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The present study aimed to profile the developmental patterns of discourse in 
second language (L2) writings among different first language (L1) groups. 
Applying the list of metadiscourse markers proposed by Ken Hyland to learner 
language, this study investigates variation of metadiscourse across proficiency 
levels, as well as across L1 backgrounds. Using the International Corpus 
Network of Asian Learners of English, the present study compared the 
frequencies of metadiscourse markers used in the writings among different 
learner groups. The results suggest that the six learner groups that were 
compared have diverse frequency change patterns of metadiscourse features 
across proficiency levels. To be specific, Japanese learners’ heavy reliance on 
self-mentions and boosters is remarkably antithetical to Thai learners’ 
preference of engagement markers and hedges. Moreover, B2 and higher level 
learners in China and Taiwan exhibited greater numbers of evidential patterns 
(hereafter evidentials) than learners in other groups. These differences can be 
attributable to their L1 rhetorical strategy, not to their lexical and grammatical 
competence. Therefore, we should consider the idiosyncrasies in metadiscourse 
of each L1 group when assessing L2 learners based on their language 
performance. 
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1 Introduction 
 
The understanding of language learners’ developmental patterns is one of the 
central issues in second language acquisition (SLA) research. Now that a 
wide variety of computer learner corpora are available, SLA researchers can 
use them to focus afresh on descriptive facets of interlanguage processes and 
identify in an increasingly meticulous manner the characteristics of learner 
language at different developmental stages (Tono, 2013). For example, the 
largest-scale project describing interlanguages, the English Profile 
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Programme, aims to uncover what learners of English can and cannot do with 
the language at each of the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEFR) levels (Hawkins & Filipović, 2012). By analyzing a large 
amount of learner performance data, the project is trying to discover the 
distribution of correct use and distribution and features of misuse, overuse, 
and underuse of linguistic features of English, in particular criterial features 
that can be used to differentiate CEFR levels. 

Developmental patterns in a second language (L2) can vary across 
learners’ first languages (L1s) due to the linguistic and cultural features of 
different L1 communities. Murakami (2013) demonstrated the L1 influence 
on L2 acquisition order of grammatical morphemes by investigating a corpus 
consisting of more than 3,000 essays across seven L1 groups. In addition, 
Leacock, Chodorow, Gamon and Tetreault (2014) showed that the native 
language of learners significantly affects the likelihood of article error by 
contrasting four learner groups whose L1s have articles with three other 
groups whose L1s do not. Given these L1 effects upon L2 performance, we 
should consider L1-specific criterial features when profiling the language use 
of learner groups from different L1 backgrounds. 

These L1-derived differences in L2 use also reflect back and show the 
distances among the learners’ L1s. Comparing the syntactic features 
characteristic of L2 English writings across L1s, Nagata and Whittaker (2013) 
succeeded in reconstructing an Indo-European family tree from non-native 
English texts. Using natural language processing and statistical modeling 
techniques, they automatically classified European learners of English from 11 
different countries into three branches the Indo-European family: Italian, 
Germanic, and Slavic. Moreover, they proved that English language use of 
European learners as a whole is greatly dissimilar from that of Asian learners of 
English. Therefore, L1 influence is not a negligible factor in L2 writing research. 

A learner’s L1 can affect discourse as well as syntax in their L2 
written productions. Contrastive rhetorical studies demonstrate that the 
discourse characteristics of L2 writing clearly reflect rhetorical preferences in 
the learner’s L1 (Conner, 1996). In line with the tradition of contrastive 
rhetoric, Kobayashi (2016) investigated differences in rhetorical preferences 
in L2 writings by learners of different L1 groups, comparing the use of 
metadiscourse markers in L2 essays written by six learner groups in Asia. 
Performing multivariate statistical analyses, Kobayashi found a substantial 
difference in metadiscourse between East and Southeast Asian groups and 
identified discourse devices used to distinguish different L1 groups. 

The metadiscursive framework used in the present study was 
established by Hyland (2005) and is the most widely accepted in the field of 
corpus-based discourse analysis. The application of Hyland’s framework to 
learner corpus research also enables us to describe variation across 
proficiency levels. Furthermore, contrastive analysis of L2 metadiscourse 
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development leads to the further identification of L1-specific criterial features 
pertaining to discourse. 
 
 
2 Metadiscourse 
 
Hyland’s framework for metadiscourse is based on a wide range of research 
findings accumulated over the history of discourse analysis. An early study, 
Harris (1959) coined the term metadiscourse in order to refer to the writer’s 
effort to guide a reader’s perception of a text. Williams (1981) then 
categorized written metadiscourse into three types: (a) hedges and emphatics, 
(b) sequencers and topicalizers, and (c) narrators and attributors. Vande 
Kopple (1985) and Crismore (1989) further developed the concept, and 
revised the categories of metadiscourse. Hyland (2005), reflecting a general 
trend, defined metadiscourse as “the cover term for the self-reflective 
expressions used to negotiate interactional meanings in a text, assisting the 
writer (or speaker) to express a viewpoint and engage with readers as 
members of a particular community” (p. 37). On the basis of the above 
definition, he advanced a taxonomy of metadiscourse consisting of two large 
categories, interactional resources and interpersonal resources, as shown in 
Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Hyland’s Taxonomy of Metadiscourse 

Category Function Examples 

Interactive resources Help to guide reader through the text 

Transitions (TRA) 
Express semantic relation between
main clauses

in addition, but, 
thus, and finally, 

Frame markers 
(FRM) 

Refer to discourse acts, sequences,
or text stages

to conclude, my 
purpose here is to 

Endophoric markers 
(END) 

Refer to information in other parts
of the text

noted above, see 
Fig, in section 2 

Evidentials (EVI) 
Refer to source of information
from other texts

according to X, (Y, 
1990), Z states 

Code glosses  
(COD) 

Help readers grasp functions of
ideational material

namely, e.g., such 
as, in other words 

Interactional 
resources Involve the reader in the argument 

Hedges (HED) Without writer’s full commitment
to proposition

might, perhaps, 
possible,  about 

Boosters (BOO) 
Emphasize force or writer’s
certainty in proposition

in fact, definitely, it 
is clear that 

Attitude markers 
(ATM) 

Express writer’s attitude to
proposition

unfortunately, I 
agree,  surprisingly 

Engagement 
markers (ENG) 

Explicitly refer to or build
relationship with reader

consider, note that, 
you can see that 

Self-mentions 
(SEM) Explicit reference to author(s) I, we, my, our 
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Employing the taxonomy shown in Table 1 for the study of graduate 
student writing in six different fields, Hyland and Tse (2004) demonstrated 
that all ten functional categories of metadiscourse are more frequently used in 
doctoral dissertations than in master’s theses, and that the use of 
metadiscourse categories varies across academic disciplines. 

Hyland’s taxonomy of metadiscourse has had a great impact on 
learner corpus research. Based on the metadiscourse schema, Hong and Cao 
(2014) compared descriptive and argumentative English essays written by 
Chinese, Spanish, and Polish learners of English, and showed statistically 
significant differences among the three learner groups in the use of 
interactional metadiscourse. Tan and Eng (2014) examined the use of 
metadiscourse in writing by novice and advanced English learners in 
Malaysia, and found that with the aim of building rapport with their readers, 
both learner groups exhibited a greater preference for the use of interactional 
than interactive resources. In contrast, Attarn (2014) investigated the use of 
two types of metadiscourse resources, in research articles written by Iranian 
learners and native speakers of English, and demonstrated that, with the 
purpose of making explicitly the relationships between independent discourse 
units, both groups used interactive features more commonly than 
interactional. However, these and other previous learner-corpus-based 
discourse analyses have involved comparing native and nonnative groups, 
and have given little attention to L2 discourse development owing to the lack 
of large learner corpora coded with proficiency levels. 
 
 
3 Research Design 
 
3.1 Purpose of the study 
 
In order to address a lacuna in previous scholarship, the present study aimed 
to profile the developmental patterns of metadiscourse in L2 essays written 
by learners from different L1 groups. More specifically, the study applies the 
list of metadiscourse markers proposed by Hyland (2005) to learner language 
in order to investigate variation across both L1 backgrounds and proficiency 
levels. The findings should contribute to the identification of L1-specific 
criterial features regarding English discourse. 
 
3.2 Corpus data 
 
The present study draws on the International Corpus Network of Asian 
Learners of English (ICNALE) (Ishikawa, 2013), the largest Asian 
composition database in English. The data investigated here are a subset from 
this database, including L2 writings from six L1 groups (Chinese, Indonesian, 
Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese, and Thai). From the standpoint of World 
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Englishes, these groups fall within the “expanding circle” of English-
speakers (Kachru, 1992). In this corpus, all learners were classified into three 
levels based on the CEFR: A2 (Waystage), B1 (Threshold), or B2+ (Vantage 
or higher). The writing conditions were rigorously controlled for the 
contrastive analysis of these groups. All compositions in the subset were 
written in response to a single topic, namely “It is important for college 
students to have a part-time job” (Ishikawa, 2013, p. 97). Table 2 provides 
basic information on the subset. 
 
Table 2. Basic Information on Sample 

 
CEFR A2 level      CEFR B1 level    CEFR B2+ level 

N Total 
words

N Total 
words

N Total 
words 

Chinese
(CHN) 50 22,640 337 83,896 13 3,360 

Indonesian 
(IDN)

32 7,385 165 39,085 3 791 

Japanese 
(JPN) 154 34,959 23 51,778 18 4,281 

Korean
(KOR) 75 16,804 149 34,126 76 18,664 

Taiwanese 
(TWN)

29 6,491 148 35,294 23 5,856 

Thai
(THA) 119 26,866 279 64,166 2 514 

Total 459 115,145 1,101 308,345 135 33,466 

 
3.3 Data analysis 
 
Starting from the presumption that a “unique matrix of frequencies of various 
linguistic forms” characterizes every interlanguage (Krzeszowski, 1990, p. 
212), this study compared the frequencies of metadiscourse markers used by 
different learner groups through correspondence analysis (Greenacre, 2016). 
An advantage of this method lies in its high replicability, which emerges 
because there are few options in the calculation process compared to other 
clustering techniques like factor analysis (Nakamura, 1995). Another 
advantage is that the method graphically represents the relationships between 
learner groups and metadiscourse characteristics in a two-dimensional scatter 
plot (Glynn, 2014). It also provides a statistical summary of the 
characteristics of variation, and therefore can be utilized as a first step to 
consider which metadiscourse features should be investigated in more detail. 
After identifying analysis points for further investigation, the present study 
tracked frequency change patterns of metadiscourse features across 
proficiency levels in each L1 group. 
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4 Results and Discussion 
 
This study started by tabulating the frequencies of ten metadiscourse 
categories in the writings of all learner groups shown in Table 2. Table 3 lists 
the adjusted frequencies (per 10,000 words) of categories used by each group. 
This frequency matrix is too large to manually find all meaningful patterns 
underlying it; to deal with the problem, the author implemented 
correspondence analysis, which can help us gain an intuitive understanding of 
the notable associations among learner groups and metadiscourse features. 
 

Table 3. Adjusted Frequencies of Ten Metadiscourse Categories 

  TRA FRM END EVI COD 

CHN 

A2 450.60 149.61 0.00 0.89 49.58 

B1 444.45 120.12 1.08 1.92 54.85 

B2+ 437.13 110.78 0.00 5.99 47.90 

IDN 

A2 500.74 86.62 4.06 0.00 85.26 

B1 482.91 93.66 7.44 1.80 96.22 

B2+ 471.34 127.39 0.00 0.00 114.65 

JPN 

A2 489.20 128.75 0.00 0.29 86.89 

B1 477.34 137.66 0.19 0.58 94.81 

B2+ 429.48 100.92 0.00 0.00 105.61 

KOR 

A2 561.70 94.41 0.60 0.00 58.56 

B1 510.63 124.35 2.65 2.94 61.15 

B2+ 438.31 107.43 0.54 2.15 99.37 

THA 

A2 522.18 91.56 4.84 2.23 100.86 

B1 472.89 96.17 3.28 0.94 100.71 

B2+ 564.20 77.82 0.00 0.00 116.73 

TWN 

A2 481.93 98.86 0.00 0.00 83.41 

B1 467.72 119.56 0.85 1.14 86.83 

B2+ 497.95 104.38 1.71 5.13 94.11 
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Table 3. Adjusted Frequencies of Ten Metadiscourse Categories (Continued) 

  HED BOO ATM ENG SEM 

CHN 

A2 130.13 184.14 110.66 222.20 393.94 

B1 147.31 165.99 82.88 241.09 452.71 

B2+ 161.68 143.71 65.87 176.65 338.32 

IDN 

A2 123.16 146.16 67.67 166.46 358.64 

B1 100.33 135.48 89.55 227.86 280.20 

B2+ 114.65 76.43 50.96 292.99 356.69 

JPN 

A2 147.11 243.74 137.07 195.57 647.78 

B1 135.53 225.68 143.47 181.67 639.43 

B2+ 199.48 239.38 152.55 183.06 469.37 

KOR 

A2 128.47 172.69 106.96 328.65 322.08 

B1 135.81 170.21 93.78 262.81 395.10 

B2+ 156.85 136.97 92.39 189.07 248.70 

THA 

A2 157.44 168.97 82.25 350.23 308.17 

B1 163.57 166.86 86.63 377.19 264.59 

B2+ 252.92 136.19 77.82 642.02 116.73 

TWN 

A2 142.11 197.71 111.21 264.13 472.66 

B1 165.96 184.75 111.02 276.13 403.95 

B2+ 131.76 121.49 118.07 253.25 248.12 

 
Figure 1 shows the results of correspondence analysis in the two most 

significant dimensions, which account for 78.78% of total variation in the 
frequency matrix. The positioning of each group and feature on the horizontal 
axis (Dim 1) deserves particularly close examination due to its large 
contribution ratio (69.50%). The coordinates on the scatter plot reflect the 
interrelationships between all learner groups, the relative similarity between 
the ten metadiscourse categories, and the association patterns between the 
groups and the categories. The most prominent feature of this diagram is that 
self-mentions (SEM) and engagement markers (ENG) are distributed on 
opposite sides of the horizontal axis; under the theory of writer-reader 

47



 
 
 
 
 
Yuic

visib
feelin
1998
boost
write
relati
group
learn
 

Figur
 

devic
corre
lingu
frequ
writin
and B
other
const
show
Indon

hiro Kobayash

ility, first- an
ngs of author
). Another n
ters (BOO) o

er’s level of co
ionship betwe
ps, self-menti

ners (JPN) and

re 1. Scatter p

The next 
ces that can be
espondence an
uistic features 
uency of self-m
ngs. Although
B2+ level, the
r learner grou
tantly lower th

w falling frequ
nesian learner

hi 

d second-pers
r and to inter
notable featur
n the axis; th
ommitment to
een these four
ions and boos
d engagement 

plot displaying

step was to 
e used as L1-
nalysis, self-m
to be conside
mentions, wh
h self-mention
ey use this me
up. In contras
han among th
uency of self-m
rs does frequen

son pronouns 
ract with read
re is the pos
hese two meta
o a proposition
r types of int
sters are espe
markers and h

g the results of

meticulously
specific criter

mentions and e
ered. Figure 2
hich especially
ns decline sha
etadiscourse f
st, its frequen

he other group
mentions betw
ncy rise. 

are used to ex
ders, respectiv
sitioning of h
adiscourse de
n (Hyland, 20
teractional res
ecially charact
hedges of Tha

f corresponden

y investigate 
rial features. G
engagement m
 shows the pa

y characterize
arply in their 
feature more f
ncy in Thai 

ps. In addition
ween B1 and 

xpress the per
vely (Petch-T
hedges (HED
vices represen

005). Turning 
sources and le
teristic of Jap
ai learners (TH

nce analysis 

the metadisc
Given the resu
markers are th
atterns of chan

Japanese lea
essays betwee
frequently tha
learners’ essa

n, five of six g
B2+ level, on

rsonal 
Tyson, 

D) and 
nt the 
to the 
earner 
panese 
HA). 

 

course 
ults of 

he first 
nge in 

arners’ 
en B1 

an any 
ays is 

groups 
nly in 

48



 
 
 
 
 

Figur
 

mark
great
lighte
Japan
(Indo
incre
 

Figur
 

discr
of bo

Developmen

re 2. Frequenc

Figure 3 
kers. In contra
t number of 
est users of th
nese, Korean
onesian and T
eased proficien

re 3. Frequenc

As mentio
riminating the
oosters across 

ntal Patterns o

cy change patt

summarizes 
ast to their lo
engagement 
his resource. 
n, and Taiw
Thai) show ris
ncy. 

cy change patt

ned above, b
se L1 groups.
proficiency l

of Metadiscou

terns of self-m

frequency ch
ow use of sel
markers, whe
Unlike the fo

wanese), the 
ses in frequen

terns of engag

boosters and h
. Figure 4 illu
levels and L1 

urse in Second

mentions 

hange pattern
lf-mentions, T
ereas Japanes
our East Asian

two Southe
ncy of engage

gement marke

hedges are al
ustrates chang

groups, and s

d Language W

 

ns for engage
Thai learners 
se learners ar
n groups (Ch
ast Asian g
ment markers

 
rs 

lso instrumen
es in the frequ
shows that bo

 

Writing 

ement 
use a 

re the 
hinese, 
groups 
s with 

ntal in 
quency 
oosters 

49



 
 
 
 
 
Yuic

are p
Whil
profi
betw
learn
group
 

Figur
 

profi
betw
learn
devel
the fe
 

Figur

hiro Kobayash

particularly pr
le Japanese b
ciency, other
een B1 and 

ners incorpora
ps. 

re 4. Frequenc

Figure 5 v
ciency and L1
een B1 and 

ners display a 
lopmental sta
ewest booster

re 5. Frequenc

hi 

rominent in Ja
boosters have
r learner gr
B2+. In add

ate the metad

cy change patt

visualizes the 
1 backgrounds

B2+ Thai a
gradual incre

age; Indonesia
s). 

cy change patt

apanese learn
e a relatively
roups show 
dition, across 
discourse reso

terns of boost

variation in 
s, indicating m

and Japanese 
ease in the me
an learners us

terns of hedge

ers, at all dev
y flat frequen
decreasing f
proficiency 

ource less fre

ters 

the frequency
marked growth

learners. Ch
etadiscourse d
se the fewest 

es 

velopmental s
ncy pattern a
frequency ch
levels, Indon
quently than 

 

y of hedges a
h in their frequ
hinese and K
device accordi
hedges (as w

 

stages. 
across 

hanges 
nesian 
other 

across 
quency 
Korean 
ding to 
well as 

50



 
 
 
 
 

learn
of ev
learn
of co
ascrib
suppo
the T
group
 

Figur
 
 
5 Co
 
The p
of m
differ
comp
that 
heavy
Thai 
B2+ 
than 
lexic
this i
L1 g
perfo
resea
cultu

Developmen

Finally, on
ners by L1 bac
videntials, sh

ners from Chin
ontrastive rhet
bable to Chin
orted with quo
Thai learners 
ps show fluctu

re 6. Frequenc

nclusion 

purpose of the
metadiscourse 
rent L1 back
pared have div
also vary ac
y reliance on
learners’ pre
learners in C
learners in 

ogrammatical
implies, we sh
groups to wh
ormance. Mor
arch may sug
ural factors pr

ntal Patterns o

ne further me
ckground. Figu
howing a con
nese and Taiw
oric, this high

nese practice o
otations from 
display a dra

uations. 

cy change patt

e present stud
in L2 Engli

kgrounds. The
verse frequen
ross proficien

n self-mention
eference for e

China and Taiw
other group

l competence 
hould conside
hich L2 learn
re detailed co
ggest whether
evalent in the

of Metadiscou

etadiscourse 
gure 6 indicate
nsiderable ris
wanese L1 bac
h frequency of
of rhetoric, in
classical liter

amatic falling

terns of evide

dy was to desc
ish essays w
e results sugg
ncy change pa
ncy levels. In
ns and booste
engagement m
wan exhibited
ps—a differe
but to an iden

er the L1 meta
ners belong 

ontrastive anal
r and how le
eir L1 commu

urse in Second

feature is us
es that frequen
e between B
ckgrounds. Fr
f references to
n which a wri
rature (Hinkel
g pattern, wh

ntials 

cribe the deve
written by As
gest that the 
atterns of met
n particular, 
ers is remarka
markers and 
d greater num
ence attributa
ntified L1 rhe
adiscursive id
when assessi
lysis of meta
earners’ rheto
unities. Never

d Language W

eful to distin
ncy change pa

B1 level- and
rom the perspe
o other texts m
ter’s claim is 
l, 2002). In co
hile the other 

 

elopmental pa
sian learners 
six learner g
adiscourse fea
Japanese lea

ably antithetic
hedges. More

mbers of evide
able not to 

etorical strateg
diosyncrasies o
ing their lang
discourse in f

oric is affecte
theless, the pr

 

Writing 

nguish 
atterns 
d B2+ 
ective 

may be 
 often 

ontrast, 
three 

atterns 
from 

groups 
atures 

arners’ 
cal to 
eover, 
entials 

their 
gy. As 
of the 

nguage 
future 
ed by 
resent 

51



 
 
 
 
 
Yuichiro Kobayashi 

study makes an initial contribution to our understanding of the differential 
nature and characteristics of L2 metadiscourse across L1 groups and 
proficiency levels. 
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