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ABSTRACT 

 This paper reports on an investigation into the effect of highlighting metadiscourse markers on 

Iranian L2 learners’ reading comprehension of expository and argumentative texts. To this end, the 

researchersdivided 45 higher L2 proficiency learners and 45 lower L2 proficiency learners randomly into 

3 groups, and gave 3 different versions of a reading comprehension test—metadiscourse-free, 

metadiscourse-rich, and metadiscourse-highlighted—to each group. Then, all the participants read the 

expository and argumentative texts and then answered the related questions. The results of a two-way 

ANOVA and an MANOVA indicated that metadiscourse markers and the participants’ level of L2 

proficiency significantly influenced their reading comprehension, whereas genre, or the type of reading 

text, was not a significantly effective variable. Specifically, both the higher and lower L2 proficiency 

participants comprehended the metadiscourse-rich better than the metadiscourse-free versions and also 

comprehended the metadiscourse-highlighted versions the best.The results could have implications for 

L2 research and pedagogy. 

KEYWORDS: Expository and argumentative texts, L2 proficiency, Metadiscourse markers, Reading 

comprehension. 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

 Nowadays, many L2 researchers and teachers pay special attention to the activity of reading and 

believe that reading is one of the most important skills for L2 learners (Grabe & Stoller, 2001). Reading 

comprehension is “the process of receiving and interpreting information encoded in language via the 

medium of print” (Urquhart & Weir, 1998, p. 22). In fact, reading is the main learning goal for many L2 

learners, provides exposure to written texts, facilitates L2 learning, offers opportunities to introduce new 

topics, and stimulates discussion (Richards & Renandya, 2002), and represents the primary way for 

independent L2 learning (Carrell & Grabe, 2002). 

 Unlike the traditional view in which reading was considered as a passive process, recent interest and 

research in L2 reading comprehension have recognized the active and interactive processes involved in 

this language skill. According to Nunan (2001), reading is an interactive process in which, parallel to the 
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interaction between the reader and the content, an interaction also takes place between the reader and the 

writer. This reader-writer interaction involves conveying of attitudes and assumptions and is, as Hyland 

(2005) believes, embodied through metadiscourse. According to Hyland (2004), metadiscourse refers to 

the resources that make communication easy, clarify the writer’s position, and build a reader-writer 

interaction. Therefore, the process of writing involves working upon two levels: On the first level, 

writers focus on what they intend to communicate to the readers, and on the second level, they focus on 

how they communicate with the readers (Parvaresh & Nemati, 2008). The first level is primary, or 

discourse, level, whereas the second is called metadiscourse level (Vande Kopple, 1997). Similarly, 

Crismore (1989) claims that in addition to conveying information about the subject matter or 

propositional content, writers work upon the metadiscourse level to show their readers how to read, react 

to, and evaluate what is written about the content. 

 Through metadiscourse markers (e.g., with some surprise, I suspect that, in simple terms, we all 

know that), the writer is able to not only bring coherence and reader-friendliness to the text but also 

relate it to a given context and convey his or her personality, credibility, and relationship to the message 

(Hyland & Tse, 2004). As a result, these markers are used to organize the writer’s position towards the 

reader or the content (Hyland, 2000). Thus, metadiscourse markers help both the writer and the reader in 

two ways. On one level, they help the writer organize the propositional content and his or her ideas, and 

they help the reader interpret the writer’s message through indicating the organization of the text. On the 

other level, they build an interaction between the reader and the writer and bring reader-friendliness to 

the text (Jalilifar & Alipour, 2007). Utilizing metadiscourse markers, the writer is able to convey his or 

her own ideas and indicate to the reader whether he or she is certain or doubtful about what he or she is 

pointing out (Boyajyan, 2006). 

 Metadiscourse is an element that indicates that “communication is more than just the exchange of 

information and involves the personalities, attitudes, and assumptions of those who are communicating 

as well” (Hyland, 2005, p. 3). Therefore, in this way, “the writer takes the trouble to see the walk from 

the reader’s perspective” (Hyland, 2005, p. 3). In addition, metadiscourse can be defined as “self-

reflective linguistic expressions” that refer to “the evolving text, to the writer, and to the imagined 

readers of that text” (Hyland, 2004, p. 133). This definition is based on a view of reading and writing as a 

social involvement and, in this way, metadiscourse “reveals the ways writers project themselves into 

their discourse to signal their attitudes and commitments to their readers” (Hyland, 2004, p. 133). 

 Regarding the importance of metadiscourse markers in both organizing and interpreting messages 

(Crismore, Markkanen, & Steffensen, 1993; Hyland, 2004) and considering their relation to L2 

education, it can be reasonably found that many L2 researchers have made attempts to investigate the 

contribution of these markers to L2 teaching and learning (e.g., Dahl, 2004; Hyland & Tse, 2004; 

Infantidou, 2005; Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995; Ozono, 2002; Perez & Macia, 2002; Simin & 

Tavangar, 2009). In fact, these attempts may have been encouraged with miscellaneous questions 

concerning the interaction between metadiscourse markers and a large number of different variables. 

Appreciating metadiscourse markers, L2 researchers have been motivated to study these markers with a 
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consideration of the role of L2 skills, explicit instruction, conscious awareness, language, and so forth. 

Relevant to the aim of this study is the question concerning the relationship between metadiscourse and 

reading skill. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to investigate the effect of metadiscourse markers 

and highlighting them in a text on L2 learners’ reading comprehension of expository and argumentative 

texts while considering L2 proficiency level as a research variable. The study also gains novelty because 

the effect of highlighting metadiscourse markers on the comprehension of a reading text has been hardly 

investigated. 

 Changes in the notion of reading comprehension and recognition of the interactive processes 

involved in reading (e.g., Nunan, 2001) led L2 scholars to view reading as “a socially constructed task” 

going beyond mere understanding of written words (Tavakoli, Dabaghi, & Khorvash, 2010, p. 92). 

Therefore, metadiscourse markers that embody the interaction between the writer and the reader (Hyland, 

2005) received considerable attention as a potential research variable in studies on reading 

comprehension (e.g., Chung, 2000; Geva, 1992; Ozono, 2002).In addition, the theoretical basis for the 

term metadiscoursehas been derived from Halliday’s (1994) classification of language functions. 

Following Halliday’s functional model of language, Hyland (2004) proposed an interpersonal model of 

metadiscourse and defined two main categories for metadiscourse markers: interactive and 

interactional.Interactive markers help the writer organize the text and explicitly establish his or her 

preferred interpretations (Hyland, 2004);these markers fall into five subcategories: transitions, frame 

markers, endophoric markers, evidentials, and code glosses. First of all, transitions are the linguistic 

devices that express semantic relationships between main clauses and sentences (Hyland, 2000) and mark 

additive, contrastive, and consequential steps in the discourse (Hyland, 2004). Thus, expressions like 

and, but, therefore, and however are among transitions. Secondly, frame markers are the expressions that 

signal or preview discourse acts, sequences, and stages, and indicate topic shifts (Hyland, 2000). In 

addition, they can be defined as overt organizing attempts made by the writer to reduce processing load 

of the text (Hyland, 2005). Thus, lexical, numerical, alphabetical, or bulleted sequencers (e.g., first and 

second), labeling stages, explicit expression of acts (e.g., I will briefly discuss . . . and I shall highlight . . 

.), and topic shifts (e.g., let us turn to another . . .) are instances of frame markers (Hyland, 2005). 

Thirdly, endophoric markers are utilized to refer back or forward to information in other parts of a text 

(Hyland, 2000). In fact, these markers function as signposts within a text anticipating something that 

follows and summarizing something stated previously (Hyland, 2005). In other words, “endophoric 

markers are employed primarily to avoid repetition of a linguistic or graphic item whenever there is a 

need to have internal cross-reference to them” (Abdi, Tavangar, & Tavakoli, 2010, p. 1673). Thus, 

writers employ these markers to indicate that they do not repeat mentioned items once more while 

notifying that there is a need on the part of readers to refer to them in order to better understand the 

immediate content (Abdi et al., 2010). Therefore, as I mentioned before, I already discussed that . . ., and 

throughout the next section . . . are the expressions that exemplify endophoric markers. The next category 

of interactive markers includes evidentials that are the expressions referring to information of other texts 

and available sources (Hyland, 2000). In fact, they are utilized in order to build premises on established 
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grounds and attribute the commitment to the other members of the community (Hyland, 2005). Thus, 

writers use these markers when providing support for their argument through citing other information 

sources (Perez & Macia, 2002). Obviously, quotations, in-text citations, and expressions like according 

to X and Y states that . . . are instances of evidentials. As a result, they “bestow credibility on writers’ 

propositions and arguments” (Abdi et al., 2010, p. 1674). Finally, code glosses are the valuable resources 

that clarify presumably ambiguous terms and concepts both briefly and extensively through defining, 

reformulating, and exemplifying; therefore, they help readers better understand a particular text element 

(Hyland, 2000). In other words, the writer utilizes these resources (e.g., for example, that is, in other 

words, such as) to clarify, explain, rephrase, or exemplify propositional meaning (Perez & Macia, 2002). 

Therefore, an explanation added to some familiar term in order to delimit the commonly conceived 

general and, hence, ambiguous definitions is an example of code gloss (Hyland, 2005). 

 The second category of metadiscourse includes interactional markers that involve readers in the 

argument by making them aware of the writer’s stance towards both content and readers (Hyland & Tse, 

2004). The five subcategories of interactional markers are boosters, hedges, self-mentions, attitude 

markers, and engagement markers. First of all, boosters are the linguistic devices that express the writer’s 

certainty or communicative force (Hyland, 2000) and, thus, indicate his or her full commitment to the 

statement (Perez & Macia, 2002). Therefore, through utilizing boosters (e.g., in fact, clearly, of course, 

undoubtedly), the writer emphasizes that he or she is certain of what is being mentioned. Secondly, 

hedges are the expressions that withhold full commitment from the stated proposition (Hyland, 2005). 

That is, the writer brings hedges (e.g., probably, apparently, I think that . . ., not in all cases) in the text to 

indicate that evidence is insufficient or vague to support an absolutely acceptable proposition (Abdi et 

al., 2010). Thirdly, self-mentions are the linguistic devices that indicate the writer’s presence in the text 

(Hyland, 2000) and “are used to linguistically project the writer from behind the written lines” (Abdi et 

al., 2010, p. 1676).Therefore, these markers (e.g., I believe that, we claim that, my opinion is that) make 

an explicit reference to the writer (Hyland, 2005) to remind readers that the proposition is produced by 

the writer himself or herself rather than someone else. The next subcategory is attitude markers that 

express the writer’s attitude toward the content or message (Hyland, 2005). Therefore, they are used to 

mark the writer’s emotional evaluation of what is being expressed (Abdi et al., 2010) and, thus, to 

indicate his or her appraisal of, surprise at, or agreement with the proposition (Hyland, 2004). 

Expressions like unfortunately, to my utter astonishment,and quite unbelievably are examples of attitude 

markers. Finally, engagement markers are the valuable resources that are utilized to build a relationship 

with readers (Hyland, 2005). Similarly, Perez and Macia (2002) hold that the writer employs engagement 

markers “to establish and maintain rapport with the audience” (p. 11). Obviously, then, rhetorical 

questions, direct appeals to readers, and expressions like note that . . .and you might be wondering why . 

. .exemplify engagement markers. 

 It should also be stated that metadiscourse markers can promote critical thinking through helping 

readers formulate their own opinions and compare them with the writer’s viewpoint (Crismore, 1989). 

Metadiscourse markers can be employed to fulfill explanatory and persuasive functions. In fact, writers 
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utilize these markers to produce a desired effect, depending on their intended purposes and perception of 

readers’ expectations (Camiciottoli, 2003). 

 Several scholars have investigated metadiscourse markers in academic discourse (e.g., Crismore, 

1989; Crismore & Farnsworth, 1990; Hyland, 2000, 2004), in writing (Cheng & Steffensen, 1996; 

Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995; Simin & Tavangar, 2009), in cross-linguistic comparisons 

(Abdollahzadeh, 2003; Marandi, 2002; Rahimpour, 2006), and in L2 reading comprehension(e.g., Alavi 

& Abdollahzadeh, 2008; Camiciottoli, 2003; Jalilifar & Alipour, 2007; Ozono & Ito, 2003; Parvaresh & 

Nemati, 2008; Pretorius, 2006;Tavakoli et al., 2010). 

 However, despite the great amount of importance attached to metadiscourse markers and the 

abundance of available research, few studies to date have specifically focused on the effect of 

highlighting metadiscourse markers in a text on L2 reading comprehension. Therefore, this study was an 

attempt to shed some light on this neglected aspect of metadiscourse research by seeking to answer the 

following questions: 

1. Do Iranian L2 learners comprehend the three versions (i.e., metadiscourse-free, metadiscourse-rich, 

and metadiscourse-highlighted) of a reading text differently? 

2.  Does the level of L2 proficiency affect Iranian L2 learners’ reading comprehension of the three 

versions (i.e., metadiscourse-free, metadiscourse-rich, andmetadiscourse-highlighted)? 

3.  Do metadiscourse markers affect Iranian L2 learners’ reading comprehension of expository and 

argumentative texts? 

2. METHODS 

2.1 Participants 

 The participants were 90 Iranian L2 learners learning English at language institutes of Shahrekord. 

They included 34 males and 56 females, aged 19-26, whowere randomly selected from different L2 

proficiency levels. The reason for this selection was to examine the L2 learners’ level of L2 proficiency 

as a research variable. Based on the median of the obtained scores from the proficiency test (the Nelson 

English Language Proficiency Test),45 of the participants were designated as the higher L2 proficiency 

group and 45 as the lower L2 proficiency group. 

2.2 Materials 

 The materials included the Nelson English Language Proficiency Test, with acceptable measures of 

reliability and validity, three versions of a reading comprehension test, andan expository and an 

argumentative text. The proficiency test consisted of 50 items (r= .80) and was employed at the outset of 

the research process to classify the participants into two groups with regard to their L2 proficiency. A 

reading comprehension test including five passages and 50 multiple-choice questions (r = .79) was also 

selected, and its metadiscourse-free, metadiscourse-rich, and metadiscourse-highlighted 

versionswereadministered to determine the effect of metadiscourse markers on L2 reading 
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comprehension. Furthermore, an expository and an argumentative text, accompanied by seven multiple-

choice comprehension questions, were provided to examine the influence of genre. Utilizing Cronbach’s 

alpha, the reliability estimate was calculated to be r = .76 for the expository text and r = .77 for the 

argumentative text. 

2.3 Procedure 

 In order to achieve the purpose of this study, the Nelson proficiency test was initially administered to 

the 90 Iranian L2 learners. Based on the median of the obtained scores, the participants were classified 

into two L2 proficiency groups: Fifty percent of the participants scoring above the median were assigned 

to the higher proficiency group, and those in the other half scoring below the median formed the lower 

proficiency group.Then, the participants in both groups were further divided randomly into three equal 

subgroups (H1, H2, H3, and L1, L2, L3) consisting of 15 L2 learners. H1, H2, and H3 subgroups 

consisted of the participants in the higher group, and L1, L2, and L3 subgroups consisted of the 

participants in the lower group. To investigate the effect of metadiscourse markers, the H1 and L1 groups 

answered the metadiscourse-free version of the reading comprehension test; the H2 and L2 groups 

answered the metadiscourse-rich one; and the H3 and L3 groups answered the metadiscourse-highlighted 

one. Afterwards, to determine the effect of text genre, all the participants were asked to read and answer 

the expository and argumentative texts. Finally, a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and a 

multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) were run to find answers to the research questions. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 To investigate the effect of metadiscourse markers and L2 proficiency level on reading 

comprehension, the raw data were submitted to statistical calculations. Table 1 displays the descriptive 

statistics of the higher and lower L2 proficiency participants across the three versions of the reading 

comprehension test: 

Table 1 : Descriptive Statistics 

L2 Proficiency Metadis Course Mean SD N 
Lower Free 10.4000 .63246 15 

Rich 14.8000 2.75681 15 

Highlighted 22.5333 .51640 15 

Total 15.9111 5.32499 45 

Higher Free 28.4667 .51640 15 

Rich 40.6000 .50709 15 

Highlighted 48.5333 1.24595 15 

Total 39.2000 8.38451 45 

Total Free 19.4333 9.20526 30 

Rich 27.7000 13.26429 30 

Highlighted 35.5333 13.25540 30 

Total 27.5556 13.63415 90 
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 As shown in Table 1, the mean scores for all the three versions of the reading test were larger among 

the higher proficiency participants. In addition, a two-way ANOVA was conducted to determine ifthe 

impact of metadiscourse markers and L2 proficiency led to any meaningful differences in L2 reading 

comprehension. The results are shown in Table 2: 

Table  2 : Two-Way ANOVA for Metadiscourse and L2 Proficiency 

Source         Dependent 

 Variable 
Type III Sum of 

Squares df 
Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Partial 
Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model          Reading 16399.422a 5 3279.884 1902.695 .000 .991 

Intercept                       Reading 68337.778 1 68337.778 39643.462 .000 .998 

L2 Proficiency              Reading 12203.378 1 12203.378 7079.308 .000 .988 

Metadiscourse              Reading 3889.089 2 1944.544 1040.051 .000 .964 

Error                             Reading 144.800 84 1.724    

Total                             Reading 84882.000 90     

Corrected Total         Reading 16544.222 89     

a. R Squared = .991 (Adjusted R Squared = .991) 

 As indicated in Table 2, there was a statistically significant main effect for both metadiscourse 

markers [F(2, 84) = 1040, p=.000] and L2 proficiency level [F (2, 84) = 7079, p=.000]. That is, both the 

independent variables significantly influenced the participants’ reading comprehension. To further detect 

where the differences were, post hoc comparisons were run. The results are presented in Table 3: 

Table 3 : Post Hoc Comparisons 

(I) 

Metadiscourse 

(J) 

Metadiscourse 

Mean Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Free Rich -8.2667* .33900 .000 -9.0755 -7.4578 

Highlighted -16.1000* .33900 .000 -16.9088 -15.2912 

Rich Free 8.2667* .33900 .000 7.4578 9.0755 

Highlighted -7.8333* .33900 .000 -8.6422 -7.0245 

Highlighted Free 16.1000* .33900 .000 15.2912 16.9088 

Rich 7.8333* .33900 .000 7.0245 8.6422 
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 Post hoc comparisons indicated that the participants’ comprehension of the reading text was 

significantly different across the three versions. That is, metadiscourse markers and highlighting them in 

a text had an effective influence on L2 reading comprehension. Specifically, the lower L2 proficiency 

participants’ mean score for the metadiscourse-highlighted version (M = 22.53, SD = .51) was 

significantly larger than theirs for the metadiscourse-rich (M = 14.80, SD = 2.75) which in turn was 

larger than the mean score for the metadiscourse-free version (M = 10.40, SD = .63). Similarly, the 

higher L2 proficiency participants’ mean score for the metadiscourse-highlighted version (M = 48, SD = 

1.24) was significantly larger than theirs for the metadiscourse-rich (M = 40, SD = .50) which in turn was 

larger than the mean score for the metadiscourse-free version (M = 28, SD = .51). Moreover, as it is 

evident from the mean scores, the higher L2 proficiency group performed better in all the three versions 

than the lower group. 

 A one-way MANOVA was also performed to investigate the effect of metadiscourse markers on 

comprehending expository and argumentative texts. Table 4 summarizes the results of this MANOVA. 

Table 4 : Multivariate Tests 

Effect Value F 

Hypothesis 

df 

Error 

df Sig. 
Partial Eta 

Squared 

Intercept Pillai’s Trace .939 665.535 2.000 86.000 .000 .939 

Wilks’ 

Lambda 

.061 665.535 2.000 86.000 .000 .939 

Hotelling’s 

Trace 

15.478 665.535 2.000 86.000 .000 .939 

Roy’s 

Largest Root 

15.478 665.535 2.000 86.000 .000 .939 

Metadiscourse Pillai’s Trace .228 5.594 4.000 174.000 .000 .114 

Wilks’ 
Lambda 

.774 5.877 4.000 172.000 .000 .120 

Hotelling’s 
Trace 

.290 6.154 4.000 170.000 .000 .126 

Roy’s 

Largest Root 

.281 12.223 2.000 87.000 .000 .219 
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 The above results show that metadiscourse markers had a statistically significant effect on both the 

expository and argumentative texts, F(2, 86) = 5.87, p< .0005; Wilks’ Lambda = .77. However, the result 

of tests of between-subjects effects, summarized in Table 5, revealed that the effect of metadiscourse 

markers was not statistically different as to the text genre: 

Table 5 : Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source 
Dependent 

Variable 

Type III 

Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean Square F Sig. 
Partial Eta 

Squared 

Metadiscourse Expository 38.489 2 19.244 11.232 .000 .205 

Argumentative 36.956 2 18.478 11.099 .000 .203 

Error Expository 149.067 87 1.713    

Argumentative 144.833 87 1.665    

a. R Squared = .205 (Adjusted R Squared = .187) 

 

 The mean scores for the expository text (M = 4.77, SD = 1.29) and the argumentative text (M = 4.80, 

SD = 1.26) were not significantly different. Therefore, it can be concluded that the genre of the reading 

texts did not influence the participants’ L2 reading comprehension. 

 The obtained results revealed that both the higher and lower L2 proficiency participants 

comprehended the highlighted version the best. In fact, highlighting metadiscourse markers in a text 

draws readers’ attention to these markers and makes readers pay more attention to and take more 

advantage of them in comprehending the text. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to determine the effect of metadiscourse markers and highlighting 

them in a text, and L2 proficiency level on Iranian L2 learners’ reading comprehension of expository and 

argumentative texts. The results showed that metadiscourse markers and the participants’ level of L2 

proficiency had a significantly effective influence on their comprehension of texts. In addition, it was the 

higher L2 proficiency participants who benefited more from metadiscourse markers and their 

highlighting in comprehending reading texts. However, it was found that hardly did the genre of reading 

texts influence L2 learners’ reading comprehension. In other words, neither higher nor lower L2 

proficiency learners’ comprehension was affected by the type of text they read. 
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 Undoubtedly, metadiscourse markers have “a key role in understanding texts no matter whether 

reading occurs in L1 or L2” (Tavakoli et al., 2010, p. 94). Therefore, L2 teachers should introduce their 

students to the concept of metadiscourse and explicitly teach metadiscourse markers. In fact, when L2 

learners become cognizant of the fact that reading texts consist of both propositional content and 

metadiscourse elements, they will be able not only to comprehend the texts more fully by following the 

writer’s argument but also to write more comprehensibly by anticipating their readers’ interaction with 

the writer as well as with the content. In addition, materials developers are recommended to develop 

textbook materials with a specific focus on metadiscourse markers so that L2 learners will become 

familiar with metadiscourse functions and with how these markers are employed to convey the writer’s 

attitudes and commitments. Moreover, to further improve and assess L2 learners’ understanding of 

metadiscourse markers, these materials developers might include some subsequent exercises which will 

test L2 learners’ acquisition of metadiscourse. 

 In this study, all the participants were found to comprehend the metadiscourse-highlighted version 

much better than the metadiscourse-rich one. However, it might be often the case that L2 learners are not 

consciously aware of metadiscourse markers and of the fact that they are taking advantage of these 

markers in reading comprehension. Therefore, it is suggested that L2 instructors should explicitly teach 

metadiscourse markers in reading comprehension courses and also encourage L2 learners to incorporate 

metadiscourse markers in their writings. 

 This paper did not take gender as a research variable, and future studies can examine metadiscourse 

markers separately among male and female L2 learners. Moreover, this paper investigated the effect of 

interactive and interactional metadiscourse markers without considering them as separate kinds of 

metadiscourse. Therefore, further research can focus on the separate influence of interactive and 

interactional markers.  
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