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Abstract
Discourse markers (DMs) as linguistic devices have a significant role in the coherence of conversation—a speakers’
fluency. With the growing use of English worldwide, it is of great importance to focus on DMs as an essential part of
communication which provides discourse coherence. This study was conducted to develop a description of spoken English
with a special focus on DMs to investigate their functions and frequencies in Iranian non-native discourse and was
conducted across 30 EFL teachers and 30 EFL learners. Spoken samples were gathered from the participants in the
context of the classroom. Fung and Carter’s (2007) framework was adopted for the analysis of DMs. The results showed
no significant gender difference in terms of frequency of using DMs with different functions between learners and also
teachers. In investigating the effect of proficiency level on using the markers among learners, advanced learners were
found to use more interpersonal DMs than intermediates. At this intermediate level, male learners used fewer
interpersonal DMs than female learners, but, at the advanced level, males used more DMs than females. Implications
for teachers and researchers are mentioned.

Resumen
Los marcadores de discurso (DM) como elementos lingüísticos tienen un papel importante en la coherencia de la 
conversación y la fluidez. El uso creciente del inglés en todo el mundo destaca la necesidad de centrarse en los DM 
como una parte importante de la comunicación que proporciona coherencia al discurso. El fin de este estudio fue 
desarrollar una descripción del inglés hablado con un enfoque especial en los DM para investigar sus funciones y 
frecuencias en el discurso de hablantes iraníes de inglés como segunda lengua. Se realizó entre 30 profesores y 30 
estudiantes de EFL. Se recogieron muestras habladas de los participantes en el contexto del aula. Se adoptó el marco 
de Fung y Carter (2007) para el análisis de los DM. Los resultados no mostraron diferencias significativas de género en 
términos de frecuencia de uso de DM con diferentes funciones entre alumnos y profesores. Al investigar el efecto del 
nivel de competencia en el uso de los marcadores entre los estudiantes, se encontró que los estudiantes avanzados 
usaban más DM interpersonales que los intermedios. En este nivel intermedio, los estudiantes masculinos usaron menos 
DM interpersonales que las mujeres, pero, en el nivel avanzado, los hombres usaron más DM que las mujeres. Se 
mencionan las implicaciones para docentes e investigadores.

Introduction
Discourse markers (DMs) are generally regarded as “linguistic, paralinguistic, or nonverbal elements that
signal relations between units of talk” (Schiffrin, 1987, p. 40). Fraser (1999) defined them as lexical
expressions that relate discourse segments together and categorized these linguistic features in syntactic
classes of conjunctions, adverbs, and prepositional phrases. DMs can have various functions (Grosz & Sidner,
1986; Hummel, 2012; Wang, 2011; Yang, 2011), which vary according to the contexts (Grosz & Sidner,
1986). Different scholars have categorized these lexical phrases based on their various functions. Fung and
Carter (2007) developed an inclusive taxonomy in four functional headings: interpersonal, referential,
structural, and cognitive DMs. In the interpersonal category, the markers are used to interpret shared
knowledge, indicate attitudes, and show responses. In the second category, the markers appear on textual
levels marking relationships between the verbal activities which are preceding and following them. The third
category contains DMs, which signal links between topics, and markers of the fourth group provide
information about the cognitive state of the speaker to help the hearer build a mental representation of the
discourse.
Although the use of DMs is often optional (Carter & McCarthy 2015; Fraser 1999; Fung & Carter 2007; Lin
2016; Schiffrin 1987), as linguistic devices, they play an important role in conversational coherence
(Christodoulidou, 2011; Das & Taboada, 2018), second language fluency (Neary-Sundquist, 2014), spoken
interactions (Carter and McCarthy, 2006), and indicators of the speakers’ attitude (Lin, 2016). Also, their
misuse in conversation is reported to lead to semantic or pragmatic misunderstandings (Khandaghi
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Khameneh & Fakhraee Faruji, 2020). Since forming a coherent discourse is among the crucial factors in 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners’ communicative competence development (McCarthy & Carter, 
1995), there is a pedagogical need for focusing on DM’s acquisition in language teaching programs. 
Nevertheless, despite their important roles, textbooks still have limited information on them (Namaziandost 
et al., 2019), and EFL learners are reported to underuse or use a limited number of them in less varied 
contexts in their speaking (Asic & Cephe, 2013; Götz, 2013). 
In recent decades, a large number of studies investigated the use of DMs in various genres. A study by Irfan 
et al. (2020) investigated them across gender in two novels written by a male and a female writer and 
concluded that females use DMs more frequently as meaningless fillers. The markers have also been 
searched in academic writings by Al-khazraji (2019) to examine their use by the learners, and it was 
concluded that DMs are needed to link sentences and construct knowledge from the known to the unknown. 
Furthermore, the markers related to the turn transition strategies and pragmatic functions are investigated 
in chats and instant messaging by Degand and van Bergen (2016), and König (2021), respectively. 
Regarding the turn transition strategies, Degand and van Bergen (2016) concluded that DMs in utterances' 
final position can function as turn-transition signaling that the turn is over. König (2021), who investigated 
two of the markers’ pragmatic functions (HM and EHM), asserted that texters use these markers to state 
different discourse relations and stances. 
This growing body of knowledge investigated multiple factors, such as gender and proficiency, that may 
affect the use of these linguistic features. However, while many studies are carried out on native speakers, 
studies investigating L2 learners’ use of DMs remained limited (Tsai & Chu, 2017). Moreover, some existing 
studies reported conflicting results concerning the above-mentioned factors, which warrant further empirical 
attention to this important aspect of language use for EFL learners. As an example, while Vanda and Péter 
(2011) and Fraser (personal communication, 2018) believe that there are no gender differences in DMs’ 
use, Irfan et al (2020) and Rezaee et al. (2015) found gender differences in using the markers.  
The current corpus-based study aimed to contribute to this line of research and examined the use of DMs 
in second language teachers’ and learners’ speech in the classroom. 

Review of the literature 

Functions of DMs 

According to Tannen et al. (2015), DMs are linguistic elements that function in social, expressive, textual, 
and cognitive domains. They have an important role in communicative competence, producing meaningful 
sentences (Rahimi, 2011), and communication (Al Kohlani, 2010). These linguistic features are expressions 
that connect two parts of discourse, but do not relate to their meaning (Richards & Schmidt, 2011) and are 
studied under different names such as ‘discourse connectives’ (Blakemore, 1987), ‘pragmatic expressions’ 
(Erman, 1987), ‘discourse operators’ (Redeker, 1990), ‘continuatives’ (Halliday, 1994), ‘pragmatic markers’ 
(Fraser, 1996), ‘discourse fillers’ (Navas Brenes, 2005), and ‘discourse markers’ (Tree & Schrock, 1999). 
Using different terms by different scholars for DMs, and using the same markers differently by different 
people, Holmes (1990) show their various functions with which they get through discourse (Schiffrin, 2001). 
As the markers are multifunctional, their proper use could be challenging for the learners (Crible & Cuenca, 
2017), which raises a need to make learners aware of their functions (Kaveifard & Allami, 2011). 
Schiffrin (1987) defines DMs as ‘sequentially dependent elements which bracket units of talk’ (p. 31). She 
asserts that DMs appear as contextual coordinates by locating utterances on one or more planes of talk 
containing; action structure, ideational structure, information state, exchange structure, and participation 
framework. Further categorization of DMs is presented by Fraser (1990, 1996, 1999). Unlike Schiffrin who 
considers vocalizations, such as ‘oh’ as DM, Fraser limits them to linguistic expressions and defines them as 
devices that signal the relationship between the utterances proceeding and foregoing the markers. 
Fung and Carter (2007) proposed some criteria for a linguistic item to be considered as a DM. These included 
flexibility in position, prosodic independence of the utterances, multigrammaticality (e.g., coordinate 
conjunctions, subordinate conjunctions, prepositional phrases, adverbs), optionality, and indexicality. 
Indexicality of a DM refers to its functioning as indexical expressions categorized as conceptually rich (I 
guess), conceptually empty (oh), and partly conceptual (so) meanings. Furthermore, Fung and Carter 
classified the markers in four functional headings, which is called a multi-category framework in the words 
of Lin (2016) and is developed based on the data from pedagogic discourse, in which DMs are produced by 
L2 intermediate and advanced NNSs of English, as well as NSs in natural speaking production in Hong Kong. 
They examined all the markers produced by the participants. 
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Interpersonal Referential Structural Cognitive 

Marking shared knowledge: 
see, you see, you know, listen 

Cause: 
because, cos 

Opening and closing 
topics: now, ok, right, 
alright, well, let's start, 
let's discuss, let me 
conclude the discussion 

Denoting thinking process: well, I 
think, I see, and 

Indicating attitudes: 
well, really, I think, obviously, 
absolutely, basically, actually, 
exactly, sort of, kind of, like, to 
be frank, to be honest, just, oh 

Contrast: 
but, and, yet, 
however, 
nevertheless 

Sequence: 
first, firstly, second, 
secondly, next, then, 
finally 

Reformulation/Self-correction:  
I mean, that is, in other words, 
what I mean is, to put it in another 
way 

Showing response: 
ok, oh, right, alright, yes, yeah, 
I see, great, oh great, sure 

Coordination: and 
Topic shift:  
so, now, well, and what 
about, how bout 

Elaboration: 
like, I mean 

Disjunction: 
or 

Summarizing opinions: 
so 

Hesitation: 
well, sort of 

consequence: so Continuation of topics: 
yeah, and, cos, so 

Assessment of the listener’s 
knowledge about the utterances: 
you know 

digression: 
anyway 

Comparison: 
likewise, similarly 

Table 1: A core functional paradigm of discourse markers in pedagogic discourse (Fung and Carter (2007) 

The Role of proficiency in the Use of DMs 

Proficiency is a factor that can affect DMs use, which is investigated in some research. Some have compared 
L2 learners' and NSs' use of the markers and concluded that L2 learners do not use DMs as much as native 
speakers (NSs) (Fung and Carter, 2007; Hasselgreen, 2004; Muller, 2005; Neary-Sundquist, 2014). In Fung 
and Carter’s (2007) study, the production of DMs by NSs and L2 learners were investigated by gathering 
the data in group discussions of 49 participants while doing a task comparing to the NSs’ data, which was 
gathered from a pedagogic sub-corpus in CANCODE (Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in 
English). It was concluded that NNSs use a limited range of DMs’ linguistic input. 
A study by Neary-Sundquist (2014) investigated the use of DMs by L2 learners at different proficiency levels, 
comparing the data with native speakers. The results revealed that DMs’ use increases across proficiency 
levels, and the highest proficiency L2 learners used the markers at the same rate as native speakers, but 
the functions of DMs used in each proficiency level were not examined.  
Another study on the role of proficiency in DMs’ use was done by Huang (2019) who examined the use of 
DM ‘well’ in Chinese learners, Swedish learners, and NSs. He observed that Swedish learners overuse ‘well’ 
while Chinese learners underuse it; consequently, and, in line with Gilquin and Granger (2015), he concluded 
that the learners’ mother tongue may influence DMs’ use. Moreover, in his study, the Chinese learners were 
investigated across three proficiency levels, revealing that the markers’ use does not vary across proficiency. 
Therefore, he asserted that more investigations have to be done on the effect of proficiency levels on DMs’ 
use. Also, he stated that there is a need to examine the factor of gender in this regard as well. It is worth 
noting that not all of the markers were investigated in his study. Despite much research investigating the 
role of proficiency in DMs’ use, there is a need for more research to understand its various effects.  

The Role of gender in the use of discourse markers 

The study of gender differences in DMs has attracted considerable attention. Nevertheless, the findings from 
different studies result in contradictory findings. Some scholars believe in gender differences in using all or 
some of the markers. Women use the markers to connect consecutive arguments, while men use them as 
attention-drawing and signaling repair work (Erman, 1992). Kim and Kang (2011) investigated gender 
differences in DMs use among 65 people, gathered from Sejong Spoken Corpus. They revealed that women 
use the markers to gain time or hesitation while men prefer to participate actively in communications. Irfan 
et al. (2020) examined DMs used in two novels written by a male and a female novelist, asserting that 
males use fewer markers than females and that females use more DMs as meaningless fillers than men. 
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Liao (2008) examined the use of nine DMs (yeah, oh, you know, like, well, I mean, ok, right, and actually) 
in six male and female Chinese graduate students in a study-abroad context in 1422 tokens through 
discussions and sociolinguistic interviews and stated that gender differences exist in the use of DMs by 
NNSs. Also, quantitative and qualitative differences across gender in the use of the markers among lecturers 
were reported by Rezaee et al. (2015) while investigating four DMs (well, OK, you know, and I mean) 
produced by ten male and ten female Iranian lecturers, considering the functions of the markers. Rezaee et 
al. (2015) then compared the results with a corpus of English native male and female lecturers. Some 
quantitative and qualitative differences were found between Iranian male and female lecturers, as well as 
the English native ones. The females in both groups used the four investigated DMs much more frequently 
and with wider functions. 
On the other hand, some studies revealed that there is no relationship between gender and DMs’ use 
(Schleef, 2004; Vanda and Péter, 2011) or believed that the gender difference is only seen in teens and has 
disappeared by age 23 (Jarret, 2014). Some other studies reported no significant gender differences when 
DMs’ use is examined within a given activity context (Escalera, 2009) or among attitude markers (Nasri et 
al., 2018). As can be seen, more research has to be done, regarding the role of gender in DMs’ use in 
various contexts, considering all the markers produced by the learners, while examining the markers’ 
functions. 

The Present Study 
Despite much research on discourse markers, there are still some gaps in this area especially across gender 
and proficiency (Huang, 2019). According to the crucial role of DMs, which was previously mentioned in the 
literature, a broader corpus-driven cross-linguistic context, more naturalistic data, and different discourse 
types is needed to have a more complete view on the markers, as Haselow (2019) believes that research 
on functional categories of the markers should be expanded. Furthermore, there are still some contradictory 
results regarding the role of gender, proficiency, and learners’ L1 in this regard.  
 Since Lin (2016) asserted that the existing gap in the literature regarding DMs can be filled by using a 
multi-categorical model in a pedagogical context this study attempts to fill this gap by investigating all DMs 
produced by Iranian teachers and learners across their gender and proficiency in a corpus of 22,603 words 
within the classroom context through a model proposed by Fung and Carter (2007), including multi 
categories of the markers, and aims to answer the following questions; 

• Is there any significant difference between male and female learners in terms of the frequency of 
using DMs with different functions? 

• Is there any significant difference between high and low proficiency learners in terms of the frequency 
of using DMs with different functions? 

• Is there any interaction between learners’ gender and their level of language proficiency in terms of 
frequency of using DMs with different functions? 

• Is there any significant difference between male and female teachers in terms of the frequency of 
using DMs with different functions? 

Method 

Participants and setting 

There were two groups of participants in this study: learners and teachers. A corpus with a total amount of 
22,603 words was constructed from 20 teachers and 40 learners. The participants’ level of proficiency was 
determined by the Oxford Placement Test (OPT), and all were aged between 20 and 40 years old. Due to 
the difficulty of motivating subjects attending the study, a non-probability sampling method was used. 
Participants volunteered to take part in this study, and then, among the participants, stratified sampling 
was adopted to have equal numbers of males and females. 
The group of teachers consisted of ten males and ten females who were compared across gender in using 
DMs, in which all had high proficiency levels in English (C2 and C1 levels, according to CEFR). They were 
audio-recorded while teaching. The learners’ group consisted of 20 males and 20 females. In each gender 
group, there were ten high proficient (C2 and C1 levels, according to CEFR) and ten intermediate level 
participants (B2 and B1 according to CEFR). The learners were compared across gender, as well as 
proficiency in using the markers. 
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Instruments 

The book Functions (Matreyek, 1987) was used in the study. As mentioned in the book, it is suitable for 
advanced and intermediate levels. One of its chapters named Asking about Expressing was used. As Kim & 
Kang (2011) stated, women respond more emotionally than men. Since this chapter is about expressing 
feelings, it was chosen to show the gender differences better. The teachers were asked to present this 
chapter to students and their voices were recorded. Three questions at the end of the chapter were given 
to learners to be answered while recording their voices. It is worth noting that the learners who participated 
in this study were not necessarily in the participating teachers’ classes. 
A multi-category framework for DMs’ functions presented by Fung and Carter (2007) was used in this study. 
It was used since it is drawn according to a corpus of nonnative female and male intermediate-advanced 
English learners with actual language use that is similar to the corpus of this study. They categorized DMs 
into four main categories: interpersonal, referential, structural, and cognitive. 

Procedure 

The study was carried out in two stages for each participant. At first, they were asked to take the OPT test. 
Ten intermediate males and ten intermediate females (CEFR levels B2 and B1), and ten advanced males 
and ten females (CEFR levels C2 and C1) were then chosen. The learners whose levels of proficiency were 
lower than intermediate and the teachers who were lower than advanced level were removed. After 
categorizing the participants, the teachers were asked to teach the chapter Asking about/Expressing from 
the book Functions to their students. The copies of the chapter were already given to them to be prepared. 
The researcher got their approval to record their voices during teaching. The recorded teachers’ voices 
contained monologues and sometimes dialogue among teachers and learners, but the researcher just 
considered monologues.  
To collect samples of learners' speech, they were asked to complete three related speaking tasks presented 
at the end of that chapter of the book the teachers had taught. The questions were previously given to the 
learners to be prepared. Then, the learners were asked to answer the three questions. The researcher also 
got their approval to record their voices.  
After recording the voices, these were transferred to the computer to be transcribed. There was a total of 
22,603 words. Each voice was listened to three times in order not to miss any words. After counting the 
total amount of each participant’s words using Microsoft Word, the number of words was written at the end 
of the transcription following by determining the markers that were highlighted in bold to indicate their 
distribution. Then, the DMs were categorized based on their functions (Fung and Carter, 2007). Apart from 
those markers, all the other markers that were produced by the participants and that were not in Fung & 
Carter’s categorization were also taken into account. Those markers were considered based on having the 
same meanings or functions as the markers of the Fung & Carter study. Since not all occurrences of the 
considered words were DM, they were investigated according to the context by listening to the voices several 
times and also according to the characteristics of DMs that are presented in the literature. 

Results 
All the data in this study were in the form of simple counts or frequencies in corpora produced by different 
participants. Since these counts were in productions of different sizes by individuals, it was not possible to 
simply compare the simple frequencies across different individuals and groups. Therefore, all the frequencies 
were divided by the total size of each production in terms of total word count to come up with relative 
frequencies. Then, the relative frequencies were multiplied by 100 to change all the frequencies into a 
percentage. In the end, these percentages were used in all the analyses as follows. 

Investigation of Question 1: Is there any significant difference between male and female 
learners in terms of frequency of using DMs with different functions? 

To answer this question, first, the descriptives of different DMs functions’ percentages in males and females 
were computed (Table 1). Then, males and females were compared in terms of mean DM percentages by 
either one-way ANOVA (Parametric test) or Man-Whitney (Non-Parametric test). To choose between these 
two tests, first, the normality of the data was checked by computing skewness and kurtosis ratios from 
Table 1 by dividing the skewness and kurtosis values by their standard error. As highlighted in Table 1, the 
ratios for structural and interpersonal DMs were beyond -+1.96, hence, using the non-parametric test for 
them. For the rest of the data which are normally distributed sufficiently, an ANOVA as a parametric test 
was run.  
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Gender N Min Max Mean SD 
Skewness Kurtosis 

 
Std. 
Error  

Std. 
Error 

Male 

Interpersonal.Total 20 .00 6.13 1.8670 1.85493 .707 .512 -.513 .992 
Referential.Total 20 2.71 8.96 6.3156 1.55526 -.690 .512 .826 .992 
Structural.Total 20 .00 3.93 1.2084 .92232 1.441 .512 2.767 .992 
Cognitive.Total 20 .00 3.31 1.3112 1.03535 .607 .512 -.673 .992 
Valid N (listwise) 20         

Female 

Interpersonal.Total 20 .00 8.84 2.4556 1.94856 1.959 .512 5.340 .992 
Referential.Total 20 1.32 10.47 5.3267 2.24360 .350 .512 .333 .992 
Structural.Total 20 .00 3.17 1.0909 .93356 .641 .512 -.254 .992 
Cognitive.Total 20 .00 3.96 1.5643 1.12750 .452 .512 -.540 .992 
Valid N (listwise) 20         

Table 2: Descriptive statistics 

Table 3 presents Levene’s test results on the homogeneity of variances as an assumption of ANOVA, which 
are not significant (p > .05), hence, meeting this assumption.  

 F df1 df2 Sig. 
Referential.Total 1.569 1 38 .218 
Cognitive.Total .072 1 38 .790 
Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the  
dependent variable is equal across groups. 
a. Design: Intercept + Gender 

Table 3: Levene's test of equality of error variancesa 

Tables 4 and 5 present the ANOVA and Mann-Whitney test results on the comparison of males and females 
in terms of DM percentages. As highlighted in these tables, none of the results is significant (p > .05), 
indicating no difference between males and females in terms of DMs’ use. Therefore, the null hypothesis to 
this research question is supported. That is to say, there is no significant difference between male and 
female learners in terms of the frequency of using DMs with different functions.  

Dependent Variable Type III Sum 
of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 
Referential.Total 9.780 1 9.780 2.625 .113 .065 
Cognitive.Total .641 1 .641 .547 .464 .014 
a. R Squared = .025 (Adjusted R Squared = -.001) 
b. R Squared = .065 (Adjusted R Squared = .040) 
c. R Squared = .004 (Adjusted R Squared = -.022) 
d. R Squared = .014 (Adjusted R Squared = -.012) 

Table 4: Tests of between-subjects effects 

 
 Interpersonal.Total Structural.Total 
Mann-Whitney U 158.500 184.000 
Wilcoxon W 368.500 394.000 
Z -1.124 -.433 
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .261 .665 
Exact Sig. [2*(1-tailed Sig.)] .265b .678b 

a. Grouping Variable: Gender         
b. Not corrected for ties. 

Table 5 Test Statisticsa 

Investigating of Question 2: Is there any significant difference between high and low 
proficiency learners in terms of frequency of using DMs with different functions? 

To answer this question, an analysis similar to that of Question 1 was done. First, the descriptives of different 
DMs functions’ percentages in high- and low-proficiency learners were computed (Table 6). Then, high- and 
low-proficiency learners were compared in terms of mean DM percentages by either one-way ANOVA 
(Parametric test) or Man-Whitney (Non-Parametric test). To do so, first, the normality of the data was 
checked by computing skewness and kurtosis ratios from Table 6, showing that the ratios for structural and 
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interpersonal DMs were beyond -+1.96, hence, using the non-parametric test for them. For the rest of the 
data that are normally distributed sufficiently, ANOVA as a parametric test was run.  

Level N Min Max Mean SD 
Skewness Kurtosis 

 
Std. 
Error Statistic 

Std. 
Error 

Intermediate 

Interpersonal.Total 20 .00 8.84 1.4603 2.04631 2.746 .512 9.004 .992 
Referential.Total 20 1.32 10.47 5.9021 2.20696 -.267 .512 .414 .992 
Structural.Total 20 .00 2.74 1.0085 .90102 .609 .512 -1.109 .992 
Cognitive.Total 20 .00 3.96 1.5006 1.30347 .391 .512 -1.231 .992 
Valid N (listwise) 20         

Advanced 

Interpersonal.Total 20 .00 6.13 2.8623 1.48255 .144 .512 -.032 .992 
Referential.Total 20 2.65 8.82 5.7402 1.75580 -.104 .512 -.432 .992 
Structural.Total 20 .00 3.93 1.2909 .93577 1.431 .512 2.847 .992 
Cognitive.Total 20 .00 3.10 1.3749 .81827 .591 .512 -.140 .992 
Valid N (listwise) 20         

Table 6: Descriptive statistics 

Table 7 presents Levene’s test results on the homogeneity of variances as an assumption of ANOVA, which 
are not significant (p > .05), thus, meeting this assumption.  

 F df1 df2 Sig. 
Referential.Total .454 1 38 .505 
Cognitive.Total 7.633 1 38 .079 
Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of the  
dependent variable is equal across groups. 
a. Design: Intercept + Level 

 

Table 7: Levene's test of equality of error variancesa 

Tables 8 and 9 present the ANOVA and Mann-Whitney test results on the comparison of high- and low-
proficiency learners in terms of DM percentages. As highlighted in these tables, high- and low-proficiency 
learners differ significantly only in terms of interpersonal DMs (p < .05). With regard to the descriptives in 
Table 6, advanced learners make much higher use of interpersonal DMs than intermediate learners. 
Therefore, the null hypothesis to this research question is rejected only for interpersonal DMs. That is to 
say, there is a significant difference between high- and low-proficiency learners in terms of the frequency 
of using interpersonal DMs.  

Dependent 
Variable 

Type III Sum of 
Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 
Referential.Total .262 1 .262 .066 .799 .002 
Cognitive.Total .158 1 .158 .133 .717 .004 
a. R Squared = .139 (Adjusted R Squared = .117) 
b. R Squared = .002 (Adjusted R Squared = -.025) 
c. R Squared = .024 (Adjusted R Squared = -.001) 
d. R Squared = .004 (Adjusted R Squared = -.023) 

Table 8: Tests of between-subjects effects 

 
 Interpersonal.Total Structural.Total 
Mann-Whitney U 79.500 157.000 
Wilcoxon W 289.500 367.000 
Z -3.265 -1.164 
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .001 .244 
Exact Sig. [2*(1-tailed Sig.)] .001b .253b 
a. Grouping Variable: Level 
b. Not corrected for ties. 

Table 9: Test statisticsa 

Investigating Question 3: Is there any interaction between learners’ gender and their level of 
language proficiency in terms of frequency of using DMs with different functions? 

Answering this question required running factorial ANOVA with gender and proficiency level as the factors. 
Therefore, initially, first the descriptives of DMs across all the levels of the two factors were computed (Table 
10). Evidently, some differences exist across the levels of the two factors, but to check the significance of 
these differences factorial ANOVA results were confirmed in Table 11. 
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 Level Gender Mean SD N 

Interpersonal.Total 

Intermediate 
Male .5274 .62007 10 
Female 2.3932 2.55376 10 
Total 1.4603 2.04631 20 

Advanced 
Male 3.2066 1.70042 10 
Female 2.5180 1.21872 10 
Total 2.8623 1.48255 20 

Total 
Male 1.8670 1.85493 20 
Female 2.4556 1.94856 20 
Total 2.1613 1.90127 40 

Referential.Total 

Intermediate 
Male 6.7063 1.09211 10 
Female 5.0979 2.76635 10 
Total 5.9021 2.20696 20 

Advanced 
Male 5.9249 1.89064 10 
Female 5.5554 1.69052 10 
Total 5.7402 1.75580 20 

Total 
Male 6.3156 1.55526 20 
Female 5.3267 2.24360 20 
Total 5.8211 1.97016 40 

Structural.Total 

Intermediate 
Male 1.0289 .87773 10 
Female .9880 .97084 10 
Total 1.0085 .90102 20 

Advanced 
Male 1.3879 .97665 10 
Female 1.1938 .93479 10 
Total 1.2909 .93577 20 

Total 
Male 1.2084 .92232 20 
Female 1.0909 .93356 20 
Total 1.1497 .91791 40 

Cognitive.Total 

Intermediate 
Male 1.5887 1.23521 10 
Female 1.4126 1.42964 10 
Total 1.5006 1.30347 20 

Advanced 
Male 1.0337 .75246 10 
Female 1.7160 .76729 10 
Total 1.3749 .81827 20 

Total 
Male 1.3112 1.03535 20 
Female 1.5643 1.12750 20 
Total 1.4377 1.07610 40 

Table 10: Descriptive statistics 

According to Table 11, there is a significant interaction between the two factors in terms of interpersonal 
DMs (p < .05). In order to examine the nature of this significant interaction for interpersonal DMs and even 
other DMs, the interaction plots for all the DMs were drawn.  

Source Dependent Variable 
Type III 
Sum of 
Squares 

Df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

Level * Gender 

Interpersonal.Total 16.312 1 16.312 5.783 .021 .138 
Referential.Total 3.837 1 3.837 1.005 .323 .027 
Structural.Total .059 1 .059 .066 .798 .002 
Cognitive.Total 1.842 1 1.842 1.560 .220 .042 

a. R Squared = .280 (Adjusted R Squared = .220) 
b. R Squared = .092 (Adjusted R Squared = .016) 
c. R Squared = .030 (Adjusted R Squared = -.051) 
d. R Squared = .058 (Adjusted R Squared = -.020) 

 

Table 11: Tests of between-subjects effects 

As the interaction plot for interpersonal DMs shows in Figure 1, males and females were different from each 
other in terms of interpersonal DM’s used in different levels of language proficiency. Specifically, 
intermediate male learners used fewer interpersonal DMs than females at an intermediate level, but males 
used more DMs than females at advanced level. It should be noted that plots for other DMs were also drawn 
despite the insignificant interaction results in Table 11.  
This was done since some insight could be gained through the examination of the plots. Specifically, the 
plot for cognitive DMs also showed that the two lines crossed each other. This is a sign that if a larger sample 
size had been employed, some significant interaction could have been found in cognitive DMs. Therefore, 
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replicating this study with a larger sample size specifically in terms of cognitive DMs is highly recommended. 
In sum, the results above indicate that the null hypothesis to the research question is partly rejected. 
Therefore, there was an interaction between learners’ gender and their level of language proficiency in terms 
of the frequency of using interpersonal DMs.  

 

 

Figure 1: Interaction plots 

Investigating Question 4: Is there any significant difference between male and female teachers 
regarding frequency of using DMs with different functions? 

To answer this question, male and female teachers were compared with mean DM percentages by Man-
Whitney (Non-Parametric test). As highlighted in Table 12, the skewness and kurtosis ratios for females for 
all DMs were beyond -+1.96, using the non-parametric test for them.  

Gender N Min Max Mean SD 
Skewness Kurtosis 

 
Std. 
Error  

Std. 
Error 

Male 

Interpersonal.Total 10 .00 6.37 2.1396 2.30711 1.083 .687 -.202 1.334 
Referential.Total 10 1.59 7.27 4.0660 1.84138 .248 .687 -.476 1.334 
Structural.Total 10 .51 3.06 1.5003 .90045 1.051 .687 .114 1.334 
Cognitive.Total 10 .00 1.11 .5993 .34957 -.270 .687 -.900 1.334 
Valid N (listwise) 10         

Female 

Interpersonal.Total 10 .83 7.53 3.1431 2.38477 1.423 .687 .777 1.334 
Referential.Total 10 3.00 7.42 4.2066 1.20556 2.428 .687 6.975 1.334 
Structural.Total 10 .27 8.83 2.8346 2.48370 1.676 .687 3.562 1.334 
Cognitive.Total 10 .00 2.89 .5515 .93846 2.092 .687 4.358 1.334 
Valid N (listwise) 10         

Table 12: Descriptive statistics 
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Tables 13 presents the Mann-Whitney test results on the comparison of male and female teachers in terms 
of DM percentages. As highlighted in these tables, none of the results is significant (p > .05), indicating no 
difference between male and female teachers in terms of DM’s use. Therefore, the null hypothesis to this 
research question is supported. Therefore, there was no significant difference between male and female 
teachers in terms of the frequency of using DMs with different functions. 

 Interpersonal.Total Referential.Total Structural.Total Cognitive.Total 
Mann-Whitney U 31.000 50.000 31.000 31.500 
Wilcoxon W 86.000 105.000 86.000 86.500 
Z -1.436 .000 -1.436 -1.417 
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .151 1.000 .151 .156 
Exact Sig. [2*(1-tailed Sig.)] .165b 1.000b .165b .165b 
a. Grouping Variable: Gender 
b. Not corrected for ties. 

Table 13: Test statisticsa 

Discussion 
Investigating discourse and DMs has been receiving growing attention in recent years. The crucial role of 
DMs in discourse (Liao, 2009) has caused many researchers to study this area each viewing it from different 
aspects in native and non-native contexts, but none of them have enough coverage of this issue at least in 
Iranian L2 learners’ contexts. This led the researchers to investigate two factors that may have effects on 
the use of DMs: gender and the level of proficiency. The main purpose of this study was to see if there are 
any significant gender or proficiency differences between male vs. female L2 teachers and learners in terms 
of the frequency of using DMs with different functions.  
As stated, no significant differences were found among teachers or learners in terms of frequency of using 
DMs with different functions, in line with the results of previous research (B. Fraser, personal 
communication, 3 April, 2018, Escalera, 2006; Koczogh and Furko, 2011; Schleef, 2008; Vanda and Péter, 
2011). The findings concerning the second question indicate a significant difference between high- and low-
proficiency learners in terms of frequency of using interpersonal DMs; advanced learners made much higher 
use of interpersonal DMs than intermediate ones. This result is in line with Hasselgreen (2004) who conclude 
that learners’ proficiency level affects the frequency and range of using DMs. Neary-Sundquist (2014) 
concluded that DM’s use increased with proficiency level. In this study, the proficiency difference was seen 
in some specific markers (interpersonal markers) that were found to be used more by highly proficient 
learners. Interpersonal markers, according to Fung and Carter’s (2007) classifications of the markers, 
consisted of some markers including ‘you see’ and ‘you know,’ which Romero Trillo (2002) stated were used 
by NSs more than NNSs. Since Mougeon et al. (2004) suggested highly proficient L2 learners had the same 
patterns as NS, it can be inferred that this result is in line with Romero Trillo (2002) and Muller (2005). 
Muller stated NSs and NNSs prefer different DMs and differences were found in the usage of individual 
functions between them. 
The third question is concerned with whether learners’ gender has any significant interaction with their level 
of language proficiency in terms of frequency of using DMs with different functions. The results indicated a 
significant interaction between the two factors in terms of interpersonal DMs. Males and females were 
different in terms of interpersonal DM’s use in different levels of language proficiency. Male learners were 
also found to use fewer interpersonal DMs than females at the intermediate level, but at the advanced level, 
males use more DMs than females. As no significant gender difference was found between male and female 
learners in using DMs which may be due to the focus on different levels of proficiency that is neutralized 
when considering all levels of proficiency together. The result of this research question is in line with Erman 
(1992), who stated that men use DMs more often than women, and there was a gender difference in the 
functions of the markers that each of them used. There are other scholars who believe that gender difference 
in using DMs differs with different functions that each marker has (Chun, 2008; Croucher, 2004; Kim and 
Kang, 2011; Mei, 2006; Winkler, 2008). 

Conclusion 
This project was conducted to develop a description of spoken English. According to the results, the higher 
use of interpersonal DMs by high proficiency learners may be due to the fact that DMs are not taught 
explicitly in the classrooms, and the learners have to pick them up themselves in the process of learning 
their second/foreign language. Due to the important role of the markers, which was presented in the 
literature, the teachers can teach the markers explicitly even at the starting point of learning English by 
some awareness-raising tasks on the role of the markers in texts or speech. Hallermann and Vergun (2007) 
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believe that the students who are more acculturated to the US use more DMs. The teachers can help learners 
be more acculturated by using authentic materials in class, such as using TV shows or radio, for listening or 
using newspapers or articles as reading materials. 
As presented in the literature, DMs are prosodically separate from the utterances they introduce, which 
meant they have different pauses (Fung & Carter, 2007; Schiffrin, 1987), and this pause sometimes can 
indicate if a word is DM or not. According to the facilitating role of DMs, it is worth it for learners to consider 
the markers in the native speech by paying attention to their usage and function in authentic materials. 
By comparing DMs, which were produced by high- and low-proficiency learners, this study addresses 
researchers finding the pattern of learning the markers in the process of L2 learning, regarding the functions 
of the markers. The other implication of this study addresses researchers who are looking for the reason for 
the differences which were found in this research. Why do the advanced learners use more interpersonal 
markers compared to intermediate learners? Why do the highly-proficient students use more referential and 
cognitive markers rather than the teachers with the same level of proficiency? 
This study was limited in terms of sample size. According to the results, replicating this study with a larger 
sample size, specifically in terms of cognitive DMs among learners considering their gender and the level of 
proficiency, and also between teachers and highly proficient learners considering the level of proficiency, is 
highly recommended. Further research can be done on just one group of teachers to appear both as teachers 
and learners to investigate if the social role can cause any difference in using different DMs with different 
functions. This study investigated the role of gender and proficiency in using DMs in spoken discourse. The 
role of DMs in the written form of language can be investigated across gender and proficiency levels for 
further research. With regards to the obtained results of this research and, according to the increasing 
number of L2 learners, since discourse and discourse markers play an important role in this area, this study 
suggests interested teachers, students, and researchers carry out further studies to include more lines of 
knowledge in this regard. 
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 APPENDIX. 1 
 

 Examples for DMs Used by Participants 
  

First category: Interpersonal Category 

Marking shared knowledge: 

You know: …you know for ladies, it would be difficult… 

Indicating attitude: 

Well: …well I think it can’t be hard… 

Really: …we are really quiet on that day… 

I think: I think I would definitely arrange for another time to meet each other… 

Absolutely:… absolutely she will ask me what happens… 

Actually: …I ran into one of my old friends, actually she was one of my best friends… 

as a matter of fact: As a matter of fact, because of the financial situation these days… 

like: …. I get together sth like that… 

honestly: … honestly, I can’t imagine… 

just: … let's just practice them more… 

oh: …but I can say… Oh yes, I have so many friends who are not in Iran… 

definitely: … definitely you should think about the item… 

I believe: I believe that if you are about to choose an item or a gift or sth for your friend… 

Undoubtedly: …and undoubtedly we will review our great memories… 

Probably: I would probably tell her I love her more than before. 

Showing responses: 

Ok: can you pls tell me what was the most incredible present that you have got? Ok, nice, so imagine s.o calls your 

name… 

Oh: …Oh yes I have so many friends who are not in Iran… 

Of Course: Tell me the synonym of surprise? Of course, it is amazing… 

Right: Do you know what is the meaning of by expression? Yes, right… 

Yes: …Oh yes I have so many friends who are not in Iran… 

Great: …great..you are right… 

Sure: …it be definitely a surprise and sure I will cry too… 

For Sure: … it's going to be for sure a wonderful day for me… 

Surely: …because surely it is sth that I never expect… 

Of Course: …yes of course…that’s ok… 

Uhum: …and you heard the news? Uhum so as you see today I am going to… 

Aha: Who is he or she? aha, and what does he or she say?... 

Nice: can you pls tell me what was the most incredible present that you have got? Ok, nice, so imagine s.o calls your 

name… 

Oh Great: For the second situation oh great this is awesome, thank you very much. 

Second Category: Referential Category 

Cause: 

Because: … because the class would be a formal one, so you gonna have some limitations… 

Contrast: 

But: …I was tired, but suddenly I ran into one of my old friends… 

Coordination: 

And: …most of my classmates and most of the students… 
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Disjunction: 

Or: if you are about to choose an item or a gift… 

Consequence: 

So: It’s incredible news so it should be somehow happy news. 

Digression: 

Anyway: …but it was a nice and touching surprise any way I got happy… 

Third category: Structural category 

Opening and closing of topics: 

Now: Now and the other feelings, can you tell me… 

Ok: Ok, if I’m at the restaurant and I hear a familiar face call my name… 

Alright: Allright. do you like a surprise? hmm? 

Well: Well, this is so difficult because I’m not good at parting… 

Sequence: 

First: …first I think I would be shocked… 

Firstly: I think that firstly I would try to remember…. 

Second: As the second reason we can say that… 

Next: Ok..next…open your books… 

Then: …let him be unaware, then that the final moment tells him… 

Finally: I try to guess some names and finally if I failed I would ask them… 

After That: …and after that when he or she comes to the class… 

At The End: At the end, I think we have to take a photo… 

Topic shift 

So: Can you pls tell me what was the most incredible present that you have got? Ok, nice…so imagine s.o calls your 

name… 

Now: …now…open your books… 

Ok: Ok…listen to me… 

Summarizing opinion 

So: There is busy… he is she… so, what can he do? 

Continuation of topics 

So: I decided to answer the questions. So the first question… 

Cognitive Category 

Denoting thinking process 

Well: …meeting a friend in a restaurant…Well… I don’t know what should I say about it 

And: If I were the husband… and… I bought a…  

Reformulation/self-correction: 

I mean: …as I told you, most of them, I mean all of them are really surprising… 

Let’s say: about teachers birthday party, it makes no difference if he is an institute teacher or lets say university 

professor lecturer… 

Elaboration 

Like: we would probably talk about doing sth together like going mountaineering or… 

Assessment of the listeners’ knowledge about the utterance 

you know: Do you like a surprise? hmm? you know let me give you an example. 




