. In comparing 
the data sets according to gender, log-likelihood (LL) similarity was used. Following Rayson, Berridge, and 
Francis (2004), a LL value of 3.84 or higher was considered significant at the level of p < 0.05.

Results

The first research question aimed to describe the adjective profile of the student reflective writing essays and 
asked whether the female and the male students’ adjective profiles differed from each other. Results are 
presented in Table 1.

http://www4.caes.hku.hk/vocabulary/profile.htm
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Table 1
Adjective profile of reflective writing essays

All Male Female

Word count Adj count % of adj Word count Adj count % of adj Word count Adj count % of adj LL p

20,588 1,234 6 8,310 593 7.1 12,278 641 5.2 +29.84 0.000

According to Table 1, 6% of the student essays were made up of adjectives. Table 1 also shows that the male 
students had a greater tendency to use adjectives than the female students (7.1% vs. 5.2%). The computed 
value of log-likelihood (LL) was 29.84>3.84, which indicates a significant difference between the two data 
sets at a statistically significant level (p=0.000).

The adjectives in the texts were also analyzed according to word lists. Results are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2
Adjective profiles according to word lists

All Male Female

# % # % # % LL p

GSL 798 64.7 360 60.7 438 68.3 -2.77 0.078

AWL 269 21.8 157 26.5 112 17.5 +11.47 0.002

Off-list 167 13.5 76 12.8 91 14.2 -0.43 0.000

Total 1,234 100 593 100 641 100

As can be seen in Table 2, students had a greater tendency towards the use of adjectives from the GSL (64.7%). 
This was followed by the AWL (21.8%) and the Off-list (13.5%). It is also shown that the two groups of students 
generally had a similar tendency towards using adjectives despite the slight differences between percentages. 
The only significant difference between the data sets was in regards to the AWL words; the male students 
tended to use a greater number of adjectives in this category than did the female students (26.5% vs. 17.5%). 
The LL value was +11.47>3.84 with a p value of 0.002, which indicates a statistically significant difference.

The second research question aimed to identify the adjectives used as an attitudinal stance marker in the 
students’ reflective essays and whether or not the male and female students’ usage of them differed. Data 
related to this question are summarized in Table 3 below.

Table 3
Attitudinal adjectives in relation to total number of adjectives

All M F

# % of total adjectives # % # of total adjectives # % # of total adjectives LL p

586 47.5 258 43.5 593 328 51.2 641 -3.82 0.052

According to Table 3, the total number of attitudinal adjectives used by the students was 586, which accounts 
for 47.5% of the total number of adjectives (1,234). The table also shows that the female students tended to use 
a greater number of attitudinal adjectives than the male students (51.2% vs, 43.5%) in relation to the total 
number of adjectives in each set of reflective writing essays (593 and 641 respectively). However, the computed 
LL value of -3.82 was slightly below the benchmark of 3.84, indicating a lack of statistical difference.

We also looked at the frequency with which each attitudinal adjective was used and compared these according 
to gender. The results can be seen in Table 4.
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Table 4
Attitudinal adjectives according to gender

#3 Adjectives Male Female LL p

# % # %

69 important 29 11.2 40 12.2 -0.11 0.738

65 effective 32 12.4 33 10 +0.71 0.4

58 bad 27 10.5 31 9.5 +0.15 0.699

46 harmful 20 7.8 26 7.9 -0.01 0.94

41 good 8 3.1 33 10 -10.95 0.001

20 better 8 3.1 12 3.7 -0.13 0.716

16 efficient 16 6.2 - - - -

14 poor 6 2.3 8 2.4 -0.01 0.93

13 negative 7 2.7 6 1.8 +0.5 0.478

11 hard 8 3.1 3 0.9 +3.72 0.054

9 wrong, easy, difficult 9 3.5 18 5.5 -1.29 0.000

8 successful 2 0.8 6 1.8 -1.25 0.001

7 huge 4 1.6 3 0.9 +0.48 0.000

6 positive, big 10 3.9 2 0.6 +7.91 0.008

5 right, essential 7 2.8 3 0.9 +2.75 0.003

4 helpful, serious, mad, main, complex 6 2.3 14 4.8 -1.66 0.001

3 mindless, easier, boring, relevant, embarrassing, strong, significant, necessary, 
uncomfortable, angry, fundamental

17 6.6 16 4.9 +0.74 0.000

2 sad, critical, painful, annoyed, comfortable, worse, fake, great, worst, 
disorganized, excellent, sufficient, basic, dangerous, harder, small, bored, 
simple, best, possible, ignorant, frustrated

20 7.8 24 7.3 +0.04 0.000

1 thoughtful, bitter, careless, false, useful, rare, irritated, responsible, distracting, 
earnest, hostile, irrelevant, careful, wonderful, respectful, perfect, weak, 
monotone, disoriented, competent, disappointed, excited, ethical, valuable, 
problematic, new, preconceived, suitable, addictive, active, fine, stimulating, 
mean, high, acceptable, disrespectful, distorted, suffocating, key, innocent, 
nonjudgmental, meaningful, unable, amazing, worried, informative, attentive, 
special, tiny, tough, dominant, stressed, annoying, average, central, smart, 
shocked, old, judgmental, normal, happy, outstanding, attracting, minor, 
appropriate, interesting, total, energetic, mindful, beneficial, misunderstood, 
enormous

22 8.5 50 15.2 -5.49 0.002

Total 258 44 328 56

As shown in the table, the top ten most frequently used adjectives included important, effective, bad, harmful, 
good, better, efficient, poor, negative, and hard. And only two categories of adjectives compiled according to 
frequencies revealed differences at statistically significant levels, and these were to the advantage of the female 
students. One of the categories was good, which occurred 33 times (10%) in the female data set, but only 8 
times in the male data set. The other category included those with single occurrence. Of the 72 adjectives in 
this category, a significant number (52) were present in the female data set. Examples included thoughtful, bitter, 
careless, irritated, wonderful, perfect, problematic, key, minor, and mindful. For this category, the log-likelihood 
value was 5.49>3.84. On the other hand, the adjectives positive and big were each used twice by the female 
students, but ten times by the male students (LL=+7.91>3.84). Similarly, the adjective efficient was used only by 
the male students.

Discussion

One of the aims of the current research was to describe the adjective profile of the students’ reflective writing 
essays. Results showed that 6% of the student essays were comprised of adjectives. This result negates our first 
3 Delineates each word separately
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hypothesis stating approximately 8% of the students’ reflective essays would be comprised of qualitative 
adjectives. The ratio of adjectives detected in the study is considered limited based on the arguments made in 
the literature that the personal nature of reflective writing often requires the writer to make references to 
feelings (Ullmann, 2019), which necessitates their utilization of adjectives in addition to other language 
elements. Effective reflective writers have also been noted to use “a wide range of adjectives” (OxbrigeEssays, 
n.d.) including concrete and abstract forms to help bring life to writing and engage the reader through the use 
of sensory and descriptive details (Jefferys, 2018). These observations, coupled with findings from past research 
indicating that adjectives in reflective essays frequently occur with nouns and adverbs, point to the relatively 
common use of adjectives in the genre investigated in this study. Still, the lack of previous research focusing on 
corpus analysis of reflective essays prevents us from fully supporting our expectation with greater empirical 
data. Nevertheless, we consider the relevant literature and the preliminary data reported in the current study 
to be a modest contribution to the field.

Challenges students face in writing reflective essays, including language use, have been noted in other contexts, 
too. Students taught to describe events without deeply engaging their own thought processes, for example, 
encounter formidable obstacles when asked to reflect on these events from a personal stance (Mann, Gordon, 
& MacLeod, 2007). The same is true for students who have taken countless standardized tests requiring them to 
regurgitate factual information, which has an impact on their skills in “asking questions, problem-solving, and 
learning to think new ways” (Mauk & Metz, 2013, p. 448). Similarly, Thabet (2008) found that public schools in 
the UAE fell short of fostering critical thinking as a main objective for education and that teachers often opted 
for memorization as the main teaching strategy. It is likely that such an approach impacts students’ reflection 
skills in general and reflective writing skills in particular.

From the perspective of language use, Handler et al. (2011) observed that many students—especially non-
native speakers of English—face significant difficulties in using written English correctly, and exhibit poor 
grammar, spelling, punctuation, and sentence and paragraph cohesion. As non-native English speakers with 
little to no previous exposure to reflective writing, the students in our study likely experienced similar 
challenges. This is supported by recent research revealing that many Emirati students that attended high 
schools where Arabic is the medium of instruction encountered difficulty transitioning to a university where 
English is the medium instruction (EMI) (Ayish, 2020). Other research also showed that Emirati students at an 
EMI university had difficulty writing reflectively and required language support as well as guidance for 
reflection (Moussa-Inaty, 2015).

Evidence for students’ somewhat limited skills in using adjectives in reflective writing essays may also be found 
in their greater dependency on the GSL. Results from the current study showed that the majority of adjectives 
(64.7%) in student essays belonged to the GSL, which confirmed our second hypothesis (i.e., “A greater number 
of the adjectives in the student essays will be based on GSL”). A more sophisticated and advanced level of 
language use could have encouraged students to tap into a wider variety of lexis from the AWL. A closer look at 
how student grades are determined also showed that language use is weighted less than the other components 
of the rubric used to assess the essays (i.e., content, organization, and task completion). In addition, it is worth 
noting that the language component focused on students’ skills in using a broad repertoire of engaging, 
sophisticated, and appropriate vocabulary together with other aspects of grammatical and mechanical aspects 
of writing. Emirati first-year university students’ reliance on the GSL in reflective writing essays was revealed 
in our previous research conducted at the same institution (Deveci, 2015). A similar study we conducted also 
showed that first-year students’ self-rating of their ability to use the AWL words was low (Deveci, 2017). These 
two studies, in fact, helped us formulate the second hypothesis. Other research found that vocabulary was 
another challenging aspect of writing for Emirati international students (Al Murshidi, 2014). Although the 
focus of these past studies was not on adjectives per se, the findings point to the attention required for students’ 
development of lexical dexterity within an academic environment.

The current research also sought to identify the adjectives used as an attitudinal stance marker. Of the 1,234 
adjectives in the student reflective essays, a significant number (586), accounting for 47.5%, were attitudinal 
adjectives. Given the nature of the task, this was an expected result, which confirmed our third hypothesis that 
an important number of the adjectives in the student essays would be attitudinal markers. Attitudinal stance 
markers are indeed an important characteristic of reflective writing, and adjectives play a key role in expressing 
feelings, emotions, thoughts, and lived experiences (Beaumont, 2018). Other similar types of university-level 
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writing such as response papers and creative writing have also been shown to include more language used to 
express stance and mental processes (Hardy & Friginal, 2016). In other contexts, stance is also considered a 
significant factor in determining the success of reflective writing. For instance, the Scottish Examination Board 
(1992 as cited in Klenowski, 2002) stipulate that successful reflective writing clearly shows the writer’s 
distinctive voice through the use of a clear and appropriate stance. The writer is also required to make his/her 
writing vivid and original, exploiting the possibilities of language resourcefully and subtly. The significant 
proportion of the attitudinal adjectives utilized by the students in the current study can be considered a natural 
attempt to adhere to these requirements.

We also compared the students’ adjective use according to gender. The data revealed that adjectives, in general, 
were used more by the male students than the female students, which was confirmed by statistical results 
(LL=+29.84>3.84), which negates our fourth hypothesis (i.e., “The female and male students will use qualitative 
adjectives with similar frequencies”). This also contradicts the findings of previous research by Alkhrisheh, 
Aziez, and Alkhrisheh (2019) who found no significant differences between male and female university students’ 
use of language. Our finding also differs from earlier research findings indicating that the writing of male and 
female university students is far more similar than different (Rubin & Greene, 1992).

As per the students’ use of attitudinal adjectives, however, the female students used them with higher 
frequencies than the male students (51.2% vs. 43.5%), confirming our fifth hypothesis despite the lack of 
statistically significant levels of differences in general, except for the adjective  good, which was used 
extensively by the female students compared to the male students (LL=10.95>3.84). Ishikawa (2015) also found 
that female students had a greater tendency to use adjectives denoting personal feelings (e.g., disgusting) in 
their academic essays. Similarly, Wenjing (2012) found that strong attitudinal adjectives such as precious, 
adorable, and charming were used more often by women than by men. In their study of adjectives, Barczewska 
and Andreasen (2018), too, found that women tended to use more of the eight adjectives (i.e., good, bad, big, 
small, ugly, pretty, different, important), which could be categorized as attitudinal markers. Theirs was an 
academic spoken discourse, but the finding on the higher frequency of attitudinal adjectives by women concurs 
with our finding. Taken together, these findings support Newman et al.’s (2008) observation that women are 
more likely to use words that express personal attitude than men. These findings also contradict earlier 
observations that women’s and men’s use of language is more similar than different (Alkhrisheh et al., 2019; 
Rubin & Greene, 1992), at least from the perspective of adjective use.

We also observed that the female students’ use of attitudinal adjectives was more varied, with a significant 
number of adjectives being used only once. This may have been a factor in encouraging the female students’ 
use of a greater number of attitudinal adjectives. This result may also support Lakoff’s (1975) observation that 
males and females often use different adjectives. Still though, the results of the current study do not seem to 
provide strong evidence for differences between male and female language use. We suspect that the nature of 
reflective writing made it difficult for us to compare and quantify differences between genders, as was 
previously suggested by Magno (2009).

Pedagogical Implications

The findings from this research point to important pedagogical implications. First, they offer insight into how 
students in our English courses, without direct instruction, incorporate the use of adjectives while writing 
reflectively. The results showed that qualitative adjectives accounted for only 6% of the students’ reflective 
writing essays. As we noted earlier, an absence of adjectives provides information, but not much else (Murray, 
2014). Indeed, the infrequent utilization of these lexical items in reflective writing can limit learners’ effective 
expression of reasoning, emotions, and attitudes. Thus, for foreign language learners studying in an EMI 
institution, increasing student awareness of the benefits of using adjectives to enhance their writing will likely 
go a long way in improving their ability to more effectively express themselves. In particular, students can 
benefit from explicit instruction into how to incorporate adjectives into their writing. Towards this end, 
Paraskevas’s (2006) “Grammar Apprenticeship” approach can be adapted. In this approach, students can be 
guided to analyze the variety of ways adjectives are utilized in reflective writing papers composed by advanced 
users of English. This will help students better understand the choices authors make and develop “a feel for the 



28

TANJU DEVECI, NADER AYISH

beauty of [adjectives], for [their] power and strength and grace” (p. 65). They may be asked to reflect on how 
they currently use adjectives and how they may adopt and adapt the strategies other authors use. They are then 
asked to revise their reflective writing accordingly. With this increased understanding of the role of adjectives 
in expressive writing, they can make better informed decisions about how to express their engagement with 
critical thoughts, feelings, and attitudes. Overall, Paraskevas’s approach supports the theory that the acquisition 
of effective writing is facilitated by learners’ engagement in extensive reading of texts composed by competent 
authors (Krashen, 1984).

Paraphrasing in the form of editing can also be a useful activity. To this end, learners can be given a reflective 
writing piece with a limited number of qualitative adjectives. They can be asked to rephrase sentences using 
appropriate items from a list based on more sophisticated adjectives (e.g., the AWL). Considering the results of 
this study, female students, in particular, may benefit from having their attention drawn to adjectives in the 
AWL. Learners may also be given the freedom to use adjectives of their own choice, but they should be 
challenged to justify their choices. This could play an important role in engaging them towards greater 
reflection on language use in their reflective writing.

To raise their awareness of adjectives, learners can first be asked to identify all the qualitative adjectives in a 
well-drafted reflective writing essay and then to sort them out into categories according to meaning and usage. 
Their attention, in particular, can be drawn to attitudinal adjectives. To allow for interaction between students, 
groups/pairs of students may be asked to identify certain types of adjectives, after which an information 
exchange session is held.

The results of the current study regarding male and female students’ use of adjectives are also important. While 
no significant differences were identified, it is important to develop a deeper understanding of how males and 
females approach the use of language generally and adjectives in particular in order to confirm or refute what 
others have found (Baker, 2014; Ishikawa, 2015; Lakoff, 1975; Tannen, 1990). One way to do this is to have 
students reflect on why they used particular adjectives in their writing. This can be done through brief 
reflections after they have completed a particular assignment. This would also serve as an ongoing reminder to 
students that it is important to remain cognizant of their use of adjectives as attitudinal stance markers.

Conclusion

In this paper, we attempted to describe how qualitative adjectives are used in reflective writing by first-year 
university students who are speakers of English as a foreign language. The nature of reflective writing requires 
authors to make references to their feelings, which necessitates the use of a significant number of adjectives. 
However, the students’ use of adjectives in this study was relatively limited, pointing to the need for writing 
instructors to foster the development of students’ reflective writing skills through purposefully designed 
pedagogical interventions.

We paid particular attention to the ways in which the male and the female students utilized adjectives in 
writing. The comparison between the data sets showed that the former had a greater tendency to use adjectives. 
However, the latter used adjectives as attitudinal markers more often. These findings point to gender differences 
in language use in reflective essays.

Considering the small scale of this study, the findings cannot be generalized to wider contexts. Further research 
is required for us to better understand the role adjectives play in students’ pursuit of expressing themselves in 
reflective writing tasks. To this end, competent authors’ writing habits can be investigated and compared to 
those of native and non-native students. This may reveal ways in which reflective writing instruction for EFL 
students can be better planned and implemented.
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