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Introduction to the monographic section:
Metadiscourse devices in academic discourse

This monograph brings together a collection of studies within the field of corpus
linguistics and metadiscourse devices. Each of these articles offers distinct but
sometimes shared perspectives on exploring metadiscourse devices in particular
textual compilations representative of several academic knowledge domains, e.g.
engineering, history, linguistics, medicine and tourism. A description of these corpora
is conveniently provided in each of the articles, along with a presentation of the

software deployed for corpus management and interrogation.

The articles have been organised considering these textual compilations and the
metadiscourse elements under focus. The first two articles —by Alonso-Almeida and
by Alvarez-Gil and Dominguez Morales— aim to shed light on the use of modal verbs
in academic writing. In the first article, the author reports on the use of modal verbs
with dynamic senses in historical texts from a diachronic perspective. The second
article focuses on a corpus of academic articles in the field of tourism in order to
describe the use of modal verbs to indicate the authors’ stance towards the
information they offer in the introduction and conclusion sections of their papers.
The next two studies —by Skorczynska and Carrié-Pastor and by del Saz— have been
conducted within the frame of the *IAMET project, which is a competitive project
granted by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitivity (Proyecto: FF12016-
77941-P) entitled: Identification and analysis of rhetoric elements in Spanish and in English: study
of metadisconrsive strategies. This project has given way to and made available a large
contrastive corpus of Spanish and English journal articles from several disciplines.
The last two contributions to the present issue examine two learner corpora
comptising students' productions at different educational levels. Granados and
Lotenzo's contribution analyses a cotrpus consisting of a set of texts produced by
secondary school students' learning history as part of a bilingual education programme
(CLIL) in Andalusia (southern Spain). Lépez-Ozieblo, on the other hand, carries out a
study performed on the written production in L2 of a group of students at the Hong
Kong Polytechnic University.



The interest in the analysis of textual and interpersonal devices in scientific texts,
i.e. metadiscourse, is not new, but the number of studies in this area of linguistics
keeps growing each year. Evidence of this is the large list of contributions on the topic
published in leading peer-reviewed journals and international printing houses (see also
Wei, Li, Zhou & Gong, 2016, for a review). Within the framework of metadiscourse,
many academic discourse studies cover the analysis of the style and features of the
language of scientific writing from a diachronic and synchronic perspective, describing
the way in which the authors elaborate and organise meaning to convey scientific
thought in their respective community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The
presence of metadiscourse devices in academic and technical texts is undeniable, as
put forward in Mauranen (1993), Hyland (1998, 2005), Hyland and Tse (2004) and
Mur Duefias (2011), among others. Examples from either a diachronic or a synchronic
perspective include Alonso-Almeida (2012, 2015); Alonso-Almeida and Alvarez-Gil
(2019); Alvarez-Gil (2020); Bamford and Bondi (2005); Bondi (2017); Bondi and Sezzi
(2016); Carrié-Pastor (2016); Gotti (2003, 2008); Halliday (1988, 1989, 1990); Hyland
(2005, 2006, 2009); Hyland and Bondi (2006); Moskowich and Crespo (2014);
Taavitsainen, Pahta and Makinen (20006), Taavitsainen and Pahta (2013) to mention
but a few. This type of research may greatly benefit our understanding of
contemporary discourse and authorship practices in different fields of knowledge.

Metadiscourse has enjoyed different definitions depending on the nature of the
evidence analysed. Williams (1981: 121-122), considers metadiscourse as “writing
about writing, whatever does not refer to the subject matter being addressed”. This
means identifying at least two levels of meaning: (i) the discursive level, which offers
the propositional content of a text, and (ii) the metadiscoursive level, which in
principle provides the audience with material guiding them through their process of
interpretation. Following this distinction, Vande Kopple (1985, 2002) and Crismore
and Farnsworth (1989) developed their approaches to metadiscourse variously relying
on the ideational, interpersonal and textual functions of language proposed by
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). In general terms, the ideational function is
situated as a primary level and has to do with the propositional material; the
interpersonal and textual functions are related to the meta-discourse level. While
interpersonal elements indicate different attitudes towards the propositional material,
textual elements contribute to unfolding the texts coherently and cohesively. Crismore

(1984), for instance, explains this as follows:

“Metadiscourse functions on a referential, informational plane when it
serves to direct readers on how to understand the author's purposes and
goals, and the primary message by referring to its content and structure.
The referring can be on a global or local level. Metadiscourse functions
on an expressive or attitudinal plane when it serves to direct readers how
to 'take' the author, that is, how to understand the authot's perspective
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or stance toward the content or the structure of the primary discourse”
(Crismore, 1984: 282).

Mauranen (1993) identifies two main trends in metadiscourse studies: integrative
and non-integrative (see also Adel & Mauranen 2010). The integrative approach takes
the textual interaction between writer and reader as a defining characteristic. In
contrast, the non-inclusive approach considers metadiscourse as a more restricted
concept that only looks at reflexivity, i.e. the ability of language to comment on one's
own language (Adel, 2010). Non-inclusive approaches tend to define metadiscourse

as:

“reflexive linguistic expressions referring to the evolving text pet se of its
linguistic form, including references to the writer persona and the
imagined reader qua reader and the reader of the current text” (Adel,
2005: 154).

Hyland (2005) adopts an integrative approach to metadiscourse. He acknowledges
that there is no unique definition of the term and that the notion: “has always been
something of a fuzzy term, often characterised as simply 'discourse about discourse’ or
'talk about talk” (Hyland, 2005: 16), However, he sees great consensus on
metadiscourse as “material which goes beyond the subject matter to signal the
presence of the author” (Hyland, 2005: 35) and adopts a comprehensive definition of
the term:

“Metadiscourse is the cover term for the self-reflective expressions used
to negotiate interactional meanings in a text, assisting the writer (or
speaker) to express a viewpoint and engage with readers as members of a
particular community” (Hyland, 2005: 37-38).

This definition is clearly related to several others in the literature, and it highlights
the value of the interpersonal dimension of interaction in the development and

elaboration of knowledge.

The integrative approach to metadiscourse proposed by Hyland (2005) includes
two dimensions: the interactive and the interactional. The former includes code
glosses, endophoric markers, evidentials, frame markers and transition markers. The
latter involves attitude markers, boosters, engagement markers, hedges and self-
mention. Readers are an integral part of specialised discourse, and authors seek to
promote and guide effective interaction with their readers. The use of metadiscourse
devices is, therefore, essential in this regard. In addition, these mechanisms enable to
highlight the authors’ epistemological positioning and preferences while they also
organise and develop information in a logical way. Mur-Duefias (2011) explains the
relation between the interactive and the interactional dimensions of metadiscourse in
the following terms:
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“Thus, both interactive metadiscourse features (intended to organise and
shape the material in the light of the readers' likely needs and
expectations) and interactional metadiscourse features (aimed at
portraying the scholars as authors and at binding writer and reader

together) are a response to the interpersonal component of writing”
(Mur-Duenas, 2011: 3069).

Metadiscourse is clearly associated with other such notions as epistemic stance
(Biber & Finegan, 1989), commitment (Caffi, 2007; Del Lungo Camiciotti, 2008),
mitigation (Martin Martin, 2008; Alonso-Almeida, 2015), reinforcement or
strengthening (Brown, 2011), intensification (Gonzalez, 2015), authority, involvement
and hedging (Hyland, 1998, 2005), assessment (Goodwin, 2006), modality and
evidentiality (Chafe, 1986; Palmer, 2001; Goodwin, 2006; Marin Arrese, 2009; Carrié-
Pastor, 2012; Pic & Furmaniak, 2012), affect (Martin, 2000; Martin & White, 2005),
and vagueness in language (Cutting, 2007). The truth is that all these notions reflect
interpersonality in discourse and they seem to strongly relate to the interactional side
of metadiscourse, if this dimension also has an effect on the organisation of the
contexts in texts, as shown in Alonso-Almeida and Alvarez-Gil (forthcoming).

The studies included in this issue of Revista Signos. Estudios de Lingiiistica present
different aspects of metadiscourse and illustrate the key role of metadiscoursive
practices in structuring texts, supporting authorial accountability, supplying
justificatory evidence, and engaging in interaction with readers, among other
functional targets.

In the first article, Francisco Alonso-Almeida explores the use of modal verbs
from different perspectives in the texts compiled for the Corpus of History of Texts in
English (CHET), a subcorpus of the Coruiia Corpus of English Scientific Writing (1700-
900). Following Palmer (2001) in the formulation of his hypothesis, the author states
that there is significant use of modal verbs with dynamic senses in these texts. Using a
method that includes computerised corpus tools to search and excerpt cases as well as
a manual inspection of each one of the occurrences individually, the author seeks to
detect the use and function that dynamic modals have in the history texts from the
cighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The results of this study are provided on a
qualitative and quantitative basis, and they show the potentiality of these modal verbs
in developing the argumentation, as the intrinsic and extrinsic features of things and
people contribute to elaborating new knowledge as part of a deductive process.
Actually, the conclusions report on the close association of dynamic modals with
other argumentative and logical devices. In addition to this function of dynamic

modality, authors seem to use them to indicate politeness.
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The following article, written by Francisco J. Alvarez-Gil and Marfa Elena
Dominguez Morales, also examines modal verb meanings and functions in academic
texts but with reference to a different field of knowledge. The corpus of texts analysed
comprises article introductions and conclusions written in English and published in
leading journals specialising in tourism studies. Within a theoretical framework based
primarily on Palmer (2001) and Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad and Finegan (1999),
the authors' main aim is to show the importance of modal vetbs in conveying the
authors' stance about propositional content. The article discusses vatiation in the
frequency and use of modal verbs in the introduction and conclusion sections of
scientific research articles in terms of their forms and meaning, as well as variation in
the functions of modal verbs in these sections. Variation ratios are evaluated using a
log-likelihood test to find differences in significance between occurrences in

introductions and conclusions.

The primary concern of the next article is the study of variation in the frequencies
and pragmatic functions of the metadiscourse markers known as boosters (Hyland,
1997, 1998, 2005; Hyland & T'se, 2004; Peacock 2006), particularly with regard to their
verb forms. To this end, Hanna Skorczynska and Marfa Luisa Carrié-Pastor
interrogate three corpora with texts from different fields, namely engineering,
medicine and linguistics. The raw count of the occurrences of verb boosters shows, as
already proved in previous studies, that there exist differences in the use of these
markers according to the nature and academic field to which a text belongs.
Nonetheless, the range of verbs found in the different corpora is remarkably similar,
pointing to a considerable overlap among them. While this overlap is reported in
engineering and medicine, significant variation is described in the domain of
linguistics.

Marifa Milagros del Saz' s contribution studies authorial visibility in the introduction
and post-methodology sections of research papers from different disciplines. In line
with numerous studies on metadiscourse published over the last few decades, the
author confirms that academic writing is not entirely impersonal. Following Hyland
(2001, 2002), the writers' presence in their texts is seen as part and parcel of academic
prose, as authors need to portray a convincing authorial voice, while also being able to
present their claims and findings tentatively. The rhetorical elements analysed by
Milagros del Saz to determine authorial visibility are basically personal pronouns, and
their corresponding determiners, or noun phrases (Tang & John, 1999; Martinez,
2005; Mur-Duefias, 2007). Using a multidisciplinary corpus of engineering, medicine
and linguistics, she provides interesting findings concerning the presence of self-
mentioning pronouns, showing there are significant differences, from a statistical
point of view, in both the way and frequency with which authors from each discipline
make themselves visible in the different sections under analysis.

522 BONDI & ALVAREZ-GIL



In their study, Granados and Lorenzo examine English .2 connectives in bilingual
academic discourse in a learner corpus and describe the longitudinal evolution in the
use of English L2 connectives made by students enrolled in a bilingual CLIL
programme in the Andalusian secondary education system (Southern Spain) along
three years of formal tuition. In order to achieve this goal, the automated tool Coh-
Metrix (McNamara, Louwerse, Cai & Graesser, 2014) was used. The authors analysed
the overall evolution of connectives as well as the evolution of each of the categories
of connectives measured by Coh-Metrix (causal, logical, adversative/contrastive,
temporal, extended temporal, additive, positive and negative connectives). The results
show an increase in the overall use of connectives, indicating that the students are
becoming more proficient L2 writers. Their results indicate a development of the
learners' historical literacy; they point in particular at a transition from narrative to
expository texts, as manifested by a particular increase in the students' use of causal,
adversative/contrastive and extended temporal connectives.

Finally, Renia Lopez-Ozieblo offers a study based on SFL theory and pedagogy, in
particular the 3x3 matrix toolkit for academic literacy (Humphrey, Martin, Dreyfus &
Mahboob, 2010) and the Teaching and Learning Cycle (Callaghan & Rothery, 1988).
She analyzes the productions of university students of the Hong Kong Polytechnic
University in order to identify successful moves expressing field, manner and tenor in
the gentre of argumentative essays. The method deployed involves different actions.
Academic writing samples were analysed in class in order to supply specific writing
instruction to students before they started constructing their texts independently.
Students' confidence levels on their writing abilities were measured through the use of
knowledge surveys at the beginning and end of the term. The results of this study
suggest that there was an increase in the students' confidence in their writing abilities

and that their grades were better than those of the previous cohort.

The volume thus covers different descriptive and applied perspectives on aspects
of metadiscourse, paying particular attention to modals, boosters and other markers of
authorial presence, as well as to connectives and elements of textual organization. The
topic is so central to academic discourse studies that it could never be presented
comprehensively. The papers we have collected, however, offer at least an idea of the

range of perspectives involved.

While thanking the authors for their contribution, we would like to underline that
without the invaluable assistance of the journal's editorial team and the anonymous
reviewers, this monograph would not have been possible. For this reason, we would
like to thank all of them for their efforts and dedication, as their work has helped to
ensure the quality of this monograph.

Finally, we would like to express our deepest gratitude to the late Dr Giovanni
Parodi, former Editor-in-Chief of the journal Revista Signos. Estudios de Lingiiistica, for
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his kindness and professionalism, and for the opportunity to publish this monograph
in the journal. His value as a linguist and as a human being has left a deep impression
on all those who had the pleasure of collaborating with him at some point. We feel
very honoured to be able to dedicate this collection of papers to his memoty, as a sign
of our deep appreciation for his life-time contribution to the discipline of linguistics.

Dr. Francisco Alvarez-Gil
Dra. Marina Bondi

Guest Editors
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