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Abstract 
 

This paper describes a study analyzing expressions used for signaling discussion roles in 
classroom discussions by ESL speakers.  The use of discussion roles is a method cited in 
pedagogical literature for teaching discussion skills, or academic language functions.  However, 
SLA research has not demonstrated that this approach is effective or described the relationship 
between explicit instruction and students’ use of these roles and expressions.  The present study 
is a concept-oriented functional analysis (Bardovi-Harlig, 2014) of two ESL discussion groups of 
three speakers each. Six rounds of discussions with roles (three per group) were analyzed to 
determine a) what expressions were used to perform certain academic language functions 
(associated with discussion roles) and b) the relationship between the expressions that were 
taught and the expressions that were used.  The results indicate that for each of the three roles 
(Leader, Clarifier, Devil’s Advocate) there was at least one predominant expression used for one 
of the functions associated with that role.  In addition, the students used few of the expressions 
that were taught. The major implication of this study is the importance of using empirical data 
for creating teaching materials instead of relying on textbooks and/or native speaker intuition.   
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Emily Hoffmann 
MA Qualifying Paper 

 One method of helping English as a second language (ESL) students learn how to 

effectively participate in small group classroom discussions that can often be found in the 

pedagogical literature is assigning clear roles for all participants (Parrish, 2004, p. 106; Zwiers, 

2014, p. 195; Palmer, 2014; Girgin & Stevens, 2005, p. 100). The ability to perform discussion 

roles, such as Leader, Reporter, and Note-taker, was also an explicitly stated goal for the 

university-level international students taking oral skills courses at the high-beginning through 

high-advanced levels through the Minnesota English Language Program (MELP), the ESL 

program for international students at the University of Minnesota.  The purpose of discussion 

roles is to give students manageable goals and specific skills to focus on during discussions 

(Palmer, 2014).  The skills associated with discussion roles “usually don’t come naturally” 

(Zwiers, 2011, p. 31).  Therefore, some pedagogical literature recommends teaching students 

explicit language “stems,” or expressions that signal to the other discussion participants which 

skill or role is being attempted (Zwiers, 2011; Zwiers, 2014).  

 Does second language acquisition (SLA) research support this pedagogical method?  

What is the effect of instruction of these roles and the language that accompanies them?  

Specifically, do ESL learners learn and subsequently use these discussion skills and signal 

expressions after receiving explicit instruction?  This paper describes a study that asks two 

research questions: 

RQ1) What linguistic expressions do international students in an advanced oral skills class in an 

academic English program use to signal attempts to express academic language functions 

performed in a classroom discussion? 
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RQ2) What is the relationship between the expressions that students use, and expressions that the 

students were taught? 

Literature Review 

 I have found little second language acquisition (SLA) research, either published or local, 

that supports the teaching of discussion roles in the ESL classroom and demonstrates ESL 

learners’ uptake and subsequent use of expressions taught for signaling when they are 

performing those roles and the skills associated with them.  To my knowledge, no SLA research 

focuses on discussion roles in particular, or their relationship with the linguistic expressions ESL 

learners use to perform them. At the broadest level of SLA research on oral interaction are 

studies carried out using the interactionist framework, which posits that “the interactional ‘work’ 

that occurs when a learner and his/her interlocutor (whether a native speaker or more proficient 

learner) encounter some kind of communication breakdown is beneficial for L2 development” 

(Mackey, Abbuhl, & Gass, 2012, p. 9).  While many studies using this framework have analyzed 

native speaker (NS)/non-native speaker (NNS) oral interaction, a couple of notable studies that 

have analyzed NNS/NNS interaction include Gass and Varonis (1985) and more recently, 

Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2002).  

Importantly this research shows that NNS/NNS interaction, such as ESL student 

interaction within small group discussions, provides a supportive environment for second-

language acquisition (SLA). Gass and Varonis (1985) found there were more negotiations for 

meaning among non-native university students than among groups made of native and non-

native students, which allowed for more comprehensible L2 input (Gass & Varonis, 1985, p. 86).  

The authors attributed this difference to a lack of shared background, as well as the notion that 

non-native speakers “do not lose face by negotiating meaning in the same way they might with 
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native speakers” (Gass & Varonis, pp. 85-86).  Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz’s 

(2002) study uses a model developed by Varonis & Gass (1985b) to identify instances of 

negotiation for meaning in online synchronous discussions between university-level Spanish 

learners.  One of the important findings from this study was that overwhelmingly, students relied 

on their native language when a communication breakdown occurred (Fernández-García & 

Martínez-Abeliz, 2002, p. 288).  The authors attribute this to the fact that all the learners shared a 

native language and that native language was the language of the community they were in 

(Fernández-García & Martínez-Abeliz, 2002, p. 288).  This result emphasizes the significance of 

a lack of shared background among non-native speakers in influencing how much non-native 

speakers will negotiate for meaning, a finding suggested by Gass & Varonis (1985). 

The interactionist framework, however, is not suitable for analyzing how discussion roles 

are linguistically realized.  More appropriate is a functional approach, a term elegantly described 

by Bardovi-Harlig (2014), who contrasts two functional approaches to SLA research: one 

approach involves identifying a form and studying the “meanings associated with it over time” 

(p. 128).  Bardovi-Harlig calls this approach “form-oriented.”  The second approach, and the one 

the present study takes, involves identifying a concept and learning what forms are associated 

with it.  Bardovi-Harlig calls this a “concept-oriented” or “meaning-oriented” approach (p. 128).  

In this approach, the researcher identifies the learner’s “need to express a certain concept...” and 

the linguistic “means that a learner uses to express the concept” (p. 129).   

Examples of concepts given by Bardovi-Harlig include time, space, modality, and past or 

future.  She indicates that the term “concept” is interchangeable with “function” (p. 129), the 

term used by the present study.  However, compared to how the term “function” is used in the 

present study, Bardovi-Harlig’s examples of concepts are more general.  The meaning of 
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“function” in the present study is more specific.  It is quite similar to what Jeff Zwiers’ refers to 

as ‘conversation moves’ or ‘discourse moves’ in his pedagogical literature (Zwiers & Crawford, 

2011, pp. 2 & 31), providing examples of such academic conversation moves as elaborating, 

paraphrasing, building on others’ ideas, and supporting ideas with examples.  These academic 

conversation moves are what “make conversations more academic” (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011, 

p. 31), and are intended to help students “focus on, deepen, explore, negotiate, and co-construct 

ideas vital for content learning” (p. 34).  In the present study, what these scholars refer to as 

“academic conversation moves” will be referred to as “functions.” 

A relevant area of SLA functional research is analyses of lexical bundles, or “recurring 

sequence[s] of three or more words that appears frequently in natural discourse” to realize given 

functions.  For example, a lexical bundle may be a three to four word expression used to signal a 

function in discussion, such as clarification or expression of opinion.  Research on lexical 

bundles is “becoming very useful in EAP [English for Academic Purposes]” (Hernández, 2013, 

p. 188).  This is due to the fact that lexical bundles are considered to be linguistic traits of 

academic discourse, and successfully using discipline-appropriate bundles important in 

successfully socializing into the academic community (Nausa, 2013, p. 263).  Successfully using 

“such structurally complex sets of words would provide language learners with the needed 

confidence to engage successfully in an interaction” (Swee Heng, Kashiha, & Tan, 2014, p. 1).  

Most functional analyses of lexical bundles have identified the structures and functions of lexical 

bundles in academic writing (Swee Heng et al., 2014, p. 2) but a small body of research on 

lexical bundles in oral academic language is growing.   

The most pertinent example of lexical bundles research in oral academic language is 

Swee Heng, Kashiha, and Tan’s (2014) form-oriented study on lexical bundles used in group 
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discussions by EFL university students in Malaysia. Swee Heng et al. analyzed 20 group 

discussions in order to identify the most frequently used three and four word lexical bundles and 

their structural and functional properties.  The authors do not define “group discussion” at any 

point in the study, and provide little detail on such contextual information as how many students 

participated in the discussions or in which courses the discussions occurred.  We do know that 

the discussions lasted twenty to twenty-five minutes.   

The authors categorized their findings using a framework created by Biber, Conrad, and 

Cortes (2004), which categorizes bundles in terms of general function, into stance bundles, 

discourse organizers, and referential bundles.  Stance expressions are defined as “overt 

expression of an author’s or speaker’s attitudes, feelings, judgments, or commitment concerning 

the message,” (Biber et al., 2004, p. 386).  Examples of stance expressions include “I think that 

the,” and “I want to know.”  Discourse organizers are defined as bundles that “try to indicate the 

general overview of the sentence” (Swee Heng et al., 2014, p. 4).  Examples of discourse 

organizers include “I want to talk about,” and “In addition to the.”  Referential bundles “single 

out some important features of an identity to be important in a way” (p. 4).  Examples include “in 

the form of,” “on the basis of,” and “at the same time.” The authors also needed to add a fourth 

functional category of discussion-specific bundles, which included the functions of 

agreement/disagreement, greeting, and politeness, examples of which are “I agree with you,” 

“thank you very much,” and “Good morning to all” (p. 6).  The authors found that referential 

bundles occurred most frequently, stance bundles second most frequently, discussion-specific 

bundles third most frequently, and discourse organizer bundles least frequently.  

It seems that most, if not all, research that refers to frequently occurring sequences of 

words as “lexical bundles” uses the framework created by Biber et al. (2004).  Lexical bundles 
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research is also distinct as it is always form-oriented, in Bardovi-Harlig’s sense: the research 

focuses on finding the bundles and then fitting them into a functional framework.  However, 

frequently occurring sequences of three to four words have been identified in concept-oriented 

functional analyses of spoken academic English as well, although the authors do not refer to 

these sequences as “lexical bundles” in their research (Mauranen, 2002; Burkhalter, 1986; 

Bardovi-Harlig et al., 2015).   

The Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE) has made data much 

more accessible for researchers conducting lexical bundles research (Basturkmen & Nesi, 2006; 

Cortes & Neely, 2009), as well as any research analyzing frequently occurring multiword 

expressions and spoken academic English in general (Mauranen, 2002; Lindemann & Mauranen, 

2001).  This data is in the form of transcripts of over 152 academic speech events recorded at the 

University of Michigan, which include lectures, classroom discussions, lab sections, seminars, 

advising sessions, and dissertation defenses.  Each transcript indicates the type of speech event, 

the academic field it took place in, and the number of speakers, among other details.  The corpus 

includes native and non-native speakers, differentiating between them and allowing the user to 

exclude certain groups of learners from the data (English Language Institute, 2007).  The 

transcripts themselves do not indicate whether or not the speakers were native or non-native, nor 

do they indicate the proficiency level of those speakers or their native languages.  These are 

obviously only some of the possible missing details that a researcher may be interested in 

knowing about these data.  Despite providing limited details on the social context of the recorded 

speech events, the MICASE has provided data for researchers looking for linguistic 

form/function relationships in academic oral discourse at the university level. 
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One relevant example of a functional analysis using MICASE data is Mauranen (2002)’s 

analysis of disagreement and criticism. Mauranen conducted a concept-oriented study that 

identified how students and faculty members orally expressed criticism and conflicting views in 

thesis defenses, seminars, and lectures that were recorded and included in the MICASE.  

Mauranen identified “three major types of expression [that] seemed to co-occur with critical 

intent and in the context of conflicting views” (p. 4).  These categories include cognitive verbs 

(e.g. “it seems to me”, “what puzzles me”), reflexive discourse say (e.g. “what I’m saying, trying 

to say,” “you’re saying”), and others including the words “but” and “why.” In the category of 

cognitive verbs, Mauranen found that “it seems to me” or “to me” were the most commonly 

occurring expression, often preceding “explicit criticism of the previous speaker...or…the most 

obvious target (like the candidate in a thesis defense…)” (p. 4).  By reflexive discourse 

Mauranen is referring to metadiscourse, which includes expressions such as “I have to argue” 

and words such as “claim” and “argue.”  Essentially, these are explicit descriptions of what the 

speaker feels s/he or someone else is trying to do with the language.  Another finding is that the 

formulation you/I + BE saying is used frequently.  For example, speakers in a seminar used 

phrases such as “what I’m trying to say” and “what I’m saying.”  In her third category, ‘other,’ 

Mauranen focuses on the use of why in thesis defenses and notes that it is used when the speaker 

is doling out “rather strong, even devastating criticism, dealing with basic questions like 

selecting methods, or choosing to deal with certain issues at all” (p. 8).  Examples of this 

includes the following: “…why didn’t you just notate this with on E-flat then?” and “I mean as 

far as I can tell. I-I don’t understand the connection, uh there and I wondered why…you wanted 

to, um do that” (p. 8).  
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Overall, Mauranen concludes that disagreements in academic speaking “were not readily 

apparent” as they were “so banal as to escape notice” (p. 8).  Explicitly positive expressions did 

occur, however, a pattern that Mauranen suggests is partially due to American culture’s tendency 

to shy away from direct criticism but not from direct praise (p. 8).  This study provides insight 

into which forms a particular function, disagreement and criticism, may take in oral academic 

language generally and in a few specific speech events, such as seminars and thesis defenses.  

This kind of research is necessary if university English language instructors are to help 

international students successfully socialize into their academic contexts.   

To what extent do English learners adopt such language when they enter English-medium 

universities? There are a few functional analyses of university level oral language produced only 

by non-native speaking students.  A functional analysis of language used in university seminars 

in an EFL context has demonstrated that patterns of language used for disagreeing relate, in part, 

to English language proficiency levels (Choyimah & Latief, 2014).  The results indicate that pre-

intermediate learners used direct strategies (refusal, denial, correction, and strong criticism) 

when criticizing or disagreeing, whereas advanced learners used indirect strategies for these 

functions (Choyimah & Latief, 2014, p. 137).  This result is congruent with Mauranen & 

Lindemann’s findings (2001) that criticism and disagreement are generally indirect in academic 

oral English.  Strategies used by English learners for this indirect criticism included what 

Choyimah & Latief call mild-criticism, internally-contrasting, reminding, and giving suggestion.  

Mild criticism took the lexical form of adjectives with a negative connotation, such as 

“confusing” (pp. 142-143).  The example they give is: “…it is kind of a confusing title.”  

Internally-contrasting criticism is when a speaker “tries to make correction over previous 

statements by restating preceding statements and contrasting them with contrary facts” (pp. 143-
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144).  These took the form of two clauses connected by the conjunction but, which were used to 

“present the contrary facts existing in the addressee’s ideas” (p. 144).  The authors give the 

following example: “you have only one problem of the study that is about intended meaning of 

Pepsi, but in your previous study.”  Reminding took the form of statements that the speaker 

might have forgotten something in their original argument/utterance.  The example given by the 

authors is: “…so maybe you forgot to put S for your problems of study.”  The authors interpreted 

these instances as veiled or indirect attempts to express contrary opinions.   Lastly, the authors 

identified giving suggestions as an indirect strategy of disagreement.  These suggestions were 

made when there was a difference in opinion between the speaker and addressee (p. 148).  An 

example of this is the following: “you should eh…type the last name of the writer.”  This was the 

only indirect strategy that pre-intermediate English learners also used.  Lexical cues of 

suggestions included modals such as should and must (p. 147).  

These findings are difficult to compare to the results of Mauranen (2002) since complete 

inventories of the linguistic expressions are not provided; both studies give examples of language 

that represents different categories the authors identified, but the studies do not provide lists of 

all the linguistic expressions in the data that fall into those categories.  Both studies mention the 

use of “but,” likely a fairly predictable finding in studies on disagreement, but Mauranen does 

not give examples of how but is used in MICASE data.  In addition, the categories Mauranen 

identifies seem to be fundamentally different from those identified by Choyimah & Latief 

(2014); while Mauranen identifies different functional categories of signal expressions, 

Choyimah & Latief are describing the rhetorical structure of the entire utterance related to the 

function of disagreeing.  For example, Choyimah & Latief (2014) do not list which expressions 

are used to signal reminders that function as criticisms; instead, their examples illustrate how all 
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of the language associated with specific reminders, not just the expressions that signal that a 

reminder will be made, function as a criticism.  

Neither Swee Heng et al. (2014) nor Choyimah & Latief (2014) addresses the 

relationship between the lexical bundles used by NNSs in oral discussion, and ESL pedagogy – 

that is, explicit instruction on lexical bundles, or linguistic expressions that are taught to NNSs to 

fulfill language functions in their discussions.  

Burkhalter (1986) did examine the relationship between linguistic expressions prescribed 

in ESL textbooks to be used in expressing opinions and expressions actually used by NSs for that 

purpose in their oral discussions.  She began with a survey of signaling expressions to express 

opinions in discussions that were provided in eleven ESL textbooks.  Four of these texts included 

phrases for signaling expression of opinions in discussions, 61 different phrases in all.  However, 

only five of the phrases occurred in more than one of the books.  The only opinion phrase taught 

by all four was “I think.”  Then Burkhalter analyzed a transcript of a 45-minute discussion 

between native speakers in a Discussion and Conference method course to identify whether any 

of the 61 textbook ESL opinion phrases were used.  Only three occurred in this discussion: 

“Don’t you think,” “I’m pretty sure,” and “I think.”  “I’m pretty sure” occurred only once, “don’t 

you think” occurred three times, and “I think” occurred twenty-six times.  In addition, “I think” 

was embedded in 21 longer expressions such as “but I think” and “I personally think.”  The final 

step in the analysis was asking other native speakers to identify expressions of opinion in the 

transcript of the native speaker discussions, which apparently was quite difficult for them.  As 

one would predict, the native speakers in the study had not explicitly been taught any expressions 

to signal discussion functions, such as expressing opinions.  Interestingly, some of the phrases 

that were categorized by the native speakers as signaling expression of opinion were phrases 
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taught in the ESL textbooks for other functions.  Although no examples of these phrases are 

provided, Burkhalter indicates that phrases categorized by ESL textbooks as agreement, 

conclusion, generalization, and interpretation are some of the phrases that these native speakers 

identified as phrases that signal expression of opinion in the transcript analysis process.  

Burkhalter concludes that “native speakers [do] not use a wide range of expressions” to state 

opinions and often do not even use “structural cues” to indicate they are expressing opinions (p. 

29).  In addition, she suggests it would be useful to tell students that phrases taught in ESL books 

to signal one function might be useful for more than one function (p. 27).   

In a more recent study, Bardovi-Harlig, Mossman, & Vellenga (2015) found that explicit 

instruction of expressions for signaling discussion functions increased ESL students’ use of such 

linguistic expressions in academic discussions (p. 342).  They began by gathering data similar to 

that in Burkhalter’s study. They identified linguistic expressions related to agreement, 

disagreement, and clarification in textbooks used by an Intensive English Program (IEP) at a 

Midwest university and analyzed MICASE data to find out how frequently the linguistic 

expressions were used in the spoken academic corpus.  It is implied that the authors looked at the 

entire MICASE corpus to see how frequently these expressions were used, including both native 

and non-native speakers.  This analysis demonstrated that the textbooks overestimated the length 

and complexity of linguistic expressions that were needed for use in academic discussions; many 

of the expressions used in the textbooks had a shortened, less complex version in the MICASE 

data (Bardovi-Harlig et al., 2015, p. 328).  This observation is congruent with Burkhalter’s 

finding that native speakers did not use a wide range of phrases to signal expression of opinions, 

with the shortest version (“I think”) being the most common.  
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However, Bardovi-Harlig et al went beyond Burkhalter.  After identifying the most 

frequently used linguistic expressions for signaling clarification, agreement, and disagreement in 

the MICASE data, they developed teaching materials for IEP classes at the university.  The 

target expressions they focused on were a combination of expressions not listed in any ESL 

textbook but frequently occurring in the MICASE data and shortened versions of expressions 

from ESL textbooks that frequently occurred in the MICASE data.  They used a pretest-posttest 

design to measure the effect of instruction of these materials.  The participants were all 

university level international students who were identified, through TOEFL scores and level 

placement, as low-advanced English learners.  The pretest and posttest were both designed to 

simulate academic conversation in group work.  The tests were on the computer and taken by 

students individually.  Students heard a narrator describe the context: what the hypothetical 

group was talking about and what the student’s (test-taker) position on the topic was.  Then 

students heard a fictional classmate respond to the discussion topic, after which the computer 

prompted the test-taker to give their response.  Based on the topic, the position they were 

“assigned” by the narrator, and their fictional classmate’s contribution, the student had to 

respond with an expression that indicated agreement, disagreement, or clarification.   

In between the pre-tests and post-tests, the experimental group of students had four fifty-

minute lessons in which they were explicitly taught the target expressions.  The first lesson 

focused on four agreement expressions: “that’s right,” “you’re right,” “that’s true,” and “good 

point.”  The second lesson focused on two more agreement expressions (“I agree” and “I agree 

with”), as well as three disagreement expressions: “Yeah but,” “Okay but,” and “I agree but.”  

The third and fourth lessons focused on expressions for clarifying oneself and for asking for 

clarification from others: “What I mean,” “In other words,” “Do you mean,” “I have a question,” 
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“Your point,” “You’re saying,” and “What you’re saying.”  In the four lessons, students noticed 

the expressions in authentic materials, received explicit instruction on their use, and finally, they 

had opportunities to practice producing the expressions.  Results showed that the instruction had 

a clear effect: “Learners used new expressions they had not used before instruction and they 

expanded their use of expressions already in play” (p. 342), while students who received no 

instruction had virtually no change in their use of these linguistic expressions in their pre-tests 

and post-tests.  Bardovi-Harlig et al.’s (2015) experimental study demonstrates the significant 

and positive effect of explicitly teaching research-based linguistic expressions for academic 

discussion.  

All the research reviewed above has laid a foundation for understanding how certain 

functions are linguistically signaled in oral academic language in general (Mauranen, 2002). It 

shows that though groups of non-native speakers may interact differently than groups of native 

and non-native speakers, their interaction still supports their acquisition and use of the second 

language (Gass & Varonis, 1985; Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002). It has been 

demonstrated that lexical bundles, or multi-word expressions, are used to signal discourse 

functions quite frequently in ESL group discussions (Swee Heng et al., 2014, p. 8).  Research on 

non-native speaker language in academic contexts has indicated that L2 proficiency affects the 

multi-word expressions used for certain functions in an L2 (Choyimah & Latief, 2014).  And 

Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2015)’s experimental computer simulation of academic discussions 

showed that explicit instruction on lexical bundles, or linguistic expressions for signaling 

particular functions, increased use of those expressions and the number of expressions students 

used to respond appropriately (p. 342). 

The present study extends the research reviewed above in various unique ways.  First, the 
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present study is an instance of concept-oriented research that looks at a wider range of functions 

than most of the studies cited above (Choyimah & Latief, 2014; Mauranen, 2002; Burkhalter, 

1986).  Second, the present study looks at these functions in a more narrow data set than most of 

the studies above, which affords a more thorough analysis of the social context than corpus data 

such as MICASE, which does not provide details such as the proficiency levels of the speakers 

or the native languages of any of the non-native speakers.  Third, the present study looks not just 

at multiword signaling expressions used in discussion, as Swee Heng et al. (2014) does, but at 

the relationship between ESL pedagogy, or the explicit teaching of these expressions, and the use 

of them by ESL learners.  In this sense, the present study is most similar to what Bardovi-Harlig 

et al. (2015) have already analyzed.  However, the present study extends the study completed by 

Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2015) into an authentic classroom setting, where students interact face-to-

face in small group discussions without preassigned opinions. 

The research questions explored in the present study are: 

RQ1) What linguistic expressions do international students in an advanced oral skills class 

in an academic English program use to signal attempts to express academic language 

functions performed in a classroom discussion? 

RQ2) What is the relationship between the expressions that students use, and expressions 

that the students were taught? 

The Research Study 

Participants 

The participants in this study were all students in an advanced oral skills course in an 

academic English program.  Most of them were required to take the course due to their scores on 

an English language proficiency exam.  Students could decide whether or not to take the course 
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pass/fail or for a letter grade.  Most of the students took the course for a letter grade.  All of the 

participants in this study except one, Alison, took the course on an A-F basis.  The class was 

made up of mostly Chinese native speakers, but there were also students from Finland, Senegal, 

South Korea, and Syria.  There were six learners from this group of eighteen students who took 

part in this study.  These six learners were divided into two groups of three.  The first group, who 

did not share a native language, included Henry, Jasmine, and Kate. 

Henry was from South Korea and only spoke Korean and English at the time the study 

was conducted.  Prior to the semester, Henry spent seven semesters in the United States studying 

computer science.  At the time of this study, he had been in Minneapolis for four to five years 

and had been studying English for about four years.  He lived on campus. He usually spoke 

Korean in his free time. Henry was a bit quiet in class but was dedicated to improving his 

English and performing well in class.  This course was not required for Henry; he was taking it 

voluntarily.  From my time having him as a student, I would say Henry’s oral proficiency was 

lower than that of other students in his class at the time this study was conducted. 

Jasmine was from Finland and spoke German, Swedish, and English in addition to her 

native language of Finnish.  At the time this study was conducted, it was her first semester in the 

United States, where she hoped to study architecture.  She arrived two weeks before the first day 

of class She was a student athlete in track and field.  Jasmine had been studying English for 

about nine years but reported that she still found listening and speaking quite difficult.  Jasmine 

did not know any other Finnish speakers on campus and spent most of her time with her 

teammates (her roommate was also a teammate), so she was always speaking English.  Jasmine 

was not required to take the course. Jasmine’s oral proficiency was higher than that of other 
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students in her class (at the time this study was conducted).  She participated in class discussion 

quite a bit and seemed unafraid to speak her mind and take risks with English. 

Kate was from China and spoke only Chinese and English.  Prior to the class, Kate had 

spent one semester in the United States. She studied economics, and had been studying English 

for eleven years.  At the time of this study, Kate was living with Chinese roommates and 

admitted she did not use English at home at all.  From the time I spent with her as my student, I 

would say that Kate was fairly quiet. Her oral proficiency was not too high or low relative to her 

class; she was in the middle.  Kate, like many other students, was required to take my course due 

to her English proficiency test administered by the university. 

The second group of three, who shared Chinese as a native language, consisted of Alison, 

Jewel, and Aaron. Alison was from China and spoke only Chinese and English.  Prior to the 

semester in which this study was conducted, she had spent only a semester studying in the 

United States. Her major was in economics. My course was required for Alison because she did 

not score high enough on an English proficiency test administered by the university to test out of 

English classes completely. At the beginning of the semester, Alison reported that listening was 

the most difficult skill for her in English. She had been studying English for about eight years.  

Alison spoke mainly Chinese outside of the classroom because she had Chinese roommates.  

From the time I spent with her as my student, I would say Alison’s oral proficiency was lower 

than that of other students in her class.  Alison was extremely quiet in class and rarely if ever 

participated in whole class discussions.  

Jewel was from China and spoke only Chinese and English.  It was her second semester 

in the United States, where she was studying child psychology.  The class was a required course 

for her.  She lived with two other girls from China in an apartment, which meant not much 
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English outside of the classroom. From the time with her as my student, I would say Jewel’s oral 

proficiency level was not too high or low for the class; she was in the middle compared to the 

other students.  Jewel was fairly quiet in class discussions. 

Aaron was from China and spoke Chinese and English.  Prior to the class, he had spent a 

year in the United States, where he wanted to study culture and comparative literature.  The class 

was required for him. Aaron lived with other Chinese students and used English “only when 

necessary.”  From having him as a student, I would describe Aaron as extremely vocal.  His oral 

proficiency, relative to his classmates at the time, was neither very high nor low.  Aaron really 

enjoyed making jokes and was often trying to make other people laugh.  This occasionally 

derailed our conversations but it was mostly helpful and not harmful to the class atmosphere.  He 

participated and stayed on topic very regularly. 

Data Collection 

The context for the present study is an advanced oral skills course in the Academic 

English Program at the University of Minnesota’s English Language Program (MELP).  MELP 

provides ESL courses designed to help “non-native English speakers improve their reading, 

writing, and speaking skills for success in a university classroom or in the workplace” 

(Minnesota English Language Program, 2015).   

I was the instructor of the course that participants in this study were taking.  Some 

information on my own background as a teacher is appropriate, to provide a general explanation 

for how and why I became interested in the study described below.  During 2013-2015, I have 

been a graduate student in the M.A. in ESL for Higher Education program, which historically has 

worked with MELP in various ways.  To fully understand my teaching background and the 
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context of the present study, some description of this relationship and MELP in general is 

necessary.  

For years, MELP has been working with the M.A. program in ESL for Higher Education 

by providing opportunities for the graduate students to be matched with more experienced 

instructors for a semester-long practicum.  After practicum, M.A. students are invited to apply, 

and are often hired, as Teaching Assistants (TAs) to teach a single course at MELP.  They may 

teach courses in either MELP’s Intensive English Program (IEP) or Academic English Program 

(AEP).  The IEP is one of two of MELP’s programs and is designed for international students 

preparing to study at an American university or college or those who are preparing to take the 

Test of English as a Foreign Language, or TOEFL (Minnesota English Language Program, 

2015).  The courses are not for credit and are not taken for a letter grade.  The Academic English 

Program (AEP) offers credit classes for University of Minnesota undergraduates and graduates 

who are either required to take English courses due to a low score on an English proficiency 

exam or simply wish to improve their English while enrolled in their other academic content 

courses (Minnesota English Language Program, 2015).  Students are able to take AEP courses as 

pass/fail or for a letter grade.  

I completed my practicum under the guidance of an experienced MELP instructor (i.e. 

my “mentor instructor”) who had been teaching with the program since 2007 (P. Bramante, 

personal communication, August 8, 2015).  I was placed in her high advanced oral skills course 

in MELP’s IEP.  My mentor instructor had taught oral skills eight times before we worked 

together in spring 2014 at various levels in both the IEP and AEP (P. Bramante, personal 

communication, August 8, 2015).  After this experience, I was hired in summer 2014 and fall 

2014 to independently teach the highest level of oral skills in the IEP.  The semester in which I 
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collected data for the study described below, I was hired to independently teach the second most 

advanced oral skills course in the AEP.   

Like all instructors in the IEP and AEP, I was provided explicit goals for student 

learning, as mentioned in the introduction of this paper.  These goals are called Student Learning 

Outcomes (SLOs1) and guide the curriculum of all courses in the IEP and AEP. SLOs are 

provided for instructors teaching in all three major skills areas taught in both the IEP and the 

AEP: oral skills, grammar, and reading and writing and vary to fit the level and context of each 

course.  In the case of oral skills courses, all levels share ten major student-learning outcomes2.  

One of these ten outcomes, and the focus of the present study, is “Apply language skills and 

communication strategies for effective academic discussion.”  Each level of oral skills courses 

has different sub-outcomes that when collectively performed, constitute this one major outcome.  

Most of them share the sub-outcome that was mentioned in the introduction of this paper: 

“Identify and perform group member roles such as leader, reporter, note-taker, and time-keeper 

on various academic topics.” Graded discussions with assigned roles were meant to assess this 

student learning objective, along with two other specific sub-outcomes: a) Lead and participate 

in small group discussions and b) Confirm understanding by asking clarifying questions and 

paraphrasing what was said.   

Three roles were developed to meet these sub-outcomes: Leader, Clarifier, and Devil’s 

Advocate.  The role of Leader was developed to meet sub-outcome (a) and the role of Clarifier 

was developed to meet sub-outcome (b).  Although it was not developed to target a specific sub-

outcome, the role of Devil’s Advocate was created in order to help students develop their critical 

thinking abilities.  As some pedagogical literature recommends (Zwiers, 2011; Zwiers, 2014), I 

                                                
1 MELP SLOs are attached as Appendix 1. 
2 This information was up to date as of spring 2015. 
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taught linguistic expressions for signaling the functions related to the roles.  Having completed 

practicum as an apprentice teacher in an advanced oral skills course, which shared the sub-

outcome regarding roles, I had had the opportunity to observe an experienced MELP instructor 

teach discussion roles, though her methods were a bit different from those I used in this class 

because she was teaching students at a higher level.  My mentor teacher had only started using 

discussion roles while teaching oral skills courses one semester before we worked together.  

However, she had been using role-based discussions in other courses before this, specifically, to 

facilitate student discussion of novels in reading and writing courses in MELP (P. Bramante, 

personal communication, August 8, 2015).   

Although I ended up changing the format after the first graded discussion, for the first 

four weeks of using discussion roles, including the first graded discussion, I used a format that 

was nearly identical to the one developed and used by my more experienced mentor teacher:  In 

four-minute discussions, students discussed a question related to content they had been learning 

in class while assuming an assigned role.  Specific functions, or skills intended to help students 

“focus on, deepen, explore, negotiate, and co-construct ideals vital for content learning” were 

taught for each role (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011, p. 34).  The functions targeted are listed in Table 

1 below, which is adapted from the Graded Discussion 1 Rubric (Appendix 2).  This rubric was 

in turn adapted from a rubric created by my mentor teacher from practicum.   

As Table 1 shows, the functions taught for the Leader role have clear sub-functions: In 

the present study, the term “sub-function” is used to describe the more specific functions that, 

when collectively performed, constitute a more general function.  For example, one of the 

functions for the Leader role is “effectively initiating discussion.” The Leader needs to do 

several specific things to perform this function; the present study refers to these “things” as sub-
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functions.  In the Leader role, a sub-function for effectively initiating discussion is “introducing 

the question.”  However, this is not the only sub-function suggested for effectively initiating 

discussion.  The Leader is also encouraged to perform the sub-function of offering their own 

opinion, for example.   

The right column in Table 1 lists all of the expressions taught for signaling each of the 

functions.  These expressions were developed from my intuition as a native speaker, as well as 

collaboratively created materials at MELP that were available via a shared network of files.  It is 

unclear if any empirical data was used in the process of developing the materials I adapted from 

the shared files.  It is my guess that some of these expressions may have originated from ESL 

textbooks that the English language program had used or may currently be using.  These 

expressions are not spelled out in the MELP SLOs. 

Table 1: Roles, Functions, and Expressions Taught to Perform Each Function 

 

Role Main and Sub-Functions Forms Taught in Class 
 

Leader Effectively initiate discussion 
a. Greets classmates 
b. Introduces question 
c. Offers own opinion 
d. Asks specific person to share 
Facilitates discussion throughout 
a. Keeps discussion on topic 
b. Makes sure everyone has had a chance to 
share 
Effectively end the discussion 
a. Offers brief summary of main points 
b. Discussion doesn’t end abruptly 

(No forms taught) 

Clarifier Use a paraphrase introduced by an expression 
practiced in class in order to clarify someone 
else’s argument 

So you mean that…? 
What you’re saying is 
that...right? 
So your argument is...right? 
Are you saying that…? 
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There are a few relevant things to notice about the information in Table 1.  First, no 

forms were taught to perform any of the Leader functions.  At the time, I thought the language 

needed to perform functions was too context-dependent to teach explicitly in the classroom.  I 

also thought that the students would not need to be taught forms for functions such as greeting, 

expressing their own opinion, and introducing the question.  Second, both the Clarifier and 

Devil’s Advocate roles included a function called “make other effective contributions to the 

discussion.”  Later in the semester, this function was deleted and replaced by something more 

specific and clear.  However, the purpose of it was to encourage students to make contributions 

not related to their roles.  For example, the Devil’s Advocate should not only provide counter-

arguments in the discussion, but also contribute in different ways to the discussion, such as 

Make other effective contributions to the 
discussion 

To add to your idea… 
Not only that, but I would say 
that…. 
Your point makes me think of 
another issue, which is… 
Another thing I’d like to bring 
up is…. 

Devil’s Advocate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Form a concession  
 

Sure...who doesn’t…? 
I concede that… 
I recognize that… 
It may sound like… 
Some may say that... 

and counter-argument to someone else’s 
argument using an expression learned in class 
 

But here’s the thing… 
But I must point out.. 
But I still believe that.. 
However… 
That said, ... 

Make other effective contributions to the 
discussion 

To add to your idea… 
Not only that, but I would say 
that…. 
Your point makes me think of 
another issue, which is… 
Another thing I’d like to bring 
up is…. 
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expressing their opinion on a topic.  

It is important to highlight that these additional contributions could be expressions and 

functions related to a different discussion role than the one that the student is performing.  For 

example, the Devil’s Advocate could attempt a clarifying paraphrase as their “other effective 

contribution.”  This was also the case for the Clarifier role; the Clarifier could provide a counter-

argument, a function definitive of the Devil’s Advocate role, to provide another “effective 

contribution.”  These examples illustrate how the functions learned for each role, such as 

providing counter-arguments and attempting a clarifying paraphrase, were not confined to any 

one role.  Students were encouraged to perform multiple functions/use multiple skills, as that, in 

my opinion, is more reflective of how discussion takes place among native speakers.  Demanding 

that students only contribute in ways related to their roles seemed much too restricting and more 

importantly, inauthentic. 

The present study is an analysis of how two groups of advanced oral skills students 

performed the functions listed in Table 1 in the first graded discussion of the semester and the 

linguistic expressions they used to signal the functions, if any.  As shown in Table 1, students 

were taught multiple linguistic expressions to signal certain functions; this present study will 

analyze if these expressions were used in the first graded discussion with roles.  The goal in 

analyzing these discussions comes from an interest in improving my own pedagogical practice 

but also from a desire to understand the relationship between academic language functions and 

their linguistic realizations, specifically in discussions.   

Data were collected in a graded discussion that took place as a regular class assignment 

during the 4th week of class.  Students found out their randomly assigned groups the morning of 

the discussion.  There were three rounds of discussion to allow each of the three group members 



25 

to assume each role: Leader, Clarifier, and Devil’s Advocate.  Table 2 below shows the order of 

the roles for the two groups randomly chosen for this study: 

Table 2: Role Assignments 

 Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 

Group 1 Leader: Jasmine 

Clarifier: Henry 

Devil’s Advocate: Kate 

Leader: Kate 

Clarifier: Jasmine 

Devil’s Advocate: Henry 

Leader: Henry 

Clarifier: Kate 

Devil’s Advocate: Jasmine 

Group 2 Leader:  Alison 

Clarifier: Aaron 

Devil’s Advocate: Jewel 

Leader: Aaron 

Clarifier: Jewel 

Devil’s Advocate: Alison 

Leader: Jewel 

Clarifier: Alison 

Devil’s Advocate: Aaron 

 

The discussions of all the groups in the class were recorded with Marantz PMD620 MKII 

Portable Stereo Flash recorders.  Students were responsible for turning their recorders on and 

pressing “record” at the start of the discussion. They had practiced using the recorders multiple 

times before.  After the students had recorded their discussions, the audio files were copied from 

the memory card in the recorders to a MacBook Air.  The files of all the discussions in the class 

were also uploaded to Google Drive for quick access. 

The present study was constructed using the guidelines given in Tarone and Swierzbin (2009), 

which state that any data collected in the teacher’s own classroom does not need the approval of 

outside agencies as long as the data is gathered with “minimal disruption to the normal function 

of classroom processes focused on learning and teaching the language, and with the sole purpose 

of improving those classroom processes” (p. 95). The following Friday, all the students in the 

class were informed about the present study. It was explained that two groups would be 
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randomly chosen from the graded discussion earlier that week, selected from among all those 

students who were willing to participate. It was then explained that the language produced in 

these activities would be transcribed and analyzed.  Students were informed about the 

confidentiality and anonymous nature of the study.  It was explicitly stated that there would be 

no extra points given to those who participated and no punishment, grade-wise or in regard to 

their relationship with their instructor (me), for those who did not wish to participate.  Students 

were encouraged to discuss the matter in their graded discussion groups.  All of the students in 

the class consented to participate, signed consent forms, and at the end of the hour two groups of 

three were randomly chosen for data collection and analysis.  These groups of students were 

given copies of the consent form (Appendix 3), which included the advising professor’s contact 

information and a reminder of the voluntary nature of the study. 

Data Analysis 

 After the data from the two groups was recorded, the software ExpressScribe3 was used 

to transcribe the six rounds of discussion (three per group) on to Bean4, a word processor.  These 

six transcripts are attached as Appendices 4-9.  A problem that arose during transcription was 

that some learner language was not comprehensible. These areas are labeled “[Unintelligible]” in 

the transcript.  All filler words (such as ah, uhm , and uh) and all false starts were included in the 

transcript. 

 The data was analyzed using a method described in Tarone and Swierzbin (2009) to 

analyze how “learners expressed the academic language functions of inference and justification” 

(pp. 86-88).  A table is used to record the speaker, the language expressing the academic 

language function, and any language used to signal the function -- what Mauranen calls 

                                                
3 http://www.nch.com.au/scribe/ 
4 http://www.bean-osx.com/Bean.html 
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“reflexive discourse,” or “metadiscourse” discussed on p.7 above. In the present study, this 

metadiscourse consists of the linguistic expression(s) used to communicate to the listener(s) that 

a function is going to be attempted.  A similar table format that includes the linguistic signals for 

the role functions (though not all of the language expressing the function) was selected for 

analyzing the data in the present study.  The present study includes data from six transcripts (one 

for each round of discussion).  To differentiate among them, each one was labeled with a letter.  

Each linguistic expression used as metadiscourse to signal a function is marked with the 

transcript letter code and the line number on which the linguistic expression can be found.  An 

ellipsis (...) was included after each signal only to express that the speaker continued to speak 

and their remark was not finished yet. 

 There were a few challenges in coding the data this way.  First, while coding the Leader 

data it became clear to me that students sometimes used multiple linguistic expressions to signal 

a single function. If these linguistic signals occurred all at once and to express an attempt to 

perform one single function, they were grouped together and counted as a single instance.  An 

example of this is shown in the Leader data.  On Line F1, Henry uses the following linguistic 

expression to signal that he will introduce the discussion question: 

Example 1. Henry:  “We gonna talking about, uh, should we start the discussion, so, so. Our 
discussion topic is..” 

 
In Example 1, Henry really uses three separate linguistic expressions to signal that he will 

introduce the discussion question (“We gonna talking about,” “should we start the discussion, 

so..” and “Our discussion topic is..”).  I grouped them together because they were all used 

consecutively to signal one function. 

 Second, it was not always clear whether or not certain linguistic expressions were being 

used to perform certain functions in the Leader data.  This is due to the fact that no linguistic 
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expressions were taught to perform the Leader functions. This required me to do some 

interpreting in coding the data.  An example of how I addressed this issue can be found in the 

Leader data: While attempting to identify expressions that signaled attempts to perform the 

primary function Facilitating Discussion Throughout, certain linguistic expressions were 

identified as attempting to signal the sub-function Keeps Discussion on Topic. Arguably, 

students do not need to use any linguistic expressions to signal this sub-function if the function is 

never needed because discussion does not diverge from the main discussion question. It could be 

argued that one should only count forms that the Leaders used to bring the discussion back to the 

main topic after someone else in the discussion started discussing something tangential.  

However, the present study defines “attempts to keep discussion on-topic” as any linguistic 

expressions that the Leaders used to add to others’ ideas or clarify others’ arguments because 

these remarks helped keep the discussion focused. An example of this type of linguistic form can 

be found on line C26.  Jewel responds to a group member with the following: 

Example 2. Jewel: “Okay, I know what you mean but…” 

Jewel was not bringing the discussion back from a tangential topic; she was simply responding to 

someone else’s ideas and challenging them to defend those ideas.  This was categorized as an 

attempt to keep the discussion on track.  The expression Jewel uses here is a concession plus 

counterargument pattern, which was taught in the class, though the specific expression “Okay, I 

know what you mean” was not taught, and “but” is a shortened version of several expressions 

taught for introducing a counterargument (see Table 1).  

  The third issue arose when attempting to answer the second research question: What is 

the relationship between the expressions that students use, and expressions that the students were 

taught? It was first necessary to disambiguate this research question: it became clear that students 
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might use previously taught expressions for functions other than those the expressions were 

intended for. This is demonstrated in Example 3 below.  Alison makes use of an expression 

taught to introduce a clarifying paraphrase, but she uses this expression when she is in the Leader 

role and attempting to perform the function of Facilitating the Discussion.    

Example 3. Alison A24: “Uh so you mean that…” 

For this reason, I indicate in Tables 3-5 in my results, which summarize the Leader data, whether 

or not the expressions used were previously taught to realize ANY function in any role, even 

though no specific expressions were taught specifically for the Leader role.  

In addition, identifying whether or not “expressions were taught” was not a 

straightforward process because students sometimes used variations of expressions that were 

taught.  For example, one of the expressions that was taught to introduce a clarifying paraphrase 

in the Clarifier role is “So you mean that…?”  Most students ended up using a variation of this 

expression that changed the expression by one or two words.  For example: 

Example 4. Jasmine E10:  “So do you mean like…” 

Example 5. Henry D59: “You mean that..” 

I counted all instances where the expression taught was changed by one or two words as 

instances of using a taught expression.  A similar issue came up in the Devil’s Advocate data, 

though it was a bit less straightforward.  Three of the expressions that were taught for 

introducing a counterargument included “but” in some way: “But here’s the thing,” “But I must 

point out,” and “But I still believe that.”  In the discussions, several students shortened these 

expressions to just “but..”: Jasmine in F16, Kate in D48, and Jewel in A18, for example.  I did 

not count these as instances of using a previously taught expression because the expressions were 

reduced to a single word, and students deleted three to four words from the expression, which 
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seemed to me a dramatic difference. Students also inserted “but” in new multiword expressions; 

I did not count these as instances where students were using taught expressions, either.  One 

example of that is the following: 

Example 5. Jasmine F48: “But I’d agree a little bit because-or disagree-I think, I mean, because 

it’s still like…” 

One last instance that is worth noting here is the following example: 

Example 6. Alison B24: “But, however...” 

I counted this as an instance of using a taught expression because I interpreted this as an instance 

where multiple linguistic expressions (or in this case, words) were used to signal a single 

function (an attempted counterargument), and one of those words (however) was taught 

previously.  

 The fifth issue I came across was not so much an obstacle in coding my data, but an 

unforeseen factor in the data that may skew the results: it was clear that certain non-verbal cues 

would be useful as a means of realizing some of the discussion functions.  For example, it is 

possible that the Leader gestured or made eye contact with someone to invite him or her to join 

the discussion. Video recordings of the discussions were not available, so explicit data on most 

such non-verbal moves is unavailable.  There was some interesting temporal information 

captured on tape, however.  When I analyzed the Leader data, it was clear that performing the 

function of “not ending the discussion abruptly” meant attempting to summarize or close the 

discussion while there was still enough time on the clock to do so.  The graded discussions lasted 

four minutes each and students were able to see a giant timer projected on a screen throughout 

the discussions.  Therefore, the point in time when each student leader began to attempt to 
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summarize or close the discussion was recorded, and is noted in the results, which indicate the 

exact time (in both minutes and seconds) when the attempt to close the discussion was initiated.   

Another example of relevant temporal data occurs in the Clarifier data.  In order to 

effectively use a clarifying paraphrase, the students needed to receive from the addressee some 

sort of confirmation that their paraphrase captured or clarified the intended meaning of the 

original argument. I assumed that if Clarifier did not wait for this confirmation, they were not 

effectively performing a clarifying function.  Therefore, the results indicate the Clarifier’s use of 

question intonation (rising for yes/no questions) and subsequent pause for a response as 

linguistic correlates in my Clarifier data.  In Table 6, a column was included to indicate whether 

or not the Clarifier’s paraphrase was confirmed or ignored (not acknowledged at all).  This is an 

instance where having video recordings of the discussion would have been very useful; there 

could have been visual non-verbal confirmations or denials of the clarifying paraphrases.  It was 

possible to record only whether or not there were linguistic confirmations or denials. 

 The last challenge occurred when analyzing the Devil’s Advocate data, specifically, in 

coding the Linguistic Signals for Attempted Concession.  Sometimes, these linguistic signals 

were the extent of the concession.  Other times, these expressions preceded a paraphrase that was 

included in the concession.  Therefore, Table 6 indicates whether or not the concession included 

an attempted paraphrase.  An example of this is the following excerpt from line A18: 

Example 7. Jewel: “Okay, well uh, I know you have a point but uhm, uh, we’ll not…” 

 In this excerpt, Jewel concedes with the expression “Okay, well uh, I know you have a 

point” and then, instead of attempting a paraphrase of the argument she is responding to, 

immediately launches into her counterargument, which is signaled by “but uhm....”  

Results 
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The research questions addressed by this study are: 

RQ1) What linguistic expressions do international students in an advanced oral skills class 

in an academic English program use to signal attempts to express academic language 

functions performed in a classroom discussion? 

RQ2) What is the relationship between the expressions that students use, and expressions 

that the students were taught? 

Only the primary results are reported here, due to limitations of time and space.   Results are 

organized according to each discussion role. 

Leader Role 

There were favored linguistic forms used for each major function that the Leader had to 

perform (initiating discussion, facilitating discussion throughout, and effectively ending 

discussion).  Tables 3, 4, and 5 below show the three Leader functions: Initiating Discussion, 

Facilitating Discussion, and Ending Discussion.  Table 3 includes the first leader function, 

Initiating Discussion and Table 4 includes the second leader function, Facilitating Discussion.   

Initiating Discussion 

Table 3 lists several sub-functions for Initiating Discussion.  However, all of the 

linguistic expressions for only one of these sub-functions, Expression of Opinion, are included in 

Table 3.  None of the six speakers performed the sub-function of inviting a specific person to 

share their own opinions.  Linguistic expressions used to greet classmates and introduce a 

discussion question were short, repetitive, or not present; for this reason, I found them less 

interesting than those used to express an opinion.  In addition, attempting to perform the function 

of Expression of Opinion was an opportunity for students to use previously taught expressions, 

such as those taught for Making Other Effective Contributions to the Discussion.    
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With these limitations in mind, the answer to RQ1 in regard to the function of initiating 

the discussion is that the speakers most frequently used the form “I think” to signal attempts to 

expression their own opinions. Eight out of eleven signals for expression of opinion were “I 

think.” The three exceptions included: 

Example 8. Henry F4-5: “So in my case,...” 

Example 9. Jasmine D3-4: And for me these things, I know what it means. It means that..” 

Example 10. Jewel C6: “I find that…” 

 
For three of the eight uses of “I think” to signal an attempted expression of opinion, the speakers 

used a linguistic expression in addition to “I think.”   These instances include: 

Example 11. Alison A2: “From my perspective, I think…” 

Example 12. Alison A3: “I’m agree with uh this sentence because I think..” 

Example 13. Jewel C3: “Uh, in my opinion, I think, umn, I agree with it because…” 

 The answer to RQ2 in regard to the function of initiating discussion is that speakers did 

not make use of any previously taught expressions in their attempts, even though expressions 

taught to Make Other Effective Contributions to the Discussion would have been appropriate.  

Table 3: All of the Linguistic Signals Used by Six English Learners to signal Attempted 
Expression of Opinion while Attempting to Initiate Discussion in the Leader Role 
 

Speaker (Attempts to) Initiate Discussion Whether or Not Expressions Were Previously 
Taught 

Line # Linguistic Signal for Attempted 
Expression of Opinion 

Henry F4-5 “So, in my case..” 
 

No 

F6 “I think…” No 
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Jasmine D3-4 “And for me these things, I know 
what it means. It means that..” 

No 

Kate E3 “I think…” No 

E5 “I think..” No 

Alison A2 “From my perspective, I think..” No 

A3 “I’m agree with uh this sentence 
because I think…” 

No 

Jewel  C3 “Uh, in my opinion, I think, 
uhmn, I agree with it because…” 

No 

C6 “I find that…” No 

Aaron B3 “I think..” 
 

No 

B8 “I think....” No 

 

Facilitating the Discussion 

As the data in Table 4 indicate, there are two sub-functions for Facilitating the 

Discussion: Keeping the Discussion on Topic and Making Sure Everyone Shares in the 

Discussion.  As was described under Data Analysis, the present study defines attempts to Keep 
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Discussion on Topic as any linguistic expressions that the Leaders used to signal when they 

attempted to add to others’ ideas or clarify others’ arguments because these remarks helped keep 

the discussion focused.  In response to RQ1, the expressions identified as signals for attempts to 

Keep the Discussion on Topic included expressions that signaled attempts at counter-arguments, 

clarifying paraphrases, expressions of opinion, and attempts to explicitly guide the discussants to 

the next question. All of these expressions are included in Table 4.   

There are three signaled attempts to introduce a counterargument.  These include: 

Example 14. Jasmine D52: “But if…”  

Example 15. Jewel C26: “Okay I know what you mean but…” 

Example 16. Aaron B30: “Uh, okay, I agree, uh, but...” 

 There are two expressions that signal attempts at clarifying paraphrases: 

Example 17. Alison A24: “Uh so you mean that…” 

Example 18. Jasmine D24: “Yeah I know what you mean. Like…” 

 There are three expressions that signal attempts at expressing an opinion: 

Example 19. Henry F20: “Yeah, like, yeah…” 

Example 20. Henry F42: “Yeah, I, I add to your opinions. I also…” 

Example 21. Jasmine D28: “And…” 

There is only one expression that explicitly guides the discussion to the next topic: 

Example 22. Jasmine D32: “Okay so let’s keep moving. Uh, so. Okay. The second one was…” 

 The expressions identified as signals for attempts to Make Sure Everyone Shares in the 

Discussion were questions that expressly invited someone to share their opinion.  There were 

five of these questions distributed among three of the speakers.  They can all be seen below in 
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Table 4.  None of the speakers verbally addressed anyone specifically, although they may have 

been non-verbally referring to someone. An example of one of these questions is the following: 

Example 23. Kate E14-15: “So, what do you think?” 

 In response to RQ2, or the relationship between the expressions used and the expressions 

taught, in two instances students used previously taught expressions to attempt the sub-function 

of Keeping the Discussion on Topic.  In Example 20, Henry uses an expression originally taught 

to signal the function of Making Other Effective Contributions to the Discussion (which was a 

function assigned only to the Clarifier and Devil’s Advocate roles).  Another instance is Example 

17, where Alison uses an expression that was taught for signaling a clarifying paraphrase (an 

expression taught specifically for the students to use while in the Clarifier role).  None of the 

expressions used for attempts at Making Sure Everyone Shared in the Discussion were 

previously taught expressions; all of these were questions inviting a specific person or perhaps 

both other group members to share their opinions.  

Table 4: All the Linguistic Expressions Used by 6 English Learners to Signal Attempts to 
Facilitate Discussion in Leader Role5 
 

Speaker (Attempts to) Facilitate Discussion 

Line 
# 

Linguistic Signal 
for Expressions that 
Attempt to Keep 
Discussion on Topic 

Whether or Not 
Expressions 
Were 
Previously 
Taught 

Line # (Linguistic Signals for 
Expressions that) Attempt(s) to 
Make Sure Everyone Shared in 
Discussion 

Henry F20 “Yeah, like, yeah…” No F44 “How about you?” 

F42 “Yeah, I, I add to 
your opinions. I 
also…” 

Yes 

                                                
5 In Table 3 and all other tables, I wrote “N/A” if I could not identify any linguistic expressions that signaled 
attempted functions. 
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Jasmine D24 “Yeah I know what 
you mean. Like…” 

No N/A N/A 

D28 “And…” No 

D32 “Okay so let’s keep 
moving. Uh, so. 
Okay. The second 
one was…” 

No 

D52 “But if…” No 

Kate N/A N/A N/A E14-15 “So, what do you think?” 

E51 “What’s your opinion?” 

Alison A24 “Uh so you mean 
that…” 

Yes N/A N/A 

Jewel  C26 “Okay, I know what 
you mean but…” 

No N/A N/A 

Aaron B30 “Uh, okay, I agree, 
uh, but..” 

No B20-21 “So what’s your…?” 

B32 “So you agree?” 

 
Ending the Discussion 

The results for Ending the Discussion appear in Table 5 below. The two sub-functions for 

Ending the Discussion are: Briefly Summarizing Main Points of Discussion and Making Sure 

Discussion Doesn’t End Abruptly.  To answer RQ1, it is clear that most of the expressions used 
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to signal attempts to perform one of these sub-functions were simultaneously signaling the 

second function as well.  In other words, there was no difference between attempts to summarize 

versus attempts to make sure the discussion did not end abruptly; beginning to summarize was 

itself an attempt to make sure the discussion did not end abruptly.  There are four examples of 

this, as seen in Table 5.  Two of them are the following: 

Example 24. Kate E61-62: “Okay, so we all think that…” 

Example 25. Alison A36: “So you guys opinion is…” 

The other two examples are formal in that they explicitly refer to a conclusion: 

Example 26. Alison A36: “....so, in conclusion...” 

Example 27. Jewel C35: “Okay, uh in conclusions, that…” 

In some cases, the linguistic expressions used to signal the sub-function of Briefly 

Summarizing Main Points were distinct from those expressions signaling the sub-function of 

Making Sure Discussion Doesn’t End Abruptly.  For example, in F67-68, Henry interrupts the 

discussion to indicate that it is time for the discussion to wrap up.  After he is prompted by a 

fellow discussant, he attempts to give a brief summary of the main points (F72).  Not every 

attempt to make sure the discussion did not end abruptly included a summary of main points, as 

is seen with Jasmine in D63-64.   

For the function of Ending the Discussion, Table 5 shows that six of the nine expressions 

included the word “so.”  Two examples are the following: 

Example 28. Kate E61-62: “Okay, so we all think that…” 

Example 29. Aaron B39: “Um, okay, so from our discussions, we know that…” 

 
It was interesting to note that a couple of students apologized as they initiated bringing 

the discussion to a close.  Jasmine, who had to interrupt to close her discussion at the 3:55 
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minute mark, apologized (line D63-64), initiating her apology with “Sorry people..” It seemed 

that this might have been related to the fact that her attempt to close the discussion happened 

with only five seconds left on the clock.  However, Henry also apologized (F67-68), even though 

he began to draw his discussion to a close at the 3:40 minute mark and was not blatantly 

interrupting anyone.  It would be interesting in future studies to explore whether the linguistic 

expressions used in attempts to make sure the discussion does not end abruptly are related to how 

much time the Leaders have left on the clock.  

In response to RQ2, none of the expressions used to signal attempts to End the 

Discussion were previously taught. 

Table 5: All Linguistic Expressions Used by 6 English Learners to Signal Attempt to End 
Discussion in Leader Role 

Speaker Line 
# 

Linguistic Signal for Attempted 
Brief Summary of Main Points 

Line 
# 

Attempts to Make Sure Discussion 
Doesn’t End Abruptly 

Time When 
Leader 
Begins to 
Wrap Up 
(With 
Summary or 
To Thank 
Participants
) 

Henry F72 “Yeah, and then, I think, we got…” F67-
68 

“Okay so, sorry, so, can we wrap 
up? Yeah, yes. I understand you’re 
saying guys..yeah, yeah. Thank 
you for participate, uh, uh. 

3:40 

Jasmine N/A N/A D63
-64 

“Sorry people, we need to running 
out of time, so we need to stop 
here. But, but thank you.” 

3:55 

Kate E61-
62 

“Okay, so we all think that…” E61 “Okay, so we all think that...” 3:55 

Alison A36 “So you guys opinion is…” A36  “So you guys opinion is…” 3:45 

A36 “....so, in conclusion,...” A36 “....so, in conclusion,...” 

Jewel  C35 “Okay, uh in conclusions, that..” C35 “Okay, uh in conclusions, that..” 3:15 

Aaron B39 “Um, okay, so from our B43 “So that’s our today’s discussion, 3: 23 
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discussions, we know that…” -44 thank you so much” 

   

Clarifier Role 

 The two designated functions within the Clarifier role were Make a Clarifying 

Paraphrase and Make Other Effective Contributions6 to the discussion.   

Attempted Clarifying Paraphrase 
 

In response to RQ1, in eight of the nine linguistic expressions used as attempted 

clarifying paraphrases, some variation of “you mean” was used.  Examples include: 

Example 30. Henry D8: “Uh, so, so you mean that..” 

Example 31. Kate F43: “So you means..” 

Example 32. Jasmine E10: “So do you mean like..” 

 
The ninth recorded signal expression was unintelligible, but may have been another instance of a 

“you mean” question. 

 The second thing to note with this data is that for the most part, the use of question 

intonation and pausing for confirmation corresponded perfectly with whether or not the 

clarifying paraphrase was confirmed or corrected by the original speaker.  For example, Kate in 

lines F25 and F53 used question intonation for both the linguistic expressions she used, and also 

paused for confirmation after her paraphrase.  Both of her clarifying paraphrases were confirmed 

or corrected by the original speaker.  Aaron in lines A9 and A30 did not use question intonation 

and did not pause and wait for confirmation from the original speaker and neither of his 

paraphrases was confirmed or corrected.  Henry and Jasmine provided the only two exceptions to 

this pattern.  As seen in line D59, Henry did not use question intonation with his clarifying 
                                                
6 As previously mentioned, the “other effective contributions” are not supposed to be specifically tied to the role of Clarifier or Devil’s 
Advocate.  Students were encouraged to go beyond their roles (say things not related to their roles) so that they did not feel restricted by their 
roles. 
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paraphrase but did pause for confirmation.  His paraphrase was corrected or confirmed (it was 

ignored by Jasmine, whose remark he was attempting to paraphrase).  In line E10, Jasmine did 

not use question intonation with her clarifying paraphrase but did wait for confirmation after the 

paraphrase.  Her paraphrase was confirmed/corrected by the original speaker.  

A third interesting finding in the Clarifier data was the frequent use of “I think” to signal 

Other Effective Contributions to the Discussion.  Almost all of the attempts to make other 

contributions to the discussion were expressions of opinion.  The one instance that might be 

interpreted as an exception is the following: 

Example 33. Kate F34: “But I think…” 

Here, Kate is signaling a counterargument (of course a counterargument could also be counted as 

an expression of opinion).   

Ten out of seventeen signals for expression of opinion included “I think.”  Some of the 

exceptions include the following: 

Example 34. Jasmine E10: “I said about the..” 

Example 35. Jasmine E58: “Yeah so…” 

Example 36. Jewel, B34: “Uh, yes, to add to your idea…” 

Example 37. Henry D39: “I agree the, this quote because…” 

Example 38. Aaron A11: “So, uh, such as what you said...” 

Example 39. Aaron A30: “Uhm so I do agree…” 

Similar to what was seen in the Leader data, “I think” was not used alone in several instances.  

Some of the students used “I think” along with other linguistic expressions.  Examples include: 

Example 40. Alison C10-11: “Uh, so, uh, for my-my opinion, I agree-I totally agree with your 

opinions. I think…” 
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Example 41. Aaron A12: “I strongly think that..” 

 
 In the Clarifier data, I identified only one instance where a speaker used 3 or more 

linguistic expressions to realize one function: 

Example 42. Alison C10-11: “Uh, so, uh, for my-my opinion, I agree-I totally agree with your 

opinions, I think…” 

Here, Alison used “so,” “for my opinion,” “I agree,” “I totally agree,” and “I think” all to signal 

the single function of making other effective contributions to the discussion. 

In response to RQ2, students overwhelmingly used some variation of “you mean” to 

signal an attempted clarifying paraphrase. This was one out of four forms we practiced in class 

(refer to Table 1).  Jewel’s signal in line B34 (“to add to your idea”) is the only instance in all of 

my data where a previously taught expression for Making Other Effective Contributions was 

used.  

Table 6: All the Linguistic expressions used by 6 Learners to Clarify and Make Other 

Effective Contributions as a Clarifier 

Speaker Line 
# Linguistic Signal 

for Attempted 
Clarifying 
Paraphrase 

Whether or 
Not 
Expression 
was Taught 

Speaker 
Uses 
Question 
Intonation 

Speaker Pauses 
for 
Confirmation 
After 
Paraphrase 

Paraphrase 
is Confirmed 
or Corrected 

Line # Linguistic Signal for 
Attempts to Make Other 
Effective Contributions 
to Discussion 

Whether or 
Not 
Expression 
Was Taught 

Henry D8 “Uh, so, so you 
mean that…” 

Yes Yes Yes Yes D39 “I agree the, this quote 
because…” 

No 

D59 “You mean 
that…” 

Yes No Yes No D42-
43 “So yes, I think…” No 

Jasmine E10 “So do you mean 
like..” 

Yes No Yes Yes E20 “I said about the..” No 

E38 “So you mean 
that, that..” 

Yes Yes Yes Yes E53 “Uh, I think that…” No 

E58 “Yeah, so..” No 
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E58 “And I think…” No 

Kate F25 “So you mean 
that..right?” 

Yes Yes Yes Yes F34 “But I think…” No 

F53 “So you means…” Yes Yes Yes Yes F39 “Yeah, so…” No 

Alison N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A C10-
11 “Uh, so, uh, for my-my 

opinion, I agree-I totally 
agree with your 
opinions. I think…” 

No 

Jewel B16 “Yeah, uh, 
[Unintelligible] 
that, uh…right?” 

N/A Yes Yes Yes B34 “Uh, yes, to add to your 
idea..” 

Yes 

Aaron A9 “Uhm, so you 
mean that…” 

Yes No No No A11 “So, uh, such as what 
you said..” 

No 

A30 “you mean that..” Yes No No No A12 “I strongly think that..” No 

A14 “Uhm, but I think…” No 

A15 “...and uh I think..” No 

A30 “Uhm so I do agree...” No 

A31-
32 “I think so.” No 

A32 “I think…” No 

 
 
 

Devil’s Advocate Role 

Concession 

The Devil’s Advocate data on Concession and Counterargument appear in Table 7 below. 

In response to RQ1, although every single student attempted a concession, there was not any one 

linguistic expression that predominated as metadiscourse to signal the attempted concession.  

Three of the eight instances of signaling a concession included some variation of “I 

understand…”.  They are the following: 
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Example 43. Henry E17-18: “Yeah, actually, yeah, I, I understand you’re saying about-Heta 

said…” 

Example 44. Jasmine F10: “I think, I understand what you’re saying by saying like that…” 

Example 45. Jasmine F46: “I understand your point..” 

 
Other linguistic expressions that were used to signal an attempted concession included: 
 

Example 46. Kate D16: “I recognize you that…” 

Example 47. Jewel A18: “Okay, well uh, I know you have a point..” 

Example 48. Aaron C18: “I recognize that..uhm, you mean…” 

Table 7 also indicates whether or not the attempted concessions included attempted paraphrases.  

This information was included to differentiate between expressions that were not signaling 

attempted paraphrases and were instead concessions in and of themselves, and expressions that 

were signaling an extension of the concession in the form of a paraphrase.  For example, in A18, 

Jewel says: “Okay, well uh, I know you have a point.”  She then immediately proceeds to 

introduce her counterargument.  Jewel and Henry are the only two speakers who do not include 

an attempted paraphrase in their concessions. To be clear, students had been encouraged while 

practicing discussion roles in class to include a paraphrase in their concessions. 

Counter-argument  

In response to RQ1, Table 7 shows an overwhelming use of “but” as metadiscourse to 

signal counter-argument: eight of nine forms recorded included “but.” In four of these instances, 

“but” is used by itself with no other language. The only expression that does not include “but” is 

the following: 

Example 49. Henry E26: “I think, yeah my opinion is different. So…” 

Some students used additional linguistic expressions along with “but.”  Examples include: 
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Example 50. Jasmine F48: “But I’d agree a little bit because-or disagree-I think, I mean, 

because it’s still like…” 

Example 51. Kate D16: “...but I also think that…” 

Example 52. Aaron C19-20: “....but, uhm, I still want to say that…” 

 

Making Other Effective Contributions to the Discussion 

 I identified only two instances where students performed the sub-function of Making 

Other Effective Contributions to the Discussion.  

Example 53. Henry E49:  “Yeah…” 

Example 54. Kate D61: “I think…” 

 
There are two interesting things to note here: The Clarifier role also shares this sub-function, 

though seventeen expressions were identified as attempts to Make Other Effective Contributions 

in the Clarifier data, compared to the two in the Devil’s Advocate data.  Less surprising is the 

reappearance of “I think,” which frequently occurs in both the Leader data and the Clarifier data.  

There were three instances in the Devil’s Advocate data where a speaker used multiple 

linguistic expressions to signal one function.  Two examples are: 

Example 55. Alison B23: “Uh, uh I agree with-uh, uh, with your opinion, uh, you mean that..” 

Example 56. Alison B24: “...but, however…” 

In response to RQ2, only one of the expressions I taught for introducing a concession was 

used or attempted: “I recognize that..”.  Two students used it: Aaron (Example 48) and Kate 

(Example 46).  More common was the use of “I understand” or some variation of “I 

understand.”  Three of the five expressions I taught for introducing a counter-argument included 

“but,” so it was not surprising to see that eight out of nine attempted signals for introducing a 
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counter-argument included this word. However, none of them used the exact expressions I 

taught, which included “But, I must point out,” “But here’s the thing,” and “But I still believe 

that.”  Four of the students used only the word “but” with no other language to introduce their 

counter-arguments.  These were not counted as instances where previously taught expressions 

were used.  There was one instance (Example 56) where a student used a word that was taught 

for introducing a counterargument (“however”). 

 

 

Table 7: All the Linguistic expressions used by 6 English learners for concession and 

counterargument in performing the Devil’s Advocate Role 

Speaker Line # Linguistic 
Signal(s) for 
Attempted 
Concession 

Whether or 
Not 
Expression 
Was 
Taught 

Concession 
Includes 
Attempted 
Paraphrase 

Line # Linguistic 
Signal(s) for 
Attempted 
Counter-
Argument 

Whether or 
Not 
Expression 
Was Taught 

Line 
# Linguistic 

Signal(s) for 
Attempts to Make 
Other Effective 
Contributions to 
Discussion 

Whether or Not 
Expression Was 
Taught 

Henry E17-
18 “Yeah, 

actually, 
yeah, I, I 
understand 
you’re saying 
about-Heta 
said…” 

No No E26 “I think, yeah 
my opinion is 
different. 
So…” 

No E49 “Yeah…” No 

Jasmine F10 “I think, I 
understand 
what you’re 
saying by 
saying like, 
that…” 

No Yes F16 “But..” No N/A N/A N/A 

F46 “I understand 
your 
point…” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No Yes F48 “But I’d agree 
a little bit 
because-or 
disagree-I 
think, I mean, 
because it’s 
still like…” 

No 

Kate D16 “I recognize 
you that..” 

Yes Yes D16 “...but I also 
think that..” 

No D61 “I think…” No 

D47 “I agree with 
you that..” 

No Yes D48 “But…” No 
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D48 “....but…” No 

Alison B23 “Uh, uh I 
agree with-
uh, uh, with 
your opinion, 
uh, you mean 
that…” 

No Yes B24 “...but, 
however…” 

Yes N/A N/A N/A 

Jewel A18 “Okay, well 
uh, I know 
you have a 
point” 

No No A18 “...but…” No N/A N/A N/A 

Aaron C18 “I recognize 
that...uhm, 
you mean…” 

Yes Yes C19-
20 “..but, uhm, I 

still want to 
say that…” 

No N/A N/A N/A 

  
 

Discussion 

 The first research question this study addresses is the following: 

RQ1) What linguistic expressions do international students in an advanced oral skills class 

in an academic English program use to signal attempts to express academic language 

functions performed in a classroom discussion? 

 In response to RQ1, there are two interesting trends across all three discussion roles: the 

predominant use of at least one expression in each role and the use of multiple expressions to 

signal a single function.   

First of all, for each role there was at least one expression that was predominantly used 

by the six students: Leaders predominantly signaled expression of opinion at the beginning of 

discussions using “I think” or some variation of it, Clarifiers predominantly signaled attempts at 

clarifying paraphrases with “you mean” or some variation of it, and Devils Advocates 

predominantly signaled counterarguments with “but” or some variation of it.  In both the data for 

the Clarifier role and the Devil’s Advocate role, “I think” or some variation of it appears quite 

frequently, as well.  This trend is congruent with Burkhalter’s finding (1986) that native speakers 
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do not use a wide variety of phrases to express opinions, relying extensively on “I think”; future 

research may indicate that native speakers do the same for many other discussion functions, 

which would mean that the non-native speakers’ lack of variety of expressions is reflective of 

how language is actually used by NSs in an authentic context. 

There were some exceptions to the trend of using predominantly one expression to signal 

particular functions, however.  One such exception is found in the Leader data for the function of 

Facilitating Discussion Throughout.  As the results note, for the sub-function of Keeping the 

Discussion on Topic, there were expressions that signaled attempts at counter-arguments, 

clarifying paraphrases, expressions of opinion, and attempts to explicitly guide the discussants to 

the next question.   This is quite a bit of variation.  However, this does not seem strange since 

there were no expressions taught specifically for this sub-function, so students were not given as 

much guidance on how to perform it relative to other discussion functions.  In addition, because 

no expressions were taught specifically for this sub-function, as an analyst I had to interpret 

which expressions signaled Keeping the Discussion on Topic.  It is possible that if I had asked 

the participants to identify when they were performing this function, they might have identified 

different expressions or perhaps no expressions at all.   

Another function that was signaled by a variety of expressions is the function of making a 

concession.  There was no predominant expression that students used to signal when they were 

attempting to make a concession, even though five expressions were taught for this particular 

function.  I will explore why this might be when I discuss RQ2 below.  

The second trend that occurred in all three roles is that speakers used multiple 

expressions to realize a single function.  This occurred four times (see Example 13), most 

frequently in the Leader data.  It occurred only once in the Clarifier data, and it occurred three 
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times in the Devil’s Advocate data.  Alison is the speaker that most commonly used multiple 

linguistic expressions to signal one function.  Examples of this are the following: 

Example 57. Alison A2: “From my perspective, I think…” 

Example 58. Alison A3: “I’m agree with uh this sentence because I think…” 

Example 59. Alison C10-11: “Uh, so, uh, for my-my opinion, I agree-I totally agree with your 

opinions. I think…” 

 These could be instances of what Tarone and Yule called “overelaboration” in learner 

language (Yule & Tarone, 1989, pp. 107-108) – building in redundancy to make sure a message 

is getting across.  This could describe Alison quite well, as her oral proficiency was lower 

relative to that of her fellow discussants and classmates in general.  It is not clear why it occurred 

most frequently in the Leader data.  Perhaps this is the most anxiety-producing role for students 

to be in.  From my own experience teaching discussion roles for over three semesters, I 

remember students reporting feeling nervous about being in a position of authority in the 

discussions. 

In addition to the two trends I found in response to RQ1, I found some interesting results 

that occurred across only one or two roles instead of all three: the Leaders’ and Clarifiers’ use of 

expressions to signal attempts at multiple types of functions, the more frequent signals of Other 

Effective Contributions to the Discussion by the Clarifiers, and the lack of linguistic expressions 

for the Leader sub-function of inviting a specific person to share at the beginning of the 

discussion.  In addition, there were some noteworthy differences between the two discussion 

groups in regard to the Clarifier role. 

 In both the Leader and Clarifier data, there were instances that made it clear that 

expressions that usually signaled one type of function could be used to signal other types of 
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functions as well.  This appeared most clearly in the Leader data.  As is noted in the results, 

expressions that signal counterarguments and clarifying paraphrases, functions associated with 

the Devil’s Advocate and Clarifier respectively, were used for the function of Facilitating 

Discussion Throughout (see Examples 14-18).  In addition, for the function of Ending the 

Discussion, many of the expressions simultaneously performed both sub-outcomes (Briefly 

Summarizing Main Points and Making Sure Discussion Doesn’t End Abruptly) (see Examples 

24-27). This is perhaps unsurprising since no expressions were taught specifically for the Leader 

role.  This was less apparent in the Clarifier data though still present: one student used an 

expression for signaling a counterargument when they were in the Clarifier role; because the use 

of this expression did not occur in the Devil’s Advocate data, it was counted as an Other 

Effective Contribution to the Discussion (see Example 33). No instances of this occurred in the 

Devil’s Advocate data.  This finding is congruent with Burkhalter’s (1986) finding that phrases 

used for signaling one function might be useful for more than one function (p. 27).   

A second observation I made concerns only the Clarifer and Devil’s Advocate roles.  

There was an important distinction between the expressions signaling Other Effective 

Contributions used by the Clarifiers and Devil’s Advocates: the Clarifiers produced a total of 

seventeen expressions in this category, while the Devil’s Advocates produced only two.  I was 

quite surprised to see this result.  Upon reflection, my best guess is that the Devil’s Advocate 

role is more demanding, cognitively and linguistically, leaving less time for doing anything else 

in the discussion.  The discussion rubric (Appendix 2) shows that these two roles were equivalent 

(both worth eight points).  These results indicate that this is perhaps unfair; the roles are 

obviously not equally difficult for students.     
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An additional observation to make note of is the distinct lack of any linguistic 

expressions for the sub-function of Inviting a Specific Person to Share at the beginning of the 

discussion.  This sub-function is part of performing the function of Initiating the Discussion, a 

function associated with the Leader role.  As my results indicate, none of the students performed 

the verbal sub-function of Inviting a Specific Person to Share at the very beginning of the 

discussion.  This sub-function was included in the function of Initiating the Discussion in order 

to get the students speaking right away in their groups.  There are multiple possible explanations 

for why none of the students verbally performed this sub-function.  First, it was possibly 

performed non-verbally; an invitation to share could have been indicated by eye contact or a 

gesture, for example.  Second, it is possible that students did not want to invite any specific 

person to share because they were nervous about putting their classmates on the spot or showing 

favoritism.  At the time I was teaching the functions and sub-functions associated with the 

Leader role, it did not occur to me that audio recordings were not sufficient for accurate grading 

of students’ performance of their roles, or making it clear to students that there was a difference 

between verbal and nonverbal signaling functions and performing functions.  

Lastly, I was curious to see how the two discussion groups would differ specifically in 

performing the Clarifier role.  The key function to performing the Clarifier role is attempting a 

clarifying paraphrase, which is a method for negotiating meaning among speakers.  Considering 

the findings of Gass & Varonis (1985) and Fernández-García & Martínez-Abeliz (2002), I was 

curious whether or not the discussion group that shared Chinese as a native language (Aaron, 

Alison and Jewel) would use fewer clarifying paraphrases than the discussion group that did not 

share a native language.  This ended up being the case: in the Clarifier data, which is 

summarized in Table 6, the discussion group that shared a native language collectively signaled 
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three attempts at clarifying paraphrases total; two of these were signaled by the same speaker and 

one of the participants, Alison, did not signal a clarifying paraphrase at all.  The discussion group 

that did not share a native language signaled six attempts at clarifying paraphrases, with each of 

the speakers signaling two attempts at clarifying paraphrases.  This result is consistent with the 

findings of Gass & Varonis (1985) and Fernández-García & Martínez-Abeliz (2002), which 

indicate that second language learners sharing a background will negotiate for meaning less 

frequently than second language learners that do not share a background.   

 The second research question this study was designed to answer is the following: 

RQ2) What is the relationship between the expressions that students use, and expressions 

that the students were taught? 

As I have mentioned throughout the paper, no expressions were taught specifically for the 

Leader role.  However, some expressions that were previously taught did show up in the Leader 

data, specifically for the sub-function of Keeping the Discussion On Topic (see Examples 17 and 

20).  The expressions I taught for the Clarifier and Devil’s Advocate roles were largely not used 

(these expressions can be found in Table 1).  As noted in my results, there were nine expressions 

that the students used to signal their attempts to perform the defining function of the Clarifier 

role, a clarifying paraphrase.  Eight out of these nine were some variation of an expression they 

had been taught in class: “So you mean that” (see Examples 30-32). The other three expressions I 

had taught were not used at all.  This effect was even more marked in the Devil’s Advocate data: 

as noted in my results, only two out of the eight expressions used for making a concession were 

some variation of an expression I had taught in class (“I recognize that”) (see Examples 46 and 

48).  None of the expressions I taught for signaling a counterargument were used, but a word I 

taught for signaling a counterargument was (see Example 56). 
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  Students had less practice with the expressions I taught for Making Other Effective 

Contributions to the Discussion, listed in Table 1.  Students had been explicitly told they would 

not be scored on how well they used them, but they were strongly encouraged to attempt to do 

so.  This qualification is probably responsible for the result that only one student used one of 

these expressions (Example 36).  I did not teach the most obvious expression for introducing 

one’s opinion: I think.  However, this expression was quite pervasive in the discussions.  The 

results indicate that there were a total of 30 expressions used by the Leaders for expressing 

opinions at the beginning of the discussion and by the Clarifiers and Devil’s Advocates for 

making other contributions to the discussion.  Eighteen of these expressions were either “I think” 

or longer phrases with “I think” embedded in them.  This result was predictable considering how 

frequently “I think” was found in Burkhalter’s work (1986).  In addition, it is consistent with the 

findings of Swee Heng et al. (2014), which indicated that stance bundles were quite common in 

academic discussions by ESL learners.  

The fact that students did not produce most of the expressions previously taught may 

raise questions about Bardovi-Harlig et al.’s findings (2015) that explicit instruction of 

discussion expressions increased their use.  However, because the current study did not apply a 

pre-test before instruction, it is not possible to say what effect instruction had on the functions 

and signal expressions used by the students. It is possible that student behavior in an authentic 

discussion is different from student behavior in a data collection context like that used in the 

Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2015) study (a computer simulated discussion).  More data from authentic 

classrooms is needed to assess the efficacy of explicit instruction of discussion functions and 

signal expressions.  
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Another factor to consider is that the expressions taught to participants in Bardovi-Harlig 

et al.’s study (2015) were shortened and less complex than the expressions taught to participants 

in the present study.  Expressions taught for the Bardovi-Harlig study did not exceed three words 

and they were mostly two-word expressions (Bardovi-Harlig et al., 2015). Students may have 

had difficulty using the expressions I taught due to their length and complexity; they shortened 

expressions taught for signaling a counterargument, such as “But here’s the thing” and “But I 

must point out,” to the very brief and simple “but.”  It is also possible that they did not hear the 

explicitly taught expressions very often in discussions with native speakers, so they did not find 

them useful and therefore disregarded them.   

 In addition to the two research questions, an important question to consider is how the 

results of the present study compare to language used in native speaker academic discussions.  

Very little of the research on expressions used in discussion indicates how native speakers use 

metadiscourse for key functions when they lead discussions.  In studying non-native speakers, 

Swee Heng et al. (2014) did identify “greeting” as one of the functions performed in their 

analysis of lexical bundles in ESL group discussions.   

Mauranen’s analysis of how disagreement linguistically manifests in MICASE data (2002) 

provides some indication of how “native speaker-like” the expressions used by the English 

learner Devil’s Advocates are.  The first thing to note is that both cited studies that analyzed 

disagreement (Mauranen, 2002; Choyimah & Latief, 2014) list multiple strategies that students 

use to disagree.  Mauranen (2002) describes three categories (cognitive verbs, metadiscourse, 

and the use of “but” and “why”) and Choyimah & Latief list multiple indirect and direct 

strategies.  Teaching students to only use one pattern of disagreement, the metadiscourse to 



55 

signal a concession plus counterargument is not authentic.  Prior research indicates that 

disagreement takes many forms. 

The next issue to consider is how frequently a concession plus counterargument pattern of 

metadiscourse is really used by native speakers in oral academic interactions.  Mauranen (2002) 

found very few instances of “I agree that X but” in MICASE data (twelve times in a corpus of 

over one million words) (p. 3).  The pattern of disagreement in Choyimah & Latief (2014) that 

seems most similar to a concession plus counterargument pattern is an indirect strategy the 

authors call “internally-contrasting.”  This is defined as when a speaker “tries to make [a] 

correction over previous statements by restating preceding statements and contrasting them with 

contrary facts” (Choyimah & Latief, 2014, pp. 143-144).  These were syntactically realized by 

two clauses connected by the conjunction “but” (p. 144).  However, the examples given by 

Choyimah & Latief (2014) are different from the concession plus counter-argument pattern; 

instead of first agreeing to some common ground, as one does in a concession, the two clauses 

were used to highlight contradictory facts.  The following is an example: “you have only one 

problem of the study that is about intended meaning of Pepsi, but in your previous study you also 

mention about stylistical theories” (Choyimah & Latief, 2014, p. 145). 

One common finding of Choyimah & Latief (2014) and Mauranen (2002) is the indirect 

nature of disagreement and criticism.  It is clear from this research that indirect methods of 

criticizing and disagreeing are preferred, and also more commonly used by advanced language 

learners.  The concession plus counterargument pattern is arguably fairly indirect (in fact, I 

explicitly taught it as an indirect strategy).  However, I now believe the students would have 

been benefited greatly from a discussion of direct versus indirect disagreement strategies.  

Although students were not taught to use any variation of the expression “I disagree,” one 
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student did (Jasmine in F48), probably without realizing how direct it was. 

Pedagogical Implications 

The major pedagogical implication of the present study as well as existing research on 

disagreement is that empirical data needs to inform future instruction.  Studies like Mauranen 

(2002) that cite MICASE data and other spoken corpora need to be considered while creating 

teaching materials for discussion skills.  In addition, considering how the results of the present 

study contrast with those of Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2015), instructors creating materials should 

reference research based on data collected in authentic interaction. 

In addition, I’d like to highlight that native speaker intuition and ESL textbooks are not a 

sufficient source of data for creating teaching materials.  As Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2015) 

indicated in their study, expressions found in ESL textbooks were longer and more complex than 

the expressions used in authentic oral discourse (in the MICASE data).  One’s intuition about 

which expressions are appropriate for a given function is a very limited perspective; one 

speaker’s expressions may not be representative of the expressions used by the academic 

community in general, or even by members of a specific discipline.  In addition, expressions 

developed from one person’s intuition may not even represent the expressions used by that 

person in authentic oral discourse. For example, if I recorded myself in small group discussions 

in my own courses as a graduate student, I probably would not use a lot of the expressions that I 

was teaching students to use.  This kind of self-analysis would be a useful tool for any instructor 

teaching oral expressions.  There may be expressions I use to perform the same functions I am 

teaching in class, and these expressions may be very different from those I am teaching students 

to use.  For example, it was recently brought to my attention that I signaled a counterargument 

with the expression “Yeah, well.”  However, I did not teach this expression to my students.  
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There were other pedagogical implications of the present study, mostly related to assessment.  

As described above, the roles are not equally demanding and the scoring of the discussions 

should reflect the unique difficulties of each role.  There is also important information that the 

rubric does not measure.  For the Leader role in particular, it became quite clear that in the future 

I need to explicitly teach my students both to be concise, and to split their discussion question 

into manageable parts for their group.  As mentioned in the results, one of the students spoke for 

a whole minute at the beginning of the discussion (1/4 of the total discussion time).  This student 

performed every designated sub-function, but dominated the discussion and shared so much with 

their classmates that the latter did not know what to respond to.  A similar thing occurred with 

the Clarifier role, which I also describe in my results: students would attempt a clarifying 

paraphrase, but they would not wait for confirmation of this paraphrase before continuing to 

speak, which means the paraphrase ran the risk of not really clarifying anything at all.  My rubric 

does not accurately capture this because it does not describe/assess the macro-level rhetorical 

moves that the speakers need to make; it describes/assesses the micro-level discourse, such as 

“greeting” and “asking for others opinions.” 

 If I continue to use discussion roles in the future, it is clear the assessment tool needs to 

better match the task. However, I am not so sure I would use discussion roles again, as it is 

unclear to me that it is a useful method for teaching the variety of language functions that are 

used across disciplines.  Instead, I would teach a variety of academic language functions in 

controlled settings.  Students could then record and analyze discussions that take place in their 

academic content courses (related to their discipline), and identify when functions are being 

performed.  This type of analysis would allow students to see possible differences between 

disciplines, and also see how functions are performed without signal expressions.  Students 
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would eventually record themselves participating in discussions in their academic content 

courses, and analyze those recordings to see which functions and expressions they are using, and 

how that compares with what they have discovered about functions and language in their 

discipline in general.  

Limitations 

 The present study has a number of limitations.  As I already noted, I do not have 

video recordings of the discussions that would allow me to analyze the non-verbal language used 

by the students, if any. I did not teach any non-verbal language to use in discussions.  However, I 

realized while analyzing the data that it would have been useful to have this information, as it 

was not always necessary to use a linguistic expression to signal or perform every function.  An 

example already mentioned is that none of the Leaders Asked a Specific Person to Share at the 

beginning of the discussion, a sub-function I had explicitly taught them.  As I noted above, 

perhaps they did perform this sub-function nonverbally using eye contact or hand gestures.  The 

same can be said for the Leader sub-function of Making Sure Everyone Is Involved in the 

Discussion, a sub-function of the main function of Facilitating the Discussion.  Another 

interesting example is the Leader sub-function of Making Sure the Discussion Doesn’t End 

Abruptly.  Performing this sub-function requires some sort of verbal form that indicates the 

discussion is wrapping up, such as a summary of main points or a simple acknowledgement that 

time is running out.  However, key to performing this sub-function successfully is wrapping up 

the discussion while there is still enough time on the clock. Management of time is an important 

aspect of nonverbal communication. Research that documents how native speakers use this non-

verbal cue in small group academic discussions in a similar context to the one in the present 

study would need to be consulted before creating teaching materials for this.  It would also be 
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possible for a teacher to record these instructions unobtrusively in a course mainly comprised of 

native speakers and then watch them with non-native speaking students to discuss how non-

verbal language is used to realize this function.  

Another limitation is that I do not have recordings of discussions students had before 

learning any linguistic expressions and discussion functions; there is not a “before and after” 

demonstrating how effective (or ineffective) instruction was.  Perhaps students were using 

expressions they were already familiar with and did not try learning any new ones I taught, or 

perhaps their language greatly improved. In addition, because this is a descriptive paper and did 

not include a pre and post-test, it is difficult to generalize. It would have been interesting to 

measure, and it would have made the comparison between the present study and the work by 

Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2015) richer. 

 Perhaps most importantly, the present study does not compare non-native group 

discussions with group discussions between native speakers.  This would be highly informative 

about the utility of the expressions and functions taught, which I discuss more below in Future 

Research. 

 Lastly, this study has a very narrow data set and does not indicate how different groups of 

speakers might perform academic language functions.  The implications of this study are limited. 

Future Research 
 

Future research should examine the degree to which native speakers use expressions and 

functions in academic discussions and future research should also include video recordings of 

discussions in order to analyze non-verbal language.  There are other possible extensions to the 

present study that are indicated by existing research.  
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Research on differences in interaction between groups of native and non-native speakers 

and groups of only non-native speakers has indicated that groups of only non-native speakers 

may negotiate more frequently for meaning (Gass & Varonis, 1985).  Since the purpose of 

teaching the discussion skills and language in ESL 3501 was to prepare students to interact 

effectively in their other coursework, which would mean interacting with native speakers, it 

would be interesting to record these students while they participate in class discussions with 

native speakers to see if they interacted more frequently after receiving instruction of discussion 

skills and if they made use of the expressions and skills taught in the AEP course. 

Recording students in their group work in their academic content courses would provide 

an opportunity to explore whether there are gaps in knowledge that were not addressed in the 

course.  Since different disciplines and class sizes use small group discussion in varying degrees 

and ways (Ferris & Tagg, 1996), it is possible that there are different functions and expressions 

that would be more appropriate to include, or even different kinds of discussion assignments all 

together (larger groups than three members, for example).   

A simple extension of the present study would be to ask students upon completion of this 

class and other oral skills courses at MELP if they felt more confident taking part in group work 

and discussions in their academic content courses, and if they were consciously making use of 

the new expressions they were learning.  Past research has claimed that explicit teaching of 

functions and linguistic expressions will increase the use of those functions and linguistic 

expressions, based on research in computer simulated academic conversations (Bardovi-Harlig et 

al., 2015) but this research does not indicate if these skills transfer to the authentic contexts they 

are arguably most important in. The present study raises questions as to whether they do. 
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