Investigating personal pronouns ‘we’, ‘you’ and ‘I’ in poems prepared
by undergraduates

ABSTRACT 

This study aims to explore the use of personal pronouns ‘we’, ‘you’ and ‘I’ in poems written by undergraduates of Universiti Teknologi MARA Kampus Machang.  The methodology applied in this mini-scaled investigation of the written communication is the Computer-Assisted Corpus Analysis (CACA) as proposed by Manvender (2012, 2014). Ten poems written by ten undergraduate students were compared to highlight the variations in pronominal usage, examining to whom the students refer to when they use the pronouns we, you and I. Although the overall results show that ‘you’ and ‘I’ were the most common personal pronoun used in the poems, the pronominal references differ significantly. The predominance use of these pronouns as self referencing is equivalent to the writers’ high commitment to the words and therefore stressing the dimension of authorship significantly relevant in their poem. 
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Introduction
Language is one of the most important things in mankind’s life as it plays a great role in making meaningful interaction. By using language people can communicate with others, express their feeling and get information. Every language has its own rules, therefore, one language’s grammar is different from others and it is a similar situation to English. By knowing English grammar, it will help people to speak English very well and hinder difficulties faced in getting the message across. One of the aspects of English grammar that one has to know is Pronouns. According to Frank (1979), pronoun is one of parts of speech while Murray (1808) claims that a pronoun is a word that takes the place of a noun or a word that is used instead of a noun. 

Later on, Tom Stoppard (1993) states that a pronoun is a word used to refer to (and instead of) a noun or noun phrase that has already been mentioned or is known, especially in order to avoid repetition. Then, Houghton (1996) also states that a pronoun is any of a small class of words used as replacements or substitutes for noun phrases, referring to people or things mentioned in or understood from the context and having very general reference, as I, you, he, she, them, this, who, and what. Next, Alexa Margen (2010) affirms that a pronoun is as part of speech that substitutes for nouns or noun phrases and designates people or things asked for, previously specified, or understood from the context.

In discussing its importance, Sheirer (1989) opines that pronoun has an important role in English because it is one of parts of speech that has a very great influence in mastering English. Furthermore, Mitchell (1992) and Zuber and Reid (1993) (Accessed from the internet on 25th September 2014) claim that a pronoun is a very important aspect in understanding English because it is a word used to refer to (and instead of) a noun or noun phrase that has been mentioned or known, especially in order to avoid repetition so it can make our English language skill to be better. Besides that, Casey (1997) believes a pronoun has an important role in creative writing, because Cases of pronouns are simple and are easy to be understood. Pronoun is used in order to avoid the repetition the words in the writings, because the repetition will make the sentences to be confused and hamper reader’s understanding.

Learning grammar can be done in all sorts of ways, even through practicing creative writings such as short stories and poems. Creative writing for ESL or EFL students is a developing research topic, and the current studies are: poetry writing (Iida, 2010), and story writing (Tin, 2010). Although poetry writings in class have placed special focus on literary techniques and the poet as topic of interest, the least researched area seems to be that of authorship. While reading a poem, one might not even aware of the function of personal pronouns although they serve a big part of poems as they can give an idea of whom the persona is identifies with. Yet, pronouns have long been the subject of debate among grammarians and their function as pronominal reference has drawn the interest of linguists across nations. 

Benton (1978) refers to the condition suffered by poetry in general English language teaching as “neglect where it needs attention and concern where it is left alone”. As a matter of fact, poetry is “ordinary” and “familiar” not only in our daily conversation but also as a way to entertain ourselves. Poetry, actually, has more to offer. Poetry, if it is chosen carefully and exploited creatively, may help the students in the affective, communicative, cognitive and educational aspects of their development. As opines by Shin (1996), the task of interpretation of literary texts may further assist learners to explore how the texts projects and manifest the world we inhabit.

The grammatical rules for personal pronouns are simple, but those governing their use in writing are rather complex. The choices between personal pronouns (first, second, and third person, as well as singular and plural) create different relationships between writers and readers thus it is vital to understand author’s identity. First- and second-person pronouns imply an interpersonal relationship between the author and audience, whereas third-person pronouns generate an impersonal context. Thus, the use of these personal pronouns differs according to the purpose of writing and the intended audience.

Problem Statement

Academic essays by nonnative speakers have been reported as lacking balance and having greater subjectivity (Hinkel, 1999). Some corpus-based research on English academic writing written by Finnish and Swedish (Herriman & Aronsson, 2009; Petch-Tyson, 1998) as well as Japanese (Akahori, 2007; Ishikawa, 2008) ESL learners has found an overuse of first-person pronouns. When the learners exhibit problems in their use of personal pronouns, investigating how their personal pronoun use differs from the norms of native speakers can help teachers instruct their students on how to improve their academic writing. 

Personal pronouns are used for substituting person or things. They are I, you, she, he, it we, and they. However, among the personal pronouns, “I” and “we” have often drawn the interest from researchers in academic writing (Ivanic 1998; Hyland 2001). This might be due to the fact that the presence of such personal pronouns reflected the stance made by writers or simply, authorship. Pronominal references allow authors to create a particular identity with regard to the material they are writing. When the learners exhibit problems in their use of personal pronouns in essays, investigating how their personal pronoun use differs from the norms of native speakers can help teachers instruct their students on how to improve their academic writing. 

Nonetheless, a more recent study discovered that the most frequently used personal pronoun was not “we” but “you” (Fortanet, 2004). The investigation further showed the rate of “I” to be more than double that of both “we” and “you”. Therefore, the concepts of identity are worthy of mentioning and by exploring it through these poems, pronominal references might provide a whole new thing to ponder.

Research Objectives

The aim of this study is to ensure that poetry worth its existence and creates positive wash back effect on language teaching for the tertiary level students. This new version of learning is relevant to real life, process oriented, and based on multiple measures which provide a rich portrayal of student learning. Apart from that, when educators adopt poems as the resource to teach English in their language classroom, it  may encourage students to think further on how language features operate in non-poetical contexts and at the same time assist them in word-building. In addition, poems are proven useful stimulus for creative writing activities as Michaels (1999) claims, “Reading and writing poems can help us discover profound truths we didn’t realize we knew”.

In order to create a positive classroom climate for the students to internalize the language as well as content more effectively, songs and other visual supports namely mind-maps, drawings, cartoons could be adopted. This study will use ten poems written by ten first year Diploma students of Universiti Teknologi MARA Kampus Machang. Age range is from 18-19 years old and all of them have enrolled in Accountancy course. The poem writing exercise was supposed to enhance their understanding on the use of pronouns taught in class. For this paper, Pronouns will be explained in more details later. Although their poems are very simple and straight forward but there are a variety of things in English present. However, in order not to make the readers confused, I limit the focus of the study to be only on personal pronouns ‘we’, ‘you’ and ‘I’. These pronouns were chosen because they show the highest frequency throughout the poems, and the ones that affect the outcome of the writing. 

Research Questions

Iida (2008) once states that expressive pedagogy allows the students to embrace their ownership of writing. Therefore, in order to examine the relationship between pronouns and authorship, this study will be based on the following questions:

1.
What are the differences in pronominal references used?

2.
How do these differences contributed to authorship of the poem?
Literature Review
In this chapter, the writer will start with a brief introduction on creative writing. After that, she will explain on (1) poetry writing in language class, (2) Corpus Linguistics, (3) identity in writing, (4) Pronominal Reference, (5) Operational Framework, and lastly will provide a summary for this chapter.

Iida (2008) mentioned that writing courses are not only designed to focus on practical writing skills and grammatical “accuracy,” but also tend to be regarded as “places for students to study English rhetoric rather than to develop their voices in writing”. Moreover, the use of product approach and process approach concentrates teaching writing on structures and practical skills (Badger & White, 2000; Bilton & Sivasubramaniam, 2009).  For these reasons, creative writing tends not to be considered in the writing classes (Bilton & Sivasubramaniam, 2009; Iida, 2008, 2011; Schultz, 2001). Furthermore, both Leki (2001) and Raimes (1991) stated the challenges and issues in teaching writing with the mainstream approaches, and they concluded with an awareness of taking students’ or local contexts’ needs into consideration. In other words, with these mainstream approaches, the practical skills, grammar, and structures are the main concern for students, in so, they may lose their chance to develop other skills in writing, such as imagination, emotion, or creativity.

Poetry writing in language class

The current studies on literature used in second language classrooms were discussed in the relation to literature and foreign language learning/ teaching (Paran, 2008), literature and language teaching (Carter, 2007; Vandrick, 2003), poetry reading and second language learning (Hanauer, 2001), and literature and language education (Hall, 2005). Paran’s article (2008) provided an overview of historical background on literature. He concluded from some experts’ points of view that it is noteworthy to observe how literature is used in education, especially in second language contexts as some instructors might have the idea that using literature in second language classroom would become literature classes, which focuses on analyzing literary works. 

However, Vandrick (2003) argued for reading literature works that facilitate students’ ability to write creatively. Furthermore, Hanauer’s (2001) critique presented three arguments for using literature in language classrooms from many scholars’ points of views. First, some researchers opined that “the inclusion of literature is that they provide a source of motivation, enjoyment, and personal involvement”. The second argument is that “literary texts supply language learners’ access to cultural knowledge of the target language community”. Last but not the least, applying poetry writing to language classrooms may benefit students’ learning progresses.

