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Abstract 
The present study aims to examine the effects of explicit teaching of metadiscourse resources on the im-
provement of the writing skills of Iranian EFL learners. In doing so, 38 intermediate learners were selected 
and divided into two groups, i.e., control and experimental. After a pre-test, both groups received training 
in academic writing, while only the experimental group had the opportunity to learn and practice meta-
discourse resources in their writing. At the end of the treatment, it was observed that although both 
groups had improvements due to the training, the experimental group outperformed the control group on 
the post-test and succeeded in receiving significantly higher scores. Finally, after calculating the effect size 
of the results, the author concluded that teaching metadiscourse resources can contribute to enhancing 
the writing skills of the learners. 

Resumen 
El presente estudio tuvo como objetivo examinar los efectos de la enseñanza explícita de recursos metadi-
scursivos sobre las habilidades de escritura de estudiantes iraníes de inglés como lengua extranjera. Se 
seleccionaron 38 estudiantes de nivel intermedio que se dividieron en grupo de control y grupo experi-
mental. Después de una prueba piloto, ambos grupos recibieron capacitación en escritura académica, 
mientras que solo el grupo experimental tuvo la oportunidad de aprender y practicar recursos metadiscur-
sivos en sus escritos. Al final del tratamiento, se observó que, aunque ambos grupos mostraron mejoras 
debido a la capacitación, el grupo experimental superó al grupo de control en la pos-prueba y obtuvo cali-
ficaciones significativamente más altas. Finalmente, después de calcular el tamaño del efecto de los resul-
tados, el autor concluyó que la enseñanza de recursos metadiscursivos puede contribuir a mejorar las ha-
bilidades de escritura de los estudiantes. 

Introduction 
Metadiscourse is a concept defined as “the writer’s reference to the text, the writer, or 
the reader and enables the analyst to see how the writer chooses to handle interpretive 
processes as opposed to statements relating to the world” (Hyland & Tse, 2004, p. 167). 
It contains varied classes of resources, the roles of which are to ease the processes of 
interaction between a writer, his/her text, and those who read it (Hyland, 2010). Mau-
ranen (1993a) says metadiscourse – or as she calls it, metatext – contributes to the or-
ganization of the text and gives the writer the opportunity to comment on the proposi-
tional sense of the writing. She argues that via metadiscourse “the writer steps in explic-
itly to make his or her own presence felt in the text, to give guidance to the readers with 
respect to how the text is organized, what functions different parts of it have, and what 
the author’s attitudes to the propositions are” (p. 9). 

Metadiscourse mainly contributes to the intelligibility of wide-ranging discourses such as 
academic writings and news articles. It grants the writer the opportunity to interact with 
the reader, and as Hyland (2005) puts it, it is “used to negotiate interactional meanings 
in a text, assisting the writer (or speaker) to express a viewpoint and engage with read-
ers as members of a particular community” (p. 37).  
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Metadiscourse is an element which can contribute to both the organization and the 
meaning of a text. Therefore, it may seem necessary for a second language learner who 
wishes to improve his/her writing skills to become acquainted with metadiscourse and 
be able to accurately utilize it in their writing. Accordingly, the present study aims to ex-
plicitly teach EFL learners to employ metadiscourse resources (e.g. conjunctions, hedg-
es, etc.) – from the interpersonal model proposed by Hyland (2010) – in their written 
discourse to observe whether their writing skills improve. The main reason for adopting 
Hyland’s model was because it is a comprehensive model which explicates both the tex-
tual and interpersonal functions of a text (Hyland & Tse, 2004). 

The urge for the current study sparked after the researcher collected some 200 writing 
samples of EFL learners who were studying at intermediate and upper-intermediate lev-
els at an English institute. The writings were collected as part of the institute’s quarterly 
policy to evaluate intermediate and upper intermediate level learners through a series of 
writing and speaking tests. As one of the two raters/interviewers of the tests, the re-
searcher evaluated all the writing samples and found that in nearly 81% of the cases, 
the writings had been rated ‘poorly organized’, ‘incoherent’, or simply ‘poor’. Likewise, in 
those cases, the learners had barely used any metadiscourse resources in their texts – 
except for the recurrent uses of common terms such as ‘and’ and ‘but’. In 15% of the 
cases, learners had included few conjunctions; and only 4% of the learners, who were 
rated ‘good’, had properly used metadiscourse tools in their texts. The poor performance 
of most of the learners on the writing test was mostly due to poor organization of their 
writing as well as lack of cohesion or coherence. This led the researcher to assume that 
making learners familiar with the principles of essay writing as well as teaching them 
metadiscourse could help them perform better on a writing test. Thus, the following 
question was posed: 

Q: Does teaching metadiscourse resources to intermediate EFL learners help improve 
their writing skills? 

Based on the research question, the following hypothesis was proposed: 

H: Teaching metadiscourse resources to intermediate EFL learners helps improve their 
writing skills. 

What is metadiscourse? 
Hyland defines metadiscourse as “the linguistic resources used to organize a discourse 
or the writer’s stance towards either its content or the reader” (2000; cited in Hyland & 
Tse, 2004, p. 157). This definition is based on the view that writing is “a social and 
communicative engagement between writer and reader” (Hyland & Tse, 2004, p. 156). 
In fact, writers, via metadiscourse, are able to present themselves in their texts to “sig-
nal their attitude towards both the content and the audience of the text” (p. 156). 

Metadiscourse, however, is a concept that, since its emergence, has gone through vari-
ous names and definitions. Some scholars have called it ‘metatext’ or even ‘metalan-
guage’ and defined it as discourse about discourse (Mauranen, 1993b; Rahman, 2004; 
Kopple, 1985). It traditionally has been known through the work of Kopple (1985) who 
believes that metadiscourse is a concept that does not add to the factual meaning or 
propositional content of the text, but only establishes a connection between the writer 
and the reader. Williams (1981 ), similarly, argues that it is “whatever does not refer to 
the subject matter being addressed” (p. 226). Kopple (1985) establishes a framework 
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which classifies metadiscourse into two categories of textual and interpersonal. Textual 
metadiscourse contributes to the cohesion and coherence of the discourse and interper-
sonal metadiscourse enables the writers to project their attitude toward the proposition-
al content of the discourse (Kopple, 1985). This framework is based on a “traditional in-
terpretation of textual functions which focuses on language used by writers to comment 
on or to organize the propositional content” (Tan, Swee & Abdullah, 2012, p. 1). In fact, 
Kopple (1985, 2002) argues that there are different levels of meaning and distinguishes 
metadiscourse from the propositional meaning. 

Through the passage of time, the views toward metadiscourse have been broadened 
and, thus, the definitions were renewed and the frameworks were accordingly upgraded. 
Hyland and Tse (2004) believe that the distinction between metadiscourse and proposi-
tions is not clear-cut and that metadiscourse should not be treated as secondary to the 
meaning of discourse and to the propositional content. They further point out that meta-
discourse is “the means by which propositional content is made coherent, intelligible, 
and persuasive to a particular audience” (Hyland & Tse, 2004, p. 161). Hyland (2010) 
argues that metadiscourse provides writers with “means of conceptualizing communica-
tion as social engagement” (p. 127). In essence, it makes it possible for a writer to in-
sert – and reveal – his or her “attitude toward both the content and the audience of the 
text” (Hyland & Tse, 2004, p. 156). In fact, writing is a social concept that establishes 
interactions between the writer and the reader. Therefore, “academic writers do not 
simply produce texts that plausibly represent an external reality, but use language to 
offer a credible representation of themselves and their work, and to acknowledge and 
negotiate socials relations with readers” (Hyland, 2010, p. 127). Hyland (2010), based 
on his definition of metadiscourse, proposes an interpersonal model of metadiscourse 
which is composed of two categories of interactive and interactional resources. The in-
teractivere sources aid the reader to interact with the text and “allow the writer to man-
age the information flow to explicitly establish his or her preferred interactions” (Hyland, 
2010, p. 129). Interactive metadiscourse is comprised of several resources, the first of 
which being transitions. Transitional markers contribute to cohesion in a text and expli-
cate or clarify semantic relations between statements through a range of markers such 
as ‘moreover’, ‘in addition’, ‘similarly’, ‘however’, and ‘consequently’. The second type of 
interactive metadiscourse resources is frame markers, which are responsible for organiz-
ing texts for readers by sequencing, stating discourse goals, and marking topic shifts. 
Terms such as ‘first’, ‘second’, ‘in regard to’, ‘in summary’, and ‘aim to’ are among frame 
markers. Endophoric markers are the third type of interactive metadiscourse resources, 
and are often defined as expressions or phrases that refer or point to other parts of the 
text. Some examples of endophoric markers include ‘as we shall see in the next chap-
ter’, ‘see table 2’ and ‘as I noted earlier’ (Wei, Zhou & Gong, 2016). The fourth type of 
interactive resources used in Hyland’s model is evidential markers. These tools refer to 
or present information from other texts through citations and references such as ‘X ar-
gues that’ and ‘as Y puts is’. Code glosses, as the final type of interactive resources, are 
mainly tasked with clarifying the writer’s communicative purpose and explaining proposi-
tional meanings through terms such as ‘for example’, ‘such as’ and ‘in other words’ (Hy-
land, 2007; Wei et al., 2016). 

On the other hand, interactional resources illuminate the writer’s attitude toward the 
content of the discourse and provide the writer with the opportunity to establish a rela-
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tionship with the reader. These devices also “focus on the participants of the interaction 
and seek to display the writer’s persona and a tenor consistent with the norms of the 
disciplinary community” (Hyland, 2010, p. 129). Hedges are the first type of interaction-
al metadiscourse. They are used to indicate the writer’s reluctance to present proposi-
tional information in the text (Hyland, 2010). According to Wei et al. (2016), hedges are 
shown through such lexico-grammatical forms as epistemic modal verbs (e.g., could, 
may), lexical verbs (e.g., suggest, claim), adjectives and adverbs (e.g., probably, per-
haps), nouns (e.g., possibility), and other linguistic expressions for marking qualification 
(e.g., in general, to some extent). The second type of interactional resources is boost-
ers, which, contrary to hedges, are used to highlight the writer’s certainty in proposi-
tions. Expressions including ‘must’, ‘undoubtedly’, ‘in fact’, and ‘certainty’ are some ex-
amples of boosters. Another marker used in discourse is the attitude marker. Such a tool 
expresses the writer’s attitude to propositional information through terms such as ‘desir-
able’, unfortunately’, ‘interestingly’, and ‘what is important’ (Wei et al., 2016). Engage-
ment markers, which are used to explicitly address or build relationship with readers, 
are the fourth type of interactional metadiscourse. Some examples of engagement 
markers include ‘as you can see’, ‘keep in mind that’ and ‘remember that’. The final cat-
egory of interactional tools is called self-mentions. Such resources indicate the presence 
of the author or authors through terms such as ‘we’, ‘I’, ‘my’, and ‘the present author’. 

This interpersonal model of metadiscourse was chosen for the current study to make 
learners familiar with the resources and guide them how to use these devices properly in 
their written discourses in order to be able to enhance the cohesion of the texts and de-
velop more reader-friendly discourses. 

Hyland’s interpersonal model of metadiscourse (2010) is shown in Table 1. 
CATEGORY FUNCTION EXAMPLES 

Interactive Help to guide reader through text Resources 

Transitions express semantic relation between main clauses in addition/ but/ thus/ and 

Frame markers refer to discourse acts, sequences, or text stages finally/ to conclude/ my purpose is 

Endophoric markers refer to information in other parts of the text noted above/ see Fig/ in section 2 
Evidential refer to source of information from other texts according to X/ (Y, 1990)/ Z states 

Code glosses help readers grasp meanings of ideational material namely/ such as/ in other words 

Interactional Involve the reader in the argument Resources 

Hedges withhold writer’s full commitment to proposition might/ perhaps/ possible/ about 

Boosters emphasize force or writer’s certainty in proposition in fact/ definitely/ it is clear that 

Attitude markers express writer’s attitude to proposition unfortunately/ I agree/ surprisingly 

Engagement mark-
ers explicitly refer to or build relationship with reader consider/ note that/ you can see 

that 

Self-mentions explicit reference to author(s) I/ we/ my/ our 

Table 1. Hyland’s model of metadiscourse in academic texts. 
A large number of studies have been conducted in the area of metadiscourse over the 
past years (see Crismore & Abdollahzade, 2010; Hyland, 1998, 2000, 2004, 2010; Is-
mail, 2012; Le, 2004). Some researchers have explored the role of metadiscourse in 
journalistic texts (see Abdollahzadeh, 2007; Moghadam, 2017; Kuhi & Mojood, 2014; 
Le, 2004), and a number of others have studied metadiscourse in various genres of writ-
ten texts such as research articles (see Abdi, 2009; Siami & Abdi, 2012). Moreover, 
there have been studies which focused on political discourse (Ismail, 2012), emails (Jen-
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sen, 2009), and advertisements (Fuertes-Olivera, Velasco-Sacristán, Arribas-Bano & 
Samiengo-Fernández, 2001). Various studies have also been carried out on learners’ 
writing (see Crismore, Markkanen and Steffensen, 1993; Steffensen & Cheng, 1996). 

Skimming through the history of metadiscourse and the research conducted in this area, 
it can be seen that many research articles focus on text analysis and corpus studies. 
There have also been a number of studies which brought metadiscourse markers into 
second or foreign language classrooms in a bid to assist EFL learners in organizing and 
improving their writing skills by training learners how to employ metadiscourse when 
producing language. Vahid Dastjerdi and Shirzad (2010) as well as Taghizadeh and 
Tajabadi (2013) have conducted experimental studies to assess the effect of instruction 
of metadiscourse markers on writing performance of learners. In these two studies, 
however, the authors did not teach writing skills to the participants and only focused on 
the instruction of metadiscourse markers. They finally concluded that teaching meta-
discourse resources to students can indeed lead to a better writing performance on the 
part of the learners. In another study, Tavakoli, Bahrami, and Amirian (2012) investi-
gated the development of “interactive metadiscourse resources in terms of appropriacy 
during a process- based writing course” by providing feedback to learners as they were 
drafting, revising, and editing their writings (p. 129). Steffensen and Cheng (1996) 
showed that EFL learners wrote significantly better texts after they were taught how to 
use metadiscourse. According to Tavakoli, Dabaghi and Khorvash (2010), after learning 
metadiscourse, students were able to comprehend English texts more easily. In addition, 
as Ahour and Maleki (2014) found in their study, teaching metadiscourse can enhance 
learners’ ability in a controlled speaking test.  

The current study is an experimental research which focuses on the process of teaching 
and learning writing. It tries to integrate metadiscourse into the syllabus of a writing 
course in order to examine whether learners can improve their writing skills. 

Methods 
Participants 

This study was conducted as part of an “Academic Writing Course” at LOBAB English In-
stitute in Iran’s capital, Tehran. The sample of this study was comprised of 38 EFL learn-
ers from this Institute, including 25 females and 13 males, all aged between 14 and 44. 
Prior to the selection of the sample, however, 49 students had volunteered to partake in 
the course. In order to select a homogeneous sample from all the volunteers, a Cam-
bridge’s Preliminary English Test (PET) was administered. The descriptive data of this 
test is presented in Table 2: 

No. of Scores Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

49 55.00 97.00 75.96 9.00 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of participants’ scores on PET test. 
The lowest and highest possible scores were ‘0’ and ‘100’ respectively. As illustrated in 
the table above, the mean score is 75.96, and the standard deviation is nine. Thus, the 
scores that did not fall between one standard deviation below or above the mean (i.e., 
66.96 and 84.96) were ruled out from the study as outliers. Thus, 11 volunteers were 
excluded. 
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After that, the remaining participants were randomly divided into two groups of control 
and experimental. However, to ensure that each group contained participants of both 
genders, male and female learners were separately, and randomly, divided, resulting in 
two groups of 19. The basic information about each group is summarized in the table 
below: 

Groups No. of partici-
pants 

No. of 
males 

No. of fe-
males Level Age range 

Control 19 7 12 intermediate 16 – 31 

Experimental 19 6 13 intermediate 14 – 44 

Table 3. Basic data about the sample. 

The descriptive data of each group of the study is shown in Table 4. 

 No. of Scores Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Control 19 67.00 84.00 75.21 6.11 

Experimental 19 67.00 82.00 76.05 4.74 

Table 4. Descriptive statistics of PET test. 

In order to calculate whether or not the difference between the mean scores of the two 
groups was statistically significant, an independent-samples t-test was carried out (see 
Table 5).  

t df p(2-tailed) 

.48 36 .64 

Table 5. Independent t-test of PET. 

After calculating the t-test, the Levene’s test gave a significance level of 0.092, meaning 
there was no significant difference between variances. Therefore, equal variances be-
tween the two groups was assumed for the t-test. As illustrated in Table 5, the probabil-
ity figure is larger than 0.05 (that is 0.64), indicating that there is no statistically signifi-
cant difference between the mean scores of the two groups. 

Procedure 

The purpose of this study is to examine whether explicit teaching of metadiscourse re-
sources to intermediate EFL learners can enhance their writing skills. To this end, the 
author inaugurated a course dubbed “Academic Writing Course”, in which only interme-
diate learners were allowed to partake. After the selection of the sample and the two 
groups of the study, the researcher divided each group into two classes to ensure that 
the classes of the study were less crowded and thus the participants had more time to 
practice. The table below provides information about each class: 

Group Class 
No. of partici-

pants Days Time 

Control Class #1 9 Sun & Tue 9:00-10:30 

Control Class #2 10 Sat & Wed 
18:00-
19:30 

Experimental Class #3 9 Sun & Tue 
18:00-
19:30 

Experimental Class #4 10 Sat & Wed 9:00-10:30 

Table 6. Class information  
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After the classes were specified, the next step was to administer the pre-test (see Ap-
pendix A) in order to collect data to quantify the current level of proficiency of the sam-
ple regarding their writing skills. This test was composed of two tasks. Task A, similar to 
the first task in an IELTS general test, asked the learners to write a letter. The second 
task, similar to the essay task in a TOEFL iBT test, required the participants to write a 
complete essay. Both tasks in each test were designed to measure the writing abilities of 
the learners in a similar fashion as a standard international test such as IELTS and 
TOEFL. 

In order to ensure the inter-rater reliability of the scores, three raters – who were all 
English teachers from another institute – were assigned to evaluate the test papers (see 
Appendix B for the assessment criteria). As for the assessment rubric, the researcher 
decided to develop a template based on a set of criteria already used in standardized 
tests such as IELTS and TOEFL. To do so, six items – namely ‘answer to question (rele-
vance)’, ‘comprehensibility’, ‘organization (paragraphing)’, ‘flow of ideas’, ‘grammar’, 
and ‘vocabulary’ – were taken from the scoring criteria of the writing task of the TOEFL 
test (Phillips, 2007). This rubric was expected to evaluate the participants’ writings to 
measure the extent to which their responses are to-the-point and relevant to the topic, 
and whether they digressed or not (relevance). It was also intended to measure whether 
the writings were intelligible or easy to understand (comprehensibility), well-organized 
and well-developed across paragraphs (paragraphing), fluent (flow of ideas), accurate 
(grammar), and with appropriate jargon and diction (vocabulary). In addition to the 
aforementioned items, ‘cohesion’ and ‘coherence’ were added from the scoring criteria of 
the writing task of the IELTS test (Cullen et al., 2014). While cohesion is usually defined 
as the interconnection of two different sentences and whether these sentences are relat-
ed to each other, coherence is known as the logical arrangement of the writer’s ideas in 
forming paragraphs and structuring the essay. In order to make the assessment criteria 
more comprehensive, the researcher also added ‘appropriacy’ and ‘reasoning’ items to 
the template to measure the appropriate style (informal, formal or academic style) of 
the writer as well as his or her ability to develop logical, creative and well-formed state-
ments to support their main ideas.  

After the learners took the pre-test, they participated in the ‘Academic Writing Course’. 
The whole course lasted twenty sessions (ten weeks), during which time the researcher 
himself was the teacher. In fact, to reduce the practice effects, the study period was 
kept as short as possible so that chances of interference of outside variables such as 
maturity of the participants were minimized. The syllabus for all four classes (see Table 
7) was similar, except for the addition of the metadiscourse resources (introduced in Ta-
ble 1) in the experimental group (see Table 8). Table 7 shows what was taught in all the 
classes during each session. The procedure, which was the same for all the classes, was 
as follows: 

 
Session num-

ber Topic Details 

1 Types of writing Argumentative (persuasive), and process essay 

2 Types of writing Cause & effect, and comparison & contrast 

3 Developing ideas Brainstorming; essay outlining 

4 Topic sentences Topic & controlling idea 
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5 Supporting ideas Examples; details; facts & statistics; anecdotes 

6 Thesis statement Specific topic of the essay 

7 Paragraph writing Introductory paragraph 

8 Paragraph writing Body #1 
9 Paragraph writing Body #2 

10 Paragraph writing Body #3 

11 Paragraph writing Concluding paragraph 

12 Whole-essay writing 
and letter writing 

Writing a five-paragraph essay as well as struc-
ture of a general letter 

13 Editing Revising the writing draft 

14 Punctuation Punctuation rules 

15-20 Review & practice Further practice 

Table 7. Syllabus of the course which is the same for all four classes. 

In addition to the syllabus mentioned above, the following table shows metadiscourse 
resources which were only practiced in the experimental classes: 

Session 
No. Topic Details 

1-2 No special treatment -------------- 

3 Boosters In fact; definitely; it is clear that; indeed; actually; certainly; apparent(ly) 

4 Hedges (& modality) 

Might; perhaps; possible; about; seem; tend to; appear to be; assume; will; 
would; may; could; often; usually; sometimes; it could be the case that; it 
might be suggested that; there is every hope that; it may be possible to obtain; 
to the best of my knowledge; as far I remember 

5 Transitions: time and 
sequence 

First (of all); second; third; next; then; after that; meanwhile; in the mean-
time; finally; last (of all); subsequently; before; after; until; when; while; as 
soon as 

6 Transitions: similari-
ties 

a) Add a similar or equal idea: also; besides; furthermore; in addition; moreo-
ver; too; as well; another (reason, step, etc.); a second; an additional; a final; 
as well as; and; both …and; not only …but also 
b) Show similarities: likewise; similarly; also; and; both …and; not only …but 
also; neither …nor; alike; (just) like; as; as well (as); compared with or to; in 
comparison with or to; be similar (to) 

7 Transitions: Differ-
ences 

a) Add an opposite idea: however; on the other hand; nevertheless; nonethe-
less; still; although; though; even though; but; yet; despite; in spite of 
b) Show difference: however; in contrast; instead; on the contrary; on the 
other hand; rather; instead of  

8 Transitions: possibility Alternatively; on the other hand; otherwise; or; either …or; whether …or 

9 Transitions: result 
Accordingly; as a consequence; as a result; consequently; for these reasons; 
hence; therefore; thus; so; the cause of; the reason for; to cause; to result 
(in); to have an effect on; to affect 

10 Transitions: reason For this reason; for; because; as a result; because of; due to 

11 
Endophoric markers Noted above; see Fig X; in section two; as mentioned before/above; see below 

Evidentials According to X; (X, 1990); X states; as X puts it; X argues; X gives evidence 

12 
Attitude markers Unfortunately; I agree; surprisingly; interestingly; in my opinion; in my view; to 

believe that; to feel; to think 

Code glosses Namely; e.g.; such as; in other words; put simply; including; in particular; 
(more) specifically; that is; for instance; an example of; to exemplify 

13 
Frame markers Finally; to conclude; my purpose here is to 

Concluding transitions All in all; in brief; in short; to summarize; in conclusion; for these reasons 

14 
Engagement markers Consider; note that; you can see that; imagine; do not underestimate or over-

estimate; take into account; keep in mind 

Self-mentions I; we; my; our 

15-20 Review Further practice and review 
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Table 8. Lesson plan of experimental group. 
As shown in Tables 7 and 8, all the four classes spent the first two sessions learning and 
practicing different types of essay writing. At this stage, the researcher made the learn-
ers familiar with argumentative (persuasive), cause & effect, comparison & contrast, and 
process essays, and the classes had the chance to discuss and practice the basics of 
each writing type. By the beginning of the third session, the actual treatment began. 
Here, the control group (i.e., classes 1 and 2) was taught how to develop a topic 
through brainstorming and then outlining ideas. Then, both classes spent the whole ses-
sion practicing the lesson with various essay topics. Similarly, the experimental group 
(i.e., classes 3 and 4) received the same training, but only for 60 minutes. For the next 
30 minutes, the participants in these two classes had the opportunity to receive treat-
ment in metadiscourse tools. Here, the researcher taught ‘boosters’ (see Table 1) to the 
learners and the class practiced the item in sentences or clauses. The next 11 sessions 
had a similar format; that is, the control group spent a whole session learning items 
presented in Table 7, while the experimental group, in addition to that, received special 
training in metadiscourse tools. So, although the experimental group received a special 
training in addition to the control group, the duration of each class was the same among 
the groups. At the end of each session, all the participants were given homework as-
signments and were asked to practice what they had learned at home. Sessions 15 to 20 
were also allocated to practicing what learners had learned throughout the course. At 
the end of the experiment, a post-test (see Appendix C) parallel to the pre-test was ad-
ministered to calculate any probable improvement of the participants. 

Results  
Pre-test 

After the selection of the participants and the formation of the groups, the pre-test was 
administered. It was later evaluated by three raters. The next step was to use 
Cronbach’s alpha as well as the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) of the ratings to 
measure the inter-rater reliability (Bachman 1990; Crocker & Algina, 1986; Cronbach, 
1951; Ebel 1979; Stemler 2004). The result is given in Table 9. 

No. of 
Raters 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

ICC Average 
Rater 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

3 .906 .906 .840 .948 

Table 9. Inter-rater reliability of pre-test. 

ICC estimates and their 95% confident intervals were measured based on a mean-rating 
(k = 3), consistency, two-way random model. According to Cicchetti (1994), an ICC val-
ue higher than 0.75 and a coefficient alpha higher than 0.90 are considered excellent. 
Thus, as the inter-rater reliability of the pre-test was satisfactory (i.e., 0.906), the aver-
age score of the three ratings was used as the score of the participants. Then, the data 
gained from the pre-test were analyzed. The following table shows the descriptive data 
about their performance on this test: 

 No. of Scores Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Control 19 50.00 69.00 60.47 4.79 

Experimental 19 52.00 68.00 59.84 5.79 
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Table 10. Descriptive statistics of the pre-test. 

As is shown in the table above, there is no conspicuous difference between the mean 
scores of the two groups. To objectify our claim, however, an independent-samples t-
test was conducted: 

t df p(2-tailed) 

.367 36 .716 

Table 11. Independent-samples t-test of pre-test. 

The Levene’s test gives the significance level of 0.170, which means there is no signifi-
cant difference between variances. Hence, equal variances between the two groups 
should be assumed for the t-test. As the results of the t-test shows, the probability fig-
ure is larger than 0.05 (that is 0.716). Ergo, the difference between the mean scores of 
the two groups has not reached statistical significance. Put simply, there is no consider-
able difference between the means of the two groups of the study at this stage. 

Post-test 

After the treatment, the post-test was administered, the results of which were evaluated 
by three raters – the same raters who had evaluated the pre-test (see appendix B for 
assessment criteria). The following table shows the correlation of the ratings of the 
raters: 

No. of 
Raters 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

ICC Average 
Rater 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

3 .951 .951 .917 .973 

Table 12. Inter-rater reliability of post-test. 

Similar to the pre-test, the inter-rater reliability of the post-test was calculated based on 
a mean-rating (k = 3), consistency, two-way random model. As mentioned above, an 
ICC value higher than 0.75 and a coefficient alpha higher than 0.90 are considered ex-
cellent. Thus, the inter-rater reliability of the post-test (0.951) was deemed high (Table 
12), and, in a similar fashion to the pre-test, the average of the three ratings was calcu-
lated to be the score of the participants of this test. Next, the descriptive statistics of the 
results of the post-test for both groups were calculated: 

 No. of Scores Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Control 19 63.00 90.00 75.11 7.49 

Experimental 19 70.00 94.00 80.79 7.67 

Table 13. Descriptive statistics of the post-test. 
As it is illustrated above, the mean score of the control group in the post-test is 75.11, 
which, compared to the same score on the pre-test (i.e., 60.47), shows a 14.64-point 
increase in the performance of the participants. The mean score of the experimental 
group on the post-test is 80.79, which, in comparison with the same score on pre-test 
(i.e., 59.84), indicates an increase by 20.95 points. The following table shows the de-
scriptive data of the control group on pre- and post-tests: 

 No. of Scores Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pre-test 19 60.47 4.79 1.10 
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Post-test 19 75.11 7.49 1.72 

Table 14. Descriptive statistics of control group on pre-/post-tests. 

The table above shows that the mean score for the control group on the pre-test is 
60.47, and on the post-test is 75.11. The standard deviation for the pre-test is 4.79 and 
for the post-test is 7.49. In order to find out whether the difference between the mean 
scores on the pre-test and post-test are significant, a paired-samples t-test was con-
ducted: 

 t df p(2-tailed) 

Post-test – pre-test 7.75 18 <.001 

Table 15. Paired-samples t-test of control group 
The p-value (2-Tailed) in the table above is less than .001, meaning there is a statisti-
cally significant difference between the mean scores of the control group before and af-
ter the study. According to the results of the paired-samples t-test, the performance of 
the participants in the control group improved after the study, which indicates that the 
classes that they attended had a positive effect on the development of their writing 
skills. 

The following table shows the descriptive data of the experimental group on pre- and 
post-tests: 

 No. of Scores Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pre-test 19 59.84 5.79 1.33 

Post-test 19 80.79 7.67 1.76 

Table 16. Descriptive statistics of experimental group on pre-/post-test. 
As shown in Table 16, the mean score of the control group on the pre-test is 59.84, and 
on the post-test is 80.79. The standard deviation for the pre-test is 5.79 and for the 
post-test is 7.67. To see whether the difference between the mean scores of the two 
groups on the pre- and post-tests is significant, a paired-samples t-test was carried out. 

 t df p(2-tailed) 

Post-test – pre-test 35.22 18 <.001 

Table 17. Paired t-test of experimental group. 
As the p-value (2-Tailed) in Table 17 is less than .001, it can be concluded that there is 
a statistically significant difference between the mean scores of the experimental group-
before and after the study. The finding shows that the participants in the experimental 
group performed better after the treatment. According to the results of the paired-
samples t-tests, both control and experimental groups made statistically significant im-
provements after the treatment.  

Now, in order to calculate whether or not the difference between the mean scores of the 
two groups of the study on the post-test was significant, an independent-samples t-test 
was conducted. The Table below illustrates the result of the t-test: 

t df p(2-tailed) 

2.31 36 .027 

Table 18. Independent t-test of post-test. 



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 42, No. 3, 2018 12 

Since the p-value of Levene’s test is 0.654, it can be assumed that the variances of the 
two groups are the same. Moreover, the probability figure is 0.027, which is smaller 
than 0.05. So, it can be concluded that there is a significant difference between the 
mean post-test scores of experimental and control groups. This means that after the 
treatment, the experimental group outperformed the control group in the writing test. 
Thus, it can be concluded that the writing skills of the learners who received the special 
treatment on metadiscourse improved more than those who did not receive any. There-
fore, the research hypothesis is supported, meaning the ‘explicit teaching of meta-
discourse resources’ did have a positive effect on the ‘improvement of writing skills of 
EFL learners’. 

Effect size 

Effect size is a measure which is used to “determine the magnitude of an observed rela-
tionship or effect” (Mackey & Gass, 2005, p. 355), and shows the strength of the find-
ings of the study (Dörnyei, 2007; Mackey & Gass, 2005). According to Ellis (2000), it 
helps in the assessment of “the stability of research across samples, operationalizations, 
designs, and analyses” (p. xii). It can also pave the way for “evaluation of the practical 
relevance of the research outcomes” (Ellis 2000, p. xii). As Mackey and Gass (2005) put 
it, effect size allows “comparison across a range of different studies with different sam-
ple sizes” (p. 283). The magnitude of the effect is usually calculated through a number 
of measures, including eta-squared, Cohen’s d, and Kendall’s W (Dörnyei, 2007). 

Cohen’s d formula (Cohen, 1969) is widely used to calculate the effect size in L2 re-
search. Nonetheless, Cohen only provides a general interpretation – not a field-specific 
one – of d values. An effect size of 0.2 is generally regarded as small, 0.5 as medium, 
and 0.8 as large (Coe, 2002; Cohen, 1969; Mackey & Gass, 2007). However, Plonsky 
and Oswald (2014) have introduced an interpretation of the magnitude of the effect size 
values which is specific to L2 research. According to Plonsky and Oswald (2014), in L2 
research, when it comes to mean differences between two groups, an effect size of 0.40 
is regarded as small, 0.70 as medium, and 1.00 as large. In addition, when it comes to 
within-group differences, an effect size of 0.60 is regarded as small, 1.00 as medium, 
and 1.40 as large. In the current study, Cohen’s d formula is used to calculate the effect 
size values, which are then interpreted as Plonsky and Oswald (2014) suggested.  

Effect size of within-group differences  
According to the results of the paired-samples t-tests, both groups of the study showed 
significant improvements after two months of participating in the “Academic Writing 
Course”. The effect size of each of the groups has been separately calculated using Co-
hen's d formula. Accordingly, the d value of control group on pre- and post-tests is 3.06 
and that of the experimental group is 3.62. Both effect sizes are large; however, the ex-
perimental group managed to gain a larger effect size.  

Effect size of between-group differences 
So far, it has been learned that the difference between the mean scores of the two 
groups of the study on the post-test is significant. However, to assess the magnitude of 
the finding, the effect size was calculated. To do so, Cohen’s d formula was used, which 
led to the effect size of approximately 0.75 for mean differences between the control 
and experimental groups in the post-test. Coe (2002) argues that “an effect size is ex-
actly equivalent to a Z-score of a standard Normal distribution” (p. 3). Thus, an effect 
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size of 0.75 means that the score of the average person in the experimental group is 
“0.75 standard deviations” above the score of the average person in the control group. 

To find the probability values for different Z-scores, one can refer to “Table A” for 
Standard Normal Probabilities introduced in Moore and McCabe (1993). For the current 
effect size, the probability value is found to be equal to 0.7734. Hence, the average stu-
dent of the experimental group has a score higher than 77.34 percent of all the students 
in the control group. 

Finally, due to the significance of the difference of the means of the two groups and ow-
ing to the effect size of the finding, it can be concluded that metadiscourse teaching in a 
writing course can help learners improve. 

Discussion 
This study was carried out with the aim of finding out whether teaching metadiscourse 
resources in a writing course can lead to any improvement of writing skills of English 
learners who are studying at the intermediate level. The research allowed over three 
dozen EFL learners to attend a formal writing course which lasted for nearly two months. 
During the study, the control group received training in academic writing. The experi-
mental group, in addition to the basics of academic writing, was taught how to use 
metadiscourse resources in their texts. It should be noted that the number of sessions 
and the duration of each session were the same for both groups.  

At the end of the experiment, it was found that both groups showed improvements in 
their writing skills as a result of the treatment. After calculating the independent-
samples t-test and the effect size, however, it became clear that the experimental group 
managed to perform significantly better than the control group, leading the researcher 
to conclude that teaching metadiscourse to learners can in fact help them get better 
scores in a writing test. Furthermore, in order to measure the magnitude of the findings 
of the study and to allow comparison with other works in this area, the researcher calcu-
lated the effect size using Cohen’s d formula. Accordingly, it was concluded that an av-
erage person in the experimental group managed to gain a score which was 0.75 stand-
ard deviations above an average person’s score in the control group. 

Regarding previous studies conducted on metadiscourse, it is interesting to note that 
this concept has been mostly studied in theory, with a large number of researchers 
studying its application in already produced passages such as research papers, theses, 
and dissertations. The corpus studies carried out in this area have incorporated various 
genres and topics, including journalistic, narrative or academic genres. However, few 
researchers have conducted experimental studies on metadiscourse. As mentioned earli-
er in the study, several studies have been carried out experimentally in this area. These 
studies have dealt with certain aspects of metadiscourse and their effects on productive 
skills of English students. However, as mentioned earlier, most of such studies have not 
reported their effect size or have carried out their research through a pre-test/post-test 
design, leaving out a control group which could have been used to strengthen their find-
ings. The current study, however, included two randomly-selected groups: the experi-
mental group which received the treatment, and the control group which was used to 
provide “a baseline for comparison” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 116). According to Dörnyei 
(2007), including a control group in a study allows the researcher to “isolate the specific 
effect of the target variable in an unequivocal manner, which is why many scholars con-
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sider experimental design the optimal model for rigorous research” (pp. 116-117). In 
addition, he stresses that “the ultimate challenge is to find a way of making the control 
group as similar to the treatment group as possible” (p. 116). Accordingly, prior to the 
treatment, the author made sure that there was no statistically significant difference be-
tween the mean scores of the two groups of the study in the PET test.  

The current study integrates the teaching of metadiscourse resources into the syllabus 
of a writing class. The result of the experiment shows that such a syllabus can be helpful 
for EFL learners. Thus, teachers who are in charge of writing courses or scholars who are 
studying ways to make a writing class more fruitful can take into account the importance 
of metadiscourse in their syllabuses. It is recommended that they make learners ac-
quainted with this concept. One advantage of the current research is that it is a cost-
effective approach and can be employed in schools, colleges, or other institutions with-
out a need for a huge financial budget. Teachers and researchers can be familiarized 
with metadiscourse in a few workshop sessions or an intensive course. 

The findings of this study can be improved by repeating the research using a larger 
number of participants with different levels of competence or learners who have a differ-
ent ethnic background. The study can also be carried out in a different setting, such as 
in a college course, a TOEFL or IELTS preparation course, or in an ESL class. It can also 
be focused on variables such as age, gender, major of study, or profession of the partic-
ipants.  

Conclusion  
As was shown in the paper, after nearly two months of training, the treatment group 
outperformed the control group in the post-test, which means that incorporating meta-
discourse resources in the syllabus benefits learners in a way that they are able to pro-
duce more successful texts. The study had begun with a homogeneous sample and, 
hence, the credit for the significant improvement of the treatment group goes to the 
metadiscourse resources. More research in varying contexts and, perhaps, with different 
variables such as age-/gender-differences is required to further validate and expand the 
findings of the present study. Yet, it may not be irrational, at this stage, to conclude that 
providing learners with the opportunity to practice and implement metadiscourse re-
sources in their language learning process can help them produce more professional dis-
courses. This result should also catch the attention of material developers and teachers. 
Material developers who take the role of input-providers for English courses should take 
into account the importance of these resources and need to take the responsibility of 
including them in their textbooks in order to familiarize learners with such useful con-
cepts. In addition, teachers, in order to help learners improve their writing skills, should 
provide their classes with opportunities to practice and master these devices. 

It goes without saying that improving the writing skills of EFL learners can help them 
perform better on the writing sections of standardized tests such as IELTS or TOEFL, or 
probably even on their application letters when applying for a job vacancy. In addition, a 
piece of text with enhanced cohesion can interact better with readers, and, in fact, in-
creases the chances of comprehensibility of the text. 

The present study was conducted in an English Institution. However, owing to the im-
portance of writing skills, especially for the academia, it is highly recommended that 
similar studies be done in college contexts or probably even high schools. Another varia-
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ble that can affect the findings is the “level of proficiency” of the learners – i.e., would 
the result be different for different levels, such as elementary, pre-intermediate, upper-
intermediate or advanced learners?  
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Appendix A: Pretest 

 

TASK 13: 

You are going to another country to study. You 
would like to do a part-time job while you are 
studying, so you want to ask a friend who lives 
there for some help. Write a letter to your friend. 

In your letter: 

● Give details of your study plans 
● Explain why you want to get a part-time 

job 
● Suggest how your friend could help you 

find a job 

 
Write at least 150 words 

You do NOT need to write any addresses 

Begin your letter as follows: 

Dear…….., 

 
 

TASK 24: 

● Some people think it is better to live with a roommate. Other people prefer to live 

alone. Which do you prefer? Write an essay and use specific reasons and examples 

to support your answer. 

   

                                                      
3 Cambridge English IELTS 10 (2015). Cambridge University Press and UCLES 
4 Longman Preparation Course for the TOEFL Test: iBT, Second Edition (2007). 
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Appendix B: Assessment Criteria 
 

According to this criterion, the scores of the participants on both pretest and posttest 
were calculated: 
 

 
 Excellent Good So-so Poor Awful 

Answer to question (rele-
vance) 

5 4 3 2 1 

Comprehensibility 5 4 3 2 1 

Organization (Paragraphing) 5 4 3 2 1 

Flow of ideas 5 4 3 2 1 

Grammar 5 4 3 2 1 

Vocabulary 5 4 3 2 1 

Reasoning 5 4 3 2 1 

Appropriacy (style) 5 4 3 2 1 

Cohesion 5 4 3 2 1 

Coherence 5 4 3 2 1 
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Appendix C: Posttest 
 

TASK 15: 

You recently received a letter from a friend asking for advice 
about whether to go to college or to try to get a job. You 
think he/she should get a job. Write a letter to your landlord. 

In your letter explain: 

● Say why he/she would not enjoy going to college 

● Explain why getting a job is a good idea 

● Suggest types of job that would be suitable  

 
Write at least 150 words 

You do NOT need to write any addresses 

Begin your letter as follows: 

Dear…….., 

 

 

TASK 26: 

● It is better to grow up with siblings than without. Do you agree or disagree? Write an essay. Use specific reasons and ex-

amples to develop it. 

                                                      
5 Cambridge English IELTS 11 (2016). Cambridge University Press and UCLES 
6 Longman Preparation Course for the TOEFL Test: iBT, Second Edition (2007). 
 


