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Background

This study examines pronominal subjects of verbal gerunds (a term adopted from (Hudson, 2003))

in university students’ academic writing, as illustrated in (1):

1.  a) They liked me singing folk songs.

 b) They liked my singing folk songs.
 

Despite the limited corpus-based research on this phenomenon, existing studies (Lyne, 2006); 

(Heyvaert et al., 2005) indicate that objective pronouns are widespread across genres, whereas 

academic prose continues to favour the possessive form. The present study, therefore, investigates 

which pronoun forms are used by Czech L2 learners of English in academic writing and whether the 

preference for possessive forms is also found in American academic prose as represented in COCA. 

Method 

The material for this study consists of two corpora: 

1, Vespa CZ – a Czech learner corpus of academic English texts written by university-level second-

language learners, accessible via korpus.cz. 

2, A 19,939,773-word subcorpus of academic texts written by native speakers of American English 

from the period 2015–2019, which is a subset of COCA accessible via english-corpora.org. 

Lynn’s (2006) study was used for British English comparison, as it employed the same method and 

classification. 

Results 

Table (1) below presents the occurrence of possessive and objective forms of pronouns across four 

corpora. Preliminary analysis indicates that students tend to use features characteristic of spoken 

language in these constructions. Specifically, possessive forms occur roughly 1.5 and 2 times as often 

in the academic sections of the COCA and BNC subcorpora, respectively, while objective pronouns 

are more prevalent in students’ writing within the Vespa corpus, mirroring patterns observed in the 

conversational section of the BNC. 

 COCA –  

Academic 

VESPA BNC – Academic 

(Lynne, 2006) 

BNC – Spoken 

(Lynne, 2006) 

POSSESSIVE  9.78 17.33 26.6 1 

OBJECTIVE  6.37 46.21 12.82 101 

(1) Distribution across corpora (pmw) 

When examining pronoun use by function in academic writing, students overuse objective forms, 

especially in the subject function. The subject function is unusual, as it contradicts other corpus studies 
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(Lyne, 2006); (Heyvaert et al., 2005), and grammar descriptions (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002, p. 

1193); (Quirk et al., 1985), which show a preference for possessive determiners in this context. 

 COCA 

Objective 

COCA 

Possessive 

VESPA  

Objective 

VESPA 

Possessive 

Subject 0.15 1 5.78 1.93 

Subject 

Complement 

0.65 0.35 1.93 0 

Direct Object 1.3 1.6 5.78 1.93 

Prepositional 

Object 

0.7 1.81 13.48 5.78 

Adverbial 1.71 2.51 3.85 1.93 

Adjective 0.15 0.5 0 0 

Noun Phrase 1.71 2.01 15.4 5.78 

(2) Syntactic distribution across corpora (pmw) 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that students tend to overuse objective pronouns in academic writing, a 

pattern that is not characteristic of academic discourse in either the British or American tradition.  
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