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Summary 

This study investigated why Japanese learners of English overuse "I think" in academic 

writing from a discoursal point of view. Samples of "I think" were collected from 

Multilingual Opinion Essays by College Students (Okugiri, Ijuin, & Komori, upcoming), and 

a rhetorical analysis showed different functions of "I think" between learners and native 

speakers. English learners have a strong tendency to use it to emphasize or mark the 

following sentence as their main argument, meanwhile native speakers use this only to 

explain personal experience, to narrate an assumption and to present a concession before a 

rebuttal. A comparison was also done regarding the equivalent Japanese verb "omou." 

 

 

Abstract 

     This study examined opinion essays of native English speakers and Japanese learners of 

English and showed that Japanese learners overuse the phrase "I think" and use it in a 

different way from native English speakers. It is rather rare to find "I think" in English 

academic writing such as opinion essays, since it de-emphasizes the objectivity of evidence. 

This sentence pattern, however, is often overused among foreign language learners. Many 

previous studies, such as Highland (2002) and Ishikawa (2012) have pointed out that 

Japanese learners are no exception. Moreover, Natsukari (2012) studied the functions of "I 

think" by Japanese learners of English. Natsukari (ibid) claimed that Japanese learners’ use of 

"I think" is similar to that of English native speakers. However, the current study shows that 

Japanese learners do not use "I think" exactly like native speakers, but use it in a way that is 

more similar to native use of "I believe." Moreover, we illustrate the difference in functions 

of "I think" between learners and native speakers and show that there is a strong tendency for 

learners to utilize "I think" to emphasize their opinion.  

     Samples of "I think" were collected from the Corpus of Multilingual Opinion Essays by 

College Students (Okugiri, Ijuin, & Komori, upcoming). The number of files/participants of 

Japanese learners of English and English native speakers were 79 each (English native 

speaker files will be 120 when it opens to the public). The total token was 26,907 words (341 

words/file) for the learners and 39,802 words (504 words/file) for native speakers. The results 

show that the proportions of participants who produced "I think" was 90% (71 participants) 

for the learners, and only 53% (42 participants) for native speakers. The number of 

occurrences of "I think" were 418 for the learners and 160 for the native speakers, namely the 

learners produced “I think” as much as 2.6 times more than native speakers, even though the 

length of their essays were much shorter than that of the native speakers.  

This study also conducted a discoursal analysis regarding rhetorical patterns and found 

that the function of "I think" by the learners tended to emphasize their opinion, while the 

functions for native speakers included explaining about a personal experience, narrating an 

assumption and presenting a concession before a rebuttal. 

     The discoursal analysis in this study revealed different linguistic perceptions of "I think" 

by Japanese learners from that of English native speakers, and suggests the crucial 

importance of academic writing education in order to deliver ideas and knowledge properly 

in this global era.  
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