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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines whether EFL learners deploy their language skills differently 

and successfully when writing across communicative contexts. Study 1 proposes an 

innovative construct register flexibility, which refers to the ability to flexibly use a variety 

of linguistic resources to appropriately address various audiences across communicative 

contexts. A total of 263 EFL learners from three native language groups (Chinese, 

French, and Spanish) participated in this study. Using the researcher-developed 

Communicative Writing Instrument (CW-I), each participant produced: a personal email 

to a close friend (colloquial) and an academic report for an educational authority 

(academic). Texts were analyzed for linguistic complexity at the lexical, syntactic and 

discourse levels. Consistent with previous research, findings revealed positive 

associations between participants’ English proficiency and the linguistic complexity of 

the texts produced. In contrast, the association between English proficiency and register 

flexibility was not consistent across the different linguistic levels and differed across the 

three native language groups.  

Study 2 examined EFL writers’ use of metadiscourse markers (MDMs), and their 

contribution to writing quality within and across colloquial and academic contexts. The 

corpus consisted of 704 written texts from 352 participants1 (collected also with CW-I). 

Texts were coded for three subtypes of organizational markers (i.e., frame markers, code 

                                                 
1 The corpus of study 2 is slightly larger than study 1 because we also include participants for 

whom the standardized English proficiency scores are missing.  
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glosses, and transitions) and three subtypes of stance markers (i.e., hedges, boosters, and 

attitude indicators). Trained EFL teachers scored overall writing quality using a standard 

rubric. The study reveals the similarities and differences in MDMs used across 

communicative contexts. Findings also revealed that the diversity of organizational 

markers and the frequency of frame markers were positive predictors of both academic 

and colloquial writing. In contrast, diversity of stance markers and the frequency of 

hedges were positively associated with writing quality only in the colloquial register 

condition.  

Findings from both studies inform EFL writing instructors to design instruction 

that focuses not only on teaching linguistic forms, but which also encourages EFL 

learners to contrast the functional use of these resources across communicative contexts. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Writing is a complex process that serves as an important mechanism for students 

to express and advance their academic learning and critical thinking, and as a resource 

throughout life to successfully communicate with others in professional and social 

environments (Graham & Perin, 2007). Writing proficiency in English has been 

recognized as decisive for students in developing social relationships, achieving 

academic success, and accomplishing professional milestones (Grabe & Kaplan, 1996). 

Even in many countries where English is not the national language nor the native 

language of most residents, students’ academic achievement is closely related to their 

English writing proficiency. This is increasingly the case in many countries due not only 

to worldwide English proficiency tests (e.g. TOEFL) that determine academic and 

professional opportunities, but also due to many high-stakes nationwide examinations 

(e.g. Gaokao in China) which require extended essay writing in English (Cheng, 2008; 

Choi, 2008). Beyond the academic context, in their social life, English as a foreign 

language (EFL) learners are faced with a large variety of writing tasks that they 

frequently have to complete in English, in order to communicate with a variety of 

audiences in the globalizing environment. However, even students who have received 

rigorous EFL training may display a profound disconnect between their high-level 

performances on standardized English proficiency tests and their written communicative 

skills across communicative contexts in the real world (Hyland, 2007). How to prepare 

EFL learners to write in various academic, professional, and social contexts so they can 
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participate effectively in the world outside of their EFL classrooms is a critical yet 

understudied question. 

The recent research from the British Council estimates that 750 million people are 

learning English as a foreign language (EFL) worldwide (British Countil, 2014). 

Adolescent and adult EFL learners represent the largest and fastest growing population of 

English learners in international settings. Yet, this population’s strengths and weaknesses 

in writing across contexts have been minimally studied (Leki, Cumming, & Silva, 2008; 

Matsuda & De Pew, 2002; Ortmeier-Hooper & Enright, 2011). During the past twenty-

five years, the study of EFL learners' writing proficiency has received increasing 

attention (Silva & Matsuda, 2012). Yet, the majority of empirical research on EFL 

writing focuses on advanced language learners at undergraduate or graduate level (Li & 

Wharton, 2012; Liardet, 2013; Liu, 2013; Marco, 2000; Miao & Lei, 2008; Ong, 2011; 

Qin & Karabacak, 2010). Additionally, most writing studies have exclusively focused on 

test-based academic writing, with scarce research contrasting EFL learners’ writing for 

non-academic purposes or audiences. This thesis focuses on EFL learners across a wide 

range of age (early adolescents to adults) and proficiency levels (basic to advanced). 

Moreover, instead of focusing on a single piece of academic writing, I study EFL 

learners’ writing performances across academic and colloquial contexts. 

This thesis consists two research papers and a practitioner-oriented paper on 

instructional reflections and recommendations informed by the research findings. In 

Study 1, I examined EFL learners’ writing across academic and colloquial 



 

 3 

communicative contexts through the lens of register flexibility2. This is a newly proposed 

construct that analyzes whether learners can flexibly use a variety of linguistic resources 

(i.e., at the lexical, syntactic, and discourse levels) to address different communicative 

contexts. Students’ register flexibility in writing is analyzed in relation to their English 

proficiency and sociodemographic background. Building on an intriguing finding from 

this first study – that EFL learners lacked register flexibility at the discourse level – in 

Study 2 I investigated the use of discourse organizational markers and stance markers in 

the EFL learner corpus of academic and colloquial writing. In this study, I also examined 

how such usage is associated with writing quality within and across communicative 

contexts. The third paper presents a practitioner-oriented article in which I summarize the 

research findings, highlighting the key lessons from these two studies in a way that is 

relevant to EFL instructional practices. The thesis ends with a final conclusion that 

integrates the findings across the two studies and proposes a series of future research 

directions. 

  

                                                 
2 Register is a broad concept that could be analyzed at various levels of specificity. In the present 

study, for clarity of communication, registers will be used to refer to “the collection of EFL 

learners’ texts produced in response to an academic vs. colloquial register elicitation condition”.  
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CHAPTER 2: STUDY I 

From Linguistic Complexity to Register Flexibility: Exploring EFL Writing across 

Communicative Contexts 

In the field of English-as-Foreign-Language (EFL) writing research, the linguistic 

complexity of students’ written texts has been widely used as an indicator of their EFL 

proficiency (Norris & Ortega, 2009; Ortega, 2003; Pallotti, 2015; Yoon, 2017). This line 

of research documents that, more proficient EFL learners use more sophisticated 

vocabulary and grammatical structures in written communication than less proficient 

learners. We do not know, though, which EFL writers can flexibly and successfully 

address communicative demands across different writing contexts. Writing to a 

familiar/informal audience, for instance, requires a somewhat different set of linguistic 

resources than those used for an unfamiliar/academic audience.  

In the present study, we define a construct required to successfully navigate 

various communicative contexts: Register Flexibility. This construct is inspired by 

previous research on functional linguistics (Halliday, Matthiessen, & Matthiessen, 2014; 

Ravid & Tolchinsky, 2002) and developmental language studies (Berman, 2008; Berman 

& Nir-Sagiv, 2007; Ravid & Tolchinsky, 2002; Uccelli et al., 2015). Register refers to the 

co-occurrence of “a variety of linguistic features associated with a particular situation of 

use” (Biber & Conrad, 2009, p. 6) Accordingly, Register Flexibility is defined as the 

ability to flexibly use a variety of linguistic resources – at the lexical, syntactic and 

metadiscourse levels, to appropriately address various audiences across communicative 
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contexts. To measure register flexibility, we compared learners’ writing performances 

across two elicited persuasive writing tasks: a personal email written to a close friend 

(colloquial register) and an academic report written to an educational authority (academic 

register). The topic remained the same across both writing tasks (the advantages of study 

abroad programs). Register flexibility was operationalized as the degree of differentiation 

in linguistic features displayed in EFL participants’ texts across the communicative 

contexts. Building on previous findings from corpus linguistics (e.g., Biber et al., 2009), 

we anticipated that more skilled writers would demonstrate higher register flexibility, i.e. 

a larger contrast between their two texts, with fewer academic features in the email to a 

friend than in the academic report to an educational authority. 

The present study was driven by two goals: 

1) to examine the association between test-based measures of English proficiency 

and the linguistic complexity of their writing, at the lexical, syntactic, and discourse 

levels;  

2) to examine the association between English proficiency and register flexibility 

at the lexical, syntactic, and discourse levels.  

Whereas the first goal entails a replication of previous research, it was necessary 

as a first step to address the second, more innovative goal of the present study. Whether 

these associations vary by participants’ native language will also be examined. This study 

is motivated by the ultimate goal of revealing EFL students’ strengths and weaknesses 

when writing across communicative contexts and of informing the design of pedagogical 
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approaches that enhance EFL learners’ ability to convert their linguistic knowledge into 

real-world communicative competence. 

Literature Review 

Complexity as an Indicator of English Proficiency 

Linguistic complexity is defined as the capacity to use more advanced linguistic 

forms and functions that are typically acquired in later second/foreign language 

development (Ellis, 2009; Pallotti, 2015). In the past decade, a productive line of research 

has investigated various linguistic complexity measures, particularly at the lexical and 

syntactic levels (Bulté & Housen, 2012; Norris & Ortega, 2009; Ortega, 2012). For 

instance, written texts with a higher level of lexical diversity receive higher human-rated 

holistic writing quality scores (S. Crossley & McNamara, 2012; Scott A Crossley, 

Salsbury, McNamara, & Jarvis, 2011; Qin & Uccelli, 2016). In addition, more frequent 

use of particular lexical categories, in particular morphologically complex words (e.g., 

appropriately), nominalized words (e.g., distinction), and academic words (e.g., 

hypothesis), is associated with language proficiency (Meisel, Clahsen, & Pienemann, 

1981; Oh, 2006).  

Syntactic complexity has been traditionally studied by measuring the complexity 

of coordinative or subordinate structures across clauses (Ortega, 2003). Wolfe-Quintero, 

Inagaki, and Kim (1998), for instance, reviewed thirty-nine English as a second language 

(L2) writing studies in the 1990s or earlier, identifying four clause-level measures – i.e., 



 

9 

mean length of T-unit3, mean length of clause4, clauses per T-unit, and percent dependent 

clauses – as “the most satisfactory measures,” all associated consistently with language 

proficiency. However, other empirical studies have generated mixed findings, showing 

non-significant or even negative relations between clausal subordination and language 

proficiency among both school-age native speakers (Scott, 1988) and undergraduate EFL 

learners (Bardovi-Harlig & Bofman, 1989; Flahive & Snow, 1980; Perkins, 1980). More 

recently, Biber and colleagues argued that phrase-level complexity (i.e. non-clausal 

features embedded in noun phrases) was a more valid indicator of proficiency in the 

written register, whereas clause-level complexity predicts proficiency in the spoken 

register (Biber, Gray, & Poonpon, 2011; Biber, Gray, & Staples, 2016). Undergraduate 

L2 students showed a positive association between phrasal complexity and language 

proficiency in academic writing, whereas non-significant association with clausal 

subordination/coordination (Bulté & Housen, 2014; Lu, 2011; Mazgutova & Kormos, 

2015). These sets of findings highlight in particular the need to attend to context and task 

when assessing linguistic complexity in EFL writers.  

While previous research mostly focused on lexical and syntactic complexity, we 

deem it necessary to include complexity at the discourse level, which is operationalized 

in the present study as the use of ‘metadiscourse markers’ in written texts. Metadiscourse 

refers to how writers’ language choices reflect their consideration for the audience, i.e., 

                                                 
3 T-units are defined as thematic units of complete and autonomous meaning, corresponding to a main 

clause plus all the subordinate clauses embedded in it (Hunt, 1983). 
4 A clause is defined as “a unit that contains a unified predicate, …[i.e.,] a predicate that expresses a 

single situation (activity, event, state). Predicates include finite and nonfinite verbs, as well as 

predicate adjectives” (Berman & Slobin, 2013, p. 660). 
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mechanisms to engage their reader through elaboration, clarification, guidance and/or 

interaction (Crismore, 1989; Harris, 1959; Hyland, 2005, 2017). It is comprised of two 

dimensions: 1) writer’s management of the information flow to guide readers through a 

text, or discourse organization; 2) writer’s intervention to alert readers to the author’s 

perspective towards certain propositions, or discourse stance. Compared to native English 

speakers, second language (ESL) learners often face considerable challenges in 

appropriately deploying metadiscourse resources in writing, and their writing is often 

assessed as “uncontextualized, incoherent and inappropriately reader-focused” (Hyland, 

2005, p. 176; Silva, 1993). Frequency and diversity of metadiscourse markers have been 

documented as reliable predictors of academic writing quality for both second language 

writers (Scott A Crossley, Kyle, & McNamara, 2016; Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995; 

Jalilifar, 2008; Qin & Uccelli, 2016) and native English speakers (Dobbs, 2013, 2014; 

Uccelli, Dobbs, & Scott, 2013). However, few empirical studies have been conducted to 

quantitatively model the association between English proficiency and the use of 

metadiscourse markers in writing.  

Linguistic complexity cannot be measured using a single linguistic index (Pallotti, 

2015). The present study understands linguistic complexity as a multidimensional 

construct. By examining measures at various linguistic levels widely used in the field, we 

seek to clearly understand how different measures tap the same or distinct indices of 

linguistic complexity. 
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A Pragmatic-view of English Proficiency 

Does more complexity always indicate a higher level of mastery of a foreign language? 

Not always. Linguistic complexity can be identified with “the capacity to use more 

advanced language;” however, “being capable of using it is distinct from differentiating 

when and how to use it” (Ellis, 2009, p. 475). Progress in learners’ language proficiency 

certainly entails mastering use of increasingly complex linguistic resources, but it also 

requires the development of the register flexibility needed to adapt language 

appropriately to particular communicative contexts. Pragmatics-based language 

acquisition theories (Ninio & Snow, 1996; Ochs, 1993) view language learning as the 

result of individuals’ socialization and enculturation into certain discourse communities, 

and language use as requiring different skillsets in different contexts. In this theoretical 

framework, being a skilled language user in some social contexts does not guarantee 

language proficiency in other contexts. The differential proficiency is associated with the 

specific opportunities to learn and practice in different communicative contexts (Cazden, 

2001; Heath, 2012). Whereas extensive research documents the strong relations between 

learners’ English proficiency and their linguistic complexity, I seek to advance the field 

by bringing a pragmatic lens to the examination of linguistic complexity in writing across 

contexts. 

Academic vs. colloquial registers. The existence of registers – or patterned ways 

of using language in particular contexts (e.g., language of home, language of school) -- 

has been widely documented in the literature (Biber & Conrad, 2009; Halliday et al., 

2014). Language used in academic contexts (e.g., research articles, textbooks) and 

language used for daily social interactions (e.g., conversations, personal emails) are 
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illustrative examples of registers, which despite obvious linguistic overlap, present 

distinct subsets of co-occurring prevalent linguistic features. For instance, academic texts 

(e.g., research articles, university textbooks) are typically “structurally elaborate, 

complex, abstract and formal”, with “more subordination” and “more explicit coding of 

logical relations” and involving “epistemic stance” (Hyland, 2015, p. 50). Personal e-mail 

messages, as an emergent electronic written register, contain many colloquial language 

features due to its similarity to face-to-face conversations. Biber and Conrad (2009) 

reported that personal emails contain higher frequencies of lexical verbs and first- and 

second-person pronouns, and slightly fewer nouns, than academic writing. The only study 

of metadiscourse across registers ( Zhang (2016) found that metadiscourse markers are 

more pervasive in more informative and abstract registers such as academic texts and 

editorials, while relatively rare in narrative registers such as fiction and press reportage. 

Register flexibility in development. In light of the widely documented register 

variation in natural language, it is important to explore how language learners, at various 

developmental levels, develop register flexibility. Many native English-speaking learners 

find acquiring academic language challenging even when they are colloquially fluent 

(Bailey, 2007; Uccelli et al., 2015; Uccelli & Phillips Galloway, 2017). It is widely 

assumed that native speakers achieve fluency in colloquial language before tackling 

academic registers. However, for some EFL learners, the English of academic texts might 

be more accessible than colloquial language, to which they have been minimally exposed 

in their regular EFL classes (Chang, 2012; Qin & Uccelli, 2016). Therefore, analyzing 

EFL learners’ performance across both academic and colloquial registers is necessary. 

Berman and her colleagues’ work is informative in this aspect, as they compare school-
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age children’s and adults’ conceptualization and construction of different types of texts 

(oral and written, narrative and expository) (Berman, 2005; Berman & Katzenberger, 

2004; Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2007). Building on this line of research with native speakers, 

the present study will reveal how EFL learners conceptualize and construct both 

colloquial and academic texts, through an innovative lens of register flexibility. 

The study addressed the following research questions: 

1. Do EFL learners with higher English proficiency demonstrate more 

complexity in their use of linguistic resources at lexical, syntactic and 

metadiscourse levels in persuasive writing? 

2. Are EFL learners with higher English proficiency more skilled in register 

flexibility at the lexical, syntactic and metadiscourse levels? Does the relation 

between proficiency and register flexibility vary by native language? 

 We hypothesized that EFL learners with higher proficiency would demonstrate 

more complexity in their use of linguistic resources in writing – i.e. more sophisticated 

vocabulary, more complex sentence structure and higher frequencies of metadiscourse 

markers. Yet, based on the observation of the gap between many EFL learners’ high 

proficiency scores and their lack of communicative flexibility across social settings, we 

hypothesized that a similar positive association may not exist between English 

proficiency and register flexibility for writing across communicative contexts.  

Methods 
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Sample 

A total of 263 adolescent and adult EFL learners, aged between 16 and 47 years, 

participated in this study. The sample included slightly larger proportion of females 

(65%) than males. Participants represented three native language groups and a variety of 

geographic regions, with 63 Chinese speakers from mainland China (24%), 60 French 

speakers from two European countries (21% France, 2% Switzerland) and 140 Spanish 

speakers from three South American countries (24% Mexico, 18% Colombia, 11% Chile) 

(see Table 1). Based on their performance in a standardized English proficiency test 

(EFSET), their EFL proficiency levels were assessed to be basic (21.18%), intermediate 

(56.43%) and advanced (22.39), corresponding to the Common European Framework of 

References for Languages (CEFR). At the time of the study, all participants had just 

started to attend international English language programs in the U.S. or U.K. led by the 

same private language education institute,5 which used a standard curriculum and 

instructional approach across all its sites. All participants were still considered EFL 

learners because their English had been acquired almost entirely in countries where 

English was not a societal language, and their exposure to the native English 

environments had been quite limited (ranging from one week to three months).  

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

                                                 
5 This dissertation is part of a larger research project conducted in collaboration with this 

language education institute. 
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Research Instruments and Procedures 

Trained administrators administered the following instruments in a computer lab 

under standard conditions as part of participants’ regular school day. 

1. Communicative Writing Instrument (CW-I): a 50-minute digital instrument 

that was previously piloted by the author and consisted of a series of 

communicative writing tasks designed to measure EFL learners’ writing 

performance across communicative contexts. The current study analyzes 

participants’ written response to two specific scenarios:  

a. writing to persuade a friend in a personal email (colloquial register 

condition);  

b. writing to persuade an educational authority in an academic report 

(academic register condition).  

The topic remained the same across both scenarios: the advantages/disadvantages 

of studying abroad. (See Appendix A for the CW-I elicitation protocol.) In order 

to control for order effects, half of the sample was randomly assigned to complete 

the colloquial-scenario writing task before the academic-scenario writing task, 

whereas the other half completed the tasks in reverse order. 

2. Standard English Proficiency Test (EFSET) (𝛼 = 0.94): a 50-minute 

standardized test that measures English listening and reading skills in EFL 

learners. The instrument uses a computer multi-stage adaptive test design, 

whereby the difficulty level of the test content is adjusted in real time according to 

the test taker’s unique pattern of correct and incorrect answers. The EFSET score 

scale ranges from 1 to 100. EFSET has an overall reliability coefficient of 0.94, 
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which is comparable to TOEFL iBT (𝛼 = 0.85), the widely used assessment of 

English proficiency (EF, 2014; ETS., 2011).  

Linguistic Measures of the CW-I Corpus 

The corpus generated from CW-I consists of 526 texts, two from each of the 263 

participants. Texts were originally typed by participants in a digital platform, and 

exported into TXT files. In order to facilitate accurate computer tagging of linguistic 

features and reduce bias in human coding/scoring, we removed all mechanical mistakes 

(e.g. unconventional spelling, capitalizations and punctuation mistakes) and coded them 

in separate files. A variety of lexical, syntactic, and metadiscourse measures were 

generated to analyze the CW-I corpus data: 

Lexical measures. Using Natural Language Processing (NLP) programs, i.e., 

SiNLP (Scott A. Crossley, Varner, Kyle, & McNamara, 2014) and CLAN (MacWhinney, 

2000),  six measures of lexical complexity were generated.  

Lexical diversity: measured through the widely used VocD measure, which is 

calculated based on the predicted decline of type/token ratio as text length 

increases.  (McKee, Malvern, & Richards, 2000). 

Mean length of words: measured the proportion of multisyllabic words (i.e., 

words with three or more syllabus) per 100 words. In English, longer words tend 

to be more sophisticated (Read, 2000).  

Lexical density: measured the proportion of content words (i.e., nouns, verbs, 

adjectives, adverbials) per 100 words (Ure, 1971). 
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Morphologically complex words: the proportion of words per 100 words with 

complex structures or multiple derivational morphemes, such as prefixes (e.g., 

unconditional), suffixes (e.g., complexity), or compound structures (e.g., 

underestimate) (Kieffer & Lesaux, 2007). 

Nominalized words: the proportion of nominalized expressions per 100 words (a 

verb or an adjective converted into a noun, e.g., transportation, preference) 

(Martin, 1991; Schleppegrell, 2002). 

Academic Words: the proportion of academic words per 100 words that appear in 

the Academic Word List (e.g., rationale, hypothesis) (Coxhead, 2000). 

Syntactic measures. Using the Second Language Syntactic Complexity Analyzer 

(L2SCA) (Lu, 2010), six syntactic measures were generated to measure both clause-level 

and phrase-level complexity, including: mean length of sentence (MLS), mean length of 

T-unit (MLTU), mean length of clause (MLC), dependent clauses per T-unit (DC/TU), 

coordinate phrases per clause (CP/C) and complex noun phrases per clause (CNP/C).  

These are illustrated using a student-written sentence: 

“As the trend of globalization becomes stronger, students nowadays have the 

necessity of experience new things and get to know ‘other world’, that might be 

useful in their professional lives.” 

Despite the obvious room for improvement in semantic clarity and conciseness, the 

sentence is structurally complex, as revealed in the analysis of its hieratical structure, see 

Figure 1 adapted from Yang, Lu, and Weigle (2015). At the bottom level, there are two 

types of within-clause phrasal structures, namely, the coordinate phrase (experience new 
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things and get to know) and complex noun phrases (the trend of globalization, the 

necessity of), which made the clauses longer and more elaborate. Beyond within-clause 

elaboration, another source of complexity derives from clausal subordination. This 

sentence contains an adverbial clause (as the trend of globalization becomes stronger) 

and a complement clause (that might be useful in their professional lives) that are both 

embedded in the main clause (students nowadays have the necessity of…). These 

complex clauses contribute to form a complex T-unit, and in turn, a complex sentence. 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

Metadiscourse measures.  Metadiscourse markers are linguistic resources 

writers use to “help readers to organize, interpret and evaluate what is being said” 

(Hyland, 2017, p. 17). These include: 1) organizational markers that signal the global 

structure of information presented in the text; and 2) stance markers that indicate the 

writer’s attitude toward the topic (Hyland, 2005).  

Global organizational markers include: a) frame markers which introduce new 

arguments and shift topics (e.g. first of all, on the other hand); b) code glosses 

which signal examples, definitions or paraphrases (e.g., for example, in other 

words); c) evidential markers which acknowledge the source of a claim (e.g. 

according to); d) goal markers which express the goal of writing (e.g., this essay 

aims to…); and e) conclusion markers which explicitly summarize the text (e.g., 

to summarize). These markers typically organize the information in a way that the 

anticipated audience will find coherent and convincing in the global structure. 

Transition markers that code sentence-level coherence (e.g. because, although) 

were not included in the analysis.  
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Stance markers give explicit cues to readers regarding the author’s stance or 

attitude towards the topic of discussion. In this study, we analyzed epistemic 

stance markers that entail degree of possibility, certainty, or acknowledgement of 

the writer’s beliefs about the truth of certain assertions or state of affairs, 

including: (a) Epistemic hedges that index a writer’s cautious attitude toward the 

truth of an assertion, and are realized through the use of modal auxiliary verbs, 

adjectives and adverbs (e.g., it is possible that; people might benefit from…). (b) 

Epistemic boosters that index the writer’s emphasis or commitment to the truth of 

an assertion (e.g., it is true…, it has been shown…). 

We coded metadiscourse markers using the list compiled in Hyland’s (2005) 

appendix as a reference corpus. Then, two human coders verified the use of each 

linguistic marker in texts to double check its semantic accuracy and functional 

appropriateness following a coding scheme6. Formative reliability was established 

between the two coders. Summative reliability scoring was used to establish interrater 

reliability using 20% of the texts. High levels of reliability were established, yielding a 

Cohen’s kappa of 0.89. 

Data Analytic Approach 

Analytic Approach for RQ1: 

To address the first research question, we included the following variables in my 

models: 

                                                 
6 Coding scheme available from author upon request. 
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• Outcomes:  

1) Lexical complexity composite; 2) Syntactic complexity composite; 3) Total 

number of global organizational markers; 4) Total number of epistemic 

hedges 5) Total number of boosters. 

• Key Predictor: Standardized English proficiency score 

• Text-level controls: Text Length (measured by total number of words per text), 

Register (academic vs. colloquial) 

• Learner-level controls: Native language (Chinese, French and Spanish), Age 

Lexical and syntactic composites are normally distributed and an initial screening 

of data revealed a potential linear relationship between English proficiency and 

lexical/syntactic complexity. Therefore, we fit a series of multilevel linear models when 

examining lexical and syntactic outcomes. Using lexical complexity as an example, the 

following model was specified: 

Model specification (Lexical/Syntactic Outcome): 

Level 1 (Text level): 

𝐿𝑒𝑥𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑖𝑗 = 𝛽0𝑗 + 𝛽1𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽2𝐿𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑡ℎ𝑖𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗 

𝜖𝑖𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝜖
2) 

Level 2 (Learner level): 

𝛽0𝑗 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾01𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 + 𝛾02𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 + 𝛾03𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑗 + 𝑢0𝑗 

𝑢0𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝛽0

2 ) 
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At level 1, 𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖 = 1 when the text is academic and text length is controlled via 

standardized number of words per text. At level 2, besides the three learner variables (i.e., 

English proficiency, native language and age), each learner is assigned a random 

intercept (𝑢0𝑗) to account for the fact that texts are clustered within individual (i.e., each 

student produced two pieces of writing). The coefficient of interest to answer the first 

research question is the English proficiency predictor (𝛾01), which indicates the 

association between learners’ general English proficiency and lexical complexity in 

writing in general. 

The distribution of the count of organizational markers and stance markers are 

highly skewed to the right with many zero values and a screening of data revealed a 

potential non-linear relationship between the count of these metadiscourse markers and 

English proficiency. Therefore, we conducted the multilevel Poisson modeling approach 

when examining the metadiscourse outcomes. Using count of organizational markers as 

an example, the following model was specified: 

Model specification (Metadiscourse Outcome): 

Level 1: 

𝑂𝑟𝑔𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑞𝑖𝑗 = 𝑃𝑜𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑛(𝜇𝑖 ∙ 𝑒𝛽0𝑗+𝛽1𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗+𝜖𝑖𝑗) 

𝜖𝑖𝑗~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜖
2) 

Level 2:  

𝛽0𝑗 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾01𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 + 𝛾02𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 + 𝛾03𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑗 + 𝑢0𝑗 

𝑢0𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝛽0

2 ) 
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With this model, exposure (𝜇𝑖) is the total number of words in a text, thus the intercept is 

now interpreted as the overall rate of occurrence of organizational markers out of the total 

number of words in a text. Moreover, over-dispersion7 was modeled as a random 

intercept at the text level (𝜖𝑖).  

Analytic Approach for RQ2 

The same set of variables were included to address the second research question. 

However, different from RQ1 models above, register was treated as an important text-

level moderator which could potentially alter the relationship between the key predictor – 

English proficiency – and multiple outcome variables. Native language was treated as 

another learner-level moderator, assuming the relationship of interest might differ by 

language group. 

We fit the following models to the data. Similar to RQ1, multilevel linear models 

were fit when using lexical/syntactic outcomes, whereas multilevel Poisson models were 

fit to analyze metadiscourse outcomes.  

Model specification (Lexical/Syntactic Outcome): 

Level 1 (Text level): 

𝐿𝑒𝑥𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑖𝑗 = 𝛽0𝑗 + 𝛽1𝑗𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽2𝐿𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑡ℎ𝑖𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗  

𝜖𝑖𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝜖
2) 

Level 2 (Learner level): 

                                                 
7 In statistics, over-dispersion is the presence of greater variability in a data set than would be 

expected based on a given statistical model. It is a common problem in Poisson models. 
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𝛽0𝑗 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾01𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 + 𝛾02𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 + 𝛾03𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑗 + 𝑢0𝑗 

𝛽1𝑗 = 𝛾10 + 𝛾11𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 + 𝛾12𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 + 𝛾13𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 ∗ 𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 

𝑢0𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝛽0

2 ) 

Model specification (Metadiscourse Outcome): 

Level 1: 

𝑂𝑟𝑔𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑞𝑖𝑗 = 𝑃𝑜𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑛(𝜇𝑖 ∙ 𝑒𝛽0𝑗+𝛽1𝑗𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗+𝜖𝑖𝑗) 

𝜖𝑖𝑗~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜖
2) 

Level 2:  

𝛽0𝑗 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾01𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 + 𝛾02𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 + 𝛾03𝐴𝑔𝑒𝑗 + 𝑢0𝑗 

𝛽1𝑗 = 𝛾10 + 𝛾11𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 + 𝛾12𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 + 𝛾13𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑗 ∗ 𝑁𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑗 

𝑢0𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝛽0

2 ) 

Building on RQ1 models, the RQ2 models add several interactions between register and 

the learner characteristics (i.e., English and native). The primary coefficient of interest is 

the interaction between register and English ( 𝛾11), which will be interpreted as the 

association between English proficiency and register flexibility. In other words, if this 

coefficient is tested to be statistically significant, it indicates that the distinction in 

learners’ use of linguistic features across registers varies as a function of English 

proficiency. We further tested the three-way interaction between register, English and 

Native ( 𝛾13) to explore if the relationship between English proficiency and register 

flexibility holds in all three language groups. 
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Results 

We started with a series of descriptive analyses (see Table 2). The average length 

of colloquial texts was 198.25 words, whereas academic texts were, on average, slightly 

shorter, with 192.65 words per text. All linguistic measures captured individual 

variability across the sample, and the means for a variety of measures also differed by 

writing task (colloquial vs. academic). EFL learners in the sample showed limited use of 

complex vocabulary in general. For instance, texts across the corpus contained fewer than 

two academic words, fewer than three nominalizations, and fewer than four 

morphologically complex words per 100 words, on average. Yet, within this limited 

repertoire, we found trends of cross-register variation, with academic texts containing, on 

average, higher proportions of complex vocabulary, higher degrees of lexical diversity 

and density. Similarly, academic texts also showed more complex syntactic structures 

than colloquial texts, as indicated by all syntactic measures investigated except for 

dependent clauses per T-unit. Five types of global organizational markers were present in 

the data. Organizational markers were slightly more frequent in colloquial than academic 

writing. We also observed a considerable range of stance markers used in the corpus, 

with approximately one to two epistemic boosters or hedges per text on average. 

[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] 

Principal Component Analysis 

Correlation matrices of coded lexical and syntactic features (see Table 3) 

revealed consistently positive correlations among all lexical measures, with the 

coefficients ranging in magnitude from 0.16 to 0.63 (p < .001). Syntactic measures were 
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positively associated with each other, with coefficients ranging in magnitude from 0.12 to 

0.82, except for dependent clauses per T-unit, which was negatively associated with all 

the within-clause measures (i.e., mean length of clauses, coordinate phrases per clause 

and complex noun phrases per clause).  Notably, the within-clause measures were 

moderately and positively correlated with all lexical measures, reflecting the fact that 

complex phrasal structures were often formed in combination with sophisticated 

vocabulary (e.g., the trend of globalization). However, since the focus of the present 

study was to investigate writing performance at three distinct linguistic levels, lexical and 

syntactic measures were analyzed separately in subsequent Principal Component 

Analyses (PCA)8. 

[INSERT TABLE 3 HERE] 

As shown in Table 4a, the lexical PCA indicated that the six lexical measures 

loaded onto one single salient composite, capturing 47% of the variance in all indices. 

This composite was named lexical complexity. In the syntactic PCA (Table 4b), the six 

syntactic measures loaded onto two distinct composites, which captured 47% and 34% of 

the variance, respectively. The first composite was positively associated with all six 

syntactic indices, and therefore was named overall syntactic complexity. The second 

composite was positively associated with the three sentence/T-unit-level measures (i.e., 

mean length of sentences, mean length of T-units and dependent clauses per T-unit), but 

negatively with the three within-clause measures (i.e., mean length of clauses, coordinate 

                                                 
8 The correlation matrix was also examined for metadiscourse measures, but they displayed 

limited associations among each other, perhaps because of their limited frequencies. Therefore, 

instead of PCA, we added the frequencies together to form a summative count (i.e., total number 

of organizational markers and total number of epistemic hedges and boosters) for use in 

subsequent analyses. 
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phrase per clause and complex noun phrases per clause), leading us to call it phrasal 

simplicity. In written language, especially in the academic register, we expect syntactic 

complexity to be reflected at both sentence/T-unit level, and phrase-level (Biber et al., 

2011). Therefore, we hypothesized that more skilled writers would score lower on the 

phrasal simplicity composite.  

[INSERT TABLE 4A AND 4B HERE] 

Figure 2 provides four excerpts from the current corpus to illustrate four types of 

sentences that contained prototypical features captured by these two syntactic 

composites. For instance, text ID159 scored 4 standard deviations (SDs) above the mean 

of overall syntactic complexity (Syntactic PC1) and 4 SDs below the mean of phrasal 

simplicity (Syntactic PC2). In other words, the sentence contained not only subordinate 

structures that enhanced complexity at sentence/T-unit levels (e.g., As the United 

States…, the American universities can…; based on…), but also complex phrasal 

structures that made the clauses themselves more elaborate (e.g., a reputation in the field 

of qualified undergraduate education; a stable structure of knowledge). Text ID127 

scored equally high on Syntactic PC1, but over 2 SDs above the mean of Syntactic PC2. 

The complex structure of this example could be unpacked into multiple subordinate 

clauses (introduced by because), and parallel structures (you can…you can...), illustrating 

the type of “run-on” sentence frequently present in many EFL writers’ composition. 

However, the sentence did not contain complex phrases within clauses. The two 

examples on the left of the diagram illustrate relatively simple syntactic structures, with 

text ID305 containing only simple sentences formed by independent clauses, whereas 

ID254 contains relatively complex phrases embedded within clauses (e.g., study abroad 
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means leadership, progress and evaluation) but only a few subordination structures. The 

two syntactic composites further illustrated the multi-dimensionality of syntactic 

complexity (Biber et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2015; Yoon, 2017). Therefore, both 

composites were used as syntactic outcome measures in subsequent modeling. 

[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 

Associations between English Proficiency and Linguistic Complexity 

Using multilevel modeling, we found that EFL learners with higher English 

proficiency demonstrated use of more complex linguistic features at various levels, 

controlling for age, native language, text register (i.e., colloquial or academic) and text 

length. As seen in Table 5, the statistically significant coefficient of the key predictor 

English proficiency indicated that, on average, a one standard deviation (SD) difference 

in English proficiency score was associated with 0.18 SDs difference in lexical 

complexity (𝑝 = 0.03) (M1.1), as well as 0.18 SDs increment in overall syntactic 

complexity (𝑝 = 0.03) (M1.2). On the other hand, as expected, higher English 

proficiency was negatively associated with phrasal simplicity (𝛽 = −0.20, 𝑝 = 0.003) 

(M1.3). In other words, more proficient EFL learners were more skilled at integrating 

complex information within clauses by using coordinate phrases and complex noun 

phrases, rather than solely depending on subordinate structures. At the metadiscourse 

level, a one SD difference in English proficiency was associated with 5% more 

incidences of global organizational markers (𝑝 = 0.10), 12% more epistemic hedges 

(𝑝 = 0.03) and 9% more epistemic boosters (𝑝 = 0.10). 

[INSERT TABLE 5 HERE] 
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Associations between English Proficiency and Register Flexibility 

The relations between EFL proficiency and register flexibility, operationalized as the 

contrast in students’ deployment of linguistic features to serve different communicative 

contexts, were mixed, varying across linguistic level and native language groups:  

Differences in lexical complexity across registers. As shown in Model 2.1 in 

Table 6, using the lexical complexity composite as the outcome variable, we found a 

statistically significant interaction between register and English proficiency; more 

proficient EFL learners were estimated to be more flexible in deploying different sets of 

vocabulary in academic and colloquial writing (𝛽 = 0.23, 𝑝 = 0.02). In other words, 

more proficient learners differentiated their use of vocabulary across registers, using a 

significantly higher frequency and diversity of sophisticated vocabulary in academic 

texts. Given the role EFL learners’ native language might play in second language 

writing, we further tested whether this association was moderated by the native language 

variable (M2.2). Interestingly, a significant three-way interaction was found between 

register, English proficiency and native language group, with the Spanish-speakers 

showing a different pattern from the Chinese (𝛽 = 0.61, 𝑝 = 0.01), and the French 

speakers (𝛽 = 0.43, 𝑝 = 0.01). As the Spanish speakers’ English proficiency scores 

increased, the model predicted more flexibility in their use of vocabulary, i.e., more 

sophisticated vocabulary usage in academic than colloquial writing (as depicted by the 

increasing distance between the red and blue lines in Figure 3a). In the French speaker 

sample, learners clearly used different repertoires of vocabulary across registers, but the 

degree of flexibility did not vary by English proficiency. Finally, Chinese speakers 

demonstrated the most sophisticated vocabulary on average, but they were the least 
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flexible group, with the smallest estimated variation in their vocabulary usage across 

registers (as visualized in the closer gap between red and blue lines in Figure 3c). 

[INSERT TABLE 6 HERE] 

[INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE] 

Differences in syntactic complexity across registers. There was a statistically 

significant interaction between register and English proficiency in predicting Syntactic 

Complexity (M2.3); more proficient learners were predicted to be more flexible in using 

different types of syntactic structures in academic and colloquial writing (𝛽 = 0.30, 𝑝 =

0.002). As illustrated in Figure 4a, the predicted difference between the overall syntactic 

complexity across registers increased as a function of English proficiency. In other words, 

while less proficient learners demonstrated little variation in syntactic features across 

registers, high-proficiency learners used more complex syntactic structures (e.g., longer 

sentence/T-units/clause, subordinate clauses, complex phrases within clause) in academic 

than colloquial writing. The three-way interaction with native language was non-

significant. The other syntactic outcome measure, Phrasal Simplicity (M2.4), however, 

displayed a different pattern. As would be expected, the estimated phrasal simplicity was 

higher in colloquial than academic writing.  Register did not significantly interact with 

either English proficiency or native language (see Figure 4b). 

[INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE] 

Differences in the use of metadiscourse across registers. Cross-register 

contrast in EFL learners’ use of metadiscourse markers was either absent or in the 

unexpected direction. In the use of global organizational markers (M2.5, Table 6), we 
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found limited variation cross registers (𝑖𝑟𝑟 = 1.00, 𝑝 = 0.95), and a lack of flexibility 

was found across all proficiency levels as indicated by the non-significant interaction 

between register and English proficiency (𝑖𝑟𝑟 = 1.04, 𝑝 = 0.57); see the nearly 

overlapping lines in Figure 5a. The cross-register variation in using stance markers was 

in the unexpected direction, with both epistemic hedges and boosters more frequent in 

colloquial than academic writing. Specifically, academic writing, on average, contained 

12% fewer epistemic hedges and 18% fewer epistemic boosters than colloquial writing 

(Figure 5b and 5c). 

[INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE] 

Discussion 

The present study examined how adolescent and adult EFL learners’ English 

proficiency is related to the complexity and flexibility in their use of linguistic resources 

for writing across colloquial and academic register conditions. Consistent with previous 

research, the results show that more proficient EFL learners produce linguistically more 

complex written texts, as indicated by greater lexical complexity, greater overall syntactic 

complexity, lower phrasal simplicity and higher frequencies of global organizational 

markers and epistemic stance markers. However, higher proficiency was not consistently 

associated with a higher degree of register flexibility for all language groups:  

• At the lexical level: a positive association between English proficiency and RF 

was found in Spanish speakers, but not for French or Chinese speakers. 
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• At the syntactic level: a positive association between English proficiency and RF 

in overall syntactic complexity was found in all three language groups, but no 

association for phrasal simplicity. 

• At the metadiscourse level: no significant association between English 

proficiency and RF was found in any language group.  

English Proficiency and Linguistic Complexity 

 This study confirms the previously reported positive relation between linguistic 

complexity and English proficiency (Mazgutova & Kormos, 2015; Norris & Ortega, 

2009; Ortega, 2015; Pallotti, 2015; Yoon, 2017). However, the study introduces a 

comprehensive set of linguistic measures, rather than an individual linguistic measure. 

While all lexical measures load onto a single construct (lexical complexity), syntactic 

measures captured two distinct constructs, providing further empirical evidence for the 

multidimensional view of syntactic complexity using a socio-culturally diverse sample of 

EFL learners (Biber & Gray, 2010; Biber et al., 2011; Biber et al., 2016). The two 

syntactic composites, overall syntactic complexity and phrasal simplicity, displayed 

distinct relations to English proficiency: higher-proficiency learners used extended 

phrases (e.g., coordinate phrases and complex noun phrases) along with dependent 

clauses to enrich the syntactic landscape of their written texts, whereas lower-proficiency 

learners relied on subordinate structures without elaborating at the phrasal level. This 

study also adds the discourse dimension to the investigation of linguistic complexity. The 

positive association between English proficiency and use of metadiscourse markers 

suggests that discourse features also capture proficiency-related variability, and therefore 

need to be integrated into future linguistic complexity analysis. 
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English Proficiency and Register Flexibility 

A unique contribution of the present study is the comparative lens on the 

differential use of linguistic features in colloquial versus academic writing. Not 

surprisingly, the association between English proficiency and register flexibility was not 

consistent across the different linguistic levels analyzed.  

 The strongest association between proficiency and register flexibility occurred at 

the syntactic level, for overall syntactic complexity. Across all three language groups, we 

observed emerging differences in the use of complex syntactic structures across registers 

as a function of English proficiency. In other words, while lower-proficiency learners 

tended to use similar syntactic structures in both academic and colloquial writing, higher 

proficiency learners made visible distinctions in their choices of clausal and phrasal 

structures to convey complex meaning in different contexts. This finding highlights the 

potential of register flexibility at the syntactic level to capture variability across 

proficiency levels. 

Though all three groups used more complex vocabulary in academic than 

colloquial writing, the degree of variation and the relation to English proficiency differed 

across language groups. The Spanish speakers demonstrated limited register flexibility at 

the lower proficiency levels, but their degree of register differentiation increased with 

higher levels of proficiency. This pattern of results might be explained by the large 

number of Spanish-English cognates among academic vocabulary (e.g., ecology and 

ecologiá; deciduous and deciduo). Thus,  Spanish-speakers might be more familiar with 

the forms and functions of such words than Chinese speakers, a linguistically more 

distanced language group (Bravo, Hiebert, & Pearson, 2007). French speakers, on the 
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other hand, make clear distinctions in vocabulary usage between registers across all 

proficiency levels. This finding is somewhat surprising because much academic 

vocabulary in English was also directly borrowed from French (e.g., religion, attorney, 

justice, council) (Bravo et al., 2007). Finding proficiency-related variability may have 

been impeded in this French-speaking sample by the clustering of French speakers at the 

intermediate level, whereas Spanish speakers showed a larger proficiency range. Future 

research could explore this question with a sample that has wider range of proficiency 

levels. Compared to the other two language groups, the Chinese-speaking sample 

demonstrates the highest lexical complexity on average, but relatively less register 

flexibility. This pattern might reflect overemphasis on academic vocabulary 

memorization in Chinese EFL classrooms (Hirose and Sasak, 1994; Ishikawa, 1995; 

Kubota, 1998) and the limited instruction available on how to adapt their use to different 

contexts (Li, 2004). However, with limited information about the instructional contexts of 

learners’ EFL classrooms, this interpretation is beyond scope of the study and deserves 

further exploration.  

In contrast to the lexico-syntactic levels, limited flexibility is shown at the 

metadiscourse level, at least not in the expected direction, even among the higher 

proficiency learners. Though  the corpus linguistics and metadiscourse literature suggest 

metadiscourse markers are more pervasive in academic than colloquial register (Hyland, 

2017; Zhang, 2016), the present study showed limited differences in the use of global 

organizational markers across registers, and higher frequencies of epistemic stance 

markers in the colloquial register. The following excerpts illustrate some typical 
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metadiscourse features observed in the corpus. Both texts were produced by the same 

writer, who is an 18-year old EFL learner speaking French as native language: 

Colloquial Text 

Hi my best friend! I know that you are very interested by the opportunity to participate in a 

study abroad program [...] That's why, I would like to give my opinion about it. First of all, I 

find it very nice and especially very enriching because you are going to discover another 

country [...] Moreover, you are going to learn and speak in an another language [...] Enjoy 

your journey! However, be careful because there are potential problems, such as missing major 

coursework. For instance, you are going to learn only the English [...] In conclusion, as far as 

I'm concerned, leave to study abroad may be very good for you but you should work too. […]. 

 

Academic Text 

Nowadays, some of students leave abroad after or during their studies. They study or they may 

work in another country. For instance, some of students are going to study in another country 

to learn a new language, improve their pronunciation and their knowledge. […] Moreover, 

study in abroad is a real opportunity to enrich their experience in a globalizing world. Students 

must become more mature. That's why, nowadays, speak several languages is very good, […]. 

Thus, for instance, someone who is French and speak in English, have a lot of chance to be 

accepted in an international company. However, studying abroad is an experience which cause 

potential problems because student are afraid due to leave in a country which don't know and 

where they don't know anyone. Moreover, some of student will miss major coursework […]. 

In conclusion, I think students should study abroad. 
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 The writer uses a similar set of global organizational markers (e.g., first of all, for 

instance, moreover, in conclusion) in both academic and colloquial texts. While the 

intention is to provide explicit signals so the reader can follow the discourse structure, the 

heavy use of these markers in a personal email creates a formal tone that is not expected 

in this particular context. In addition, two epistemic hedges are used in the colloquial text 

(i.e., as far as I am concerned, actually), whereas none was found in the academic text. 

The more pervasive use of epistemic hedges in colloquial texts conflicts with what has 

been found in a natural language corpus study (Zhang, 2016). This might be attributable 

to the missed form-function connection in EFL learners’ language practice. By 

adolescence, there is a developmental shift from deontic to epistemic stance, through 

which writers can hedge their arguments to acknowledge the relevance of multiple 

perspectives rather than categorical judgments (Berman & Katzenberger, 2004; Reilly, 

Baruch, Jisa, & Berman, 2002),. One could, arguably, assume that the majority of 

adolescent and adult learners in the current sample are socio-cognitively mature enough 

to use them for communication, maybe first in the colloquial context. However, they 

seem to have not yet matched their knowledge of the linguistic forms to a functional 

understanding that a hedged argument could actually be a stronger academic argument. 

Limitations and Implications 

  While promising, this work has several limitations. First, the single-time prompt-

based writing activity might not reflect learners’ full range of writing knowledge and 

skills, especially compared to writing in authentic contexts. Though the writing prompts 

were phrased as authentically as possible, we had no control over learners’ perception of 

these writing activities. Therefore, it is important to obtain natural language data (e.g., 
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real email messages and academic articles) that reflect learners’ real-world 

communicative practices to see whether these results can be replicated. Moreover, 

assessing learners’ writing performance on multiple occasions and times could reduce 

measurement errors. Second, the key predictor – the standardized English proficiency 

score – is a summative score that measures learners’ reading and listening 

comprehension. Though it has been widely used in EFL research and school placement 

tests as a rough estimator of English proficiency, it falls short of providing a full picture 

of learners’ English skills. Therefore, more comprehensive and robust measures that 

assess specific areas of proficiency, both receptive and productive, are considered 

necessary in clearly understanding the relationship between linguistic knowledge and 

ability to use it flexibly across contexts. Finally, EFL learners constitute a diverse 

population whose learning outcomes could be affected by many factors besides native 

language, such as instructional environment in the local country, opportunities to learn 

and practice in various social contexts, etc. Those factors were not included in the present 

study due to lack of information. Future research could more explicitly explore the 

sources of learning opportunities and challenges (e.g., curriculum, teaching practices) to 

inform effective strategies/interventions targeting the improvement of EFL 

communicative competence. 

The current findings offer a modest but promising step forward in understanding 

the strengths and weakness in EFL learners’ writing performance across specific 

communicative contexts. The association between English proficiency and register 

flexibility foreshadows several implications worthy of further exploration. It is important 

to acknowledge that the proposed construct - register flexibility - does not seek to 
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understand language choices as prescriptive rules. Rather, it intends to guide EFL 

learners, while acquiring an increasing repertoire of complex linguistic features, to also 

critically reflect on the diverse social function these features could perform in real-world 

communication. The ultimate goal is to enhance EFL learners’ understanding of writing, 

not as an accumulation of complex linguistic features but as discourse flexibly 

constructed to serve specific communicative purposes. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

 Chinese French Spanish Total 

 M (SD)  

[Min - Max] 

M (SD)  

[Min - Max] 

M (SD)  

[Min - Max] 

M (SD)  

[Min - Max] 

Sample size (N) 63 60 140 263 

Age (Years) 24.7 (5.0) 

[16 – 47] 

20.9 (4.0) 

[17 – 47] 

21.3 (5.3) 

[16 – 42] 

20.5 (5.2) 

[16 – 47] 

Countries of Origin China France (55) 

Switzerland (5) 

Chile (30) 

Colombia (48) 

Mexico (62) 

 

English proficiency  

(EFSET) 

43.6 (12.7) 

[17 – 70] 

50.5 (10.9) 

[29 – 76] 

53.3 (12.1) 

[17 – 88] 

50.5 (12.5) 

[17 – 88] 
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Table 2.  

Descriptive statistics of linguistic features by register (N = 263). 
Measure Colloquial Academic 

 Mean (SD) Min - Max Mean (SD) Min - Max 

Control Variable     

   Total number of words 198.25 (75.4) 89 - 445 192.65 (80.3) 63 - 552 

Lexical Measures     

   Average word length 4.22 (0.25) 3.7 – 5.19 4.57 (0.31) 3.85 – 5.55 

   Morphological Complexity 2.65 (1.41) 0 – 8.85 3.21 (1.64) 0 – 9  

   Nominalization 1.48 (1.01) 0 – 5.65 2.26 (1.44) 0 – 8.6 

   Academic words 1.34 (0.96) 0 – 4.49 1.67 (1.17) 0 – 5.65 

   Lexical diversity 63.53 (16.48) 28.04 – 128.49 70.3 (18.69) 25.97 – 157.1 

   Lexical density 41.97 (4.13) 31.39 – 53.38 45.06 (4.13) 35.47 – 59.05 

Syntactic Measures     

   Sentence complexity (MLS) 22.25 (10.07) 7 – 63.86 23.64 (9.47) 9.35 – 54.65 

   T-unit complexity (MLTU) 16.80 (6.22) 7 – 36.33 19.52 (6.42) 8.67 – 42.57 

   Clausal subordination (DC/TU) 0.94 (0.58) 0.06 – 3.6 0.94 (0.60) 0.05 – 3  

   Clausal elaboration (MLC) 7.95 (1.49) 4.65 – 16.29 9.36 (1.90) 4.83 – 18.22 

   Phrasal coordination (CP/C) 0.14 (0.11) 0 – 0.57 0.22 (0.14) 0 – 0.80  

   Noun-phrase complexity (CNP/C) 0.80 (0.26) 0.26 – 2.43  1.11 (0.37) 0.35 – 2.56 

Global Organizational Markers 

   Frame markers 0.85 (1.11) 0 – 5  0.67 (1.06) 0 – 6  

   Goal markers 0.26 (0.47) 0 – 2  0.08 (0.28) 0 – 1  

   Code glosses 0.63 (0.97) 0 – 6  0.76 (1.03) 0 – 5  

   Evidential markers 0.02 (0.12) 0 – 1  0.12 (0.53) 0 – 7  

   Conclusion markers 0.16 (0.37) 0 – 1  0.24 (0.43) 0 – 1  

   Global markers (Total) 1.92 (1.83) 0 – 9  1.89 (1.94) 0 - 10 

Stance Markers     

   Epistemic Boosters 1.28 (1.27) 0 – 6  1.01 (1.28) 0 – 7  

   Epistemic Hedges 1.77 (1.84) 0 – 9  1.50 (1.79) 0 – 11  
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Table 3. Correlation matrix of lexical and syntactic features 

 WL MC NM AW VocD DS MLS MLTU DC/TU MLC CP/C 

MC 0.50***           

NM 0.49*** 0.72***          

AW 0.31*** 0.17*** 0.23***         

VocD 0.47*** 0.33*** 0.16*** 0.21***        

DS 0.63*** 0.32*** 0.29*** 0.24*** 0.39***       

MLS -0.03 -0.01 0.02 -0.03 -0.03 -0.11*      

MLTU 0.13*** 0.05 0.07~ 0.06 0.07~ -0.01 0.70***     

DC/TU -0.14*** -0.10* -0.08~ -0.10* -0.13* -0.22*** 0.56*** 0.76***    

MLC 0.49*** 0.28*** 0.29*** 0.25*** 0.33*** 0.38*** 0.19*** 0.37*** -0.19***   

CP/C 0.44*** 0.25*** 0.26*** 0.20*** 0.26*** 0.36*** 0.12** 0.28*** -0.05 0.63***  

CNP/C 0.58*** 0.34*** 0.39*** 0.27*** 0.31*** 0.47*** 0.17*** 0.37*** -0.05 0.82*** 0.49*** 

~p<.10 *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 

Notes: WL: word length; MC: morphological complexity; NM: nominalization; AW: academic words; VocD: lexical diversity; DS: lexical density; MLS: mean 

length of sentence; MLTU: mean length of T-unit; DC/TU: dependent clauses per T-unit; MLC: mean length clause; CP/P: coordinate phrases per clause; 

CNP/C: complex noun-phrases per clause 
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Table 4a. Principal component analysis of lexical measures. 

 Lexical PC  

 

Eigenvalue 2.83  

% of variance 0.47  

Cumulative 0.47  

Loading of linguistic Indices   

Lexical diversity 0.35  

   Mean length of words 0.50  

   Morphological complexity 0.45  

   Nominalizations 0.43  

   Lexical density 0.41  

   Academic words 0.29  

 

Table 4b. Principal component analysis of syntactical measures 

 Syntactic 

PC1 

Syntactic 

PC2 

 

Eigenvalue 0.80 2.05 

% of variance 0.47 0.34 

Cumulative 0.47 0.81 

Loading of linguistic Indices   

   Sentence complexity 0.41 0.36 

   T-unit complexity 0.50 0.33 

   Clausal subordination 0.28 0.56 

   Clausal elaboration 0.43 -0.43 

   Phrasal coordination 0.36 -0.36 

   Noun-phrase complexity 0.43 -0.35 
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Table 5. Multilevel models of linguistic complexity at lexical, syntactic and metadiscourse levels, as predicted by standardized 

English proficiency score (N = 526).  

 M1.1 M1.2 M1.3 M1.4 M1.5 M1.6 

 
Lexical 

Complexity 

Syntactic 

Complexity 

Phrasal  

Simplicity 

Global  

Organization 

Epistemic  

Hedges 

Epistemic  

Boosters 

Fixed Parts       

Intercept -0.11 (0.17) -0.90*** (0.17) -0.12 (0.14) 0.01*** (0.01) 0.01*** (0.09) 0.01*** (0.14) 

Register (Aca) 1.43*** (0.10) 1.17*** (0.10) -0.64*** (0.09) 1.01 (0.07) 0.88~ (0.06) 0.81* (0.08) 

Text Length -0.06 (0.07) 0.21*** (0.07) 0.17** (0.06) n.a* n.a n.a. 

Age 0.40*** (0.08) -0.01 (0.08) -0.14* (0.06) 1.06(0.05) 1.04 (0.04) 0.89 (0.06) 

Native French -0.84*** (0.22) -0.36 (0.23) -0.12 (0.19) 0.84 (0.13) 0.71* (0.11) 1.20 (0.17) 

Native Spanish -0.79*** (0.19) 0.60** (0.19) 0.95*** (0.16) 0.70** (0.12) 1.01 (0.09) 1.15 (0.15) 

English Proficiency 0.18* (0.08) 0.18* (0.08) -0.20** (0.07) 1.05~ (0.05) 1.12* (0.04) 1.09~ (0.06) 

Random Parts       

Level-1 σ2  1.27 1.14 0.95 n.a.* n.a. n.a. 

Level-2 σ2  0.70 0.80 0.46 0.17 0.22 0.21 

ICC 0.36 0.41 0.33    

AIC 1784.48 1764.23 1620.94 1795.46 1661.85 1396.79 

*p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001    

*Notes: We conducted the multilevel Poisson modeling approach when examining the metadiscourse outcomes, due to the highly skewed 

distribution of the outcome variables. Total number of words in a text was used as the exposure (μi) element of the Poisson models, thus the 

coefficients are now interpreted as the overall rate of occurrence of metadiscourse markers out of the total number of words in a text.  
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Table 6. Multilevel models of register flexibility at lexical, syntactic and metadiscourse levels, as predicted by standardized English 

proficiency score, moderated by native language (if significant) (N = 526).  

 M2.1 M2.2 M2.3 M2.4 M2.5 M2.6 M2.7 

 
Lexical  

Complexity 

Syntactic 

Complexity 

Phrasal 

Simplicity 

Global 
Organization 

Epistemic 
Hedges 

Boosters 

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Fixed Parts        

(Intercept) -0.11 (0.17) -0.04 (0.20)  
-0.90*** 

(0.17) 
-0.12 (0.14)  0.01*** (0.10) 0.01*** (0.12) 0.01*** (0.14) 

Register (Academic) 1.43*** (0.10) 1.08*** (0.23) 1.16*** (0.09) 
-0.64*** 

(0.09) 
1.00 (0.07) 0.88~ (0.08) 0.82* (0.09) 

Text Length -0.06 (0.07) -0.07 (0.07) 0.21** (0.07) 0.17** (0.06) n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Age 0.40*** (0.08) 0.40*** (0.08) -0.01(0.08)  -0.13* (0.06) 1.06 (0.05) 1.04 (0.05) 0.90 (0.06) 

English Proficiency 0.07 (0.10) 0.06 (0.19) 0.04 (0.09)  -0.15 (0.08)  1.03 (0.06) 1.13* (0.06) 1.12 (0.07) 

Native (French) 
-0.84*** 

(0.21) 

-1.07*** 

(0.27) 
-0.36 (0.23)  -0.12 (0.19)  0.84 (0.13) 0.71* (0.16) 1.20 (0.17) 

Native (Spanish) 
-0.79*** 

(0.20) 

-0.83*** 

(0.24) 
0.60** (0.19) 0.95*** (0.16) 0.70** (0.12) 1.01 (0.13) 1.16 (0.15) 

English x Register 0.23* (0.10) -0.13 (0.21) 0.30** (0.09) -0.10 (0.09)  1.04 (0.07) 0.97 (0.08) 0.94 (0.09) 

Native (F) x Register  0.67* (0.31)      

Native (S) x Register  0.22 (0.27)      

English x Native (F)  0.04 (0.27)      

English x Native (S)  0.01 (0.22)      

English x Native (F)  

x Register 
 0.07 (0.31)   

   

English x Native (S)  

x Register 
 0.61* (0.25)   

   

Random Parts        
Level-1 σ2  1.25 1.19 1.11 0.95 n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Level-2 σ2  0.71 0.71 0.81 0.47 0.17 0.22 0.21 

ICC 0.36 0.37 0.42 0.33 0.13 0.17 0.18 

AIC 1781.34 1778.38 1756.32 1621.52 1797.13 1663.69 1398.34 

~p<.10 *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001    
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*Notes: We conducted the multilevel Poisson modeling approach when examining the metadiscourse outcomes, due to the highly skewed 

distribution of the outcome variables. Total number of words in a text was used as the exposure (𝜇𝑖) element of the Poisson models, thus the 

coefficients are now interpreted as the overall rate of occurrence of metadiscourse markers out of the total number of words in a text. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: A hierarchical representation of syntactic complexity (Yang et al., 2015)  
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Figure 2. Prototypical examples of syntactic features captured by the two syntactic complexity composites – i.e., overall syntactic 

complexity and phrasal simplicity. 
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(a) Spanish (b) French (c) Chinese 

 

Figure 3. Register flexibility at lexical level as predicted by standardized English proficiency score and 

moderated by native language (M2.2). 

 

 

  
a. Overall syntactic complexity b. Phrasal simplicity 

 

Figure 4. Register flexibility at syntactic level as predicted by standardized English proficiency score (M2.3 

& M2.4) 
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a. Organizational markers b. Epistemic hedges c. Epistemic boosters 

Figure 5. Register flexibility at metadiscourse level   

as predicted by standardized English proficiency score 
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CHAPTER 3: STUDY II 

Metadiscourse: Variation of Interaction in Academic and Colloquial Writing 

Writing can be viewed as a process of social engagement in which the writers 

interact with an imagined or real audience through the purposeful use of language. For 

instance, writers may use explicit signals of textual organization (e.g., first of all, in other 

words, in conclusion) and stance (e.g., it is possibly true that…; surprisingly; in my 

opinion) based not only on their own viewpoints, but also on their projection of the 

perceptions, interests, and needs of a potential reader. These signals, also called 

metadiscourse, refer to the linguistic resources employed by writers to “help readers to 

organize, interpret and evaluate what is being said” (Hyland, 2017, p. 17). Attending to 

metadiscourse markers is useful in analyzing interaction through writing because they 

reflect how writers project themselves as well as their readers into the discourse that they 

construct. Thus, studying these markers allows for an analysis of writing as social 

engagement, which goes beyond conceiving writing just as an exchange of information. 

Using metadiscourse markers appropriately can transform what may otherwise be a 

lifeless text into a discourse that responds to the needs of the communicative context.  

In recent years, metadiscourse has attracted increasing attention from researchers 

focused on writing in both native and later acquired languages (Ädel, 2006; Hong & Cao, 

2014; Hyland, 2017; Uccelli, Dobbs, & Scott, 2013). A brief review of the literature, 

however, reveals a few important gaps in the research so far conducted. First, the 

majority of metadiscourse studies focus on academic registers, such as research articles 
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(Gillaerts & Velde, 2010; Rubio, 2011), textbooks (Hyland, 2004), and academic essays 

(Ädel, 2006), with limited attention devoted to contrasting the metadiscourse use in 

academic and more informal registers (e.g., personal anecdotes, email messages, etc.). 

Second, previous metadiscourse studies have mostly been using corpora composed by 

advanced language users (e.g., postgraduates or academic scholars). Little is known to 

date about how language learners at various levels of proficiency and education deploy 

the forms and functions of metadiscourse in writing. Finally, the use of metadiscourse in 

relation to writing quality in EFL learners’ texts and how this relation may differ across 

different register elicitation conditions (colloquial vs. academic) remains understudied. 

To begin to fulfill these research gaps, the present mixed-methods study 

compared the use of metadiscourse markers (MDMs) in 352 academic essays (academic 

register condition) and 352 personal emails (colloquial register condition) written by a 

sample of English as Foreign Language (EFL) learners with diverse socio-demographic 

backgrounds, different ages/levels of education and various English proficiency levels. 

The study was driven by three goals: 1) to present an empirically based distributional 

map of MDMs used in an EFL learner corpus of academic and colloquial writing; 2) to 

identify individual variability in MDM use across register conditions; 3) and to explore 

the predictive relations between MDMs use and overall writing quality within and across 

register conditions. 

Literature Review 
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Defining Metadiscourse 

The term metadiscourse was first introduced by Harris (1959) to refer to the way 

in which language is used by the writer or speaker to guide a receiver’s perception of a 

text. The concept was later refined and operationalized by scholars including Kopple 

(1985), Crismore (1989), Williams (1997), and more recently Hyland (2005), as well as 

Adel and Mauranen (2010). Metadiscourse has been frequently related to or understood 

as synonymous with other terms, including but not limited to metalanguage (Jaworski, 

Nikolas, & Dariusz, 2004), metatalk (Schiffrin, 1980), discourse reflexivity (Ädel, 2006; 

Mauranen, 2010) and metapragmatics (Caffi, 2006). Researchers utilizing these terms 

tend to focus on different aspects of metadiscursive analysis, and therefore, have not 

reached consensus on a single precise definition. The core conceptualization of 

metadiscourse, and what researchers commonly agree on, centers on discourse about 

discourse. The present study, combining insights from previous conceptualizations 

(Crismore, Markkanen, & Steffensen, 1993; Hyland, 2005, 2017), defines metadiscourse 

as:  

 

 

 

 

While some analysts have narrowed the focus of metadiscourse to features of 

either textual organization (Mauranen, 1993; Valero-Garces, 1996) or textual 

Definition of Metadiscourse 

The non-propositional linguistic resources employed by writers to help 

their readers understand the organization of a text and the writer’s 

stance towards the message. 
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stance/viewpoints (Hong & Cao, 2014; Yoon, 2017; Zhao, 2013), the present study 

explores both dimensions of metadiscourse use: 1) organizational markers, those markers 

that guide the reader through the discourse structure of the texts by explicitly signaling 

relationships between ideas, clauses, and paragraphs; and 2) stance markers, those that 

add evaluative viewpoints on what is being said. 

A Pragmatic View of Metadiscourse 

The role of metadiscourse in as resource that connects the writer, the reader, and 

the message makes it a central concept in pragmatics. Indeed, the appropriateness of 

metadiscourse use is crucially dependent on the rhetorical expectations of a specific 

communicative context (Hyland, 1998). For instance, in academic discourse writers are 

typically expected to use “stepwise logical argumentation explicitly signaled by 

organizational markers” and “impersonal or authoritative stance that […] requires a 

nondialogical and distant construction of opinion” (Schleppegrell, 2002; Snow & Uccelli, 

2009, p. 118). On the other hand, an informal message between friends might involve 

loose flow of information and personal stance that convey messages in an affective and 

dialogical manner. Misunderstanding of context-specific rhetorical expectations may lead 

to the lack of or overuse of certain types of metadiscourse markers (MDMs), which in 

turn might result in ineffective communication. It is critical to acknowledge that 

academic and colloquial language should not be viewed as a binary set of two completely 

distinct categories (Snow & Uccelli, 2009). Similarly, MDMs should not be categorized 

as being either “colloquial” or “academic”. Understanding how metadiscourse is used 

across academic and colloquial register elicitation conditions is, therefore, a critical step 
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in understanding the continuum of pragmatic functions of different MDMs – i.e., “from 

more colloquial” to “more academic”.  

 So far, however, metadiscourse studies have been conducted on a very narrow 

range of registers (see detailed review in Hyland, 2017), with the vast majority of studies 

focusing on an academic register. A dominant number of researchers analyzed published 

research articles (Abdollahzadeh, 2011; Dahl, 2004; Gillaerts & Velde, 2010; Pérez-

Llantada, 2010; Rubio, 2011). Other studies focused on postgraduate theses (Kawase, 

2015; Soler-Monreal, Carbonell-Olivares, & Gil-Salom, 2011), textbooks (Hyland, 2004) 

and academic essays written by second or foreign language learners (Ädel, 2006; Hong & 

Cao, 2014; Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995; Li & Wharton, 2012; Rustipa, 2014; Simin 

& Tavangar, 2009). These studies have repetitively shown metadiscourse to be a 

prevalent linguistic resource that facilitates writers’ communication with their readers in 

the academic discourse community. Interestingly, even within the academic register, 

researchers have found variation in writers’ use of MDMs across genres, disciplines and 

modalities. For instance, Hyland (1999) found that authors use different subtypes of 

MDMs in textbooks and research articles to represent themselves, organize arguments, 

and signal attitude. Hyland (2010) also compared postgraduate students’ use of MDMs 

across six disciplines (e.g., Electronic Engineering, Biology, Applied Linguistics, etc.) 

and identified different means of persuasion across disciplines. In comparing 

metadiscourse uses in 30 spoken university lectures and 130 essays by highly proficient 

graduate students, Ädel (2010) revealed both similarities and differences in the 

distribution of metadiscourse functions across modalities. 
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To our knowledge, only two studies so far have compared metadiscourse use 

across academic and more informal written registers (Hyland, 2017).  Zhang (2016) 

compared the metadiscourse used in corpora of academic prose, fiction, journalistic 

prose, and general texts, and concluded that metadiscourse markers are more pervasive in 

more informational registers (e.g., academic prose, general prose, and editorials), whereas 

they are relatively rare in narrative registers (e.g., fiction and press reports). On the other 

hand, our previous study comparing adolescent and adult EFL learners’ use of MDMs in 

academic and colloquial writing found no cross-register differences in the total 

frequencies of organizational markers and higher frequencies of stance markers in the 

colloquial register (Qin & Uccelli, under review). The present study seeks to advance the 

field in two ways: first, by conducting a detailed descriptive analysis of the MDMs use in 

order to build an empirically-based distributional map of MDMs used across EFL 

learners’ academic and colloquial writing, and, second, by investigating the association 

between MDM use and writing quality within and across registers. 

Metadiscourse and Writing Quality 

One of the primary purposes of using MDMs is to signal the textual organization 

and stance in a way that facilitates the comprehension and evaluation of the text ideas by 

its readers (Hyland, 2005). From a language learning perspective, if EFL writers learn to 

use MDMs appropriately, then MDMs should function to enhance the clarity, coherence, 

and ultimately, the overall writing quality of texts. Empirical research investigating the 

relations between the use of MDMs and writing quality, however, have yielded mixed 

findings. A number of studies have identified positive relations between a variety of 

metadiscourse measures and overall writing quality. For instance, Intaraprawat and 
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Steffensen (1995) compared the use of MDMs in good and poor undergraduate ESL 

essays, reporting that good essays showed a greater diversity of MDMs than the poor 

essays. Similarly, Uccelli et al. (2013) examined MDMs used in native English speaking 

high schoolers’ persuasive essays, and found that frequency of organizational markers as 

well as epistemic hedges significantly and positively predicted writing quality, above and 

beyond text length and lexico-grammatical complexity. Other studies, however, report 

results that show the opposite relation. For instance, in a study of metadiscourse use in 

undergraduate Chinese EFL learners, no significant association was found between 

frequency of MDMs and writing quality for lower-proficiency L2 writers, but a slightly 

positive association for higher-proficiency L2 writers (Xu & Gong, 2006). In a large 

sample of 6th to 8th graders in the U.S., Dobbs (2014) found that the use of two subtypes 

of organizational markers (evidence markers and code glosses) negatively related to 

writing quality. Moreover, the variety of stance markers was not predictive of writing 

quality for longer essays. 

We hypothesize that the mixed findings could be explained by three factors that 

have not been fully addressed in previous research. First, writers’ proficiency level in the 

target language may play a critical role in the relations between metadiscourse use and 

writing quality, such that more proficient language learners could more skillfully use 

these linguistic markers to a degree that enhances the overall writing quality, while less 

proficient learners might demonstrate less skillful or redundant uses (Dobbs, 2014; Xu & 

Gong, 2006). Second, most studies have treated metadiscourse as a single index by 

summing up the constellation of markers. However, investigating subtypes of MDMs 

(e.g., code glosses, hedges) might contribute to shed light on more specific associations 
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between specific MDMs use and writing quality (Dobbs, 2014). Finally, all studies 

reviewed above analyzed academic writing. This study advances prior research by 

examining whether the relations between the frequency or diversity of MDMs use vary 

across communicative contexts, namely academic and colloquial writing. 

The current study will be guided by the following three research questions:  

1. What is the overall frequency and diversity of MDMs in EFL learners’ texts 

produced in response to an academic register condition and a colloquial 

register condition? What are the overall similarities and differences between 

the academic and colloquial corpora? 

2. Does individual EFL learners’ use of MDMs differ by register? If so, does the 

cross-register difference vary by learners’ characteristics (i.e., English 

proficiency or educational level)? 

3. Is the use of MDMs associated with overall writing quality, controlling for 

text length and lexico-syntactic features? Does the association vary by register 

and/or learners’ English proficiency? 

Methods 

Participants 

The sample consists of 352 adolescents and adults enrolled in the same private 

language education institute. At the time of the study, all participants had just started to 

attend language immersion programs in the U.S or U.K.; the programs used standard 

curricula appropriate for various proficiency levels. They were considered EFL learners 
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because their English has been mostly acquired in countries where English was not a 

primary language (e.g., China, Mexico, France), and they self-reported having had 

limited exposure to native English environments. According to the program levels 

reported by the language institute, participants’ English proficiency ranged from basic 

(A1/A2: 21%) or intermediate (B1/B2: 56%) to advanced levels (C1/C2: 23%) (measured 

using the Common European Framework of Reference for Language, CEFR). These 

CEFR levels will be used as an estimator of learners’ general English proficiency level in 

this study. Participants included 142 high schoolers (40%), 165 undergraduates (42%) 

and 55 graduate students (16%). The sample had a slightly larger proportion of females 

(64%) than males. Three native language groups were represented in the sample: 74 

Chinese speakers (21%), 95 French speakers (27%) and 183 Spanish speakers (52%). 

Data Corpus 

The total corpus contained 704 texts (135,972 words in total) written by the 352 

EFL learners. Each participant produced two texts: one in response to an academic 

register condition and one in response to a colloquial register condition. Data were 

collected in a computer lab using a previously piloted instrument – the Communicative 

Writing Instrument (CW-I) – that was designed by the author to examine EFL learners’ 

writing performance across communicative contexts. The current study focuses on 

learners’ written responses to two specific scenarios: 

a. Colloquial register condition: Writing to persuade a close friend in a personal 

email  
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b. Academic register condition: Writing to persuade an educational authority in 

an academic essay  

The topic remained the same across both scenarios: ‘whether students should take 

a gap year from their regular school work to participate in a study-abroad program?’ 

Half of the sample was randomly assigned to write the colloquial text before the 

academic texts, whereas the other half followed the reversed order. Participants with only 

one response were dropped from the sample. Therefore, the final corpus contained a 

balanced sample of 352 academic texts (65,293 words) and 352 colloquial texts (70,679 

words). 

Research Measures 

Texts were originally typed on a digital platform, and exported into plain text 

files. To ensure accurate linguistic feature tagging and to reduce the possibility of bias in 

human coding/scoring, we removed all mechanical mistakes, including the 

unconventional use of spellings, capitalizations, and punctuations, and saved the cleaned 

essays in separate files. We integrated automatized computer linguistic analysis, using 

programs such as CLAN, SiNLP and AntConc, with human coding/scoring to generate a 

series of linguistic and quality measures:  

Text length, lexical diversity and syntactic complexity. Using CLAN 

(MacWhinney, 2000), three types of linguistic indices were generated automatically to 

measure the basic lexico-syntacitc features of texts.  

• Text length was measured by the total number of words. 
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• Lexical diversity was measured through the widely used VocD measure. This  

measure reduces the impact of text length by taking into consideration the 

predicted decline of type/token ratio as text length increases (McKee, 

Malvern, & Richards, 2000).  

• Syntactic complexity was measured by words per clause. Clause refers to “a 

unit that contains a unified predicate, … [i.e.,] a predicate that expresses a 

single situation.” (Berman & Slobin, 2013, p. 660). This commonly adopted 

syntactic measure has shown promising relations with writing quality in 

previous research, particularly in the written register (Biber, Gray, & 

Poonpon, 2011; Lu, 2011; Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim, 1998). 

Writing quality measure. Each text was scored for writing quality using an 

adapted version of the 6+1 Trait® Writing rubric. Four experienced EFL practitioners 

were trained to score texts’ overall writing quality. The quality scores ranged from 1 to 6. 

Following Qin & Uccelli's (2016) procedures, scorers were made aware of the different 

demands expected in each of the two writing tasks and the rubric includes the assessment 

of “whether the text elicited appropriate information and language style to address the 

specific audiences”, and “whether it is effectively persuasive in this particular 

communicative context”. Scorers were also provided with a packet of prototypical 

examples, selected by an experienced native-English-speaking scorer and a senior 

researcher, which represented different levels of writing quality in both academic and 

colloquial registers. The writing quality measure is comparable across registers in that, 

for instance, a 6-point academic essay and a 6-point personal email both represent the 

best possible writing performance in the corresponding context in the current corpus. 
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Moreover, scorers were blind to the research objectives and coding scheme of linguistic 

features. All texts were doubly scored. Following standard SAT scoring practices, scores 

with exact or adjacent agreements were added up to form the final score, resulting in a 

final scoring scale from 2 to 12. When the difference between two scorers’ evaluation 

was more than 2 points, a third scorer intervened to resolve the disagreement. Formative 

reliability was calculated throughout the scoring process (after scoring 20%, 50% and 

100% of the samples) to ensure at least 90% of adjacent or exact agreement between 

scorers.  

Metadiscourse markers (MDMs). We analyze two dimensions of metadiscourse 

function following Hyland (2005):  

1) Organizational markers: language resources used to organize propositional 

information in ways that support a target audience’s understanding of a text as 

logical and coherent. 

2) Stance markers: language resources used to express authors’ viewpoint by 

explicit commenting on the message using evaluative language.  

Both organizational and stance MDMs were further classified into three subtypes. 

The full list of MDMs codes applied is described and illustrated in Table 1. 

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

Some researchers concerned that the commonly adopted metadiscourse coding 

approaches “heavy reliance on counting surface linguistic forms rather than analyzing 

discourse functions of linguistic markers” (Adel & Mauranen, 2010; Hyland, 2017). 

Thus, we conducted a fine-grained coding approach to make sure that forms were not 

identified as MDMs unless they served a MD function. First, all possible forms of MDM 
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were retrieved by SiNLP (Crossley, Varner, Kyle, & McNamara, 2014) using a pre-

defined list of lexical terms (e.g., however; in other words, possible) identified as MDMs 

in large corpus studies and adapted from Hyland (2015). Second, using concordance lines 

in AntConc (Anthony, 2016), all retrieved individual words and phrases were carefully 

examined by two trained human coders in their sentential contexts to ensure they were 

performing metadiscourse functions. Coders were blind to the research objectives and the 

writing quality scoring rubric. The inter-rater reliability between the two human coders 

was 𝜅 = 0.91. 

Data Analytic Approach 

For Research Question 1, the distribution of metadiscourse markers used in both the 

academic and the colloquial corpora was documented to generate a detailed MDMs 

distributional map. All forms of MDMs were retrieved from the entire corpus, ranked by 

their frequency of usage, and then compared descriptively across registers.  

For RQ2, to investigate individual variability in MDM use across learners’ 

registers, we conducted the multi-level Poisson modeling. This analytic tool was chosen 

because the MDM measures were count variables with strongly skewed distribution. We 

used subtypes of MDMs as well as the total frequencies/diversity as the outcome 

variables, register as the within-subject variable and learners’ characteristics (6-level 

English proficiency ranging from A1 to C2; educational levels ranging from high school 

to graduate school) as between-subject covariates. As shown in the following equation, 

for an essay i of student j, we fit multi-level models with essays nested within students: 

Level 1 (Text level): 
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𝑀𝐷𝑀𝑖𝑗 = 𝑃𝑜𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑛(𝜇𝑖 ∙ 𝑒𝛽0𝑗+𝛽1𝑗𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗+𝜖𝑖𝑗) 

𝜖𝑖𝑗~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜖
2) 

Level 2 (Student level):  

𝛽0𝑗 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾01𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑓𝑗 + 𝛾02𝐸𝑑𝑢𝑗 + 𝑢0𝑗 

𝛽1𝑗 = 𝛾10 + 𝛾11𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑓𝑗 + 𝛾12𝐸𝑑𝑢𝑗 

𝑢0𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝛽0

2 ) 

With this model, exposure (μi) is the total number of words in a text; thus, the intercept 

(𝛽0𝑗) is interpreted as the overall rate of occurrence of organizational markers out of the 

total number of words in a text. Moreover, over-dispersion was modeled as a random 

intercept at the text level (ϵi). 

To RQ3, we first checked the bivariate relations between each subtype of MDMs 

and writing quality. Markers (e.g., frequency of frame markers and hedges) that showed 

non-linear relations with writing quality were transformed to meet the regression 

assumptions. Next, we built a series of multi-level linear models using holistic writing 

quality score as the outcome variable, English proficiency level, text length and lexico-

syntactic features as the control variables, and entering the question predictors (i.e., 

subtypes of MDM and total frequencies/diversity of organizational and stance markers) 

one at a time to examine their respective association with writing quality. Finally, we 

tested the interaction between significant predictors and register, and then interaction 

between predictors and English proficiency level, to see if the predictive relations vary by 

register or by learners’ English proficiency level: 
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Level 1 (Text level): 

𝑊𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑄𝑢𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖𝑗

= 𝛽0𝑗 + 𝛽1𝑗𝑀𝐷𝑀𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽2𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽3𝐿𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑡ℎ𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽4𝑆𝑦𝑛𝑖𝑗 + 𝛽5𝐿𝑒𝑥𝑖𝑗

+ 𝛽6𝑅𝑒𝑔𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑗 ∗ 𝑀𝐷𝑀𝑖𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗  

𝜖𝑖𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝜖
2) 

Level 2 (Learner level): 

𝛽0𝑗 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾01𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑓𝑗 + 𝑢0𝑗 

𝛽1𝑗 = 𝛾00 +  𝛾01𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑓𝑗 

𝑢0𝑗~(𝑁, 𝜎𝛽0

2 ) 

Results 

A Distributional Map of MDMs across Learners’ Registers 

Across the entire corpus, we retrieved higher frequencies of organizational 

markers and stance markers in EFL learners’ colloquial writing compared to their 

academic writing (see Table 2). Such discrepancies were manifested in all subtypes of 

markers, except for code glosses, which were more frequently used in academic writing. 

On the contrary, the academic writing corpus displayed a slightly higher diversity of 

markers; in other words, more distinct types of markers with less repetitive use. A 

distributional map of all forms of MDMs identified in both corpora is presented in 

Appendix A and illustrated in Figure 1.  EFL learners’ use of MDMs seemed to rely 
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heavily on a small subset of metadiscourse forms with minimal use of the wider 

constellation of options. For instance, there were over 400 uses of a small set of transition 

markers (e.g., because, but, also), and over 100 uses of certain subtypes of stance 

markers (e.g., could, maybe, really, important). Though the overall frequency of 

organizational and stance markers was comparable across the academic and colloquial 

corpus in most cases, some subtypes of markers were used more often in one register. As 

shown in Figure 1, markers listed on the left side of the continuum (in blue) were used 

more frequently in participants’ colloquial writing (e.g., because, but, surely, never), 

whereas some others were used more frequently in participants’ academic writing (e.g., 

for example, to conclude, indeed, obviously). The further a specific marker is from the 

mid-point of the continuum in this map, the larger the observed discrepancy in its use 

across academic and colloquial writing. It is interesting to note that some markers that 

prior research has considered more academic in experts’ writing were used also in EFL 

learners’ colloquial texts (e.g., in contrast, first of all, second/secondly).  

[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

Individual Variability in Using MDM across Learners’ Registers 

Table 3 summarizes descriptive statistics and statistical tests of cross-register 

variation for all variables investigated in individual writings. The average number of 

organizational markers was 4.86 per text in academic writing, and, somewhat 

surprisingly, slightly more in colloquial writing (5.22 per text). Similarly, no significant 

difference was found in the diversity of organizational markers by register. Yet, looking 
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at subtypes of MDMs, the estimated ratio of coded glosses (e.g., for example) was 60% 

more in academic writing than in colloquial writing (𝑖𝑟𝑟 = 1.60;  𝑝 < .001). Colloquial 

writing contains a slightly higher number of frame markers and transitions, but neither of 

these differences was statistically significant. On the other hand, both frequency and 

diversity of stance markers were significantly higher in colloquial writing than academic 

writing, with an estimated difference of 27% in total frequency (𝑝 < .001) and 25% in 

diversity (𝑝 < .001). The cross-register difference was, however, mainly manifested in 

the use of boosters (e.g., indeed, definitely) – almost twice as many boosters in colloquial 

as in academic writing (𝑝 < .001). There was no statistically significant difference in the 

use of attitude markers or hedges. 

To further test whether the cross-register patterns found above held for all types 

of EFL participants or not, we conducted a follow-up analysis to test interactions between 

register and learners’ characteristics (i.e., native language, English proficiency and 

educational level). In this analysis, we found a significant interaction between register 

and educational level for the frequency of hedges. As shown in Table 4 and Figure 2, 

while high schoolers and undergraduate students used more hedges in colloquial writing, 

graduate students used more hedges in academic writing. The interaction was significant 

even controlling for learners’ English proficiency. No other interactions were detected. 

[INSERT TABLE 3 HERE] 

[INSERT TABLE 4 HERE] 

[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 
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Relations between MDMs and Writing Quality 

Correlation analysis and variable transformation. We addressed the last 

research question by first examining the pairwise correlations between writing quality, 

lexico-syntactic features (text length, syntactic complexity and lexical diversity) and 

MDMs frequency and diversity, by register (see Table 5a and 5b). Not surprisingly, text 

length, syntactic complexity and lexical diversity showed positive and significant 

correlations with writing quality, suggesting the necessity to use them as control variables 

in regression models. The total frequencies/diversity of organizational and stance 

markers, as well as frequencies of the subtype MDMs, were also positively and 

moderately correlated with writing quality. However, given that they also were correlated 

with text length (the longer texts tend to contain larger number of markers, not 

surprisingly), it is necessary to test whether the association exists after accounting for 

length.  

[INSERT TABLE 5A AND 5B HERE] 

We also graphed the bivariate relations between each MDM and writing quality. 

We found that the relations between certain subtypes (e.g., frequency of frame markers, 

hedges) and writing quality appeared to be non-linear, so we transformed these markers 

using square root transformations to meet the regression assumptions. Relations between 

total frequencies/diversity of organization and stance markers and quality appeared to be 

linear, so no transformation was deemed necessary. 

Regression analysis. A series of multilevel models was built to understand the 

relations between subtypes of MDMs, total frequencies/diversity of organizational 

markers and stance markers, and writing quality within and across registers, controlling 
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for text length and other traditional lexico-syntactic measures. Learners’ English 

proficiency levels were used as another important control variable in light of previous 

research findings. These models were two-level, with two types of texts nested within 

students. 

 Prior to entering the question predictors, learners’ English proficiency levels9 (i.e., 

school-reported CEFR level), text length, syntactic complexity (words per clause), lexical 

diversity (VocD) and register (academic vs. colloquial) were entered to construct a 

baseline model. Not surprisingly, higher writing quality scores were associated with 

higher levels of English proficiency, longer texts, more complex syntactic structure and 

more diverse vocabulary. Moreover, academic writing, on average, displayed a lower 

level of quality than colloquial writing (see Table 6).   

 Next, MDM subtypes were added to the control model to determine the predictive 

role of subtypes of MDM on writing quality. The association between frame markers 

frequency (after square root transformation) and writing quality failed to reach 

significance, yet it was positive and with a p-value lower than .07 (𝛽 = 0.13;  𝑝 =

0.069). This effect was consistent across registers and proficiency levels as indicated by 

the non-significant interaction with register and English proficiency. To interpret these 

results, we used the untransformed unit. Results indicate that the predicted writing quality 

score difference between essays containing only one frame marker and those containing 

four frame markers is 0.13 points. Similarly, the estimated difference between essays 

                                                 
9 Other learner characteristics (i.e., educational level and native language background) were also 

entered into the model in a first step, but neither showed significant associations with writing 

quality. Thus, they were dropped to achieve more parsimonious models. 
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containing two frame markers and those containing nine was also 0.13 points. In other 

words, the effect of using frame markers, though remaining positive, was estimated to 

become weaker as the number increases (see Figure 3a).  

Another MDM subtype that demonstrated an interesting relation with writing 

quality was hedges. Hedges frequency did not show a significant association with writing 

quality by themselves, but they had a statistically significant interaction with register 

(𝛽 = −0.42;  𝑝 = 0.018). The effect of hedges on writing quality varied between 

academic and colloquial writing. Figure 3b illustrates this interaction, with a slightly 

positive slope in the colloquial register but a slightly negative slope in the academic 

register condition. Though neither slope was particularly steep, the contrast between them 

foreshadowed an intriguing pattern worth further study. Other subtypes of MDMs were 

also tested, but none was a significant predictor in either register. No significant 

interactions were found between use of metadiscourse markers and English proficiency, 

indicating that the main effects found in the analyses held across all proficiency levels in 

the sample. 

[INSERT TABLE 6 HERE] 

[INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE] 

Finally, the total frequencies and diversity of organizational markers and stance 

markers were used as question predictors.  As shown in Table 7 and Figure 4a, diversity 

of organizational markers demonstrated a promising association with writing quality 

(𝛽 = 0.06;  𝑝 = 0.087), whereas minimal association with the total frequency of 

organizational markers was found. Neither frequency nor diversity of stance markers 

showed significant associations with writing quality. Nevertheless, there was a 
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statistically significant interaction between diversity of stance markers and register (𝛽 =

−0.14;  𝑝 = 0.031). A post-hoc test indicated that the association between stance marker 

diversity and quality was positive and significant in colloquial writing (𝛽 = 0.11;  𝑝 =

0.051), but non-significant in academic writing (𝛽 = 0.07;  𝑝 = 0.227) (see Figure 4b).  

[INSERT TABLE 7 HERE] 

[INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE] 

To summarize, participants’ texts demonstrated some patterns of contrast in using 

subtypes of MDMs to address the academic and colloquial communicative contexts. 

Specifically, more boosters were found in colloquial writing, whereas more code glosses 

were found in academic writing. Interestingly, cross-register variation in the use of 

hedges differed by educational level, with graduate students using more hedges in 

academic writing, while high schoolers and undergraduates showed the opposite pattern. 

In addition, frequency of frame markers and diversity of organizational markers were 

found to be significant predictors of writing quality across registers. Yet, hedges and 

diversity of stance markers were only positively associated with colloquial writing 

quality, but not with academic writing.  

Discussion 

The present study compared the use of metadiscourse markers (MDMs) in 352 

academic essays and 352 personal emails written by a sample of English as Foreign 

Language (EFL) learners coming from diverse educational and English proficiency 

levels. The study contributes to the literature by first presenting an empirically based 

distributional map of the MDMs identified in an EFL learner corpus of academic and 
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colloquial writing. We demonstrated a continuum of metadiscourse forms and functions, 

from those more prevalent in learners’ colloquial texts to those more prevalent in 

learners’ academic texts. Second, the study reveals individual variability in the use of 

subtype MDMs across registers. While some cross-register patterns were consistent with 

expectations, such as a higher incidence of code glosses in academic writing, others were 

rather surprising and might be unique characteristics of this specific learner corpus and 

worth of further exploration. Salient among these was the lack of cross-register difference 

in using frame markers. We will illustrate these quantitative results using specific writing 

samples in the following section. Finally, by revealing the contribution of MDMs use to 

the human-rated overall writing quality of learners’ texts, these findings make visible to 

EFL learners and practitioners a repertoire of metadiscourse resources that could be 

incorporated into EFL writing instruction across communicative contexts. 

Cross-register Variation in Using MDMs 

Organizational markers. Among the three subtypes of organizational markers 

investigated, only code glosses were found to vary significantly by register. It is not 

surprisingly to see the more prevalent use of code glosses in academic writing, as writers 

are more likely to use “rephrasing, explaining or elaborating” (Hyland, 2005, p. 22) to 

ensure the more “distanced” reader is able to recover the writer’s intended meaning. They 

may, however, feel less motivated to do so when writing to a “close” audience, assuming 

they have more shared knowledge and background. On the other hand, it is somewhat 

surprising to find the lack of difference in using frame markers across registers, meaning 

that EFL learners in the sample used a similar set of linguistic devices to label text stages 

(first, in sum), to announce discourse goals (my purpose is…), or to indicate topic shift 
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(now let’s turn to…). Below is an excerpt from the colloquial corpus showing how frame 

markers were frequently presented in a learner’s colloquial writing: 

Student 092 | colloquial writing 

“Hello my friend: As you know, a study abroad program has pros and cons. First 

of all, I would like to tell you about the cons. Living in another country is 

absolutely not what you think […]. The second problem was sharing the room 

[…]. Last but not the least, it is the transportation […]. Now I’ll tell you its pros: 

BEST EXPERIENCE EVER! […] In sum, you should do it. Just go for it and you 

will love it! ” 

The writer used a total of 13 frame markers in the colloquial writing (whereas there were 

12 frame markers in the academic writing by the same writer). Looking at the specific 

markers used, some could be considered on the colloquial side of the continuum (e.g., I 

would like to…; Now I’ll tell you…), while others were more academic (e.g., first of all, 

in sum) (Hyland, 2005). Actually, this is not an atypical case in the sample. Across the 

entire corpus, markers like “first or firstly” were used 167 times in colloquial writing 

whereas 102 times in academic writing (see Appendix). Similarly, “second or secondly” 

was used 50 times in colloquial writing but only 25 in academic writing. Other markers, 

including “on the other hand, last or lastly, furthermore, therefore, on the contrary, in 

contrast”, which documented as more frequently used in academic writing of expert 

language users (Hyland, 2005) have all shown the opposite pattern – i.e., higher 

frequencies in colloquial writing. This phenomenon might be explained by Slobin’s 

famous language acquisition principle, such that new forms first expressed old function 

and new functions are first expressed by old forms (Slobin, 1973). This sort of natural 
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interactive dance between forms and functions, though, may be less smooth in the EFL 

learning context given the limited learning opportunities. For instance, learners might 

have first acquired the forms of MDM in EFL classrooms or textbooks, but yet not have 

the opportunities to practice their functions in authentic diverse communicative contexts. 

While acquiring the linguistic forms could be as easy as memorizing a formula, it takes 

multiple exposures to the forms in distinct contexts as well as explicit instruction to 

understand when to use them (the linguistic markers) and how to use them appropriately. 

Stance markers. EFL learners across the sample used a higher frequency of 

boosters in colloquial writing. The high school and undergraduate learners also used 

more hedges in colloquial writing. The sample of graduate learners used more hedges in 

academic writing -- the only group aligned with our expected pattern. More prevalent use 

of boosters in colloquial writing, to some extent, demonstrated that writers were more 

likely to express their certainty in what they say to a close audience. It is also possible 

that the essays were written in a short time frame where writers were not given a chance 

to search for evidence from external sources to support the arguments. Therefore, the lack 

of evidential support might also result in relatively less “confidence or commitment” to 

the expressed opinions in a more formal academic writing.  

Among all stance markers coded, hedges were believed to be the “most suitable to 

capture the epistemically cautious stance” (Uccelli et al., 2013, p. 52), an advanced 

argumentative skill typically valued in academic register. A variety of developmental 

linguistic and cognitive studies have identified a shift from deontic to epistemic stance in 

adolescents’ discourse, which typically refers to the development from a more egocentric 

or categorical judgment to more relativistic view that acknowledge multiple perspectives  
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(Berman & Katzenberger, 2004; Reilly, Baruch, Jisa, & Berman, 2002; Selman, 2003). 

Hedges were commonly found in academic articles to imply the writer’s decision to 

recognize alternative voices and viewpoints, and therefore open that opinion for 

discussion (Hyland, 2005). In the current corpus, it is particularly interesting to view that 

cross-register variation in the use of hedges differs by learners’ educational background, 

even after accounting for language proficiency. Graduate learners, as the only group who 

used more hedges in academic than colloquial writing, might be more socialized into 

academic discourse (through the reading of academic articles, participating in academic 

discussions, for example) than the younger groups. However, whether this is related to 

socio-cognitive maturity or just to the understanding of rhetorical expectations goes 

beyond the scope of the present study. Future research could further explore the 

interaction between socio-cognitive and language development during adolescence and 

early adulthood. 

Predictive Relations between MDM and Writing Quality 

Positive predictors: diversity matters more than frequency. Consistent with 

previous research (Dobbs, 2014; Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995; Qin & Uccelli, 2016), 

the present study found that it was the diversity of metadiscourse markers, rather than 

raw frequency, that demonstrated significant positive association with writing quality. In-

depth discourse analyses supported the finding that overuse and repetitive use of MDMs 

did not necessarily contribute to higher writing quality overall. For instance, the corpus 

contains an overwhelming number of transition markers (2,224). Many of these were 

used as simple clause-level connectives, such as if, because, and so. In some cases, the 

overuse of transition markers led to essays filled with run-on sentences, for example: 
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Student 128 | Academic Writing 

“[…] they can discover a new world because of the different culture and this is 

very good for the students because a lot of people can’t discover a new place […] 

If you know another language it can improve your CV because people think that 

you know another culture so that is really good for the students.” 

On the contrary, the following example illustrates more skillful use of MDMs. 

Specifically, a variety of markers were selected from a larger repertoire serving 

distinctive functions in the discourse: 

Student 473 | Academic Writing 

“Nowadays, there has been a considerable growth in the popularity of studying 

abroad […], but does this decision really as beneficial as most people think it is?  

Certainly, studying in a different country carries a number of advantages. First of 

all, it can help students to improve their language […]. Secondly, since one 

country's education system cannot possibly cover all the knowledge, being able to 

be exposed to two sets of education systems greatly enlarges a person's 

knowledge in his/her specialized area, therefore brings him/her more chance in 

the future. Also, studying in another country allows people to know the culture of 

this country better. Not only does this enrich the experience and inner fulfillment 

of the person himself/herself, but this also helps push the world globalization 

trend to expand faster.  However, I believe that there are still several potential 

problems for […]. For example, two different education systems, languages, and 

cultures could easily make a person feel confused […]. Moreover, long-term 
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exposure to a completely different culture may make people think less of their own 

cultures.  All in all, although studying abroad can be quite problematic, in my 

personal opinion, the advantages it brings could still outweigh the disadvantages. 

That is to say, studying abroad is definitely more of an enrichment than an 

interruption.”  

Despite the obvious room for improvement, the text obtained a quality score of 12 

points, one of the highest-quality writings in the corpus. It contains a diverse repertoire of 

organizational markers that were purposefully deployed to guide the readers through the 

textual organization (e.g., first of all; not only…but also; that is to say) in a coherent way. 

Moreover, the relatively balanced distribution of hedges (e.g., potential problem, in my 

personal opinion), boosters (e.g., certainly, definitely) and attitude markers (e.g., greatly, 

easily, problematic) displayed an authorial stance that both acknowledged the alternative 

perspectives and emphasized the writer’s commitment to the opinions expressed.  

 Predictive relations: contrast between academic and colloquial writing. The 

illustrative example demonstrated above, unfortunately, was only a rare case of skillful 

use of stance markers in the sample. The majority of academic writing in the corpus 

contains less satisfactory use of stance markers. This observation was supported by the 

quantitative results, showing limited association between diversity of stance markers and 

academic writing quality, and even slightly negative relation between hedges and 

academic writing quality. This finding suggests the challenges of establishing appropriate 

authorial voice in academic writing, which many more experienced writers continue to 

struggle with (Yoon, 2017; Zhao, 2010). The following excerpt illustrates the unskillful 

use of hedges in an academic essay: 
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Student 452 | Academic Writing 

“The possible advantage of studying abroad could be that student could learn 

variety of skills and abilities related to the education field […] but also they could 

improve aspect such as social ability and perhaps how to interact with others. 

[…] The possible problems that we could find could be: student would have to 

Skype classes here in our school, and maybe they cannot afford it.” 

The student used a total of 13 hedges in her writing, with each argument or statement 

hedged at least once.  Zhao (2010) observed similar pattern in her study and explained, 

“her raters tended to associate the overuse of hedges to a lack of confidence in the L2 

writer, or a lack of a clear stance on a particular topic under discussion” (p.141). This 

“lack of confidence” feeling described by the raters might be due to the fact that most of 

the hedges used in the sample text above were marking “probability of a hypothetical 

situation” (e.g., “they could improve aspect such as social ability”; “maybe they cannot 

afford it”) rather than “propositional certainty/uncertainty” that are indicative of an 

epistemic stance (e.g., “in my personal opinion, the advantages it brings could still 

outweigh the disadvantages”). In light of this distinction, future research might need to 

distinguish the different functions of hedges in the coding scheme and analyze their 

relations to writing quality separately. It is also worth noting that the writer used an 

overwhelming number of “could” in his/her writing, which makes us question whether 

the marker is a real indicator of stance or just habitual use of language. Interestingly, the 

colloquial writing written by the same writer contains only two hedges throughout the 

text (possible and might). This contrast might indicate that the hedges were purposefully 
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chosen by the writer to entail an authorial stance that she considered appropriate for this 

particular context. 

 These findings highlight the needs to conduct metadiscourse studies in more 

diverse sample of language learners, especially those at emergent language proficiency 

levels. In addition, the association between MDM frequencies and overall writing quality 

could differ by subtype (e.g., frame markers, epistemic hedges) and register (academic 

vs. colloquial). This finding indicates that the teaching and learning of MDMs is not a 

single-ruler formula, but deserves explicit reflection on the metadiscourse functions of 

MDM subtypes as well as their situated communicative contexts.  

Limitations and Implications 

The current findings should be viewed with consideration of a few limitations. 

First, the list of possible MDMs was retrieved from a pre-defined lexical list of markers 

from Hyland (2005). While lengthy, this list is not comprehensive, omitting MDM forms 

such as metadiscursive pronouns (e.g., I, you, we) (Ädel, 2010), metadiscursive nouns 

(e.g., fact, analysis) (Jiang & Hyland, 2016) and metadiscursive sentences (e.g., Just to 

give you a map of where we are going) (Mauranen, 2010). Next, the writing tasks were 

designed to assess language learners’ performance in writing across registers, but the 

single-time prompt-based writing activity has limitations in capturing the full range of 

learners’ writing knowledge and skills. Thus, it is important to acknowledge that this 

analysis reflects EFL learners’ performance, not their writing proficiency. Future research 

could further explore the topic using natural language data, such as comparing real email 

messages and academic essays written by the same writers. Finally, the sample of 

participants of the present study came from diverse educational and English proficiency 
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levels. Though they were enrolled in the same language education institute at the time 

when our study was conducted, we were not able to collect information about their 

educational background (e.g., degree of exposure to different English learning contexts, 

EFL curriculum in the local schools, etc.). Future research could more thoroughly explore 

these factors in relation to writing proficiency across communicative contexts. 

The study is unique in its comparative lens on metadiscourse analysis across 

academic and colloquial writing. It extends previous research by focusing on EFL 

learners with diverse English proficiency and educational levels from high school to 

graduate students. Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of EFL learners’ use of 

MDMs across registers is relevant for the design of evidence-based EFL writing 

instruction that prepares learners for the range of communicative contexts of the real 

world beyond the classroom. For instance, rather than asking student to memorize a list 

of MDM forms that they subsequently apply in drill exercises, teachers could scaffold 

learners’ reflections about and use of MDM forms and functions by producing their own 

texts and comparing others’ texts across communicative contexts. Through multiple 

exposures to MDM use in authentic contexts, teachers could highlight which markers are 

used by skilled writers/texts in specific contexts to accomplish which functions. Far from 

a rigid division between colloquial and academic forms, learners need to learn a wide 

repertoire of forms and understand how to convey which function in what context. EFL 

learners ought to be encouraged to express their voices and to flexibly use the language 

resources but with a solid knowledge of the register patterns prevalent in proficient 

writers. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1. 

Coding scheme of subtypes of metadiscourse markers 

Category Function Examples 

Organizational markers 

  Frame markers to sequence, label, predict and shift arguments on the other hand; in 

conclusion; finally 

  Code glosses to supply additional information by rephrasing, explaining or 

elaborating what has been said 

for example; in other words; 

defined as 

   

  Transition markers 

 

to signal additive, causative and contrastive relations between 

main clauses 

 

in addition; because; though 

Stance markers 

  Hedges to acknowledge alternative voices by implying that a statement is 

based on the writer’s plausible reasoning rather than certain 

knowledge 

possible; might; as far as I am 

concerned 

  Boosters to confront alternative voices by expressing their certainty in a 

single, confident voice 

obviously, definitely, it has 

been shown… 

   

  Attitude markers 

 

to convey affective, rather than epistemic, attitude towards 

propositions, such as surprise, agreement, importance, obligation, 

frustration, etc. 

 

surprisingly, unfortunately, 

important 
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Table 2.  

Overall frequency and diversity of organizational and stance markers across the academic and colloquial corpora 

 Frequency  Diversity 

 Academic Colloquial  Academic Colloquial 

Organizational markers 1,681 1,870  68 52 

   Frame markers 452 551  28 22 

   Code glosses 193 131  12 8 

   Transition markers 1,036 1,188  28 22 

         

Stance markers 1565 2322  53 50 

   Hedges 508 605  24 21 

   Boosters 835 1488  17 15 

   Attitude 222 229  12 14 
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Table 3.  

Cross-register variation in text length, subtypes and total frequencies of organizational markers and stance markers  

 Academic  Colloquial   

 Freq. per Text Range  Freq. per Text Range  irr1 

Word token 197.43 40-459  188.71 52-552  - 

        

Organizational markers frequency 4.86 0-17  5.22 0-19  0.97 

Organizational markers diversity 3.36 0-13  3.46 0-10  1.01 

   Frame  1.31 0-9  1.54 0-13  0.89 

   Code glosses 0.56 0-4  0.37 0-4  1.60* 

   Transition 2.99 0-12  3.32 0-14  0.95 

        

Stance markers frequency 4.52 0-24  6.49 0-22  0.73* 

Stance markers diversity 2.67 0-11  3.69 0-9  0.75* 

   Hedges 1.47 0-14  1.69 0-9  0.92 

   Boosters 2.41 0-14  4.16 0-17  0.61* 

   Attitude 0.64 0-4  0.64 0-5  1.06 

*p<0.0052 

1Incidence-rate ratio (irr) was estimated using multi-level Poisson modeling with each subtype of MDM as the outcome variable and register as the within-subject covariate. The 

total number of words was used as the exposure factor in the Poisson models. Thus, the irr coefficient indicates the ratio of a particular subtype of MDM in academic writing in 

comparison to colloquial writing. For instance, the coefficient for code glosses (1.60) indicates that the estimated incident-rate ratio for code glosses was 60% more in academic 

writing than colloquial writing. 2Given that we are investigating ten measures and therefore performing ten tests on the same dataset simultaneously, we employed the Bonferroni 

correction to avoid spurious positives. This sets the alpha value for each comparison to .05/10, or .005. 
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Table 4.  

Multi-level Poisson models describing the cross-register differences in using metadiscourse markers varied by learners’ educational 

background 

 Hedges 

Fixed Effects  

Register (Academic) 1.10 

English Proficiency 1.13*** 

Educational level  

  High school 0.96 

  College 0.97 

Interaction  

   Academic x High school 0.78* 

   Academic x College 0.77* 

Intercept 0.01*** 

Random Effects  

𝜎𝑢
2 0.25*** 

Goodness of Fit  

Log Likelihood -923.03 

*p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001 
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Table 5a.  

Pairwise correlations between writing quality, text length, lexico-syntactic features and writing quality in academic writing  

 Quality Length MLC VocD Frame 
Code 

glosses 
Transition 

Org 

(Freq.) 

Org 

(Div.) 
Hedge Booster Attitude 

Sta 

(Freq.) 

Sta 

(Div.) 

Length 0.55** 1.00             

MLC 0.24** 0.12* 1.00            

VocD 0.35** 0.20** 0.16** 1.00           

Frame 0.32** 0.34** 0.20** 0.19** 1.00          

Code Gl. 0.13* 0.26** 0.07 0.10~ 0.14* 1.00         

Transiton 0.27** 0.54** -0.00 0.01 0.21** 0.19** 1.00        

Org(Freq.) 0.44** 0.38** 0.60** 0.11* 0.13* 0.66** 0.44** 0.84** 1.00       

Org (Div.) 0.42** 0.53** 0.18** 0.27** 0.70** 0.50** 0.58** 0.86** 1.00      

Hedges 0.20** 0.46** 0.09~ 0.07 0.13* 0.15** 0.26** 0.28** 0.27** 1.00     

Boosters 0.29** 0.49** -0.04 0.07 0.10~ 0.20** 0.33** 0.32** 0.26** 0.19** 1.00    

Attitude 0.08 0.19** -0.04 0.01 0.05 0.03 0.10~ 0.10~ 0.09~ 0.03 0.23** 1.00   

Sta (Freq.) 0.32** 0.62** 0.02 0.09 0.15** 0.22** 0.38** 0.39** 0.34** 0.71** 0.78** 0.41** 1.00  

Sta (Div.) 0.34** 0.56** -0.02 0.17** 0.18** 0.13* 0.36** 0.37** 0.35** 0.59** 0.63** 0.30** 0.81** 1.00 

~ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0. 
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Table 5b.  

Pairwise correlations between writing quality, text length, lexico-syntactic features and writing quality in colloquial writing  

 Quality Length MLC VocD Frame 
Code 

glosses 
Transition 

Org 

(Freq.) 

Org 

(Div.) 
Hedge Booster Attitude 

Stance 

(Freq.) 

Stance 

(Div.) 

Length 0.59** 1.00             

MLC 0.14** -0.00 1.00            

VocD 0.27** 0.10~ 0.17** 1.00           

Frame 0.29** 0.37** 0.10~ 0.15** 1.00          

Code Gl. 0.13* 0.22** 0.03 0.08 0.07 1.00         

Transiton 0.25** 0.51** -0.01 -0.08 0.07 0.14** 1.00        

Org 

(Freq.) 
0.38** 0.62** 0.06 0.05 0.66** 0.36** 0.76** 1.00       

Org (Div.) 0.34** 0.46** 0.09 0.21** 0.70** 0.41** 0.40** 0.78** 1.00      

Hedges 0.32** 0.44** -0.04 0.15** 0.17** 0.11* 0.19** 0.26** 0.21** 1.00     

Boosters 0.25** 0.51** 
-

0.09~ 
-0.00 0.13* 0.04 0.32** 0.31** 0.20** 0.15** 1.00    

Attitude 0.14** 0.25** 0.02 -0.06 0.03 0.02 0.15** 0.12* 0.07 0.06 0.24** 1.00   

Sta(Freq.) 0.36** 0.63** -0.08 0.05 0.18** 0.09 0.36** 0.37** 0.26** 0.59** 0.86** 0.44** 1.00  

Sta (Div.) 0.41** 0.57** 
-

0.09~ 
0.17** 0.17** 0.04 0.30** 0.32** 0.22** 0.67** 0.60** 0.26** 0.81** 1.00 

~ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 
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Table 6.  

Taxonomy of fitted multilevel models describing the relationship between overall writing quality and subtypes of MDMs, controlling 

for text length, lexical and syntactic complexity. 

 M.Baseline M.Frame M.Hedge M.HedInt. 

Fixed Effect     

English proficiency 0.42*** 0.42*** 0.41*** 0.41*** 

Text length 0.92*** 0.88*** 0.92*** 0.92*** 

Academic register -0.86*** -0.83*** -0.85*** -0.44*** 

Syntactic complexity 0.23*** 0.21*** 0.22*** 0.24*** 

Lexical diversity 0.29*** 0.28*** 0.29*** 0.28*** 

Frame markers  0.16~   

Hedges   0.02 0.23 

Hedges x Academic     -0.42** 

Random Effect     

𝜎𝑢
2 1.06 1.05 1.06 1.06 

𝜎𝜀
2 1.21 1.21 1.21 1.19 

Goodness of Fit     

Log Likelihood -1037.74 -1035.08 -1037.70 -1033.57 

~p<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001 
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Table 7.  

Taxonomy of fitted multilevel models describing the relationship between overall writing quality and total frequencies/diveristy of 

MDMs, controlling for text length, lexical and syntactic complexity. 

 Baseline Org_Freq Org_Dive Sta_Freq Sta_Dive Sta_DiveInt 

Fixed Effect       

English Proficiency 0.42*** 0.42*** 0.42*** 0.43*** 0.41*** 0.40*** 

Text length 0.92*** 0.88*** 0.85*** 0.96*** 0.95*** 0.95*** 

Academic -0.86*** -0.85*** -0.84*** -0.88*** -0.82*** 0.25** 

Syntactic complexity 0.23*** 0.23*** 0.21*** 0.22*** 0.24*** 0.25*** 

Lexical diversity 0.29*** 0.29*** 0.27*** 0.29*** 0.30*** 0.30*** 

Org (Frequency)  0.02     

Org (Diversity)    0.07~    

Stance (Frequency)    -0.02   

Stance (Diversity)     0.03 0.09* 

Stance (Div) x Academic      -0.14** 

Random Effect       

𝜎𝑢
2 1.06 1.06 1.05 1.07 1.04 1.06 

𝜎𝜀
2 1.21 1.21 1.21 1.20 1.19 1.20 

Goodness of Fit       

Log Likelihood -1037.74 -1037.32 -1037.21 -1037.42 -1037.58 -1033.29 

~p<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001 
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Organizational markers 
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Stance markers 

 

Figure 1. The Distributional Map of MDMs used in EFL learners’ writing:  similarities and differences between the academic and colloquial 

corpora. The size of the font depicts the total frequencies of each marker in the entire corpus; the position on x-axis indicates the relative 

frequencies across registers – markers used more in colloquial texts are to the left, and likewise markers to the right were used more in academic 

texts. The numbers on the top of the graphs indicate the absolute differences across registers. The color reinforces this information, showing the 

“more colloquial MDM” in blue and “more academic MDM” in red.  
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Figure 2. Cross-register variation in hedges differed by educational level 
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a. Frame markers b. Hedges 

  
 

Figure 3. Estimated association between subtypes of MDMs and writing quality. 
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a. Organizational markers b. Stance markers 

 
 

Figure 4. Predicted association between  

diversity of organizational markers / stance markers and writing quality 
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Appendix: Frequencies of MDMs and Distributions across Registers 

Distribution of Organizational markers in Academic and Colloquial Writing 

Frame markers Aca Col 

first 89 139 

first of all 28 28 

on the other hand 19 24 

finally 16 24 

in conclusion 16 5 

secondly 15 23 

firstly 13 28 

to conclude 12 3 

second 10 25 

then 9 6 

to sum up 6 3 

I would like to 5 9 

third 4 4 

thirdly 4 3 

as a result 4 2 

Code glosses Aca Col 

for example 92 67 

such as 37 24 

for instance 11 8 

mean 8 13 

known as 3 0 

called 2 1 

e.g. 2 0 

in other words 2 2 

in short 1 0 

( ) 1 1 

say 1 0 

that is to say 1 0 

specifically 0 1 
 

Transition  Aca Col 

because 452 484 

but 376 527 

also 204 228 

however 46 40 

moreover 26 20 

although 17 14 

in addition 10 7 

furthermore 9 11 

since 9 7 

therefore 9 10 

though 7 6 

whereas 7 0 

thus 6 2 

nevertheless 5 4 

consequently 4 2 
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last 3 11 

at the same time 3 5 

aim 3 0 

all in all 2 2 

as a concequence 2 0 

to start with 2 0 

on the contary 1 2 

lastly 1 1 

next 1 0 

purpose 1 0 

resume 1 0 

to begin with 1 0 

want_to 0 8 

in contrast 0 1 
 

even though 4 3 

lead to 4 2 

besides 4 6 

subsequently 3 0 

nonetheless 2 0 

the result is 2 0 

yet 2 5 

again 1 1 

further 1 0 

in the same way 1 0 

likewise 1 0 

hence 1 0 

so as to 1 1 

accordingly 0 1 

additionally 0 1 
 

Distribution of Stance Markers in Academic and Colloquial Writing 

Hedges Aca Col 

could 180 176 

maybe 76 151 

may 75 78 

Boosters Aca Col 

really 103 204 

always 57 67 

never 47 65 

Attitude Aca Col 

important 153 145 

amazing 31 51 

interesting 12 13 
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might 38 54 

sometimes 35 43 

probably 19 31 

in my opinion 14 23 

often 14 3 

usually 10 1 

almost 9 8 

likely 5 2 

supposed 5 0 

mostly 4 2 

perhaps 4 3 

possibly 4 8 

in general 3 3 

generally 3 0 

tendto 3 1 

overall 2 1 

seems 2 3 

in my view 1 0 

claimed 1 0 

indeed 19 3 

of course 17 18 

in fact 14 11 

obviously 14 2 

definitely 10 12 

actually 8 8 

truly 7 3 

certainly 6 9 

clear 5 0 

shown 4 0 

surely 4 30 

quite 3 9 

must 2 5 

no doubt 1 5 
 

agree 10 4 

essential 5 0 

appropriate 3 0 

prefer 3 4 

astonished 1 0 

disagree 1 1 

fortunate 1 2 

hopefully 1 2 

understandable 1 0 

feel 0 1 

importantly 0 1 

surprised 0 1 

surprising 0 0 

unbelievable 0 1 

unexpected 0 1 

unfortunately 0 3 
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guess 0 3 

perspective 0 1 

probable 0 1 
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CHAPTER 4: IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

Towards a Communicative Approach to Teaching and Assessing EFL Writing: 

Lessons Learned from Studies on Register Flexibility 

Over decades of exploration of effective approaches to teaching and assessing 

writing in English as a Foreign Language (EFL), researchers and educators have long 

been puzzled by a critical question – what does it truly mean to be a proficient writer?  In 

EFL research, linguistic complexity has been traditionally used as an important outcome 

of high-level foreign language production (Bulté & Housen, 2012; Norris & Ortega, 

2009; Yoon, 2017). It refers to the ability to produce the more advanced vocabulary, 

grammar, and discourse features in writing (Ellis, 2009; Pallotti, 2015). In EFL teaching 

practices, language teachers and school admission offices normally use English 

proficiency tests, such as TOEFL, IESLT, and CPE, as standardized measures to assess 

foreign language proficiency (Coffin, 2004; ETS., 2011). A productive line of empirical 

studies has shown positive associations between EFL learners’ standardized test scores 

and linguistic complexity in writing. That is, ‘high proficiency learners’ tend to write 

with more diverse and sophisticated vocabulary, more complex syntactic structures, and a 

more diverse repertoire of discourse features (S. Crossley & McNamara, 2012; S. 

Crossley, Roscoe, & McNamara, 2011; Lu, 2011).  

However, beyond this widely-known relation, another intriguing question arises: 

is the more complex use of language the sole or the most important indicator of high 

proficiency? If the answer is yes, then why do we observe many EFL learners with high 
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scores and solid mastery of complex vocabulary and grammar still struggling to write 

effectively across social contexts in the real world? Based on our three years of research, 

we argue that, above and beyond mastering linguistic complexity, EFL learners need an 

additional proficiency to successfully meet a full range of communicative needs: register 

flexibility. In this article, we draw research evidence from two empirical studies (Qin, in 

preparation; Qin & Uccelli, under review) to delineate the set of language skills at 

various linguistic levels (i.e., vocabulary, syntax, discourse organization and stance) that 

are encompassed under the term, register flexibility, defined as the ability to flexibly use 

a variety of language resources with the awareness of which are the most appropriate for 

the communicative contexts at (Qin & Uccelli, under review). 

 Our aim is to support EFL practitioners: 1) to understand the distinct language 

demands of academic versus colloquial contexts; 2) to identify strengths and challenges 

in a diverse sample of EFL learners’ writing performances across these contexts; 3) and 

ultimately, to inform the design of pedagogical approaches that scaffold EFL learners’ 

writing proficiency in register-flexible ways, rather than an exclusive focus on 

increasingly complex linguistic forms.  

In the sections that follow, we first explain what we mean by ‘register flexibility.’ 

Next, we summarize two empirical studies that investigate register flexibility in a group 

of EFL learners who were asked to write an academic essay and a colloquial personal 

email about the same topic. The questions that motivated our research were: would EFL 

learners produce academic or colloquial texts that reflected the language choices and 

communicative expectations of each context? If not, what are the linguistic and 

sociodemographic factors that influence their performances? Finally, we advocate for a 



 

111 

series of research-based instructional principles derived from the research findings. It is 

important to clarify that the research summarized here was not focused on designing or 

testing instructional strategies, but on analyzing a set of written texts produced by high 

school, undergraduate and graduate EFL learners. The findings, however, are relevant for 

the design of future research-based interventions aiming to support EFL learners’ flexible 

and effective use of language across communicative contexts. 

Definition and Measurement of Register Flexibility 

How Did We Define Register Flexibility? 

We view writing proficiency as a context-specific competency, such that a writer 

could be skilled in writing a personal letter to a friend, yet may struggle to write an 

argumentative essay, and vice versa. Writing colloquial and academic texts requires 

different sets of language resources that are highly dependent on the rhetorical 

expectations of the audiences and the communicative purposes. ‘Register’ is a term used 

in linguistics research to refer to the co-occurrence of linguistic features associated with a 

specific situation of use (Biber & Conrad, 2009). For instance, the linguistic features 

prevalent in the social context (i.e., register of social language) would be different from 

those in the school context (i.e., register of school language). Register differences can be 

studied at many levels of specificity. For the present study, we focus on contrasting 

school writing (academic register condition) and social writing (colloquial register 

condition) because of the particular relevance of these two types of writing for EFL 

learners (Cummins, 1980; Schleppegrell, 2002; Uccelli et al., 2015; Uccelli & Phillips 

Galloway, 2017). To communicate successfully across the academic and colloquial 

contexts, learners need to have developed what we call ‘register flexibility’. Register 
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flexibility is the ability to flexibly use a variety of language resources with the awareness 

of which are the most appropriate for the communicative contexts at hand (Qin & 

Uccelli, under review). As illustrated in Figure 1, developing register flexibility requires 

learning in two dimensions. On the one hand (see the horizontal axis in Figure 1), 

learners need to increase their knowledge of language resources, including the acquisition 

of a diverse repertoire of vocabulary, grammatical and discourse markers and structures. 

On the other hand (see vertical axis in Figure 1), learners also need to develop an 

awareness of when and how to use these language resources appropriately across an 

expanding variety of contexts. 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

How Do Academic Language and Colloquial Language Differ? 

The distinction between academic and colloquial language is widely documented 

in corpus linguistics and developmental language research (Biber, 1991; Biber, Gray, & 

Poonpon, 2011; Snow & Uccelli, 2009; Uccelli et al., 2015). Figure 1 illustrates the 

vocabulary, syntactic structures, and discourse features that are more typically used in 

one context than the other. The overlapping area between the two contexts indicates that 

academic language and colloquial language should not be viewed as two arbitrary 

categories, but rather a continuum ranging from ‘more colloquial’ to ‘more academic’. 

The following two sentences, though expressing the same meaning, represented the more 

colloquial versus more academic language: 

More colloquial More academic 

People are causing so much pollution  

that the Earth is getting warmer. 

Human activities that produce 

concentrations of greenhouse gasses  
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are likely to cause the Earth’s 

temperatures to increase. 

 

Vocabulary | Academic texts typically have higher frequencies of academic 

vocabulary. Academic vocabulary refers to both discipline-specific vocabulary with 

specific technical meanings (e.g., greenhouse gasses) (August, Branum-Martin, 

Cardenas-Hagan, & Francis, 2009; Cervetti, Barber, Dorph, Pearson, & Goldschmidt, 

2012; Nagy & Townsend, 2012) as well as cross-discipline academic vocabulary with 

high-utility across content areas (e.g., concentrations)  (Hiebert & Kamil, 2005; Snow, 

Lawrence, & White, 2009). Though certainly with exceptions, academic contexts in 

which writers typically discuss complex ideas in more formal ways or with distant 

audiences require the use of diverse vocabulary to be precise, as well as typically more 

complex words (longer/multisyllabic, more abstract meaning). In contrast, in colloquial 

contexts, writers normally write informally, as if addressing a familiar audience, such that 

the selected vocabulary is simpler and less precise (e.g., so much), and refers to concrete 

events or concepts (e.g. the Earth is getting warmer). 

Syntax | Given the need to concisely convey a large amount of information, 

academic texts contain denser syntactic structures than colloquial texts. These include 

embedded clauses, coordinated clauses and complex noun phrases (Lu, 2010; Ortega, 

2003). For instance, in the sentence “Human activities [that produce concentrations of 

greenhouse gasses] might have caused [the Earth’s temperatures to increase]”, the 

writer uses two embedded clauses and two noun phrases to pack information densely into 

a long and complex sentence. However, such sentences are less likely in a colloquial text. 
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Discourse organization | In writing academic texts, writers are typically expected 

to use stepwise logical argumentation explicitly signaled by organizational markers (i.e., 

frame markers: first of all; code glosses: for example; transitions: although) (Dobbs, 

2014; Hyland, 2005, 2006; Uccelli, Dobbs, & Scott, 2013). In contrast, colloquial texts 

usually present a more loosely connected and dialogical structure, reflecting shared 

knowledge and familiarity with communicative moves between close participants. For 

example, academic texts are expected to use code glosses to rephrase, explain, and 

elaborate ideas to ensure the more “distanced” readers can recover the writer’s intended 

meaning. On the other hand, writers might feel less motivated to use such glosses when 

writing to a “close” audience, with whom shared knowledge and background information 

can be assumed. 

Discourse stance | Academic texts are expected to demonstrate an impersonal or 

authoritative stance (Berman, Ragnarsdóttir, & Strömqvist, 2002; Hyland, 2005; Uccelli 

et al., 2013). For instance, epistemic hedges are frequently used in academic texts to 

imply the writer’s degree of certainty/uncertainly regarding a claim (e.g., are likely to 

cause…). Because they recognize alternative viewpoints and therefore allow for open 

discussion of stated opinions, hedging is considered an advanced argumentative skill 

typically valued in the academic register. Compared to the relatively distanced stance in 

academic texts, colloquial texts are characterized by a more interpersonal and affective 

stance, with messages typically delivered in an involved and interactive manner.  

How Did We Measure Register Flexibility? 

A 50-minute Communicative Writing Instrument (CW-I) was designed to 

measure EFL learners’ writing across communicative contexts. For the present study, 
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students’ responses to two scenario-based writing tasks were analyzed. As shown in 

Table 1, the tasks required students to write two persuasive texts on the same topic, but 

certain factors (i.e., participants, social status and channel of communication) in the 

communicative contexts were manipulated to reflect the distinct language requirements in 

colloquial and academic contexts. 

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

EFL learners’ written responses to each task were analyzed with commonly used corpus 

linguistic instruments (i.e., CLAN, SiNLP, and L2SCA) (Crossley, Varner, Kyle, & 

McNamara, 2014; Lu, 2010; MacWhinney, 2000). We analyzed the language features of 

each text at various linguistic levels: vocabulary, syntax, and discourse. As register 

flexibility is a construct that assesses “whether learners could deploy different sets of 

linguistic features to serve distinct communicative contexts”, we measure register 

flexibility by the ‘degree of differentiation across communicative contexts at each 

linguistic level’. For instance, a writer with high register flexibility at the vocabulary 

level would produce a text with more sophisticated and varied vocabulary in the 

academic writing context as compared to the colloquial writing context. 

Who Participated in the Studies? 

Participants were 352 adolescent and adult EFL learners from diverse 

sociocultural backgrounds. The sample included slightly more females (65%) than males. 

They represented three native language groups with 24% native Chinese speakers, 25% 

native French speakers, and 51% native Spanish speakers. Within each native language 

group, there were similar distributions of educational levels, including approximately 

40% high schoolers, 40% undergraduates and 20% graduate students. At the time when 
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the studies were conducted, participants were enrolled in the same private language 

education institute which used a standard curriculum appropriate for various proficiency 

levels. Based on participants’ performances in a standardized English proficiency test 

(EFSET) (EF, 2014), their proficiency levels were assessed following the Common 

European Framework of References for Languages (CEFR). Participants’ English 

proficiency ranged from basic to advanced: basic (A1/A2: 21%), intermediate (B1/B2: 

56%), and advanced (C1/C2: 23%),   

Summary of Key Findings from Research 

Study 1 

In the first study, we examined if EFL learners’ register flexibility – at the 

vocabulary, syntactic and discourse levels – varied depending on their English 

proficiency, age, native language, or their educational level. We hypothesized that we 

would observe a positive association between English proficiency and register flexibility 

at each linguistic level; that is, EFL learners with higher English proficiency would 

display better register flexibility – in other words, more and bigger differences between 

the academic and colloquial contexts, with more sophisticated vocabulary, syntactic 

structures and more discourse markers evident in their academic texts. The results of this 

study, however, revealed mixed findings in response to our hypothesis. 

 

Key Finding 1: Emerging register flexibility in vocabulary and syntax. 

The first study revealed EFL learners’ register flexibility in using different sets of 

vocabulary and syntactic structures in the two communicative contexts. At the syntactic 

level, consistent with our hypothesis, we found a positive association between English 
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proficiency and register flexibility across all native language groups. In other words, as 

learners become more proficient in English, their academic writing was increasingly 

differentiated from their colloquial writing in frequency of complex syntactic structures 

such as embedded clauses and complex noun phrases (as depicted by the distance 

between the red and blue shadows in Figure 2). 

[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 

The association between English proficiency and register flexibility at the 

vocabulary level, however, was not consistent across native language groups. The only 

group that was found to be in line with our hypothesis was the native Spanish group. As 

illustrated in Figure 3 (Spanish), the increasing distance between the red and blue lines 

indicates that as learners become more proficient in English, they are more likely to use 

complex vocabulary (i.e., multisyllabic, morphologically complex, abstract, and diverse 

words) in academic writing than colloquial writing. Native French speakers in the sample 

made clear distinctions in vocabulary usage between contexts across all proficiency 

levels. Native Chinese speakers, though, demonstrated the highest complexity in 

vocabulary on average, but had the lowest level register flexibility. Interestingly, as they 

become more proficient in English, Chinese EFL learners are less likely to differentiate 

their vocabulary usage across communicative contexts. This research finding echoes 

anecdotal reports that Chinese EFL learners sometimes display a “formal tone” in their 

personal writing – or “talking like a book” (Biber et al., 2009, p. 5). 

[INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE] 

Key Finding 2: The lack of register flexibility in discourse organization in general. 
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In contrast to our hypothesis, we found no association between English 

proficiency and register flexibility at the discourse level, especially in the use of 

discourse organizational markers. As shown in Figure 4, the overlapping lines across 

registers indicate that, even at the highest proficiency level, EFL learners tend to use the 

same set of organizational markers in both communicative contexts. A close look at the 

distributions of subtypes of organizational markers in students’ writing revealed 

considerable overuse of ‘academic discourse markers’ in the colloquial writing. For 

instance, markers like ‘on the other hand, second/secondly, furthermore, on the 

contrary’, which we originally hypothesize would occur more often in academic writing, 

all showed higher or equal frequencies in colloquial writing. This unusual pattern 

observed in EFL learners’ writing might reflect students’ lack of understanding of the 

communicative functions of these academic discourse markers (e.g., why these markers 

are used and which is the most appropriate context) while acquiring the complex 

linguistic forms. 

[INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE] 

Study 2 

To further understand these EFL learners’ register flexibility at the discourse 

level, we conducted a second study to specifically examine learners’ use of discourse 

markers across academic and colloquial contexts. In this study, we examined in more 

detail how the use of different types of discourse markers may influence overall writing 

quality (as rated by experienced EFL teachers). We examined this relation within and 

across the academic and colloquial writing contexts.  
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Key Finding 3: Emergent use of discourse stance markers did not enhance overall 

writing quality in the academic register. 

Discourse stance markers, if learned and used appropriately, should function to 

enhance the authoritative voice, persuasiveness, and ultimately overall writing quality of 

texts. However, in the second study, we were surprised to find a negative association 

between the frequency of epistemic hedges (e.g., possibly, it’s likely that…) and writing 

quality in EFL learners’ academic writing, controlling for textual length, lexico-syntactic 

features and learners’ demographics. This finding echoes previous studies revealing 

either negative or no association between the use of discourse markers and writing 

quality in young native language writers (6th – 8th grade U.S. students) (Dobbs, 2014) and 

in the writing of intermediate-level EFL learners) (Zhao, 2013). Like prior authors, we 

attribute this phenomenon to the learners’ surface acquisition of linguistic forms without 

acquiring a sufficient understanding of these forms’ discourse functions. For instance, in 

one of the academic essays in the sample, the writer overused 13 hedges in her writing, 

with each argument or statement hedged at least once. This overuse of hedge markers 

was seen by one rater as counterproductively signaling “a lack of confidence in the 

writer, or a clear stance on the topic under discussion,” rather than a careful academic 

stance. 

[INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE] 

Instructional Principles 

This paper proposes an innovative construct – register flexibility – to evaluate 

EFL learners’ writing performances across communicative contexts. Though the explicit 
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association between learners’ flexible use of language and writing proficiency in real-

world communication remains a topic of continued study, some general instructional 

principles can be derived from the work we have conducted to date. 

Instructional Principle 1 | Embedding linguistic forms in meaningful 

contexts. Our findings suggest that learners need more opportunities to understand the 

functions and appropriate contexts of use of the language resources that they may have 

already successfully internalized. Studies show that students are more likely to learn 

linguistic expressions and structures well when they are embedded in meaningful 

contexts and students are provided ample opportunities for their repetition and use 

(Goldenberg, 2010). This is in stark contrast with prevalent EFL practices of memorizing 

lists of expressions that are then used in rigid drill exercises or test-like activities. For 

example, in teaching discourse organizational markers to signal textual goals (e.g., the 

paper began with the goal of identifying…; I’m writing to talk about…), teachers could 

have students compare more academic and more colloquial texts written by skilled 

writers to reflect on the writers’ choices and subsequently produce their own texts: 

Example Text 1: First, to advance prior research focused on academic 

vocabulary, the paper began with the goal of identifying a more comprehensive 

set of academic language skills (Uccelli & Phillips Galloway, 2017, p. 397). 

Example Text 2: I’m writing to talk about a recent paper I’ve read about 

academic language. It is said that academic language is not limited to 

vocabulary! 

Teachers might engage students in activities to talk about language forms and functions 

in these texts. For instance, teachers could pose scaffolding questions such as “Why do 
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you think these authors use the terms ‘The paper began with the goal of identifying…’ 

and ‘I’m writing to talk about…’ in these two texts? Are their purposes the same?” “What 

are the differences between these two linguistic terms, e.g., subjects, main nouns/verbs?” 

“Why do you think they are using different terms to serve the same purpose?” With the 

step-by-step guidance, teachers might raise students’ awareness of how the same 

communicative function could be delivered by different linguistic forms depending on 

the demands of communicative contexts. 

Instructional Principle 2 | Writing for communication. Writing can be viewed 

as a process of ‘social engagement’ in which the writers interact with an imagined or real 

audience through the purposeful use of language. Some traditional EFL writing 

classrooms, however, view writing as the instructional end rather than a mechanism of 

communication. It is not surprising to see a large amount of class time dedicated to 

preparing for standardized tests, memorizing argumentations and essay structural 

templates. The Communicative Writing Instruction developed in our research could be 

used as an inspirational framework to turn the focus of EFL writing instruction from 

‘writing for writing’ to ‘writing for communication.’ With an explicit understanding of 

the audiences, purposes, and channels of communication, learners might be more 

motivated to search for relevant content and linguistic resources to serve the 

communicative contexts at hand. 

Instructional Principle 3 | Anticipating communicative challenges. Our results 

reveal that writing across communicative contexts requires the integration of advanced 

linguistic knowledge and awareness, an area in which many advanced EFL writers still 

struggle. Lessons learned from our research have shown that the challenges vary at 
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different linguistic levels and for different native language groups. For instance, while the 

majority of language learners use lower-level linguistic skills (i.e., vocabulary and 

syntax) effectively, many learners, including some who have already been identified as 

‘proficient language users,’ are struggling with higher-level linguistic skills in writing 

across contexts, such as discourse organization and stance. In addition, while students 

from some native language backgrounds experience less challenge in selecting the 

appropriate vocabulary for specific situations of use, Chinese speakers need more explicit 

instruction to develop this skill. The cross-language differences are likely to be explained 

by multiple factors including the nature of native language and EFL learning experiences 

in the local country, and future research needs to be conducted to search for those 

explanations. EFL learners are a diverse population from distinct sociocultural and 

educational backgrounds. Therefore, it is especially important for EFL educators to 

anticipate the communicative challenges different students might face and adjust the 

instructional approach so it is attuned to their specific needs. 

Conclusion 

While the methodologies for effective teaching and assessment of EFL writing 

remains a continued topic of study, our research suggests the value of taking a 

communicative perspective. Drawing on research evidence from two empirical studies, 

we aimed to 1) describe the strength and challenges of EFL learners’ writing in two 

different communicative contexts, using the innovative construct ‘register flexibility’; 

and 2) inform the design of instructional approaches focused on enhancing real-world 

communicative competence above and beyond acquiring complex linguistic forms. 

Writing should be viewed as a mechanism of communication rather than an instructional 
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end. Therefore, it is important to raise the awareness and cultivate the skills for EFL 

learners to select appropriate language resources to navigate across their social, 

academic, and professional lives. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1.  

Designing Framework of the Communicative Writing Instrument (CW-I) 

 Colloquial Academic 

Participants Friend-Friend Student - Principals 

Social status Close and equal Distanced and hierarchical 

Channel Personal email 

 

Argumentative essay in academic report 

 

Purpose Persuasive 

Topic Whether students should take a gap year from regular school work to 

participate in a study-abroad program? 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Distinct linguistic features across academic and colloquial contexts;  

and dimensions of register flexibility. 
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Figure 2: The predicted relations between English proficiency scores and  

register flexibility at the syntactic level. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The predicted relations between English proficiency scores and 

register flexibility at the vocabulary level. 
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Figure 4: The predicted relations between English proficiency scores and  

register flexibility in using discourse organizational markers. 

 

Figure 5: The predictive relationship between frequency of epistemic hedges  

and overall writing quality, variation across communicative contexts. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

The thesis makes a conceptual contribution to advancing the field’s understanding 

of foreign language proficiency and proposes an innovative construct and a more 

ambitious way to prepare EFL learners for the communicative demands of today’s world. 

Methodologically, it is also one of the first efforts to use advanced statistical modeling 

strategy to precisely quantify and analyze a sophisticated phenomenon in language 

research; previous studies related to this topic have relied heavily on more qualitative 

methods. In this thesis, I report the results of two empirical studies exploring EFL 

learners’ writing proficiency across communicative contexts, i.e., academic and 

colloquial writing. 

In Study 1, I draw on a sociocultural and pragmatic-view of language 

development to define and operationalize an innovative construct – register flexibility. 

Register flexibility refers to the ability to flexibly use a variety of linguistic resources 

with the awareness of which are the most appropriate for the communicative contexts at 

hand. Multilevel modeling results suggest that though standardized English proficiency 

scores normally predict more complex use of language, the scores are not consistently 

associated with more flexible use of language across communicative contexts. For 

instance, leaners from all native language backgrounds and at various proficiency levels 

are experiencing difficulties in flexibly using discourse markers to signal textual 

organization and stance. Additionally, native Chinese speakers also demonstrated 

relatively low-level register flexibility in vocabulary usage compared to the other two 
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language groups. This study highlights the strengths and challenges faced by a diverse 

sample of EFL learners using English in both academic and colloquial writings.  

Extending the results of this first study, Study 2 further unfolds the lack of 

register flexibility at the discourse level by examining cross-register variations in specific 

types of discourse organizational and stance markers. It is among the first effort to build 

an empirically-based distributional map of discourse markers in EFL learners’ academic 

and colloquial writing, making unique contributions to the field of metadiscourse studies 

that exclusively focuses on the academic register. In addition, this second study also 

identified the predictive relations between certain types of discourse markers and overall 

writing quality, and how the relations differ across communicative contexts. The 

diversity of discourse markers plays a more significant role in enhancing writing quality 

than the raw frequency, in both academic and colloquial writing, and the overuse of 

epistemic hedges is negatively associated with writing quality in the academic register. 

Taken together, these studies suggest EFL learners are acquiring skills in using different 

vocabulary and syntactic resources to serve the communicative contexts at hand, but at 

the same time, experiencing challenges at higher linguistic levels, such as discourse 

organization and stance. The studies shed light on the importance of teaching a diverse 

repertoire of discourse markers by embedding them in meaningful communicative 

contexts. 

Directions for Future Research 

 These studies provide research-based evidence to support the design of 

instructional approaches targeted at enhancing EFL learners’ communicative competence 

in writing through the lens of ‘register flexibility.’ However, the results could by no 
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means make causal claims about the reasons for the challenges experienced by the EFL 

learners and how to make the instruction more effective. Future research should include 

closer investigation of the current practices of writing instruction in local EFL classrooms 

to identify the potential sources of challenges. This work will inform the design of 

educational interventions targeting specific instructional factors worthy of improvement 

and test their effectiveness via longitudinal studies. 

 The studies narrowly operationalize ‘register flexibility’ as the degree of 

differentiation between linguistic features used in academic and colloquial writing. 

However, as register is a broad concept that encompasses the co-occurrence of linguistic 

features in a variety of situations, register flexibility should also be operationalized in 

more diverse ways. Thus, in methodological development and theory building, future 

research could expand the current analytic framework by incorporating more manipulated 

factors into the Communicative Writing Instrument and propose a more expansive 

theoretical model.  
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Qin, W. & Uccelli, P. (2016). Same language, different functions: Exploring EFL 

learners’ writing performance across genres. Journal of Second Language Writing, 33, 

3-17. 

https://scholar.harvard.edu/qin/home
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Uccelli, P., Galloway, E.P. & Qin, W. (2017). The language for school literacy: 

Widening the lens on language and reading relations. In N.K. Lesaux & E. Moje, 

(Eds.), The Handbook of Reading Research, Volume V. 

Qin, W., Kingston, H. & Kim, J. (under review). What does retell ‘tell’ about reading 

comprehension: Exploring children’s narrative and expository retellings. 

Qin, W. & Uccelli, P. (under review). Beyond complexity: Exploring register 

flexibility in EFL writing. 

Qin, W. (under review). Metadiscourse: Variation of Interaction in Colloquial and 

Academic Writing.  

Uccelli, P., Galloway, E.P. & Qin, W. (in preparation). Academic language 

proficiency predicts early adolescents’ writing quality. 

SELECTED CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS 

Qin, W. (2018). Interaction across communicative contexts: A closer look at EFL 

learners’ metadiscourse. Paper accepted by the annual meeting of American 

Association of Applied Linguistics (AAAL). 

Uccelli, P., Galloway, E.P. & Qin, W. (2018). The linguistic demands of 

summarization: Receptive and productive academic language skills predict that quality 

of adolescents’ written summaries. Paper accepted by the annual meeting of American 

Association of Applied Linguistics (AAAL). 

Aguilar, G., Qin, W., & Uccelli, P. (2018). Spanish and English language 

proficiencies: Cross-linguistic skills that support writing in Latin@ dual language 

learners. Paper accepted by the annual meeting of American Education Research 

Association (AERA). 

Uccelli, P., Galloway, E.P. & Qin, W. (2017). Academic language proficiency 

predicts early adolescents’ writing quality. Paper presented at the Symposium entitled 

The long and winding road to text quality: Cross-linguistic aspects of the 

developmental trajectory of text writing. Chair: Anat Stavans. International Congress 

for the Study of Child Language (IASCL), Lyon, France. 

Qin, W. (2017). Who am I writing to and how?: Exploring EFL learners’ writing 

across communicative contexts. Paper presented at the panel entitled pragmatics and 

education. American Association for Applied Linguistics (AAAL), Portland, Oregon. 

Qin, W. & Uccelli, P. (2017). Writing across communicative context: The role of 

English proficiency and native language. Paper presented at the Symposium entitled 

Developing language proficiency in multilingual settings. Chair: Chris J. Jochum. 

American Educational Research Association (AERA), San Antonio, Texas. 

Al-Adeimi, S. & Qin, W. (2015). Theory of mind in argumentative writing. Poster 

presented at the annual meeting of the Society for the Scientific Study of Reading 

(SSSR), the Big Island, Hawaii. 
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Qin, W. & Uccelli, P. (2015). What matters in learning how to write in a foreign 

language?: Predictors of writing quality for argumentative and narrative writing. 

Poster presented at the annual meeting of American Association of Applied 

Linguistics (AAAL), Toronto, Canada. 

Qin, W. & Uccelli, P. (2015). Cross-genre analysis of Chinese EFL learners’ writing 

proficiency. Paper presented at the panel entitled Second language writing 

development. TESOL International Convention & English Language Expo (TESOL), 

Toronto, Canada. (Selected as one of the best paper presentations to be video-taped 

and published online for TESOL professional development). 

Menese, A., Qin, W., Phillips, E.G., Al-Adeimi, S. & Uccelli, P. (2014). Exploring 

developmental trends in pre-adolescents’ definitional skills. Paper presented at the 

13th International Congress for the Study of Child Language, Amsterdam, the 

Netherlands. 

Phillips, E.G., Al-Adeimi, S., Qin, W., Uccelli, P. & Menese, A. (2014). Pre-

adolescents’ definitional skills: A developmental study. Poster presented at the 21th 

annual meeting of the Society for the Scientific Study of Reading (SSSR), Santa Fe, 

New Mexico. 

Chen, H.K., Kim, J., Capotosto, L. & Qin, W. (2014). Does parent-child book talk 

differ in narrative quality and evaluation for students who receive a summer reading 

intervention? Paper presented at the symposium entitled Understanding the role of 

summer activities for reading development and difficulties. Chair: Joanna 

Christodoulou. Society for the Scientific Study of Reading (SSSR), Santa Fe, New 

Mexico. 

Qin, W. (2013). The development of cohesive writing as a function of grade level. 

Poster presented at the 20th annual meeting of the Society for the Scientific Study of 

Reading (SSSR), Hong Kong. 

 

RESEARCH EXPERIENCE 

Research Team Coordinator 

Language for Learning Research Group, Harvard University 2016-Present 

Convener: Professor Paola Uccelli 

▪ Assisted convener in study design, grant proposal writing and communication of 

research findings to the academic and practice fields. 

▪ In charge of training and managing research assistants of multiple research 

projects.  

Project Coordinator 

The Language of Writing Argumentation and Explanation 2017-Present 

Principal Investigator: Paola Uccelli 
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Research project funded by the Institute of Education Science, U.S. Department of 

Education. 

▪ Used Natural Language Processing (NLP) programs to examine individual 

developmental trajectories of written language skills in a longitudinal sample of 

4th to 8th grade students in the U.S. 

 

Project Manager 

Measuring Global Competence to Improve Learning Experience 2016-Present 

Principal Investigator: Paola Uccelli, Harvard & Christopher Barr, University of 

Houston 

Research project funded by Signum International AG 

▪ Led the design and pilot testing of a research-based and pedagogically-relevant 

instrument to measure adolescents’ Global Competence, defined as the ability the 

capacity to navigate global and intercultural issues critically and from multiple 

perspective.  

 

Project Manager 

Mapping Cross-linguistic Writing Development 2013-2016 

Principal Investigator: Paola Uccelli 

Research project funded by Signum International AG 

▪ Led to assess and analyze English-as-Foreign-Language (EFL) learners’ writing 

proficiency across communicative contexts (e.g., genre, audience and register) in a 

diverse sample of high-school, college and graduate EFL learners from Chinese-, 

Spanish- and French-speaking background. 

 

Research Assistant 

Project for Scaling Effective Literacy Reforms 2013-2015 

Principal Investigator: James Kim 

Research project funded by the U.S. Department of Education Office of Innovation 

and Improvement I3 Grant. 

▪ Assisted with quantitative replication analysis of a large-scale randomized-trial 

study to examine effects of a reading intervention on children’s linguistic skills 

and reading comprehension outcome. 

▪ Worked as a leading author of a paper examining the relations between children’s 

retelling performances and reading comprehension 

 

Research Assistant 
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Catalyzing Comprehension through Discussion and Debate 2012-2016 

Principal Investigator: Catherine Snow, Harvard & Suzanne Donovan, SERP. 

Research project funded by Reading for Understanding Grant, Institute of Education 

Sciences. 

▪ Assisted with developing and validating a battery of assessments to understand the 

development of Core Academic Language Skills, a constellation of language skills 

relevant for successful reading and writing in academic contexts. 

 

TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

Instructor, workshops taught at Harvard University and Boston College 

▪ Using the Child Language Data Exchange System (CHILDES) to Transcribe, 

Code and Analyze Child Language Data 

▪ Linguistic Coding and Scoring of Academic Definitions 

▪ Using Natural Language Processing (NLP) Programs to analyze adolescents’ 

academic writing   

Teaching Fellow, courses caught at Harvard University:  

▪ Bilingual Learners: Literacy Development and Instruction 

▪ Reading to Learn: Socialization, Language and Deep Comprehension  

▪ Intermediate Statistics: Applied Regression and Data Analysis 

▪ Empirical Methods: Introduction to Statistics for Research 

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 

Reviewer 

▪ Journal for the Study of Education and Development 

▪ TESOL International Convention & English Language Expo (2015) 

▪ American Association of Applied Linguistics (2017) 

Program Chair 

▪ Harvard GSE Student Research Conference 

Board Member 

▪ BFSU North American Alumni Association 

PROFESSIONAL Membership 

▪ American Association of Applied Linguistics (AAAL) 

▪ American Educational Research Association (AERA) 

▪ Society of Scientific Study of Reading (SSSR) 

Languages 
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▪ Mandarin Chinese: Native language 

▪ English: Professional proficiency 

 


