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Abstract: Academic writing is pertinent to postgraduate students because it is mandatory for them to write a research thesis as 

part of their degree programme. However, sometimes the theses that postgraduate students write do not communicate well or 

depict their professionalism. One of the problems these students face, as they write, is appropriate use of discourse markers. 

Discourse markers, when used appropriately, enhance coherence and signal the presence of particular relationships among text 

elements. They are also crucial tools for achieving communicative act in the text because they guide and influence the 

text-receivers’ interpretation of the text. To evaluate how postgraduate students in Kenya use discourse markers in their writing, 

as speakers of English as a second language, this paper analyzed the discourse markers in the literature review section of all the 

PhD theses deposited at JOOUST library. If postgraduate students use Discourse markers effectively, especially in the literature 

review section of their theses, this could help guard against plagiarism because their voices as writers will be forcefully brought 

out. Basing on Fraser’s taxonomy the study identified different hierarchies of discourse markers though elaborative and 

inferential markers were the most frequent types. The study also suggested how some of the discourse markers identified could 

be used to bring out the writer’s voice so as to guard against plagiarism. 
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1. Introduction 

In academia, writing is an essential skill that is required in 

almost every activity that learners engage in during their study 

periods. Doctoral thesis writing not only requires linguistic 

competence (the knowledge of morphology and syntax) but 

also requires particular writing skills pertinent to thesis 

writing [1-4]. This means that developing writing skills, as a 

PhD student, is a complex and difficult task. Thesis writing is 

different from composition writing because it is based on 

investigated facts. It is a form of professional writing which 

requires the learners to acquire its critical skills and 

conventions. 

As a form of discourse, a doctoral thesis needs to function 

together to convey a given idea or information. The linguistic 

devices that are used to hang the pieces of language or 

expression, in a doctoral thesis, together are called discourse 

markers [1, 4-10]. Discourse markers are used to show or 

signal the relationship between ideas or information in the text 

[8, 11-12]. They are words or phrases used by writers to link 

ideas or information in a discourse [13-15, 49]. Without 

sufficient discourse markers in a piece of writing, a text would 

not seem logically constructed and the connections between 

the different sentences and paragraphs would not be obvious 

[1, 6, 9]. Besides, discourse markers also guide the reader 

predict the direction of the flow of discourse [16]. Therefore, 

the primary function of discourse markers is to explicitly 

signal the connections between passages of text and to state 

the writer’s perception of the relationship between two units of 

discourse [1, 17]. In this way, discourse markers do not 

contribute to the truth-conditional content. Instead, they help 

reduce the listener’s processing effort by limiting the range of 

interpretive hypotheses s/he has to consider. Thus, they 

contribute to an increase of the efficiency of communication 

[5, 12, 14, 17-20, 49]. 

Writing has been proven to be the most difficult language 
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skill even for native speakers [21]. It, therefore, seems 

reasonable to suppose that inappropriate use of discourse 

markers in a second language could, to a certain extent, hinder 

successful communication, leading to a misunderstanding 

between message sender and receiver [22]. Effective use of 

discourse markers has been seen as a central component in 

academic writing [23-25] and lack of it has been regarded as a 

sign for novice and apprentice L2 writers [24-26]. Given that 

doctoral thesis writers at JOOUST use English as a second 

language, the present study sought to investigate how they use 

discourse markers to write in a way that makes the message 

clear, succinct, and easily interpretable for the readers. More 

importantly, the study investigated how doctoral thesis writers 

use discourse markers to guard against plagiarism, something 

which has not been considered before in the existing literature 

on discourse markers in academic writing. 

2. Objectives 

The study was guided by three objectives: 

1. To identify the types of discourse markers used in 

research thesis writing. 

2. To describe the function of the discourse markers used in 

research thesis writing. 

3. To suggest how the discourse markers used in research 

thesis writing could be used to bring out the writer’s 

voice. 

3. Research Questions 

This study was based on three questions: 

1. What discourse markers are used in research thesis 

writing? 

2. What functions do the discourse markers used in 

research thesis writing play? 

3. How could the discourse markers used in research thesis 

writing bring out the writer’s voice? 

4. Literature Review 

Discourse markers provide information at the discourse 

level and not at the sentence level [27]. Therefore, the focus of 

the functions of discourse markers in this study is based on the 

text as a whole, which views connected discourse as central to 

understanding language and grammar [28-37]. This is 

contrary to the traditional view that limits the understanding of 

language to the sentence level but supports the modern view 

that argues that textual units have a lot to offer in language use 

and understanding [36]. 

In functional linguistics, where this study falls, the 

understanding of grammar goes beyond the level of the 

sentence to the level of the text as a whole [32]. This is 

because certain factors are needed for the understanding of 

elements in sentences, which lie outside the sentences 

themselves but are found elsewhere in the discourse [31]. The 

essence of this is that dissociating grammatical phenomena 

from the structure of texts underscores their use. The 

importance of discourse in studying language is that it brings 

out the valuable information that the interrelations of 

individual words express when they are joined with one 

another. 

Written discourse, just like spoken discourse constitutes a 

text that should have texture as its defining principle [8, 29]. 

To communicate, every text needs to be cohesive and coherent, 

and every coherent text has some sort of structure (texture), 

which ties the segments of the text together, so that the text as 

a whole is perceived as one unit [8, 29, 38]. Therefore, the 

interpretation of what a writer is talking about is arguably 

based on how the writer structures what s/he is saying. In this 

way, a text is not just strings of sequences of language items 

that are linearly produced and received. Instead, it follows a 

hierarchy of content, so that as each new part of the message is 

transmitted, it is not added on the end of a string, but rather 

takes its place in a complex interrelated structure [39]. This 

points to the fact that every writer is faced with the problem of 

how to organize and present his/her non-linear message in a 

comprehensible linear form. 

The structure of written discourse is governed by cohesion 

and coherence of the text. Cohesion explicitly ties together 

related parts of the text. It combines with both intra-sentence 

structure and inter-sentence cohesion to provide the total 

text-forming resources [8, 40-41]. Coherence, on the other 

hand, provides an abstract semantic description of the global 

content of the discourse [42]. This is because, the meaning of 

texts cannot be adequately described at the local level of 

sentences and sentence connections alone but it should also be 

specified at more global levels [42]. It is, therefore, assumed 

that what is communicated in a text is more than the semantic 

content of the individual text segments. Part of the meaning of 

discourse is the relationship between sentences and larger 

discourse units [43-44]. 

A text is a communicative event. This imply that its 

structure is not a static entity but a dynamic one that is 

interactively produced and processed [8, 45]. Given that texts 

are communicative events that involve interaction between the 

writer and the reader, they can be said to be intentional and 

inferential [34]. In this sense texts can be seen as a result of a 

dynamic process in which writers express meaning and 

achieve intentions and readers recognize these intentions [20]. 

As a result, writers are engaged in more than merely 

conveying propositional content. When they write, they 

present the propositional content as making sense, and at the 

same time present the same content as fulfilling their purpose. 

Therefore, each segment of text encodes pragmatic 

information that signals the writer’s communicative intentions 

and contributes to achieving the overall discourse purpose 

[46-47]. The reader, on the other hand, has no access to the 

writer’s intended meaning in producing a given text. The 

reader’s interpretation of the coherence of a text only depends 

on a process of inferences of what the writer means [29]. 

Given that the main criterion for generating effective text is 

to achieve the communicative objective of the writer, the 

writer’s intentions play a major role in explaining discourse 

structure and defining discourse coherence [47]. The writer is 
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significantly involved in how the reader will perceive the 

relations between the segments of the text according to his/her 

intentions. In order to successfully communicate his/her 

message, the writer seeks to make these intentions clearly 

recognizable and inferable from the text. Discourse markers 

are useful linguistic tools for clarifying the writer’s 

communicative intentions. They signal how the writer intends 

a message to relate to the foregoing or following discourse or 

to a particular aspect of the communicative situation [48]. 

Underlying the description of discourse markers in this study, 

therefore, is the assumption that they perform not only 

connective but also communicative functions. This implies 

that the writer uses discourse markers to signal to the reader 

what s/he is doing in the text and to influence the reader’s 

understanding of what s/he saying. The reader, in turn, uses 

these linguistic expressions to postulate the writer’s goals and 

intentions, which guide his/her interpretation process. The 

present study, therefore, investigated how Doctoral students at 

JOOUST use discourse markers to signal their intentions and 

influence their readers’ recognition and understanding of these 

intentions in their research theses. 

5. Theoretical Framework 

The main framework adopted in this study is Fraser's 

taxonomy of discourse markers [49]. Though Fraser’s 

taxonomy was the main taxonomy adopted in this study, some 

aspects of other taxonomies [7] were also incorporated in 

order to meet the aims of the current study. After integrating 

the aspects from Cowan into Fraser’s taxonomy, the resultant 

model as used in this study is as summarised in table 1 below. 

This study, therefore, presents a new model for academic and 

non-academic writing. 

Table 1. A model of discourse markers in texts. 

Category Function Examples 

Contrastive markers Show contrast between sentences but, however 

Elaborative Markers Demonstrate similarity between sentences and, moreover, in addition 

Inferential Markers Refer to conclusion from preceding sentences so, therefore 

Conclusive Markers Show conclusion to what has been mentioned before. in sum, in conclusion, to sum up 

Reason Markers Provide reasons for the content of preceding sentences because, since 

Exemplifier Markers Provide examples for the content of preceding sentences for example, for instance 

Ordering markers 
Ordering the main points that writers want to make and indicating a 

sequence of step 
first, firstly, second, finally 

Topic relating markers Relate the topic of the second sentence to the first sentence. back to my original point, by the way, with regards to 

Attitudinal markers 
Expressing the writer's attitude regarding the truth of preceding content 

and introducing content in support of cognitive stance 
in fact, indeed 

Transition markers Function as cues to direct the reader's attention I think, in my opinion 

 

6. Methodology 

The study analysed the literature review section of a corpus 

of 20 PhD theses distributed across all disciplines as follows: 

Linguistics, History, Geography, Education Administration 

and Management, Guidance and Counselling, Educational 

Psychology, Pure Mathematics, Applied Mathematics, 

Planning, Finance, Health, Strategic Management, 

Informatics, Information Technology, Food Security, Botany, 

Logistics and Supply Chain Management, Agribusiness 

Management, Special Needs Education, Early Childhood 

Development and Education. These were selected randomly 

from the 74, hard copy, PhD theses deposited at JOOUST 

library, at the main campus in Bondo from 2014 to 2018. 

Those not deposited in the JOOUST library at the main 

campus were not considered in this study. The University had 

its first graduation as a fully-fledged university with its own 

charter in May 2014. The literature review section of the 

theses was chosen because it is in this section that writers of 

PhD research theses need to synthesis views of other scholars 

in the field with their own; something that requires careful and 

accurate use of discourse markers. As they do this, they need 

to situate their research and its significance in the existing 

literature and at the same time try as much as possible to avoid 

plagiarizing other scholars’ works. 

The discourse markers used in the literature review section 

of the theses were identified manually, from each thesis, 

according to the categories highlighted in the model adopted 

in this study. The functions of the discourse markers identified 

were then described. Finally, how the identified discourse 

markers could be used to bring out the writer’s voice was 

suggested. In order to do this as accurately and precisely as 

possible a rigorous contextual analysis, of these markers, was 

carried out from a linguistic standpoint and as per the 

taxonomy adopted in this research. 

7. Findings 

There was a total of one thousand two hundred and 

thirty-two (1232) discourse markers identified in the corpus. 

The survey of the texts revealed that there are instances of 

over use of particular discourse markers such as also, because, 
however, despite, therefore, and, thus, in addition, for example 

among others. This agrees with the findings of other works [25, 

50-57]. The details of the findings of the study are summarised 

in table 2 below. 
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Table 2. Distribution of discourse markers in the corpus. 

No Category Function Resources Total 

1 

Contrastive & 

comparison 

markers 

Show contrast between sentences 

But, however, on one hand, on the other hand, contrastingly, 

contrastively, contrary, disagree (s), contrasts on the other side, 

although, in spite, despite, though, as opposed to, as compared to, as 

well as, like, equally, nevertheless, while 

21 

2 
Elaborative 

Markers 

Demonstrate similarity between sentences 

by adding something or information 

And, moreover, in addition, furthermore, also, additionally, besides, 

more so, another, not only that, not only this, as far as, as long as, to 

add to that, the other, adds that, apart from, again 

18 

3 
Inferential 

Markers 

Refer to conclusion from preceding 

sentences 
So, therefore, thus, as a result, accordingly, arguably, in this regard 7 

4 
Conclusive 

Markers 

Show conclusion to what has been 

mentioned before 
In sum, in conclusion, to sum up, have concluded, concludes that, 5 

5 Reason Markers 
Provide reasons for the content of 

preceding sentences 
Because, since, thus, for this reason, due to, due to the fact that 6 

6 
Exemplifier 

Markers 

Provide examples for the content of 

preceding sentences 

For example, for instance, such as, illustrates, illustrated, examples 

like, an example, 
7 

7 Ordering markers 
Ordering the main points that writers want 

to make and indicating a sequence of step 
First, the first, firstly, second, the second, the third, lastly, finally 8 

8 Relating markers 
Relate the topic of the second sentence to 

the first sentence 

Back to my original point, by the way, with regard to, in 

concurrence 
4 

9 
Attitudinal 

markers 

Express the writer's attitude regarding the 

truth of preceding content and introducing 

content in support of cognitive stance 

In fact, indeed, in particular 3 

10 Transition markers 
Function as cues to direct the reader's 

attention 

I think, in my opinion, in this case, in this sense, in the light of this, 

in this view, by this, to this end, to this effect, in support, the same 

case, as stated earlier, this means, mentioned above, alluded to 

above 

15 

 

As the data in table 2 above shows, ten classes of discourse 

markers were identified in the corpus according to function. 

They include contrastive and comparison markers, elaborative 

markers, inferential markers, conclusive markers, reason 

markers, exemplifier markers, ordering markers, relating 

markers, attitudinal markers and transition markers. 

8. Discussion 

The findings of this study show that of the ten categories of 

the discourse markers identified in the corpus, contrastive and 

comparison markers constituted the majority. There were 21 

types of these markers as shown in table 2 above. Contrastive 

markers such as but, however, on the other hand, contrary, 
although, despite, were mainly used to show contrast between 

sentences, while comparison markers, such as, like, equally, 
while, were used to show comparison between sentences. 

There were more contrastive markers compared to 

comparison markers. The most common contrast markers in 

the corpus were but, however, although, despite and on the 
other hand. 

Elaborative markers, such as and, moreover, in addition, 
furthermore, also, additionally, came in second at 18. 

Elaborative markers were used to demonstrate similarity 

between sentences by adding something or information to 

what had already been given in the foregoing sentence (s). In 

third position were transition markers at 15. These discourse 

markers, such as in my opinion, in this case, by this, to this 
effect, in support, as stated earlier, this means, mentioned 
above, were used as cues to direct the reader's attention in the 

texts. In fourth position were ordering markers at 8. Such 

ordering markers as first, the first, firstly, second, the second, 

the third, lastly, finally were identified in the corpus. They 

were used to order the main points that the writers were 

making and at the same time to indicate sequences of steps. 

Inferential markers such as so, therefore, thus, as a result, 
accordingly, arguably, in this regard and exemplifier markers 

such as for example, for instance, such as, illustrates, 
illustrated, examples like, an example came in fifth position at 

7 each. The writers used inferential markers to refer to 

conclusion from preceding sentences and exemplifier markers 

to provide examples for the content of preceding sentences. 
In sixth position were reason markers at 6. These markers 

included examples such as because, since, thus, for this reason, 
due to, due to the fact that. The writers used these markers to 

provide reasons for the content of preceding sentences. After 

these in seventh position were conclusive markers at 5. They 

included such markers as in sum, in conclusion, to sum up, 
have concluded, concludes that, and were used by the writers 

to show conclusion to what has been mentioned before. 
Relating markers and attitudinal markers came in eighth 

and ninth position at 4 and 3 respectively. Some of the relating 

markers identified in the corpus included markers such as 

back to my original point, by the way, with regard to, in 
concurrence. They were mainly used by the writers to relate 

the topic of the second sentence to the first sentence. 

Attitudinal markers, on the other hand, included markers such 

as in fact, indeed, in particular. The writers used them to 

express their attitude regarding the truth of preceding content 

and to introduce content in support of their cognitive stances. 
The preceding discussion shows that research thesis writers 

at JOOUST use discourse markers in their writing. However, 

it was observed that they do not use discourse markers 

appropriately to bring out their voice in synthesising the 
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literature incorporated in the literature review section. In this 

way, their voice, which could help in guarding against 

plagiarism and making the writing coherent is not felt or heard. 

In many of the research thesis sampled in this study, the 

writers present the information in the literature review section 

by mentioning the authors and what they said. The patterns 

observed in the corpus of the study are outlined below. 
According to Amanuel 2009… 

Okumbe (1999) singled out/observed 

that/classifies/suggested/postulates/states/ analysing/ carried 

out a study/studies… 

Other scholars such as Okumbe (1999) and Horsolma (2002) 

have pointed out that… 

A study by Milimu (2008) points out that/states… 

Indoshi’s (2000) study revealed… 

These patterns were presented in two main ways in the 

sampled research theses. First, the writers presented the views 

of each author in separate paragraphs one after the other. 

Second, the writers stacked the views of each author in the 

same paragraph. These presentations make the writing 

unnatural and not synthesised. The writing is then rendered 

incohesive and incoherent. At the same time the writing is 

eluded of the writer’s voice and seen as pieces of information 

from different authors copied and pasted in the literature 

review section. Discourse markers, if used appropriately, 

could help research thesis writers put in force their voice in the 

writing of literature review. 

Instead of research thesis writers presenting the views of 

each author in separate paragraphs using any or a mixture of 

the formats discussed above, they could synthesis the views 

from the different authors and present them in a cohesive and 

coherent way by the use of discourse markers. For instance, a 

writer could begin a paragraph and develop it as suggested 

below by the use of discourse markers. The discourse markers 

in question are shown in bold face. 

According to Amanuel (2009), discourse markers could 

help a great deal in making research thesis writing cohesive 

and coherent. While, Okumbe (1999) disagrees with the 

idea that discourse markers help produce cohesive and 

coherent writing, he acknowledges that discourse markers 

are important in research thesis writing. In the same way, a 

study by Milimu (2008) points out that discourse markers 

are important in research thesis writing because they help 

make the writing synthesized, easy to read and 

comprehensible to the reader. Therefore, the importance of 

discourse markers in research thesis writing cannot be 

overlooked as reiterated by other scholars such as Indoshi 

(2000) and Horsolma (2002). 

Instead of the writers stacking the views of each author in 

the same paragraph one after the other, they could use 

discourse markers to link the views to make the paragraph 

cohesive and coherent. Consider the suggestion below. The 

discourse markers used are shown in bold face. 

While other scholars such as Okumbe (1999) and Horsolma 

(2002) have painted discourse markers negatively, others have 

viewed it positively. For instance, Wango (2008) views 

discourse markers as important devices in producing effective 

research thesis writing. Indoshi (2000), on the other hand, sees 

discourse markers as pertinent to research thesis writing for 

the reason that they help improve readability of their writing. 

There is yet another pattern of presentation that was 

identified in the corpus of the sampled theses. In this pattern, 

writers were seen to present ideas from different scholars one 

after the other in a paragraph and indicating the authors, 

names after each idea as shown below. 

These policies ensure… (Ogunyem, 2006). The policies 

should encourage… (Schwane, 2005). Security of other 

policies should… (Gibbs et al (2002). The policies need to … 

(Petrazzin & Kibali, 1999) and … (Schane, 2000). 

A paragraph in this format could be reconstructed with the 

use of discourse markers as suggested below. 

These policies ensure… (Ogunyem, 2006). However, the 

policies should encourage… (Schwane, 2005). In addition, 

security of other policies should… (Gibbs et al (2002). In this 

regard, the policies need to… (Petrazzin & Kibali, 1999) 

and… (Schane, 2000). 

9. Conclusion 

Considering all said above, it can be concluded that 

writing effectively and fluently in a coherent way 

necessitates the acquisition of discourse markers and their 

optimal and appropriate use. The problem with discourse 

makers for research thesis writers in JOOUST as users of 

English as a second language just like other L2 writers 

occurs in three ways. First, they overuse a limited number of 

well-known markers. Second, they do not possess the 

existing wide repertoire to use discourse markers in a 

native-like manner. Third, they do not use discourse markers 

to bring out their voice in the writing. Therefore, research 

thesis writers at JOOUST use discourse markers in a very 

simplistic and largely inappropriate way in their written 

works. Given that the presence and effective use of discourse 

markers mark the writer’s familiarity with the register of a 

certain academic community, research thesis writers at 

JOOUST should learn and use discourse markers 

appropriately for prospective success in their field of study. 

Therefore, teaching and learning appropriate and effective 

use of discourse markers should be an essential component in 

academic writing courses offered to research thesis writers. 
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