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Infroduction

0.0 Introduction

This book attempts to document the patterned developmental
changes the use of meta-discourse devices by Chinese learners of Eng-
lish,to explore the causes that underlie the observed changes and to
examine the relationship between the use of meta-discourse devices in
argumentative writing and the writing quality. The theoretical con-
struct “meta-discourse” in this study only encompasses two major cat-
egories: textual meta-discourse and _interpersonal meta-discourse,
which pﬁncipaﬂy encompasses illocutionary markers, validity markers
as well as attitudinal markers. The study adopts a cross-sectional de-
sign é‘n\d“;'a_g\;é_l&);é;tﬁéj'J;;efépective to chart the path of development
in the use of meta-discourse devices Chinese learners of English un-
dergo from Year 1 to Year 4 in university. The relationship between
the use of meta-discourse devices and the quality of writing is concre-
tized as the one between the use of the tokens of each type of meta-
discourse per one hundred words in each composition and the writing
quality , which is operationalized as the average of the ratings given to
the composition of argumentative type.

To be specific, the study addresses the following two major ques-
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tions ;

(1) What are the patterned developmental changes in the use of
meta-discourse devices by Chinese learners of English? This question
is approached by addressing three sub-questions. They are: (a) What
are the patterned quantitative changes in the use of meta-discourse de-
vices in argumentative writing by Chinese leamners of English? (b)
What are the observed qualitative changes in the use of meta-discourse
devices in argumentative writing by Chinese learners of English? (c)
What are the causes for both quantitative and qualitative differences a-
mong the learners from different groups?

(2) Is there any significant correlation between the use of meta-
discourse devices and the quality of writing? If there is, what are the

possible causes? If not,why not?

0.1 Need for the Study

This study is carried out for the purpose of (1) uncovering the
patterned developmental changes in using meta-discourse devices by
the EFL leamners, (2) unraveling the causes beneath the pattems un-
covered, (3) unveiling the relationship between the use of meta-dis-
course devices and the quality of writing,and (4) informing and im-
proving the classroom writing instruction in thi¥ regard.



Introduction

0.1.1 Uncovering the Patterned Developmental Chan-
ges in the Use of Meta-discourse Devices by Chi-
nese EFL Learners

Studies aiming to explore 12 leamers’ development in writing are
legion. Over the past twenty years,numerous studies have been carried
out to determine how L2 writers structure 1.2 written discourse ( Connor,
1987 ; Kaplan, 1978,1988 ). They focus on the comparison of native
and non-native speakers’ interpretation of English texts and on how L2
learners > different interpretations affect their writing performance
(Bloom, 1981; Cushman & Kincaid, 1987; Hinkel, 1994; Kachru,
1988; Yum,1987). These studies in essence purport to reveal how dif-
ferent textual conventions in different cultural contexts influence the
generation of written discourse in L2. Studies in this line can be gener-
ally subsumed under the umbrella category “contrastive rhetorical stud-
ies” initiated by Kaplan and his associates ( Kaplan, 1978; 1983;
1988; 1996). Strikingly ,macro perspectives are often adopted to inves-
tigate the different discourse pattemns produced by L2 writers with dif-
ferent ethnographical and cuitural backgrounds. Such studies, unargu-
ably,shed light on 12 learners’ leamning problems and issues encoun-
tered in writing and do service to cross-cultural writing teaching.

Another line of research on 12 learners’ development in writing
is carried out by meticulously charting 1.2 learners’ development in u-
sing aspects of textual features,for example, in meta-discourse markers
(Cheng & Steffensen, 1996; Renkema,1993; Shaw & Liu, 1998 ).
This worm’ s eye view has furnished insights into what really develops
in the development of L2 learners’ writing. This view is obviously

3



Meta-discourse: A Cross-Cultural Perspective

supplementary to the studies with a bird’ s eye view.

What merits special attention are the two empirical studies on 12
learners’ use of meta-discourse devices in this dimension. One-is
‘made by Cheng and Steffensen (1996: 149-181). They examined the
treatment effect caused by teachers’ instruction on the function of me-
ta-discourse in an experimental class. The time for treatment spanned
“16 weeks. At the end of this experiment, they found that this treatment
was effective,and that “students in the experimental group benefited
from instruction about discourse: students in the experimental group
produced essays that received significantly higher grades than those in
the control group” (1996: 149). They finally attributed the improve-
ment of writing quality to the students’ use of meta-discourse devices
which were characterized by higher density and more variety.

The other developmental study is conducted by Shaw and Liu
(1998 235—254) . They also examined how foreign language writers
used register features at two different stages, that is, before and after
summer course in English for Academic Purposes with an emphasis on
writing. The time span of treatment ranged from two to three months.
Eighty-eight participants were set a prompt, which produced a descrip-

tive comparison. Another seventy-six were set a prompt which pro-

duc;(i the persuasive situation. They compared the two groups’ chan-
ges before and after the training. They found that “the major changes
in register features were from features of spoken English to those more
typical of formal writing” ,that “there was less change in complexity of
construction or variety of vocabulary” ,and that “the subjects had been
discriminating in their acceptance of academic style and actively sensi-
tive to genre and other requirements” (p.225). Meta-discourse was
considered as part of the register features in their study. Increase and
4
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decrease in meta-discoursal formulae were reported to exist. The study
presented a detailed delineation of the participants’ changes in the
use of meta-discourse devices.

Both studies aim to uncover how L1 and L2 learners’ develop-
ment in writing in terms of the use of meta-discourse devices and so
far, they are the most comprehensive of its kind in that they gave very
detailed descriptions of how the subjects performed differently after re-
ceiving treatment. The two studies, however, suffer defects./F\{rst ,(h;
length of treatment is short. Often, learning effect fluctuates within a
short time span, and, most presumably,the positive effect will attrit o-
ver time (Ellis, 1990; Towell et al, 1997 ). Therefore, it is hard to

guarantee whether the observed development is stable or not. Second ,"

these changes do not happen naturally; instead , they are caused by the
experimenter’ s intense instruction. The research methods obviously
affect the learners’ learning focus (Seliger & Shamony,1997). So,to
observe learners’ changes naturalistically or without interruption may
bring us much closer to the true patterns of the learners’ development
in this aspect. The third defect is its methodology. It seems too simple
and subjective for them to attribute the improvement of writing quality
to the use of meta-discourse devices without reporting how they calcu-
lated the correlation between the use of meta-discourse devices and the
quality of writing. In addmon the participants are all L1 and )
learners at American universities where natural learning environment
exists.

In the light of these inadequacies, it is of high necessity to ob-
serve and record L2 learners’ development in using meta-discourse o-
ver years in a Chinese context where naturalistic environment of learn-
ing English is devoid. The minute description of the developmental
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