
Open Journal of Applied Sciences, 2026, 16(8), 2842-2871 
https://www.scirp.org/journal/ojapps 

ISSN Online: 2165-3925 
ISSN Print: 2165-3917 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojapps.2026.168159  Aug. 27, 2026 2842 Open Journal of Applied Sciences 
 

 
 
 

Citation Competence in High- and Low-Rated 
Master of Education Theses and an 
Instructional Model 

Xiuling Shi1, Lifang Wei2 

1School of English Studies, Zhejiang Yuexiu University, Shaoxing, China 
2School of Foreign Languages, Shaoxing University, Shaoxing, China 

 
 
 

Abstract 
Citation competence is a core component of English academic writing literacy. 
Its essence lies not merely in conforming to referencing conventions, but in 
drawing on others’ research to construct arguments, express stance, and par-
ticipate in scholarly dialogue. Using Petrić’s (2007) framework of the rhetori-
cal functions of citations as its analytical lens [1], this study compares the ci-
tation practices of 10 high-rated and 10 low-rated Master of Education 
(M.Ed.) theses in subject teaching (English) from a Chinese university, focus-
ing on their Introduction and Literature Review modules and triangulating 
the results with the comment themes in 42 thesis review forms, to test whether 
Petrić’s findings replicate among Chinese M.Ed. students. The results show a 
tendency pattern consistent in direction with Petrić’s findings but moderate 
in magnitude: the gap lies not so much in the quantity of citation—the two 
groups’ citation densities do not differ significantly—as in its quality. In the-
sis-level tests, statement of use is the only between-group difference to reach 
significance (aggregate share high 5.3% vs low 2.5%, exact p = 0.011; q = 0.023 
within the two pre-designated confirmatory indicators, but q = 0.090 under 
full-family correction), while evaluation, exemplification, and most other 
higher-order functions show same-direction tendencies (links and the very 
sparse application category run in the opposite direction; the former, coding-
sensitive, is not used as a basis for argument); the comment themes converge 
with the quantitative pattern, though they derive from the same review process 
that defined the groups. On this basis, the study interprets citation competence 
as a continuum extending from knowledge telling to knowledge transfor-
mation, targets pedagogical intervention at evaluation and statement of use, 
and constructs a three-layer “diagnosis-progression-feedback” model for cita-
tion competence instruction, thereby providing an empirical basis for culti-
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vating L2 citation competence and a framework proposal open to classroom 
testing. 
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1. Introduction 

Citation is one of the fundamental features that distinguish academic writing from 
other genres. By citing prior literature, writers embed their own research within 
an existing network of knowledge, signaling their affiliation with the academic 
community while establishing the legitimacy and originality of their own claims. 
As Hyland (2000) points out, citation is not a value-neutral transfer of infor-
mation but a core mechanism in the social construction of knowledge; what writ-
ers say certainly matters, but how they invoke others to support what they say 
bears equally on the shaping of their academic identity. Citation competence 
therefore goes far beyond correct referencing: it is a rhetorical competence—the 
integrated ability to select appropriate citation functions, to manage the relation-
ship between source material and one’s own views, and to establish links between 
sources effectively while expressing an evaluative stance [2] [3]. 

For Chinese writers of English as a second language, citation is precisely where 
competence gaps are especially readily exposed. Previous research has repeatedly 
shown that L2 writers tend to favor paraphrase and the stacking of information in 
their citations while remaining conspicuously weak in higher-order functions 
such as evaluation, comparison, and establishing links between sources [4] [5]. 
This tendency to privilege telling over transformation makes citation competence 
a highly sensitive indicator of the developmental level of L2 academic writing. 

This study focuses on M.Ed. theses in subject teaching (English) and adopts a 
design that compares a high-rated group with a low-rated group for three reasons. 
First, M.Ed. students constitute a large yet long-overlooked population of L2 writ-
ers in academic writing research; their theses are mostly empirical studies of Eng-
lish teaching in primary and secondary schools, and their theses afford a direct 
window on the citation practices of this population. Second, thesis review forms 
(hereinafter “review forms”) provide natural high/low anchors and a basis of ex-
pert judgment: reviewers’ scores and comments on dimensions such as “topic se-
lection and literature review” and “compliance with thesis conventions” (includ-
ing the conventions of figures, tables, and referencing) offer an external criterion, 
independent of the researcher, for stratifying the theses. Third, a comparative de-
sign goes beyond the frequency description of a single group and directly reveals 
developmental differences in citation competence, thereby addressing a key ques-
tion: can the pattern that Petrić (2007) identified in Central European English-
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medium master’s theses—the high-rated group using more non-attribution func-
tions while the low-rated group relied predominantly on attribution—be repli-
cated in the context of Chinese M.Ed. theses [1]? 

Accordingly, this study poses three research questions: 1) How do high-rated 
and low-rated theses differ in the distribution of rhetorical functions of citations 
in the introduction and literature review sections? 2) How do citation-related eval-
uative themes in the reviewers’ comments (e.g., the summary of the review, the 
research gap, the theoretical basis, citation conventions, and literature support in 
the discussion) diverge between the two groups? 3) How do these quantitative and 
qualitative differences map onto the competence continuum from knowledge tell-
ing to knowledge transformation? Answering these questions not only tests and 
extends the explanatory power of Petrić’s framework in the new context of Chi-
nese M.Ed. students, but also enables EAP citation instruction to locate the com-
petence bottleneck; the study is thus of both theoretical and practical significance. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. The Evolution of Citation Research from Scientometrics to 

Rhetorical Functions 

Systematic research on citation practices originated in scientometrics and the so-
ciology of science. In their analysis of physics papers, Moravcsik and Murugesan 
(1975) were among the first to classify citations according to their nature and 
function (e.g., conceptual versus operational, organic versus perfunctory, con-
firmative versus negational), revealing that citations are not value-neutral markers 
of information but carry the author’s evaluative stance [6]. This functional orien-
tation laid the foundation for subsequent EAP research. 

As citation studies entered linguistics and genre research, Swales (1990), within 
his framework of genre analysis, proposed the influential distinction between in-
tegral and non-integral citations: in the former, the cited author’s name functions 
as a grammatical constituent of the sentence (e.g., as its subject), foregrounding 
the author; in the latter, the reference is placed outside the syntactic structure, 
typically in parentheses, foregrounding the propositional content. This syntactic 
dimension has become a basic tool for research on citation form and, together 
with the dimension of rhetorical function, constitutes the surface and deep facets 
of citation competence. Thompson and Ye (1991) demonstrated that reporting 
verbs themselves carry the citing writer’s evaluative stance toward the reported 
material, opening up the evaluative dimension of citation language [7]. Hyland 
(1999, 2000) further situated citation within the construction of disciplinary dis-
course, using cross-disciplinary corpora to reveal marked disciplinary differences 
in citation density, reporting verbs, and integral/non-integral patterns, and em-
phasizing that citation is a social-interactional resource for negotiating the legiti-
macy of knowledge [2] [8]. Subsequently, Thompson and Tribble (2001) used cor-
pus methods to develop Swales’s binary framework into an operational tool for 
EAP teaching [9], and Thompson (2005) examined the distribution of the “focus” 
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and “stance” of intertextual reference in doctoral theses [10]. Tracking journal 
corpora in four disciplines from 1965 to 2015, Hyland and Jiang (2019) further 
document a sustained rise in citation density, underscoring the growing weight of 
citation in knowledge construction [11]. 

Meanwhile, another line of research has addressed textual borrowing and cita-
tion ethics among L2 writers. Pennycook (1996) offered a cultural reflection on 
the concept of “plagiarism,” while Pecorari (2003, 2006) showed through empiri-
cal analysis that the pervasive “patchwriting” in L2 graduate theses is often not 
deliberate plagiarism but a symptom of insufficient citation competence, rooted 
in a double deficit of linguistic resources and rhetorical awareness [12]-[14]. 

2.2. The Petrić (2007) Framework of Nine Rhetorical Functions of 
Citations 

Within this line of inquiry, Petrić’s (2007) study offers the greatest methodological 
value for the present research. Focusing on L2 writers, she analyzed 16 master’s 
theses in gender studies from an English-medium university in Central Europe (8 
high-rated theses graded A and 8 low-rated theses graded mostly B) and system-
atically identified nine rhetorical functions of citations: attribution, exemplifica-
tion, further reference, statement of use, application, evaluation, establishing links 
between sources, comparison of one’s own findings with other sources, and other. 
Petrić’s central finding is that attribution was overwhelmingly dominant in both 
groups, indicating that novice academic writers’ citation remains primarily a mat-
ter of knowledge display. However, the high-rated group showed markedly higher 
proportions of higher-order functions such as evaluation, statement of use, appli-
cation, and establishing links between sources, as well as a higher share of citations 
carrying multiple functions; these differences were especially pronounced in the 
introduction and literature review chapters (the specific figures are juxtaposed 
with the present study’s results in Chapter 5). Drawing on Bereiter and Scarda-
malia’s (1987) distinction between knowledge telling and knowledge transfor-
mation, Petrić accordingly argued that the gap between high- and low-rated theses 
is, in essence, the gap between passively listing sources and actively constructing 
arguments through citation [15]. She also identified two qualitative problems in 
the low-rated group: expressive deficiencies caused by limited language profi-
ciency, and inappropriate use of rhetorical functions (e.g., praising an author’s 
status as a “prominent scholar” [p. 250] rather than evaluating the research itself). 

This functional perspective has been repeatedly corroborated in recent re-
search. Comparing non-native expert and novice scientific writers, Mansouriza-
deh and Ahmad (2011) found that novices likewise favored attribution and rarely 
used citations to support their own argumentation [16]; Lin and Lau’s (2021) ex-
amination of evaluative language in master’s thesis defenses and Sun and Jiang’s 
(2025) analysis of how doctoral writers deploy appraisal resources to acknowledge 
research limitations both indicate that evaluation, as a higher-order function, is a 
key marker of stratification in academic writing competence [17] [18]. The frame-
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work has likewise been carried toward the writer’s own perspective: Petrić and 
Harwood (2013) elicited a successful L2 writer’s self-reported citation functions, 
linking the textual functions of citations to task requirements and task represen-
tation [19]. 

In terms of research design, the present study can be viewed as a conceptual 
replication of Petrić (2007) in the Chinese M.Ed. context: the corpus likewise con-
sists of master’s theses by L2 writers, the grouping is likewise based on review 
ratings, and the category set is kept identical, which makes the between-group 
patterns comparable across contexts. At the same time, operationalizing the 
framework’s categories is not without difficulty—as the reliability analysis in Sec-
tion 3 and the discussion in Section 5 will show, the links category is highly sensi-
tive to merging criteria, which itself constitutes first-hand evidence on the frame-
work’s conditions of application. 

2.3. Positioning and Gaps of Citation Research on L2 Academic 
Writing in China 

Over the past decade or so, research on citation in China has gradually gained mo-
mentum, proceeding mainly through corpus-based frequency description. Xu 
(2012) provided one of the earliest systematic characterizations of citation features 
in empirical English academic discourse [20]; Xu (2016) subsequently drew on 
both cross-sectional and longitudinal evidence to propose a three-dimensional 
structure of citation competence in L2 academic writing—breadth of content cov-
erage, interpersonal interaction, and discourse integration—offering a localized 
competence framework for the field [5]. Wang et al. (2017) examined the citation 
features of English graduate students’ academic writing [4]; Mu (2019) compared 
the forms and rhetorical functions of citations in English and Chinese research ar-
ticles from the perspective of intertextuality [21]; and H. Xu (2011) focused on au-
thorial stance markers in the academic discourse of advanced Chinese learners of 
English [22]. More recently, Wei et al. (2023) attempted to assess the originality of 
research articles on the basis of citation intent, extending citation research into the 
domain of research evaluation [23]. These studies echo international competence 
research framed by Cumming et al.’s (2018) work on writing from sources, jointly 
sketching a multidimensional picture of citation competence [24]. 

A survey of the existing literature, however, reveals two gaps. First, research in 
China has mostly consisted of corpus-based frequency descriptions of a single 
group, seldom employing high-/low-rated comparisons to reveal the developmen-
tal gradient of citation competence. Second, research subjects have been concen-
trated on academic master’s and doctoral theses and journal articles [25]—inter-
national examination of citation practices in master’s theses has indeed continued 
[26] [27]—with little attention paid to M.Ed. students, a large and distinctive pop-
ulation of L2 writers. The present study is situated precisely at the intersection of 
these two gaps: using Petrić’s (2007) functional framework as its lens and incor-
porating the expert judgment of the reviewers’ comments, it conducts a stratified 
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comparison of citation competence in Chinese M.Ed. theses, seeking to supply 
citation competence research in China with the two missing dimensions of the 
developmental gradient and the M.Ed. population. 

3. Research Design 
3.1. Research Questions 

This study centers on one core question: whether, in the Introduction and Litera-
ture Review modules of Chinese Master of Education (M.Ed.) theses in subject 
teaching (English), the theses receiving higher and lower review grades differ sys-
tematically in citation competence, where such differences concentrate, and how 
they should be explained. The specific research questions correspond to the three 
questions raised in the Introduction: 1) What differences exist between the two 
groups of theses in the distribution of the rhetorical functions of citation in the 
Introduction and Literature Review modules? At the operational level this is re-
fined into two observation points: first, citation density and the formal distribu-
tion of integral versus non-integral citations; second, the distribution of attribu-
tion versus non-attribution functions (in particular evaluation, statement of use, 
and links) as measured by Petrić’s (2007) nine-category functional framework. 2) 
How do the citation-related evaluative themes in the thesis review comments 
(summary of the review, research gap, theoretical basis, citation conventions, lit-
erature support in the discussion, etc.) diverge between the two groups, and can 
they be triangulated with the citation-function counts? 3) How do the above quan-
titative and qualitative differences map onto the competence gradient from 
knowledge telling to knowledge transformation? Questions (1) and (2) are an-
swered directly by the results in Section 4, while Question (3) is addressed in the 
discussion in Section 5 by synthesizing the three lines of evidence—the quantita-
tive results, the reviewers’ comments, and the authentic examples. 

3.2. Corpus and Grouping 

The corpus comprises two components of 20 M.Ed. (subject teaching, English) 
theses: the Introduction (Chapter 1) and the Literature Review module (from 
Chapter 2 up to the methodology chapter, including the theoretical-basis chapter). 
All theses are empirical studies of English teaching in primary and secondary 
schools, written in English by the learners; the clean full texts run to 91 - 145 pages 
and 24,626 - 47,034 words. After segmentation and removal of headers and page 
numbers, the Introductions of the high-rated group total 15,396 words and their 
Reviews 69,741 words, against 16,256 and 63,475 words respectively for the low-
rated group—approximately 165,000 words across the two modules (85,137 + 
79,731 = 164,868 words). 

Grouping was based on the 100-point scores and conclusion grades recorded in 
the professional-degree thesis review forms of the university from which the sam-
ple was drawn; the high-rated group is numbered H01-H10 and the low-rated 
group L01-L10, with 10 theses in each group. All these were submitted for external 
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review at this university in 2025; two low-rated theses had three reviewers each, 
yielding 22 review forms for that group, while each high-rated thesis had two re-
viewers, yielding 20. The high- and low-rated groups were demarcated by the re-
search team by partitioning the theses according to the total scores and conclusion 
grades they had received on review: every thesis in the high-rated group carries a 
grade combination of AA or AB (three AA and seven AB), whereas the low-rated 
group is dominated by B grades (its single A comes from a three-reviewer combi-
nation that was reckoned as a BB-level combination for grouping purposes, and 
the group also contains two C forms). Because the partition drew on both scores 
and grade composition rather than a single score threshold, the two groups’ stu-
dent-level score ranges partly overlap (see below); the present study carried out 
its coding and analysis on this pre-established grouping. The archive of review 
forms available to the project covered 22 students (11 per group as filed); one stu-
dent per group was not retained, and the coded corpus comprises the 10 theses 
per group for which both the complete review forms and the clean English full 
texts used for coding are on file. The student not retained on the high side carried 
an A + B combination (mean total 83.0), within the same AA/AB rule as the re-
tained theses, and the one on the low side a C + B + C combination (mean total 
69.3), the lowest-rated in the archive—an exclusion that attenuates rather than 
inflates the between-group contrast; both exclusions were fixed before citation 
coding began. The quantitative basis for the grouping is shown in Table 1 (means 
for each dimension are computed from the 42 review forms): 
 

Table 1. Mean review scores of the high- and low-rated groups by scoring dimension. 

Scoring dimension (full marks) High-rated group mean Low-rated group mean 

Topic selection and literature review (20) 17.05 (85.3%) 15.95 (79.8%) 

Originality and value of the thesis (35) 29.45 (84.1%) 27.14 (77.5%) 

Research ability and foundational knowledge (30) 25.00 (83.3%) 23.45 (78.2%) 

Compliance with thesis conventions (15) 12.50 (83.3%) 11.50 (76.7%) 

Total (100) 84.00 78.05 

The means for each dimension and the mean total score were computed separately from the raw scores and then rounded to two 
decimal places; the direct sum of the dimension means may therefore deviate from the total by ±0.01 owing to rounding. 

 
The distribution of conclusion grades (counted by review form) is 13A/7B for 

the high-rated group and 1A/19B/2C for the low-rated group. In terms of student-
level mean total scores, the two groups’ ranges are 78 - 88.5 and 74 - 82.5 respec-
tively—partially overlapping, which further indicates that the grouping is “rela-
tively high/low” rather than an extreme contrast. To address this overlap directly, 
a sensitivity analysis regrouped the 20 theses purely by student-level mean total 
score (top 10 vs bottom 10). This alternative partition moves two theses across 
groups and leaves a single tie at the boundary (two students at 81.5) that can be 
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resolved in either direction; under both resolutions statement of use remains the 
only indicator to reach or approach thesis-level significance (exact p = 0.002 and 
p = 0.054 respectively) and no other indicator becomes significant, while the di-
rections of statement of use, evaluation, and the integral/attribution pattern are 
unchanged—only the two sparsest tendency indicators (multi-function and ex-
emplification) flip direction under one resolution, consistent with their tendency-
only status in this paper. The two groups show a stable gap on the two dimensions 
most directly related to citation—“topic selection and literature review” and 
“compliance with thesis conventions”—which constitutes a valid basis for the 
high-low contrast. This grouping ensures that the distinction between the high- 
and low-rated groups is not the researcher’s subjective judgment but a quantita-
tive conclusion derived from independent peer review. 

3.3. Analytical Framework and Coding Protocol 

Citation functions were coded with the nine-category rhetorical-function frame-
work established in Petrić’s (2007) comparative study of high- and low-rated mas-
ter’s theses: attribution, exemplification, further reference, statement of use, appli-
cation, evaluation, establishing links between sources (hereafter links), comparison 
of one’s own findings with other sources (hereafter comparison_own), and other. 
Given that the author’s own findings have not yet been presented in the Introduc-
tion and Literature Review modules, comparison_own was operationalized in this 
study as citations that explicitly connect others’ findings with the present study. The 
coding unit is each citation instance in the text; an instance simultaneously serving 
two or more functions was also marked as a multi-function citation. The formal 
dimension (integral vs. non-integral) was recorded in parallel; cases such as multiple 
sources listed within a single set of parentheses and repeated citations across sen-
tences were merged and counted according to pre-established rules, and the original 
English sentences were preserved thesis by thesis as illustrative examples and for 
verification. In the text and tables, comparison_own is a coding-variable abbrevia-
tion corresponding to Petrić’s original term comparison of one’s own findings with 
other sources; all other function names follow the original terms. 

3.4. Triangulation with 42 Thesis Review Forms 

To avoid thin interpretation resting solely on citation counts, this study incorpo-
rated the qualitative comments in 42 thesis review forms (20 for the high-rated 
group and 22 for the low-rated group) for triangulation. Each review form contains 
scores on four dimensions together with a text of “general comments plus revision 
suggestions”; the score for “topic selection and literature review” and comment 
prompts such as “literature review ability” and “conventions in the use of figures, 
tables and citations” point to the same construct as the citation-function coding. 
The reviewers’ comments and the citation statistics from the full theses form a com-
plementary chain of evidence: the former are judgments by peers external to the 
researchers on the quality of citation and the review, and the latter a quantifiable 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojapps.2026.168159


X. L. Shi, L. F. Wei 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojapps.2026.168159 2850 Open Journal of Applied Sciences 
 

record of citation behavior. The comments were coded by theme (summary of the 
review, research gap, theoretical basis, citation conventions, literature support in the 
discussion, etc.) and cross-checked against the citation-function counts, so that the 
quantitative conclusions gain corroboration from expert judgment. It should be 
noted that the comments share the same source as the scores on which the grouping 
was based, so their overall association with group membership is in part an endog-
enous result of how the groups were defined; the force of the triangulation lies in 
the fact that the comment themes point specifically to the citation/review dimen-
sions and converge, on specific dimensions, with the citation-function counts com-
pleted separately and independently. Comment themes were classified by low-infer-
ence matching of explicit wording (for instance, “no discernible research gap” re-
quired an explicitly corresponding statement in the comments); this classification 
was completed by the research team without independent double coding, so the 
theme frequencies should likewise be read directionally. 

3.5. Coding Reliability 

All citation-function coding was completed by the research team with the aid of 
text-analysis tools, and the coding results are to be interpreted under the con-
straint of the reliability check reported below. An independent second coder re-
coded the Literature Review modules of H07 and L05, and the results were com-
pared with the primary coding (the category-level counts of the reliability check 
are available from the author upon request). The total numbers of citations iden-
tified by the two coders are highly close (H07: 71 vs 70, a total-count agreement 
of 98.6%; L05: 125 vs 125, 100%—a ratio of totals, not an item-by-item matching 
rate); the distributions on the formal dimension are highly consistent (H07: inte-
gral/non-integral 52/19 vs 51/19, the one-instance difference arising in citation 
identification; L05: 80/45 vs 80/45, identical). Among the functional categories, 
the differences for evaluation (16 vs 18), statement of use (6 vs 4), exemplification, 
and application are all within 2 instances; the disagreement concentrates between 
links and attribution (L05: links 26 vs 14, attribution 84 vs 97)—items the primary 
coder counted as links under the “consensus statement plus multi-source list” rule 
were mostly coded as attribution by the second coder, so the absolute proportions 
of the two categories fluctuate jointly with the merging standard; in addition, the 
marking of multi-function citations shows relatively larger divergence (H07: 10 vs 
6), for which reason the between-group difference in multi-function share is in-
terpreted as a tendency only. Accordingly, the main conclusions of this study rest 
on the attribution-dominant pattern, on which the two coders agreed in direction, 
and on the consistently coded evaluation and statement of use categories, which 
carry explicit linguistic markers; the absolute values of attribution and links are 
interpreted with caution, and links is not used as a basis for argument. It should 
also be noted that the re-coding of two theses cannot be equated with the reliabil-
ity of full-scale, independent blind coding by multiple coders, and the absolute 
values of the coding should accordingly be treated with caution. Two further con-
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straints are stated explicitly: because the citation-by-citation pairing of the two 
coders’ decisions was not archived, item-level agreement coefficients for each 
functional category (e.g., per-category κ) cannot be computed retrospectively—
the figures above are category-level count comparisons, not item-level agreement 
rates; and no formal procedure blinded the second coder to the theses’ group 
membership. Both constraints reinforce the decision to rest no conclusion on the 
absolute values of any single category. The two coders concurred on the direc-
tional between-group conclusions (attribution dominance and impoverished 
evaluative functions in the low-rated theses). 

3.6. Statistical Methods 

Between-group comparisons take the thesis as the unit of analysis (10 per group), 
using exact Mann-Whitney U tests (full enumeration of the permutation distribu-
tion, two-sided) with the rank-biserial correlation r reported as the effect size. On 
the theoretical grounds of Petrić’s (2007) findings and the “interpersonal interac-
tion” dimension of Xu (2016), evaluation and statement of use were designated as 
confirmatory indicators and the remaining indicators as exploratory, with Benja-
mini-Hochberg false-discovery-rate correction for multiple comparisons. Item-
level two-proportion tests and Cohen’s h (high 1,437 vs low 1,452 instances) serve 
as descriptive reference only—citation instances cluster within theses, and treating 
them as independent observations would underestimate standard errors; Fisher’s 
exact test was used for sparse counts. All tests were computed with the project’s own 
program on the raw coded data (program and coded data are available from the 
author upon request). The designation of the confirmatory indicators rests on the 
literature-based priors above rather than on formal preregistration before data col-
lection; the corresponding results under full-family correction are reported along-
side the thesis-level tests in Section 4 for readers to weigh. 

4. Results 
4.1. Between-Group Quantitative Comparison of Citation 

Functions 

Table 2 presents the between-group comparison with the Introduction and Liter-
ature Review modules combined (functional percentages are each function’s share 
of the group’s total citation instances; owing to multi-function citations, the func-
tional percentages do not sum to 100%): 
 
Table 2. Citation behavior of the high-rated and low-rated groups (Introduction + Litera-
ture Review combined). 

Indicator 
High-rated group 

(H01 - H10) 
Low-rated group  

(L01 - L10) 

Module word count 85,137 79,731 

Citation instances 1437 1452 
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Continued 

Citation density (per 1000 words) 16.88 18.21 

Integral citations (%) 58.5% 70.9% 

attribution 890 (61.9%) 954 (65.7%) 

Non-attribution 547 (38.1%) 498 (34.3%) 

evaluation 114 (7.9%) 84 (5.8%) 

statement of use 76 (5.3%) 36 (2.5%) 

links 274 (19.1%) 312 (21.5%) 

exemplification 119 (8.3%) 77 (5.3%) 

application 17 (1.2%) 20 (1.4%) 

comparison_own 2 0 

Multi-function citations (%) 3.8% 2.1% 

The counts of comparison_own are too small (2 and 0 instances) for percentages to be 
reported. 
 

The between-group differences form a pattern that runs counter to the intuition 
that “higher-rated means more citing”, yet corresponds closely to the distinction 
between knowledge telling and knowledge transformation invoked by Petrić 
(2007). First, the low-rated group shows a higher citation density (low 18.21 vs 
high 16.88 per 1,000 words) and a higher proportion of integral citations (low 
70.9% vs high 58.5%), indicating heavier reliance on list-like, item-by-item report-
ing in the “author (year) + reporting verb” pattern. Second, the low-rated group 
has a higher share of attribution (low 65.7% vs high 61.9%; the same coding stand-
ard was applied to both groups, so the direction is comparable, though the abso-
lute difference is affected by the merging convention for links and should be in-
terpreted with caution), that is, more of its citations remain at the knowledge-
telling level of “who said what”, whereas the non-attribution functions are rela-
tively more active in the high-rated group (high 38.1% vs low 34.3%)—corre-
sponding precisely to that distinction between knowledge telling and knowledge 
transformation. Third, the two functions that most directly embody authorial 
stance—evaluation (high 7.9% vs low 5.8%) and statement of use (high 5.3% vs 
low 2.5%)—are both higher in the high-rated group, the latter by more than dou-
ble and the only indicator to reach thesis-level significance (see Table 3); exem-
plification (high 8.3% vs low 5.3%) is likewise more frequent in the high-rated 
group, and comparison_own appears only in the high-rated group (2 vs 0 in-
stances, Fisher exact p = 0.247, illustrative rather than statistical evidence). Fourth, 
the high-rated group’s share of multi-function citations is about 1.8 times that of 
the low-rated group (high 3.8% vs low 2.1%; item-level χ2 = 7.18, p = 0.007 but 
thesis-level p = 0.486, hence read as a tendency), indicating that its individual ci-
tations carry more complex rhetorical tasks. 
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Table 3 reports the statistical tests of the between-group differences. Exact 
Mann-Whitney tests with the thesis as the unit of analysis show that statement of 
use is the only difference to reach thesis-level significance (p = 0.011, rank-biserial 
r = 0.66, a large effect; still significant after BH correction within the two pre-
designated confirmatory indicators, q = 0.023, though attenuated to q = 0.090 un-
der full-family correction across all eight indicators—see the note to Table 3), and 
that its advantage is concentrated in the Introduction module (9/143 vs 1/121, the 
nine instances coming from six different theses; Fisher exact p = 0.023, item-level 
basis). The remaining indicators show same-direction tendencies that do not 
reach thesis-level significance; the two groups’ citation densities do not differ sig-
nificantly (p = 0.579)—the high-rated group did not simply “cite more”, and this 
very absence of a difference supports the judgment that the gap does not lie in 
quantity; links is non-significant even at the item level (χ2 = 2.62, p = 0.106), con-
sonant with the cautious stance taken in the reliability analysis. 
 

Table 3. Statistical tests of between-group differences (thesis-level tests primary; item-level effect sizes supplementary). 

Indicator Thesis-level medians (high/low) U Exact p r Item-level Cohen’s h 

statement of use % 5.17/1.75 17 0.011 0.66 +0.148 

evaluation % 6.48/4.43 39 0.436 0.22 +0.085 

Multi-function % 2.10/1.31 40.5 0.486 0.19 +0.101 

Integral % 62.30/84.51 30 0.143 0.40 −0.259 

attribution % 66.84/69.49 45 0.739 0.10 −0.078 

exemplification % 4.70/4.51 42 0.579 0.16 +0.119 

links % 14.08/17.87 47 0.838 0.06 −0.060 

Citation density (per 1000 words) 17.29/17.60 42 0.579 0.16 - 

Thesis-level metrics are each thesis’s count of the function as a percentage of that thesis’s total citation instances (density in citations 
per 1,000 words), with medians computed by group; exact p values come from the full enumeration of the C(20,10) = 184,756 
possible group assignments (two-sided); item-level Cohen’s h is based on the pooled group proportions (1,437 vs 1,452 instances) 
and, because citations cluster within theses, serves as an effect-size reference only. The confirmatory indicators are evaluation and 
statement of use (corrected with m = 2); under full-family BH correction (m = 8), the q value for statement of use is .090. r is the 
rank-biserial correlation (absolute value); the direction of each difference follows the medians column. The sparse application cat-
egory (high 1.2% vs low 1.4%) and the near-zero comparison_own are not entered into the thesis-level tests, being reported only in 
Table 2 and via Fisher’s exact test. 

 
The aggregate percentages in Table 2 are weighted by citation instances, giving 

longer theses more weight (H06 alone contributes 20.8% of the high-rated group’s 
instances); on the unweighted “one thesis, one vote” basis the direction of every 
indicator is unchanged (evaluation 7.94% vs 6.30%, statement of use 5.49% vs 
2.43%, integral 63.0% vs 71.6%, density 16.99 vs 18.54 per 1,000 words, the high-
rated group first in each pair), and a sensitivity check recomputed with H06 ex-
cluded likewise alters the direction of none of the indicators. 
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Viewed by module, the differences are unevenly distributed between the Intro-
duction and the Literature Review (Table 4): 

 
Table 4. Between-group comparison of citation functions by module (Introduction vs Lit-
erature Review). 

Indicator H-Introduction L-Introduction H-Review L-Review 

Word count 15,396 16,256 69,741 63,475 

Citation instances 143 121 1294 1331 

Density (per 1,000 words) 9.29 7.44 18.55 20.97 

Integral % 37.8% 65.3% 60.8% 71.4% 

attribution % 71.3% 71.1% 60.9% 65.2% 

evaluation % 9.8% 9.9% 7.7% 5.4% 

statement of use % 6.3% 0.8% 5.2% 2.6% 

links % 7.7% 8.3% 20.3% 22.7% 

exemplification % 2.1% 5.0% 9.0% 5.3% 

application % 2.8% 5.0% 1.0% 1.1% 

Multi-function % 0% 0% 4.3% 2.3% 

 
The most striking feature in the Introduction is statement of use: 6.3% in the 

high-rated group against a mere 0.8% in the low-rated group, showing that high-
rated writers explicitly declare at the outset the theories or frameworks they intend 
to adopt, whereas some low-rated writers substitute the authority of policy docu-
ments for research positioning (e.g., 6 of the 9 citations in L08’s Introduction are 
to the English curriculum standards documents). Notably, citation density in the 
Introduction is in fact higher in the high-rated group (9.29 per 1,000 words) than 
in the low-rated group (7.44); the corpus-wide density reversal derives mainly 
from the Literature Review chapter (high 18.55 vs low 20.97), suggesting that the 
low-rated group’s “citing more” is concentrated in list-like paraphrase within the 
review. The formal contrast is equally conspicuous in the Introduction: the inte-
gral proportion is only 37.8% in the high-rated group but reaches 65.3% in the 
low-rated group, a gap of 27.5 percentage points—the largest between-group dif-
ference among all percentage indicators; its item-level effect size for the two mod-
ules combined is also the largest of all indicators (h = −.26), yet the thesis-level 
test does not reach significance (p = 0.143, Table 3) and the reliability check cov-
ered only the review modules, so it is best read as a strong tendency rather than a 
settled verdict—high-rated writers more often foreground propositional content 
with non-integral parenthetical citations at the opening, whereas low-rated writ-
ers habitually begin sentence after sentence with the “author (year)” pattern. The 
Literature Review chapter, in turn, is the principal arena for the gaps in evaluation 
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(7.7% vs 5.4%) and statement of use (5.2% vs 2.6%), whereas links (20.3% vs 
22.7%), in view of the reliability finding that links counts are unstable, is not 
treated as major evidence. It should also be noted that in the Introduction module 
exemplification and application run opposite to the overall direction (higher in 
the low-rated group), but the counts are sparse (high 3 and 4 vs low 6 and 6 in-
stances) and cannot support interpretation; further reference and other are 0 
across the corpus, which is why the tables list only the seven categories that occur. 

A thesis-by-thesis robustness check lends further support to these conclusions: 
in the high-rated group, the mean per-thesis attribution share is 63.5% (SD 12.7, 
range 38.9 - 80.6) and the mean number of evaluation instances per thesis is 11.4 
(range 4 - 33); in the low-rated group, the mean per-thesis attribution share is 
65.4% (SD 15.7, range 36.9 - 87.4) and the mean evaluation count is only 8.4 (range 
3 - 22). Although the between-group gap in mean attribution share is only about 2 
percentage points, the within-group dispersion should not be overlooked—the 
standard deviation is larger in the low-rated group (15.7 vs 12.7), indicating ex-
treme cases within it (in one thesis the attribution share reaches 87.4%, amounting 
almost to pure stacking of paraphrase), while the between-group gap in evaluative 
functions is on the whole preserved at the per-thesis level (though the two groups’ 
per-thesis ranges also overlap). Both groups score 10/10 for the presence of an ex-
plicit research gap or a summary of the review, indicating that the difference lies 
not in presence versus absence but in the quality and density of evaluation and 
integration: quite a few low-rated theses possess the formal skeleton of a summary 
of the review and a research gap yet lack critical weighing of the cited literature, so 
that their “reviews” function more as compilations of sources than as dialogue with 
them. In its functional distribution this pattern points in the same direction as 
Petrić’s (2007) findings on L2 master’s theses in a European context: high-rated 
writers do not cite more; rather, they are better at making each citation serve stance 
expression and research positioning, thereby elevating citation from a vehicle of 
knowledge telling into a means of knowledge transformation. 

4.2. Between-Group Distribution of Comment Themes 

When the citation-related comments in the 42 review forms are classified by 
theme, their distribution across the two groups accords with the quantitative re-
sults on the whole (except that for citation conventions the two groups’ frequen-
cies are close while differing in nature—see below), displaying a clear “gradient” 
difference (Table 5): 
 

Table 5. Between-group distribution of citation/review-related comment themes (by review form). 

Comment theme High-rated group (/20 forms) Low-rated group (/22 forms) 

Praise for a “comprehensive/systematic review with apt 
commentary” 

17/20 10/22 

“Review lacks a summary/no discernible research gap” 1/20 5/22 
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Continued 

“Theoretical basis weak/missing/detached from the study” 2/20 7/22 

“Reference labelling/citation format not standard” 6/20 7/22 

“Discussion not supported by literature/no comparison 
with prior studies” 

1/20 5/22 

“Literature outdated/work of the last three years missing” 1/20 4/22 

 
A clear gradient is visible: the low-rated group is repeatedly criticized for defi-

ciencies in the “basic elements”—only about half of its review forms (10/22) re-
ceive positive comments of the “comprehensive/systematic review” type (17/20 
for the high-rated group), while “review lacks a summary, no discernible research 
gap” (low 5/22 vs high 1/20), “theoretical basis weak or detached from the study” 
(low 7/22 vs high 2/20), and “discussion not supported by literature, no compari-
son with prior studies” (low 5/22 vs high 1/20) cluster in the low-rated group. 
Such comments do not contradict the earlier finding that both groups score 10/10 
for an explicit summary or research gap: textual verification shows that in the crit-
icized theses the summaries and research gaps are largely nominal—present in 
form yet devoid of critical weighing of the cited literature; that the reviewers “can-
not discern” them demonstrates precisely that an element failing to perform its 
rhetorical function appears, in the reader’s eyes, as absent. The criticisms directed 
at the high-rated group operate at a higher level, mostly finer-grained demands 
such as “insufficient critical analysis”, “closer articulation with the local context”, 
and “effect sizes of prior studies should be reported”, pointing to the deepening 
of existing knowledge transformation rather than to the presence or absence of 
elements. Citation-convention problems occur at similar rates in the two groups 
(low 7/22 vs high 6/20) but differ in nature: in the high-rated group they mostly 
concern details such as volume/issue numbers and page numbers, whereas in the 
low-rated group they include substantive defects such as mismatches between in-
text citations and the reference list, unattributed figures and tables, and chrono-
logical errors in citation. The comment themes and the functional distribution in 
Table 2 converge—the quantitative shortfall in the evaluation function manifests 
itself precisely as the experts’ qualitative verdicts of “summarizing without evalu-
ating” and “no discernible gap”. This convergence carries two qualifications stated 
in Section 3.4: the comment themes were classified by the research team through 
low-inference matching of explicit wording, without independent double coding, 
and the 42 forms from which they derive are the same documents whose scores 
and grades defined the two groups; the triangulation is therefore convergent evi-
dence from the same assessment process rather than corroboration from a fully 
independent source. 

4.3. Corroboration from Authentic Examples 

The differences above are directly attested in the original citation sentences. (Ci-
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tations appearing inside or alongside the quoted student sentences below are part 
of the corpus data under analysis, not sources cited by this paper, and are accord-
ingly not listed in the References.) Evaluative citations in the high-rated group 
typically deliver substantive criticism of specific studies rather than generic en-
dorsement. For instance, in reviewing textbook research, the Literature Review 
chapter of H04 writes: 

“Sun (2022) evaluated the reading sections’ critical thinking cultivation of the 
New Standard English compulsory textbooks... However, this research process ne-
glected the selection of selective compulsory and optional textbooks.” 

Reporting first and then pointing out the limitation is a typical realization of 
the evaluation function. The high-rated group also uniquely exhibits compari-
son_own, bringing others’ findings into dialogue with the present study, as in the 
Literature Review chapter of H04: 

“Zhou’s (2018) findings complement the present study by emphasizing the key 
factors in shaping the cultivation of critical thinking.” 

This sentence corresponds exactly to the quantitative conclusion that compar-
ison_own appears only in the high-rated group (2 vs 0)—high-rated writers do 
not merely report; they draw prior findings into a dialogic frame with their own 
research. 

By contrast, “evaluation” in the low-rated group is mostly polite commendation 
that never engages with the merits and flaws of the work. Consider the treatment 
of Guilloteaux and Dörnyei (2008) in the Literature Review chapter of L06: 

“Guilloteaux and Dörnyei (2008) made a notable contribution to this by cate-
gorizing motivational strategies into two distinct types: teaching motivation strat-
egies and learning motivation strategies.” 

The tone is affirmative, yet it stops at restating their classification without judg-
ing its value or limitations. Citations of the “general statement plus multi-source 
parenthetical list” type are likewise common in the low-rated group, functionally 
leaning towards the stacking of attribution, as in the Literature Review chapter of 
L08: 

“The ultimate goal of learning activities is to cultivate English subject core com-
petencies, seeking to achieve students’ comprehensive development of language 
ability, cultural awareness, thinking capacity and learning ability (Gao, 2018; 
MOE, 2018; Wang, 2018; Zhang et al., 2019).” 

Although the juxtaposition of multiple sources appears to signal “linking”, it 
in essence gathers and lists viewpoints, mirroring the reviewers’ criticisms of 
“summarizing without evaluating” and “no discernible gap”. Thus the three 
strands of evidence—the quantitative functional distribution, the thematic crit-
icisms in peer review, and the original citation sentences—converge to support 
the core judgment of this study: the difference between the two groups lies not 
so much in the quantity of citations as in whether citation can be elevated from 
knowledge telling to knowledge transformation that carries evaluation and re-
search positioning. 
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5. Discussion 
5.1. A Qualitative Difference from Knowledge Telling to 

Knowledge Transformation 

The most intriguing finding of this study runs precisely counter to the naive intu-
ition that higher-rated theses cite more, and more densely. When the introduction 
and literature review modules are pooled, the citation density of the low-rated 
group (18.21 per 1,000 words) is in fact higher than that of the high-rated group 
(16.88 per 1,000 words)—the emphasis here is on direction rather than magni-
tude; at the thesis level the two densities do not differ significantly (Chapter 4, 
Table 3)—and its proportion of integral citations is also higher (70.9% vs 58.5%, 
corresponding to 29.1% vs 41.5% for non-integral citations). This means that the 
low-rated group did not simply cite less; rather, these writers transported large 
quantities of literature into their reviews item by item, in a list-like “author (year) 
+ reporting verb” fashion. In Bereiter and Scardamalia’s (1987) terms, this is typ-
ical knowledge telling: the writing task is reduced to “saying what one knows,” 
and, judging from the textual surface, the more one cites, the closer the citations 
come to serving as proof that “I have done the reading”. Such paraphrase-domi-
nated listing is akin in nature to Pecorari’s (2003, 2006) account of “patchwrit-
ing”—usually not deliberate plagiarism but a symptom of insufficient citation 
competence [13] [14]. 

The high-rated group, by contrast, shows signs of a transition toward 
knowledge transformation: fewer citations, deployed with greater purpose. 
First, its share of attribution is slightly lower (high 61.9% vs low 65.7%; the di-
rection matches Petrić’s (2007) finding that the low-rated group shows the 
higher attribution share, though the magnitude here is far more moderate—
nearly 13 percentage points in her study, low 91.54% vs high 78.77%, against 
only about 4 percentage points here), meaning relatively fewer citations remain 
at the level of “who said what”. This attribution-dominant overall pattern is also 
consistent with Mansourizadeh and Ahmad’s (2011) observation of non-native 
novice writers. Second, the two functions that most directly carry authorial 
stance—evaluation (high 7.9% vs low 5.8%; note that the low-rated group here 
still devotes 5.8% of its citations to evaluation, far from the near-zero 0.63% of 
Petrić’s low-rated group, whose high-rated counterpart stood at 5.51%) and 
statement of use (high 5.3% vs low 2.5%, more than double [16]; in the intro-
ductions the gap is more pronounced—6.3% vs 0.8% (9/143 vs 1/121, Fisher 
exact p = 0.023), matching the direction of Petrić’s 9.42 vs 2.90 for introductions, 
somewhat smaller in percentage points yet steeper as a ratio)—are both higher 
in the high-rated group, statement of use being the only indicator to reach the-
sis-level significance (exact p = 0.011; see Table 3 in Chapter 4), while evaluation 
shows a same-direction tendency that does not reach significance (p = 0.436); 
and comparison of one’s own findings with other sources (comparison_own), 
which brings others’ findings into dialogue with the present study, occurs only 
in the high-rated group (2 instances vs 0—small in absolute terms, and thus 
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illustrative rather than statistical evidence). Third, the high-rated group’s share 
of multi-function citations is roughly 1.8 times that of the low-rated group (high 
3.8% vs low 2.1%; in Petrić’s study, 9.34% vs 3.79%, the same direction; item-
level p = 0.007 but thesis-level p = 0.486, hence a tendency), with individual 
citations shouldering more complex rhetorical work. In other words, beyond 
attribution, high-rated writers more often let a citation double as evaluation and 
positioning, and less often stop at mere display. This combination of “lower 
density, higher-order functions” can be regarded as a behavioral signature of 
citation competence moving from telling to transformation; it also suggests that 
among the three dimensions of citation competence discussed by Xu (2016)—
breadth of content coverage, interpersonal interaction, and discourse integra-
tion—the “interpersonal interaction” (evaluative stance) dimension may dis-
criminate most sharply between the groups (as far as the functional indicators 
observed in this study are concerned). 

Taken together, the present study reproduces the direction of Petrić’s (2007) 
between-group pattern in functional distribution—an attribution-dominant low-
rated group and relatively more active higher-order functions in the high-rated 
group—but with gaps that are on the whole more moderate, of which only state-
ment of use reaches thesis-level statistical significance (Chapter 4, Table 3). 
Strictly, what this design licenses is a claim of association rather than of replicated 
competence differences: most functional contrasts are non-significant at the thesis 
level, and the reviewers’ comments used for triangulation originate in the same 
assessment process that defined the groups (Section 3.4), so the observed contrasts 
are best read as associations between citation-function profiles and review-based 
ratings. The causes of this “same direction, moderate magnitude” pattern are in-
separable from the boundaries within which the present conclusions hold, and the 
two are addressed together in the next subsection. 

5.2. Tendency-Level Conclusions and Their Limits 

The primary cause of the moderate magnitudes is that neither group is an extreme 
group: the mean total review scores of the high- and low-rated groups are approx-
imately 84 versus 78, and the reviewers’ overall verdicts are mostly A and B 
(13A/7B in the high-rated group; 1A/19B/2C in the low-rated group). Both groups 
consist of “relatively strong” Master of Education (M.Ed.) theses, rather than 
spanning the two extremes of quality as in Petrić; a dramatic between-group gap 
should not be expected in the first place. Accordingly, most functional differences 
amount to only a few percentage points and are non-significant at the thesis level 
(Chapter 4, Table 3); in terms of the per-thesis mean share of attribution, the 
high- and low-rated groups stand at 63.5% and 65.4% respectively, a gap of less 
than 2 percentage points (to be distinguished from the overall shares of 61.9% vs 
65.7% reported above with the two modules combined). Thesis-by-thesis robust-
ness checks further show that within-group dispersion exceeds the between-group 
gap: the standard deviation of the per-thesis attribution share reaches 15.7 in the 
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low-rated group (12.7 in the high-rated group); some low-rated theses have at-
tribution shares as high as 87.4%, verging on pure paraphrase, while others fall as 
low as 36.9%, indistinguishable from the high-rated group—“group” is therefore 
a tendency, not an iron law. 

A second boundary concerns corpus coverage: this study sampled only the in-
troduction (Chapter 1) and the literature review module—both literature-dense 
sections in which paraphrase is the norm—and excluded the analysis chapters, 
where the application function diverged most sharply in Petrić’s corpus (reaching 
15.2 vs 3.61 between the high- and low-rated groups), thereby compressing the 
space in which higher-order functions could diverge and possibly underestimat-
ing the true gap between the groups. 

Third, for establishing links between sources (links), this study points in the 
opposite direction from Petrić: the low-rated group’s share (21.5%) is actually 
higher than the high-rated group’s (19.1%), contradicting Petrić’s finding that the 
high-rated group produced more links (5.99 vs 3.16) and sitting uneasily with the-
oretical expectations; moreover, judging what counts as a “link” depends consid-
erably on coders’ subjective delimitation, so this study does not build its argument 
on links. The very small application category (high 1.2% vs low 1.4%) also runs in 
the opposite direction, though with a gap of only 0.2 percentage points on sparse 
counts it carries no interpretive weight. The direction of citation density likewise 
runs counter to Petrić’s (6.85 in her high-rated and 6.2 in her low-rated theses per 
1,000 words); her density, however, was computed over whole theses, whereas 
ours covers only the Introduction and Literature Review modules, so the two fig-
ures are not directly comparable—and the difference is in any case non-significant 
at the thesis level here. The most defensible evidence lies in evaluation and state-
ment of use—two categories with explicit linguistic markers and relatively con-
sistent coding—and in the directional judgment, convergently supported by the 
reviewers’ comments, that the low-rated group is attribution-dominant and eval-
uation-poor. 

One methodological difference unrelated to effect size should also be noted: this 
study triangulated the counts with the 42 review forms, so that interpretation need 
not rest on frequencies alone—themes such as “the review lacks a summary and 
no gap is discernible,” “the discussion is not compared with previous studies,” and 
“weak theoretical basis” cluster in the low-rated group (for the frequencies see 
Table 5 in Chapter 4), mirroring the quantitative shortfall in the evaluation func-
tion; such convergent evidence from the reviewers’ comments—external to the 
researchers though not independent of the grouping process (Section 3.4)—was 
not available in Petrić’s study. The present study gains ecological validity with a 
design of “moderate contrast plus multi-source corroboration,” at the cost of ef-
fect sizes less striking than Petrić’s—hence the conclusions should be stated as 
“tendencies” rather than “settled verdicts”. 

Accordingly, the theoretical significance of this study can be distilled into a sin-
gle sentence: citation competence is best understood as a continuous gradient 
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from knowledge telling to knowledge transformation, rather than a matter of pres-
ence versus absence. It should be noted that Bereiter and Scardamalia’s (1987) 
original distinction is a typology of two writing models; rereading it as a continu-
ous gradient is an extension made by the present study on the basis of the evidence 
that within-group dispersion exceeds the between-group gap, not the original 
sense of the framework. Notably, both groups score 10/10 in providing an explicit 
research gap or a summary of the review, indicating that the low-rated group al-
ready possesses the skeleton of a literature review; what it lacks is the “last mile” 
of making citations carry evaluation and positioning. This resonates with the com-
petence denoted by the “interpersonal interaction” dimension of Xu’s (2016) 
three-dimensional framework, and it pinpoints the target for pedagogical inter-
vention: there is no need to train “how to cite” from scratch; rather, effort should 
concentrate on remedying the higher-order functions of evaluation, statement of 
use, and comparison of one’s own findings with other sources—which is precisely 
where the pedagogical model below takes aim. 

6. A Diagnosis-Progression-Feedback Model of Citation 
Competence Instruction for M.Ed. Students 

Grounded in the empirical findings above, this section constructs a citation com-
petence instruction model that takes Petrić’s nine citation functions as its analyt-
ical yardstick and the remediation of higher-order functions as its target. What 
the model specifies is not “which classroom activities to run,” but on what evi-
dence to teach, in what sequence to teach, and by what criterion to judge whether 
the teaching has worked; the selection and arrangement of concrete classroom 
activities are left to users, to be organized according to the model’s operational 
guidelines. The model proposed in this section is a pedagogical framework pro-
posal based on the empirical findings above; it has not yet been tested through 
classroom teaching experiments—though classroom evaluation of instruction in 
writing from sources has proved feasible in EAP settings [28]—and the empirical 
testing of its effectiveness is taken up in Section 7.3. 

6.1. Rationale and Overview of the Model 

The model rests on three empirical conclusions from Section 4 and 5. First, the 
gap between the two groups lies mainly not in citation quantity but in the two 
stance-bearing higher-order functions of evaluation and statement of use—this 
fixes the model’s targets. Second, the low-rated group already possesses the skele-
ton of a literature review (both groups score 10/10 in providing an explicit re-
search gap or review summary); what is missing is the “last mile” of making cita-
tions carry evaluation and positioning—so instruction need not start from “how 
to cite,” but should focus on functional upgrading. Third, within-group dispersion 
exceeds the between-group gap—so instructional decisions must start from indi-
vidual diagnosis rather than treating “the group” as one undifferentiated block. 
Accordingly, the model adopts a “three layers, one loop” architecture: a diagnostic 
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input layer at the front; a three-stage progression layer in the middle (functional 
awareness—linguistic resources—integrated application); and an evaluation-
feedback layer at the end, with rubric-based re-assessment looping back to diag-
nosis. The target output is observable movement of learners’ citation behavior 
along the “knowledge telling → knowledge transformation” gradient. The model 
is designed for M.Ed. thesis writers in subject teaching (English)—the same pop-
ulation from which this study’s corpus was drawn. The model is visualized in Fig-
ure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1. The “diagnosis-progression-feedback” model for citation competence instruc-
tion. 

6.2. Components and Operating Mechanism 

The diagnostic input layer codes the learner’s review text citation by citation, 
using the nine functions as the coding yardstick, to generate an individual “ci-
tation function profile” with the same indicator set as Section 4: citation density, 
integral/non-integral shares, attribution share, the shares of evaluation, state-
ment of use, exemplification and links, and the share of multi-function citations 
(all learner texts are de-identified, with author information removed). Gap de-
termination requires a reference baseline: the per-thesis means of this study’s 
high-rated group may serve as the initial reference (e.g., evaluation 7.94%, state-
ment of use 5.49%)—an indicator clearly below the reference, or an attribution 
or integral share clearly above the corresponding per-thesis reference (63.5% 
and 63.0% respectively), marks a candidate target; these reference values come 
from the present corpus and are a starting point only, to be updated as local data 
accumulate. Diagnosis is the basis of every instructional decision: teach what is 
missing. 

In the three-stage progression layer, the three stages operate at the cognitive, 
linguistic, and textual levels respectively, advancing step by step, with the target 
functions running through all three; the operational guidelines of each stage—
goal, core operation, input-output, and progression criterion—are given in Ta-
ble 6. 
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Table 6. Operational guidelines of the three-stage progression layer. 

Stage (level) Operational goal Core operation Input → Output 
Progression 

criterion (suggested) 

I Functional 
awareness 
(cognitive) 

Identify and name the 
rhetorical function of every 
citation (aligned with Petrić’s 
nine categories and 
Cumming et al.’s (2018) 
taxonomy) 

Citation-by-citation 
annotation and classification 
of authentic texts 

De-identified 
texts + function 
definitions → 
personal 
annotation grid 

Annotation stably 
converges with 
teacher checking 

II Linguistic 
resources 
(linguistic) 

Master the linguistic means 
for realizing evaluation, 
statement of use, and 
comparison with one’s own 
study 

Stance ordering and frame-
based composition with 
evaluative 
adjectives/adverbs, stance-
differentiated reporting 
verbs, contrastive 
connectives, and “they say—
I say” frames [29] 

Annotation grid 
+ resource list → 
personal 
inventory of 
linguistic 
resources 

Can produce stance-
differentiated 
paraphrases of the 
same source 

III Integrated 
application 
(textual) 

Upgrade purely attributive 
citations into multi-function 
citations carrying evaluation 
or positioning, and declare 
the adopted framework 
explicitly 

Profile-guided targeted 
rewriting of the learner’s 
own draft 

Own draft + 
profile and 
targets → before-
after pair of drafts 

Re-assessment meets 
the mastery threshold 
(see evaluation-
feedback layer) 

 
Progression criteria are suggested thresholds, to be calibrated by instructors; 

the linguistic means listed are resource types rather than specific activities, whose 
selection is left to users under the model’s operational guidelines. 

The evaluation-feedback layer assesses the text before and after rewriting with 
the five-dimension rubric (Table 7). The teacher’s rating serves as the rating of 
record, while self- and peer assessment provide reference points for calibration. 
The change in a dimension’s score between the two versions can then be read as 
an observable measure of how far the learner has moved from knowledge telling 
toward knowledge transformation. As a reference line for mastery, the model sug-
gests that the target dimension reach at least 2 (Adequate) and improve by at least 
1 point over the pre-rewriting text—a standard that is advisory in nature and 
awaits classroom validation. Dimensions that fall short return to the diagnostic 
layer for a new round of target-setting and intervention; should a dimension fall 
short in two consecutive rounds, the corresponding linguistic means have evi-
dently not yet been mastered, and the learner is best served by revisiting the lin-
guistic-resources stage before attempting further rewriting. 

As for the operating mechanism, the model as a whole is driven by function 
gaps: the diagnostic layer determines what to teach, the progression layer pre-
scribes the order in which to teach it, and the feedback layer judges whether an-
other round is needed; the three layers are linked by two kinds of data—the func-
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tion profile and the rubric scores—so that every instructional decision remains 
traceable to evidence. At the same time, each learner’s profiles, targets, drafts, and 
score changes are filed round by round in a personal writing portfolio, serving 
formative assessment and accumulating data for future research. On the question 
of when the cycle ends, the model suggests a natural exit once all five dimensions 
reach at least 2; if this has not been achieved after two full cycles (including reme-
dial work on linguistic resources), the learner is transferred to regular writing in-
struction rather than looping indefinitely. 

6.3. Operating Procedure and Assessment Rubric 

The model operates through five successive phases—diagnosis, target-setting, in-
tervention, re-assessment, and iteration—which together form one complete in-
structional cycle. Instruction begins with diagnosis: the learner’s review text is col-
lected and coded citation by citation with the nine functions, yielding the citation 
function profile. On the basis of the profile, two or three priority function targets 
are then fixed for each learner—in light of this study’s findings, evaluation and 
statement of use will normally come first. Intervention follows, proceeding 
through Stages I to III in order, with the target functions running through the 
operations of all three stages. Once the rewriting is complete, the new text is re-
assessed with the same rubric and the change in each dimension is computed. 
Iteration closes the cycle: dimensions that meet the standard are consolidated into 
writing habits, while those that fall short return to target-setting as the focus of 
the next round. A hypothetical case may serve to illustrate the model in operation: 
suppose a learner’s profile shows attribution at 85%, evaluation at a mere 3%, and 
statement of use and multi-function citations both at zero—far removed from the 
reference values; statement of use and evaluation are accordingly set as the targets; 
the intervention unfolds across the three stages with these two functions in con-
stant focus; at re-assessment, the “research positioning” dimension (correspond-
ing to the statement-of-use target) rises from 1 to 2 and is consolidated, while the 
“evaluative stance” dimension (corresponding to the evaluation target) remains at 
1 and therefore returns to target-setting as the sole target of the following round. 

As the model’s measurement component, the rubric characterizes citation com-
petence along the five dimensions of functional diversity, evaluative stance, re-
search positioning, integration of sources, and citation conventions; the level de-
scriptors are given in Table 7. 

The five dimensions correspond directly to the shortfalls identified in this 
study: functional diversity and evaluative stance target the deficit in the evaluation 
function; research positioning targets the deficit in statement of use and the “no 
discernible gap” problem; integration of sources addresses “list-like enumeration” 
(this dimension rests on the comment evidence—“discussion not compared with 
prior studies”, low 5/22 vs high 1/20—and on the observed instances of L08-style 
multi-source parenthetical lists, rather than on the links counts, on which this 
study does not build its argument); and citation conventions respond to the label-
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ling problems present in both groups yet different in nature: 7/22 low-rated and 
6/20 high-rated review forms were flagged for citation-format problems—in the 
high-rated group mostly minor slips in details such as volume/issue and page 
numbers, in the low-rated group substantive defects such as mismatches between 
in-text citations and the reference list and unattributed figures and tables; the ru-
bric’s “Adequate (2)” and “Needs improvement (1)” anchors correspond respec-
tively to these two kinds of problems. By taking the difference between pre- and 
post-rewriting scores on each dimension, teachers can quantify how far a learner 
has moved from knowledge telling toward knowledge transformation, rendering 
this movement along the gradient observable, feedback-ready, and assessable. 
 

Table 7. A five-dimension rubric for citation competence (the model’s measurement component, used for self-, peer, and teacher 
assessment). 

Dimension Excellent (3) Adequate (2) Needs improvement (1) 

Functional 
diversity 

Attributive and non-attributive citations 
balanced; evaluation, statement of use, and 
comparison of one’s own findings with other 
sources appear in multiple places 

Predominantly 
attribution, with 
occasional evaluation 

Almost entirely attribution; 
paraphrases merely listed 

Evaluative 
stance 

Paraphrase generally followed by substantive 
judgment (merits and flaws, limitations, open 
questions) 

Evaluation present but 
mostly polite praise 

Retelling without evaluating 

Research 
positioning 

Adopted theory/framework explicitly declared; 
citations serve the study’s research gap 

Summary of the review 
present but only loosely 
tied to the study 

No summary; no discernible 
gap 

Integration of 
sources 

Multi-source comparison brings out consensus 
and divergence, forming a dialogue 

Multiple sources 
juxtaposed but merely 
listed 

Single sources transported 
one by one 

Citation 
conventions 

In-text citations consistent with the reference 
list; markings complete 

Occasional omissions of 
volume/issue or page 
numbers 

Citations inconsistent with 
the reference list; source 
markings missing 

Each dimension of the rubric is scored on three equidistant levels—Excellent (3), Adequate (2), and Needs improvement (1)—for a 
maximum total of 15 points across the five dimensions. 

7. Conclusions and Limitations 
7.1. Major Findings 

Using Petrić’s (2007) nine-category framework of the rhetorical functions of cita-
tions as a lens, this study conducted a stratified comparison of the Introduction 
and Literature Review modules of 10 high-rated and 10 low-rated Master of Edu-
cation (M.Ed.) theses in subject teaching (English) from a Chinese university, tri-
angulated with the qualitative comments in the 42 review forms. The central find-
ing contradicts the naive intuition that “higher-rated means more citations”: the 
gap between the two groups lies not so much in the quantity of citation as in its 
quality. Overall, this study reproduces Petrić’s (2007) between-group pattern in 
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direction, but with more moderate magnitudes (links and the very sparse applica-
tion category run in the opposite direction; the former is not used as a basis for 
argument). Because most contrasts are non-significant and the review comments 
share their provenance with the grouping, these findings are stated as associations 
between citation-function profiles and review-based ratings rather than as 
demonstrated differences in underlying competence. 

First, with regard to the “quantity” at issue in research question (1), the differ-
ences run exactly counter to intuition. The low-rated group not only showed a 
higher citation density (with the two modules combined, low 18.21 vs high 16.88 
citations per 1,000 words; in the Introduction the high-rated group’s density was 
in fact higher, the reversal being concentrated in the Literature Review chapter; at 
the thesis level the two groups’ densities do not differ significantly (Chapter 4, 
Table 3)—the high-rated group did not simply cite more), but also a higher pro-
portion of integral citations (low 70.9% vs high 58.5%) and a higher share of the 
attribution function (low 65.7% vs high 61.9%). This indicates that the low-rated 
group was more inclined toward list-like cataloguing in the “author (year) + re-
porting verb” pattern, transporting sources one by one into the review and re-
maining at the level of “who said what”—precisely what Bereiter and Scardamalia 
(1987) termed “knowledge telling”. 

Second, with regard to quality, the high-rated group cited less but with greater 
purpose, showing signs of a transition toward “knowledge transformation”. The 
two higher-order functions that most directly carry the writer’s stance—evalua-
tion (high 7.9% vs low 5.8%) and statement of use (high 5.3% vs low 2.5%, more 
than double that of the low-rated group)—were both higher in the high-rated 
group, statement of use being the only indicator to reach thesis-level significance 
(exact p = 0.011; q = 0.023 among the two pre-designated confirmatory indicators, 
q = 0.090 under full-family BH correction), with evaluation a same-direction ten-
dency; comparison of one’s own findings with other sources (comparison_own), 
which brings prior findings into dialogue with the present study, was found only 
in the high-rated group (though with an absolute count of merely 2 instances, this 
constitutes illustrative rather than statistical evidence); the proportions of non-
integral citations and multi-function citations were likewise higher (multi-func-
tion high 3.8% vs low 2.1%, roughly 1.8 times that of the low-rated group, non-
significant at the thesis level and thus a tendency). The advantage of the high-
rated group lay not in citing more, but in deploying citation as a rhetorical re-
source for expressing evaluative stance and anchoring the positioning of the study. 
This suggests that, among the three dimensions discussed by Xu (2016), the “in-
terpersonal interaction” (evaluative stance) dimension may be the most discrimi-
nating in the stratification of L2 citation competence (as far as the functional in-
dicators observed in this study are concerned). 

Third, turning to research question (2), the thematic patterns in the comments 
from the 42 thesis review forms align on the whole with the quantitative picture 
above, providing qualitative triangulation. The low-rated group was repeatedly 
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criticized for inadequately realized “basic elements” (mostly perfunctory summar-
ies and research gaps proposed without weighing the literature, rather than miss-
ing sections)—“no summary of the review / no discernible research gap” (low 5/22 
vs high 1/20), “weak theoretical basis or disconnection from the study” (low 7/22 
vs high 2/20), and “discussion not supported by the literature and lacking com-
parison with prior studies” (low 5/22 vs high 1/20). The criticisms received by the 
high-rated group operated at a higher level, mostly pointing to the deepening of 
knowledge transformation, such as “insufficient critical analysis” and “weak ar-
ticulation with the local context”. The quantitative deficit in the evaluation func-
tion manifests itself precisely as the reviewers’ qualitative judgments of “summa-
rizing without evaluating” and “no discernible gap”. 

Accordingly, and in answer to research question (3), the practical implications 
of this study are clear and convergent: citation competence is best understood as 
a continuous gradient from “knowledge telling” to “knowledge transformation”, 
rather than an all-or-nothing attribute. Both groups featured an explicit research 
gap or a summary of the review in 10/10 theses, indicating that the low-rated 
group already possessed the skeleton of a review; what it mainly lacked was the 
final step of making citations genuinely carry evaluation and research positioning. 
Pedagogical intervention therefore need not train “how to cite” from scratch 
(though the convention defects actually observed in the low-rated group, such as 
mismatches between in-text citations and the reference list, still require accompa-
nying remediation), but should lock its target precisely onto strengthening the two 
higher-order functions of evaluation and statement of use—which is exactly 
where the pedagogical model of this paper takes aim. 

7.2. Limitations 

This study adopted a design of “moderate contrast plus multi-source corrobora-
tion”; its conclusions should be read as indicating tendencies rather than as defin-
itive, and the following three limitations must be stated candidly (the limits of the 
coding procedure and of the links category have already been set out in Sections 
3.5 and 5.2 respectively, and are not repeated here). 

First, neither group is an extreme group. As noted in Section 5.2, the two 
groups’ mean overall review scores were approximately 84 and 78 respectively, 
with review conclusions dominated by A and B grades; both are “relatively 
strong” M.Ed. theses rather than an extreme contrast, so no dramatic between-
group gap should be expected in the first place. Apart from statement of use, 
most functional differences amount to only a few percentage points and are 
non-significant at the thesis level (Chapter 4, Table 3); within-group dispersion 
exceeds the between-group gap, and “group” therefore represents a tendency 
rather than an iron law. 

Second, the evidence base is restricted to a single institution and a single pro-
gram. The corpus was drawn exclusively from M.Ed. students in subject teaching 
(English), all of whom conducted empirical studies on English teaching in pri-
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mary and secondary schools; the disciplinary discourse and training environment 
are relatively homogeneous, so generalization to other institutions, other disci-
plines, or indeed to academic master’s and doctoral theses and journal articles 
must be made with particular caution. 

Third, the sample is small and its module coverage incomplete. The sample 
comprises only 20 theses, and only two parts were extracted—the Introduction 
(Chapter 1) and the Literature Review module (including the theoretical-basis 
chapter). Both are inherently literature-dense stretches of discourse in which par-
aphrase is the norm, whereas the analysis chapters, where the application function 
diverged most sharply in Petrić’s corpus (15.2 vs 3.61 between her high- and low-
rated groups), were not included. This both compresses the space in which higher-
order functions could differentiate, potentially underestimating the true gap be-
tween the two groups, and means that this study has not yet examined how cita-
tion competence performs in the results/discussion/analysis sections; the findings 
offer only a picture of the “Introduction + Literature Review” facet rather than the 
full landscape of citation behavior in these theses. 

7.3. Future Research 

In view of the above limitations, future research may deepen the inquiry in four 
directions. First, expanding the sample across institutions: include more institu-
tions, more disciplines, and even academic master’s and doctoral theses and jour-
nal articles, and deliberately recruit extreme groups—one dominated by A grades 
and one by C/D grades, genuinely spanning the two ends of quality—so as to test 
the robustness and boundary conditions of the “quality over quantity” conclusion 
embodied in the “knowledge telling-knowledge transformation” gradient. Second, 
extending to the analysis and discussion chapters: broaden the coding scope to the 
methodology, results, and discussion chapters, examining higher-order functions 
such as application and comparison_own, which differentiate more readily out-
side the literature review—the discussion section’s citation behavior has been ex-
amined in its own right [27]—thereby filling the gap left by this study’s coverage 
of only the first two modules. Third, refining coding and reliability: establish more 
explicit merging rules for sensitive categories such as links and expand the pro-
portion of double coding, so that their absolute values can support argumentation. 
Fourth, moving from description to intervention: implement the pedagogical 
model of this paper (a three-layer “diagnosis-progression-feedback” closed loop 
whose progression backbone is the three-stage sequence of functional aware-
ness—linguistic resources—integrated application, targeting evaluation and state-
ment of use) in real classrooms, taking pre- and post-revision differences in rubric 
scores across dimensions as indicators, to empirically test whether this targeted 
instruction in strengthening evaluation and statement of use can effectively move 
learners from “knowledge telling” toward “knowledge transformation”, making 
this movement along the citation-competence gradient genuinely observable, 
feedback-ready, and assessable. 
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