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Introduction
Halliday (2004) considered three meta-functions for language: interpersonal, ideational, and textual. From
the ideational perspective, language helps individuals build a bridge between their experience and their
mental images of the world that surrounds them. The system that facilitates this process is called transitivity
which includes three types of processes: (a) material, (b) mental, and (c) relational.
One of the most important means that contribute to transferring our experience into verbal expression is
writing. Through writing, issues like cognition, social, and linguistic materials can combine with each other
perfectly and might lead to a problem-solving theory.
As an international language, English deserves to receive its due attention in Iran’s education curriculum.
In Iran, students learn English as a foreign language through traditional exam- oriented methods by focusing
on grammar, reading, and translation and the grammar translation method still persists in many classrooms
in Iran (Ghorbani, 2009). This long-established approach not only is inadequate but also highlights the need
for further study to achieve the desired results.

Purpose of the Research
Objectives of the study
In general, writing becomes more challenging when we write in another language, especially in Iran
where English is taught as a foreign language. Therefore, this study, attempts to find the presumptive
effect of topic on the learner’s selection of material and mental verbs based on their cognition in writing.
Having knowledge about this topic will pave the way for writers, help them explain, clarify, and support
their hypothesis, and it can assist readers by easing the transformation of knowledge as well.

Research questions
This research tries to address the following questions:
1. What is the frequency of material verbs?

516

Sara Yazdani et al.

The Journal of Asia TEFL
Vol. 15, No. 2, Summer 2018, 516-529

2. What is the frequency of mental verbs?
3. Is there any significant difference between groups A and B in using verbs of material and mental process
in Iranian learners’ English writing?
4. Does the topic affect Iranian learners’ English writing in choosing verbs of material and mental process?

Literature Review
Related Research Outside of Iran
There is a large volume of published studies describing transitivity and its usage in different fields such as
medical research articles, story books, and visual grammar. Only a few researchers have specifically
conducted studies on types of processes.
Wanodyatama, Tuckyta Sari Sujatna, and Bayusena (2013) explored cognitive verbs in English clauses. In
this research, they only paid attention to mental process in Danielle Steele’s (2008) novel named Heartbeat.
In this descriptive study, Wanodyatama et al. (2013) considered the clause as the unit of measurement and
for each, they determined the sensor and phenomenon. The findings of the study revealed that verbs that
represented mental process focused on perception, emotion, and cognition.
In another study, Yuli and Yushan (2012) compared the transitivity system in English and Chinese. They
tried to examine the similarities and differences according to Halliday’s theory in using the transitivity
system and its six process types between English and Chinese. The results of the study represented the fact
that verbal, existential, and behavioral processes are similar in both languages; therefore, they would not
change during the translation from English to Chinese while mental material and relational processes will
undergo some changes in their passive forms or frequent usages.
To further investigate the six types of processes, Caili (2005) scrutinized a text about the problem of
smoking. The text was entitled “weeping for my smoking daughter,” and consisted of 8 paragraphs and 49
clauses. The findings demonstrated the fact that the majority of the processes were material ones. The
second most frequent processes were mental, relational, and behavioral.

Related Research in Iran
In Iran, many studies have highlighted factors that are associated with the transitivity system proposed by
Halliday from different aspects such as structure (Seraj, 2014), style (Pahlavan nezhad & Vazirnezhad,
2009), cohesion (Masbugh & Delshad, 2016), and lexical collocation (Mir Emadi & Karbalai Sadegh, 2009).
Overall, these studies highlight the need for providing reasonably consistent evidence of an association
between writing topic and its impact on the transitivity process. Considering the importance of the writing
task, no previous study has investigated the aforementioned issue. Therefore, the present study will explore
the usage of two main processes, material and mental, in Iranian leaners’ English writing based on the given
topics.

Material and mental verbs
The definition and classification parts of the ideational function which are related to transmission of
information are called transitivity. The essential part of this system is made up of various kinds of processes.
To represent and categorize our understanding of the world through language, these processes are connected
to participants (i.e., animate or inanimate) and circumstances (i.e., temporal or spatial).
Halliday (1985, 2004, pp.170-171) divided these processes into three major categories:
1. Material: process of doing→ e.g. Richard ate his sandwich.
2. Mental: process of thinking, feeling and perceiving→ e.g. One of my classmates does not like cookies.
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3. Relational: process of being→ e.g. Sarah looks stunning today.
Material process, as aforementioned, refers to an intentional performance of a physical action by actor
(i.e., doer) and will describe the concrete event. It might explain the visible changes caused as the results
of these actions. This type of process can be manifested by verbs such as run, study, write, eat, kick, bury,
give, collapse, bend, reduce, and paint.
Mental verbs indicate the conscious feeling that an individual might feel toward an action. This process
designates the affection, cognition, and perception attitudes that a participant would sense via an action.
This type of process can be illustrated by verbs such as think, see, hear, taste, feel, enjoy, dislike,
encourage, imagine, believe, offend, and pretend.
Among these three categories, the focal point of the present study would be material and mental verbs.
The reason behind choosing these two processes is that they are the basic means for describing human
actions and experiences via a theoretical framework which was introduced in the mid-80s and is still one
of the fundamental criteria for classification.

Method
Sample and Participant Selection
The population for this study was 80 Iranian English learners from 3 branches of one of the private
language institutes in Mashhad. All of these Iranian students were female, aged between 18 to 25 years
(Mean=20.68, SD=2.20). From an educational background perspective, they were either university students
or university graduates. The selection was based on convenience sampling. To avoid the impact of gender on
the result of the present study, only females were selected.

Assessments and Measures
To have a homogeneous sample, a Cambridge Placement Test was administered. According to the results
of the test and based on Krejchi and Morgan’s table (1970) of sample size, 50 Iranian English learners were
assigned to the Upper Intermediate group. Then, the selected participants were divided randomly into two
groups. In each group, 25 students were chosen.

Procedures
To check students’ general use of verbs in English, both groups were asked to write a 150-word essay
about a neutral topic * entitled “Write a biographical essay about a famous person.” as a control
instrument. Subsequently, each of these groups received a topic on which they were asked to write a 150word essay. Group A was required to write an essay entitled “some people prefer to eat at food stands or
restaurants. Other people prefer to prepare and eat food at home. Which one do you prefer?”. This topic
was related to material function. On the other hand, group B was given a topic entitled “some people
think that they can learn better by themselves than with a teacher. Others think that it is always better to
have a teacher. Which one do you prefer?” This topic was material process related. It should be noted that
to ensure the gathering of more natural data, neither group was made aware of the transitivity system. The
time given for this task was 45 minutes, which was in line with the normal class time assigned to writing
tasks.
Once the participants were finished, each of the essays was scrutinized to find the verbs which
presented the material and mental process based on Halliday (2004). To increase the reliability of this
*

neither mental nor material, according to two linguistic professors’ perspective
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study, three raters who majored in linguistics, were asked to check the papers again to ensure the results.

Results
Outcome of Evaluation
To evaluate the normality of variables, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used. The results showed that
the significance (2-tailed) is more than >.05 in all the variables, therefore all the variables are distributed
normally (see Appendix A).
To illustrate the probable similarities and differences between the two groups, their frequencies and
percentages have been calculated and are shown in Table 1.
TABLE 1
Numbers and Frequencies of Material and Mental Verbs in Groups A and B
Group
A

Type
Material
Mental
Material
Mental

B

Frequency
156
89
91
136

Percentage
63.67%
36.32%
33.09%
59.91%

The findings according to Table 1 indicate that the number of verbs showing material process in group A
(63.67%) and in group B (33.09%) were higher than the number of mental verbs in group A (36.32%) and in
group B (59.91%).
A paired t-test was run to check that students’ general use of the verbs in group A. The results are shown
in Tables 2 and 3.
TABLE 2
Paired Sample Statistics in Groups A for verbs’ general use
Group
A

Type
Material
Mental

Mean
1.28
1.28

N
25
25

Std. Deviation
.98
.89

Std. Error Mean
.20
.18

TABLE 3
Paired Sample T-test in Groups A for verbs’ general use
Group
A

Type

Mean difference

Material-Mental

.00000

95% Confidence Interval of the Difference
Lower
Upper
-.4999
.4999

t
.0000

df
24

sig
1.0000

According to Tables 2 and 3, there is no significant difference between the material (M=1.28, SD=.98)
and mental verbs (M=1.28, SD=.89), t(24)= 1.0000, p>.05 for the neutral topic being assigned to group A .
The second paired t-test was run to determine the students’ general use of the verbs in group B. The
results are shown in Tables 4 and 5.
TABLE 4
Paired Sample Statistics in Groups B for Verbs’ General Use
Group
B

Type
Material
Mental

Mean
1.32
1.44

N
25
25

Std. Deviation
.75
.87

TABLE 5
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Paired Sample T-test in Groups B for verbs’ general use
Group
B

Type

Mean difference

Material-Mental

95% Confidence Interval of the Difference
t
Lower
Upper
-.5555
.3111
.5695

-.12

df

sig

24

.5743

The findings according to Tables 4 and 5 indicated that there is no significant difference between the
material (M=1.32, SD=.75) and mental verbs (M=1.44, SD=.87), t (24)= .5695, p>.05 for the neutral topic
being assigned to group B .
To investigate the probable differences within the data set of group A, a paired t-test was administered.
The results are presented in Tables 6 and 7.
TABLE 6
Paired Sample Statistics in Groups A
Group
A

Type

Mean

Mental
Material

N

3.5600
3.6400

Std. Deviation

25
25

Std. Error Mean

1.68523
1.99499

.33705
.19900

TABLE 7
Paired Sample T-test in Groups A
Group
A

Type

Mean difference

Mental - Material

-.08000

95% Confidence Interval of the Difference
Lower
Upper
-.9630
.8030

t

df

-.187

sig
24

.853

As it is shown in Table 6 and 7, a paired sample t-test indicated the fact that there is no significant
difference between the number of the verbs showing material process (M=3.64, SD= 1.99) and number of
mental verbs (M=3.56, SD=1.68), t(24)= -1.87, p>.05 in group A.
A paired t-test was run to examine the possible differences among the data set for group B. The results are
shown in Tables 8 and 9.
TABLE 8
Paired Sample Statistics in Groups B
Group

Type

Mean

N

Std. Deviation

B

Mental
Material

5.4400
3.6400

25
25

1.35647
.99499

Std. Error Mean
.27129
.19900

TABLE 9
Paired Sample T-test in Groups B
Group
B

Type

Mean difference

Mental - Material

1.80

95% Confidence Interval of the Difference
Lower
Upper
1.105
2.494

t

df

5.347

sig
24

.000

According to findings of paired t-test in Tables 8 and 9, the results showed that the number of the verbs
showing mental process (M=5.44, SD= 1.35) were significantly higher in comparison to the number of
verbs showing material process (M=3.64, SD=0.99), t(24)= 5.34, p<.05 in group B.
To evaluate the relationship between the two groups to find out whether there are any similarities or
differences between them, an independent t-test was administered to compare the status of verbs showing
material process between groups A and B. The results are presented in Tables 10 and 11.
TABLE 10
Groups A & B Statistics (Material)
Group
Material

Type

Mean

N

A
B

6.2400
3.6400

25
25

Std. Deviation
1.85472
.99499
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TABLE 11
Independent Sample T-test in Groups A & B (Material)

Group

Levene's Test for
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.
t

Material
Equal variances
assumed

t-test for Equality of Means
df

6.176
9.659

Sig. (2-tailed)

Mean difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference
Lower
Upper

48

.000

26

1.75362

3.44638

36.757

.000

26

1.74688

3.45312

.003

Equal variances
not assumed

6.176

According to Tables 10 and 11, the findings of an independent t-test displayed the fact that the usages of
the verbs showing material process in group A (M=6.24, SD=1.85) differ significantly from group B
(M=3.64, SD=0.99) at the .05 level of significance. (t= 6.17, df= 48, p<.05, 95% CI for mean difference
1.75 to 3.44). To put it another way, the number of verbs showing material process in group A is
significantly higher than group B. The results are best shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Application of material verbs in group A & B.
A second independent t-test was run to compare the status of verbs showing mental process between
groups A and B. The results are presented in Tables 12 and 13.
TABLE 12
Groups A & B Statistics (Mental)
Group

Type

Mean

N

Std. Deviation

Mental

A
B

3.5600
5.4400

25
25

Std. Error Mean

1.68523
1.35647

.33705
.27129

TABLE 13
Independent Sample T-test in Groups A & B (Mental)

Group

Levene's Test for
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.
t

Mental
Equal variances
assumed

-4.345

t-test for Equality of Means
df

48

Sig. (2-tailed)

Mean difference

95% Confidence Interval of
the Difference
Lower Upper

.000

-1.88

-2.749

-1.010

.000

-1.88

-2.750

-1.009

.008 .929
Equal variances
not assumed

-4.345

45.904
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The findings of the independent t-test displayed in Tables 12 and 13 reveal the fact that the usages of the
verbs showing mental process in group A (M=3.56, SD=1.68) differ significantly from group B (M=5.44,
SD=1.35) at the .05 level of significance. (t= -4.34, df= 48, p<.05, 95% CI for mean difference -2.74 to 1.01). In other words, the number of verbs showing mental process in group B was significantly higher in
comparison to group A. The results are shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Application of mental verbs in group A & B

Discussion
The Frequency of Material Verbs
The first question in this research addressed the frequency of the verbs showing material process.
According to Table 1, the results showed that material verbs were employed more (63.67%) in group A in
comparison to these types of verbs in group B (33.09%). The higher usages of material verbs in group A
supported Rizqi Arifiani’s research (2005) where high usages of material verbs were due to the fact that the
reality is mostly about particular actions that needed to be done physically.

The Frequency of Mental Verbs
To answer the second research question about the frequency of mental verbs, the findings in Table 1 also
revealed that the verbs showing mental process were greater in rank (59.91%) in group B than in group A
(36.32%). The results are similar to those of Song (2013) in that through mental process, not only would the
audience or readers enjoy their reading, but they would also visualize the situation which would help them
figure out the story better.
The findings according to Tables 2 and 3 for group A and Tables 4 and 5 for group B verified that there
was no significant difference between the number of the material and mental verbs in both groups when they
received a neutral topic for writing.

The Probable Difference Between Group A & B in Verbs Application
To find the difference between group A and B in using the material and mental verbs based on the third
research question, it is necessary to have a closer look at the findings in Tables 6 to 9. The results of the
paired t-tests in Tables 6 and 7 demonstrated that in group A, the usage of material verbs (M=3.64, SD= 1.99)
and mental verbs (M=3.56, SD=1.68) were approximately the same, whereas the usage of mental verbs in
group B (M=5.44, SD= 1.35), according to results of Tables 8 and 9 were higher.
Comparing group A and B, the results of the independent t-tests in Table 10 and 11 illustrated the fact that
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the number of verbs showing material process has increased in group A (M=6.24, SD=1.85) at the .05 level
of significance, while the number of verbs showing mental process, as shown in Tables 12 and 13, has raised
in group B (M=5.44, SD=1.35).
All in all, mankind uses language to express his or her world experience by using processes. Halliday
(2004) viewed material process as the way of doing physical or tangible actions. The higher percentage of
material verbs in this study illuminated the fact that learners attempted to show the connection between the
world and language in its physical nature to help the reader visualize the action pattern better. By using
material verbs, the Iranian English learners attempted to provide a more vivid picture of the issue. Moreover,
by addressing the pre-existing schema about the procedure via using material verbs, they help the readers to
perceive and also recognize the matter through a more physical environment. Therefore, the readers’
impression and perspective toward the topic might be influenced and become more objective and persuasive
as they formulate their assumption and make their decision according to the actions that have been
expressed via material verbs.
By contrast, the rise in the usage of mental verbs in group B in comparison to group A manifested that the
learners tried to portray the topic in a psychological and subjective way as well as a physical and objective
nature. Moreover, both types of articles are written in first-person which claimed that the writer him/herself
was talking about their own experiences and this might help the reader clarify the issue and figure out the
thoughts and ideology behind the reasoning of the writer.

The Probable Efficacy of Topics on Choosing Verbs
The last question in the current research regards whether the topic impacts the learner’s choice of verbs.
The results of this study further confirmed Eggin’s (2000, p. 241) ideas that “question patterns can be used
to differentiate mental process (“What do you think/feel/know about x?) from material processes (“What did
X do to Y)”.
Similarly, the findings of the current research are in line with the study of “Transitivity in English Medical
Research Articles” by Zheng et al., (2014). They claimed that the usages of various types of process might
be related to the aim and style of the topic.
The rise in the number of material verbs in group A, with a material related topic, would verify the
hypothesis that the topic did have an influence on the learner’s choice of verbs. In other words, Iranian
English learners used the verbs† such as go, eat, order, gather, clean to present a vivid picture of the issue
and make a connection between the topic and the experience of going to the restaurant or staying at home
which is very familiar for the readers. Thus, talking about the physical and material topics would visibly
lead to the selection of material verbs.
With this in mind, the results of the independent t-test also certified that choosing a mental related topic
would have an impact on the verb selection in learners’ writings. The rise in the number of mental verbs in
group B indicated that the learners’ tried to stimulate readers’ thoughts and imagination to get involved with
circumstances. For this purpose, they used mental verbs that carried out emotional (such as satisfy,
discontent, comfort, and enjoy) and cognitive reactions (such as prefer, think, imagine, and consider).
Despite this, there was no sign of using mental verbs with perceptive functions.
Therefore, it can safely be said that there is direct relationship between the topic and the verb selections in
Iranian English learners’ writings.

Conclusion
The results of the current study comparing two groups revealed that the rises in the number of material
†

The Material and Mental verbs used in Iranian English learners’ writings are listed in Appendix C
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verbs in group A and the increase in the number of mental verbs in group B verified the research hypothesis
that topic would influence the types of verbs in writings.
The findings of the present research might have some pedagogical implications for English teachers to
help their students become familiar with transitivity processes to handle the content of their writings better.
In addition, this might help the students to focus on the aspects of their writing that they have never
considered before and lead them toward a more rhetorical awareness approach in their writing while dealing
with different types of topics.
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Appendix A
The result of Kolmogorov Smirnov Test
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Appendix B
Samples of Iranian English learners’ writings
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Appendix C
List of Material and mental verbs used by Iranian English learners in writings
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