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Abstract 

Effective argumentation requires not only the presentation and demonstration of propositional 

information, but also the ability to open up dialogic spaces with an audience, guiding the reader, 

meeting their expectations of how a text will be organised, and acknowledging their views. 

Oversimplification in the teaching of paragraph structure with a focus on support for, rather 

than development of, a controlling idea can sometimes elide these interpersonal elements of 

writing instruction. This paper explores the impact of teaching a prescriptive paragraph 

structural model on L2 undergraduate writers’ successful argumentation. Identified problems 

leading to an unsuccessful development of argument were grouped into three main areas: 1) 

failure to justify support in relation to claim; 2) weak internal argument; 3) lack of 

criticality/analysis and these were then analysed applying Hyland’s (2005a) interpersonal 

metadiscourse model. Using a small corpus of 22 paragraphs, the findings show that following 

a ‘topic-sentence + supporting sentences’ instructional model led to primary focus being placed 

on propositional content with subsequent reduced rhetorical consciousness and metadiscoursal 

awareness. Although limited by the size of the study, I suggest that these findings point to the 

need to re-evaluate and advance the teaching of paragraph structure to meet the demands of 

more complex writing required in undergraduate study and to consider the value in encouraging 

the understanding of metadiscoursal use in our L2 writing classrooms. 
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Introduction 

Argumentation in academic written texts is a construct that entails establishment of position, 

organisational structure, and rhetorical choices. These work together to maintain a dialogic 

interaction with academic audiences that is foregrounded by the critical thinking and reading 

necessary for the ‘transformation’ (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987) of content knowledge into 

writing. Effective argumentation requires an awareness of audience and reader-friendliness on 
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the part of the writer if this interaction is to be realised, together with an understanding of the 

need to both demonstrate content knowledge and argue well. Student writers are expected to be 

proficient in critical thinking and developing an argument, but an emphasis on subject 

knowledge or propositional content means that often they are not provided with the strategies 

and skills they need to achieve this (Andrews, 2010), or with instruction on how to develop 

their skills in the context of their discipline.  

   For second language writers, simplified types of argument development taught and practised 

in previous English entry exam or EAP classes can encourage a view of argumentative essay 

structure as ‘one size fits all’ (Bacha, 2010), and a focus on product that fails to provide 

strategies for managing the more complex skills required at university when writing from 

sources (Dovey, 2010). A focus on support for rather than development of the main argument 

in classroom pedagogy can lead to essay writing that lacks criticality and analysis (Wingate, 

2012), with oversimplification in the teaching of paragraph structure disguising the importance 

of the interpersonal or metadiscoursal elements of writing (Hyland, 2005a) in fully progressing 

and developing an idea.  

   The topic sentence + supporting sentences prescriptive model is commonly replicated in EAP 

writing textbooks and will be familiar to many EAP classroom teachers in the teaching of 

paragraph writing. However, whilst this exemplifies the basic elements of a well-structured 

paragraph in an easily understood form, this paper argues that it fails to adequately make 

transparent the linguistic resources that are needed for the writer to progress and develop an 

argument. A socio-constructionist perspective argues that in a successful academic text, writers 

make use of language to “acknowledge, construct and negotiate social relations… [rather than] 

simply produce texts that plausibly represent an external reality” (Hyland, 2004b, p. 5). Without 

the use of linguistic resources to express this interpersonal relationship between reader and 

writer, the writer’s thinking fails to be transparent, and as a consequence leaves the reader 

unable to ‘cohere’ (Bublitz, 1999) the intended argumentation. As Hyland (2004b) posits “put 

succinctly, every successful text must display the writer’s awareness of both its readers and its 

consequences” (p.5). Metadiscourse is the concept used to refer to various non-propositional 

elements or markers that function to support text organisation, establish relations between 

reader and writer, and realise the attitudes of a writer towards text or reader. 

   Previous studies of metadiscourse use have mainly researched larger corpora exploring, for 

example, the frequency (e.g. Lei, 2012; Shaw, 2009), the misuse (Crewe, 1990; Field, 1994; 

Field & Yip, 1992; Flowerdew, 1998), or particular functions (Alonso Belmonte & McCabe, 

1998; Green, Christopher, & Mei, 2000; Groom, 2000a; Hyland, 2000; Jones, 2010; Petric, 
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2007) of metadiscoursal devices. Noble’s (2010) study, in contrast to these, advocates smaller 

‘local’ classroom-based corpus research as having particular value to academic writing 

pedagogy. Rather than enable generalisations, findings from such local corpora, she suggests, 

can provide examples which can be used to inform future pedagogy. Noble advocates the 

creation of a learner corpus as a starting point from which to improve students’ academic 

argumentation as well as a resource for relevant teaching examples. 

   This study is motivated by my own experiences teaching L2 university student writers and a 

desire to understand the difficulties these students had in successfully developing an argument 

at the level of paragraph, despite adherence to the aforementioned prescriptive framework. This 

small-scale exploratory study shares examples from paragraphs of essays written by L2 

undergraduate business students, presented here to enable examination of problems with 

argumentation evidenced in students’ writing. In the first section of this paper, the relationship 

between argumentation and metadiscourse is considered and Hyland’s (2005) conceptual model 

(see also Hyland and Tse (2004)), used to underpin analysis, is discussed. In the second section, 

examples from the corpus are presented and evaluated to suggest how and why a breakdown in 

argumentation has occurred with reference to the linguistic resources that explicitly realise 

interpersonal or metadiscoursal meanings, and the potential influence of a prescriptive 

paragraph pedagogy on this. Specifically these problems were: 

 failure to justify support –evidenced in a lack of  warrant to justify argument from 

grounds to claim; 

 weak internal argument – evidenced in the use of transitions to order external 

propositional material rather than develop an internal argument; 

 lack of criticality/analysis – overreliance on attribution resulting in writing that is 

descriptive rather than analytical. 

 

In the final section of the paper, implications for learning and teaching are discussed and some 

practical pedagogical outcomes suggested. 

 

Argumentation and metadiscourse 

Evidencing critical thinking is a key requirement of successful university essays. Several studies 

of the realisation of argumentation in student writing have taken approaches based on Toulmin’s 

(1958/2003) three part model – grounds, claims, warrants (Bacha, 2010; Stapleton & Wu, 2015). 

Although criticised by some researchers as an inappropriate pedagogical framework in the 

construction of argument at the macro-level (Bruce, 2016; Riddle, 2000; Wingate, 2012), 

Toulmin’s model has been suggested as having merit in the examination of single claims 

(Wingate, 2012). Andrews (2000) suggests that much of the misapplication of Toulmin’s 
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argumentation model results from the misunderstanding of its purpose which is to describe a 

process (development of argument) rather than product (the argument itself), and that instead a 

focus on the linking of the propositions in the model (grounds, claim, warrant) and how these 

are signalled to the reader is the key to understanding how successful argumentation can be 

achieved in writing. 

   There has been much recent theoretical and empirical interest in the interactive and rhetorical 

characteristics of academic writing, examining how writers use language to both position 

themselves and to acknowledge and negotiate social relations with their reader (e.g., Adel & 

Mauranen, 2010; Dafouz-Milne, 2008; Hyland & Sancho Guinda, 2012; Hyland & Tse, 2004). 

The ability to interact in this way is now considered a critical element of writing successfully 

in an academic context (Hyland, 2004a). Metadiscourse (meta-text or text reflexivity) is the 

realisation of these interactions between writer and reader. Articulated through linguistic 

devices or metadiscourse markers which explicitly “organise a discourse or the writer’s stance 

towards either its content or the reader” (Hyland, 2005a, p. 4), metadiscourse relates text to 

context by directing readers to retrieve the preferred organisation, connections and 

interpretations of the writer. Metadiscoursal, or non-propositional elements of a text can 

function to both guide the reader through the internal argument of the text, as for example, with 

transitions expressing logical development, contrast, causality or additional information (e.g. 

then; however; therefore; additionally), or endophoric references (e.g. the aforementioned; see 

Section 2), and to involve the reader in the text, as in the use of hedging or attitude markers. 

(See Table 1 for categories and examples of metadiscourse markers from Hyland’s (2005a) 

model). 

   Interactivity and dialogical awareness are also key features of successful argumentation. 

These require an understanding of how arguments are operationalised, and the way in which 

knowledge is validated by particular audiences. The content of students’ writing – the 

propositional material – needs to be understood not only as individual ideas and information, 

but also in terms of the relationship between those ideas and how the surrounding text unfolds 

and develops. The writer needs to “take responsibility for the coherence and clarity of their 

writing” (Hyland, 2009, p. 6), to make their ‘thinking’ or line of reasoning transparent for the 

reader, so that in turn, the reader is able to retrieve, recreate and ‘cohere’ the writer’s intended 

development of argument. This collaboration requires audience-sensitivity or reader-

friendliness, awareness of the metadiscoursal resources available to achieve this and an 

understanding of the rhetorical structures to realise this. These are aspects of academic writing 

that novice writers, and particularly L2 student writers can often struggle with (Bitchener & 



140 

 

Basturken, 2006; Chang & Schleppegrell, 2012; Chen, 2010; Wu, 2006). 

   Metadiscourse has informed many textual analysis studies of academic L2 student writing. 

These studies have shown metadiscourse markers to be an essential feature of argumentative 

and persuasive writing (Crismore, Markkanen, & Steffensen, 1993; Hyland, 1998). Hyland 

(2004a) (see also Hyland and Tse (2004)) compared the use of metadiscourse markers in 

dissertations written by L2 masters and doctoral students, finding that metadiscoursal devices 

were more often used by the latter group, suggesting development and awareness with 

experience. Intaraprawat and Steffensen (1995) in their study of metadiscoursal devices used in 

L2 student writing found that higher scoring essays generally demonstrated more frequent (in 

all categories except for connectives), accurate and diverse use. Similarly, Noble (2010) in her 

small classroom-based corpus research found that higher scoring essays used a much greater 

range and higher frequency of the metadiscoursal markers of logical connectors (e.g. therefore; 

moreover; however), frame markers (e.g. firstly; finally), code glosses (e.g. in other words; i.e.) 

and self-mention (e.g. my; we) than lower scoring essays. Additionally this study found a 

marked difference in the way metadiscoursal markers were used in developing argument with 

analysis revealing that marker usage in lower scoring essays tended to result in a more narrative-

like than analytical-like structuring. 

   In many models of metadiscourse, a distinction is made between categories of textual 

metadiscourse signalling the organisation of text, and interpersonal metadiscourse signalling 

the stance of the writer in relation to the reader and to the content. Hyland (2005a) (see also 

Hyland and Tse (2004)) however, takes an interactive perspective that views all categories of 

metadiscourse as “a coherent set of interpersonal resources used to organise a discourse or the 

writer’s stance towards either its content or the reader” (p.109). This interpersonal model, which 

informs this current study of L2 student paragraph writing, is based on a functional approach in 

which metadiscourse is realised in the ways the writer refers to the reader, the text or themselves. 

The model draws on three principles which are that: (1) metadiscourse is distinct from 

propositional aspects of discourse; (2) metadiscourse is realised through aspects of text which 

embody writer-reader interactions; and (3) metadiscourse is realised only in relations which are 

internal to the discourse.  

   Although a distinction is made here between propositional material and metadiscourse, it is 

important to note that both elements are realised together in texts and as such are crucial to the 

reader’s ability to ‘cohere’. Metadiscourse does not “simply support propositional content: it is 

the means by which propositional content is made coherent, intelligible and persuasive to a 

particular discourse […] it is a part of the message, not an entirely different one” (Hyland, 2005a, 
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p. 39). Previous categorisations that position textual metadiscourse as being distinct from 

interpersonal metadiscourse are problematic, Hyland and Tse (2004) suggest, and instead they 

argue that textual metadiscourse is actually another feature of the interpersonal aspects of the 

text. For example, transitions or other conjunctive markers can be oriented towards either 

ideational meanings – organising texts as propositions by relating statements about the world - 

or interpersonal/interactional meanings – as metadiscourse by relating statements to the readers.  

   An important characterisation of interaction relevant to this interpersonal model is the 

distinction between two main types of interaction – interactive and interactional - 

acknowledging the contextual specificity of metadiscourse (G. Thompson, 2001). The 

categories and functions of this model are illustrated in Table 1. Interactive resources influence 

the reader-friendliness of the text by managing the information flow, anticipating readers’ needs 

and expectations, and their likely reactions, whereas interactional resources are more personal 

and represent the writer’s “overt performance in the text” (Hyland, 2005a, p. 44).  

 

Table 1 

An interpersonal model of metadiscourse 

Category Function Examples 

Interactive Help to guide the reader through the text Resources 

Transitions Express relations between main clauses In addition; but; 

thus; and 

Frame markers Refer to discourse acts, sequences or stages Finally; to conclude; 

my purpose is 

Endophoric markers Refer to information in other parts of the 

text 

Noted above; see 

Fig; in section 2 

Evidentials Refer to information from other texts According to X; Z 

states 

Code glosses Elaborate propositional meanings Namely; e.g.; such 

as; in other words 

 

Interactional Involve the reader in the text Resources 

Hedges Withhold commitment and open dialogue Might; perhaps; 

possible; about 

Boosters Emphasize certainty or close dialogue In fact; definitely; it 

is clear that 
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Attitude markers Express writer’s attitude to proposition Unfortunately; I 

agree; surprisingly 

Self-mention Explicit reference to author(s) I; we; my; me; our 

Engagement markers Explicitly build relationship with reader Consider; note; you 

can see that 

Note. From Hyland (2005a, p. 49) 

 

   In accepting that textual items can realise either propositional or interpersonal functions 

depending on the context, a means to distinguish between their primary function is needed. 

Hyland (2005a) (see also Hyland and Tse (2004)), therefore, differentiates between their 

function to either organise discourse as argument (internal) or to represent experiences as a 

series of events (external) (Martin, 1992). In the case of, for example, transitions, which are 

central to academic writing in assisting the reader to recover how the writer has linked an 

argument, these must mark transitions in the argument rather than linking events in the world 

beyond the text to qualify as metadiscourse. To some degree this reflects Halliday and Hasan’s 

(1989) distinction between the ‘text internal’ and ‘text external’ functions of items. 

 

Researching argumentation and metadiscourse 

An awareness of the role of metadiscourse in developing an argument seems to be a key element, 

therefore, in improving L2 academic writing. Previous textual analysis studies have 

substantially focused on the development of argument across the whole essay or specific 

linguistic or rhetorical devices that contribute to it. Wingate (2012) has argued that many 

student problems with essay writing derive from a lack of understanding of the need to develop 

a main argument and from an inability to adjust prior learning of formal essay writing schemata. 

Andrews et al. (2006), in their study of argumentative skills in first year undergraduate writing 

found that students’ previous experiences of essay writing were often predicated on simplified 

types of argument structures that did not prepare students adequately for these more complex 

skills of argumentation required at university, often resulting in purely descriptive rather than 

analytical development of ideas. Lack of criticality or analysis is a common criticism of student 

writing, evidenced in either a failure to integrate evidence successfully into an argument, or as 

Riddle (2000) found, in a failure to understand the importance of providing justification to 

progress the argument from evidence or grounds to claim. 

   The signalling of relations between propositions of critical statements with transitions or 

logical connectives has also been the subject of previous research examining the realisation of 
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argumentation in student writing. Studies have explored students’ misuse, underuse and overuse 

of transitions (Crewe, 1990; Field & Yip, 1992; Flowerdew, 1998; Lei, 2012; Shaw, 2009), 

their explicit use (Hyland, 2000; McNamara, Crossley, & McCarthy, 2010), and frequency of 

use as interactive metadiscourse markers (Hyland & Tse, 2004) expressing relations between 

main clauses. Typically students are familiar with the valuable role transitions play as “explicit 

reading cues” (Dafouz-Milne, 2008, p. 106), but as Basturkmen and von Randow’s (2014) study 

found, lower scoring writers did not necessarily select appropriate transitions nor integrate them 

well when synthesizing ideas. In EAP classrooms transition signals are typically categorized 

and taught functionally (Crewe, 1990), which while pedagogically convenient, has been shown 

to lead to a use of transitions as ‘surface-fillers’ (Crewe, 1990) neglecting their function in 

guiding the reader through the logic of the developing argument. 

   Although textual analysis of attribution realised in citation practices and its role in 

argumentation has generally focused on expert texts as models (Hyland, 1999, 2005b;  

Thompson & Ye, 1991), more recent studies have begun to show interest in student writing. 

Hyland (2012) has suggested that a focus on features in EAP classes which help students to 

express experiential and logical meaning can at the same time preclude a focus on the 

interpersonal aspects of language, so that academic writing, rather than engaging and interacting 

with an audience, is perceived as being impersonal and centred on simply the presentation of 

facts. This can result in the presentation and attribution of these facts as evidence to support a 

claim being seen as the sole purpose of academic writing. Borg (2000), in a study comparing 

citation practices of undergraduate and postgraduate writers, found that although both L1 and 

L2 students had difficulties integrating sources into their written arguments, L2 writers were 

less competent at establishing textual voice. The establishment of ‘stance’ through the use of  

metadiscoursal markers as “self-reflective expressions used to negotiate interactional meanings 

in a text” (Hyland, 2005a, p. 37) has been shown to be an essential element in construction of 

argument and critical thinking (Andrews, 2000; Nesi & Gardner, 2012); Bruce’s (2016) study 

of the construction of critical stance in university essays in English literature and sociology 

evidences how a range of interpropositional relations used together with metadiscourse devices 

crucially served to develop argument across these texts.  

   Current EAP textbooks (and also English composition textbooks in general) tend to advocate 

prescriptive structural models for the teaching of paragraph writing (Duncan, 2007) which can 

also serve to decontextualize the paragraph from its function in the overall coherence of a text. 

The merits or otherwise of such prescriptive structural theory as the five paragraph essay or the 

explicit first position topic sentence have been debated and discussed in previous studies (e.g. 
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Rico, 1988; Wesley, 2000). However, Duncan (2007) suggests that it is not the prescriptive 

structure in itself that is problematic, but instead it is that this structure is “often presented and 

understood as an end unto itself, instead of as a stepping stone” (p.471). Thus without expansion, 

the topic sentence + supporting sentences structural framework, whilst helpful in ‘laying the 

groundwork’ for a well-constructed paragraph, can also function to limit students’ ability to see 

how argumentation should be realised in the more complex academic writing expected of them 

in their degree programs and restrict their writing to a presentation of propositional material in 

support of a claim. 

 

The current study 

In this current study, the aforementioned interpersonal metadiscourse model developed by 

Hyland (2005a) (see also Hyland and Tse (2004)) was employed in an analysis of a small corpus 

of paragraphs written by L2 students on a credit-bearing first year, first semester undergraduate 

course. This was used to explore how the pedagogical instruction of a prescriptive paragraph 

structure typical in EAP classrooms might have impacted the metadiscoursal awareness and the 

subsequent reader-friendliness of this small sample. In this regard, the aim of the study, 

therefore, is not one of generalisation regarding L2 student writers nor of one specific 

nationality of student writer, but rather to highlight the potential for re-evaluating and exploring 

further the current teaching of paragraph structure. 

 

Data 

The primary data for this study were a corpus of 22 paragraphs taken from draft essays which 

were written by undergraduate students enrolled in a first year Language and Communication 

for Business course at an Australian university - a full credited course designed to improve 

international students’ language and academic literacy skills in a discipline-specific context. 

The cohort of this course consisted of over 400 students. Reflective of the make-up of the 

international student body in this university’s Business faculty, this cohort was multi-culturally 

diverse, although the majority of the students came from China. Each essay responded to a task 

which asked students to analyse and evaluate the leadership style of a business leader with 

reference to a specified theory. The assignment task required students to complete a draft essay 

on which they received feedback before submitting their final essay at the end of the semester. 

Pedagogical instruction in regards to paragraph structure followed the generic prescriptive 

framework as detailed above; for most students this reinforced prior EAP teaching.  
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Method 

Fifty-four draft essays were initially randomly selected from the course’s electronic assignment 

submission database (approximately three draft essays from each of the eighteen tutorial classes 

run over the particular semester that had been facilitated by nine teachers). The large number 

of classes required to facilitate this course has meant that the curriculum, materials and delivery 

is highly standardised and feedback and grading moderated. Submissions on the database were 

identified numerically and therefore nationalities and background experiences regarding 

previous English writing instruction were not identifiable. Initially, draft essays that were 

incomplete or that had extensive sentence-level grammar and/or vocabulary errors, such that 

they ‘blurred’ intended meaning, were removed from the corpus. Subsequently, one paragraph 

from the same section in each essay was identified. Paragraphs that did not have an initial topic 

sentence were also removed from the corpus to allow for exploration of how and why, even 

with an apparent ‘topic sentence, supporting sentences’ paragraph structure, the development 

of argument was unsuccessful. After these exclusions, a smaller corpus of 36 paragraphs was 

arrived at. 

   These paragraphs were then analysed by the researcher as sole rater to identify problems that 

the students had had in achieving successful development of an argument. Firstly, teachers’ 

electronic margin and summative comments were interrogated with the aid of the software 

NVivo 10 for those that specifically pointed to difficulties in argumentation, for example: 

“You have used the wrong linking word here.” 

“More cohesive devices needed” 

“You need to develop this idea and tell me why or how this is significant” 

Given that in most cases, the feedback comments were aligned with the task’s four discrete 

marking criteria: task fulfilment, coherence and cohesion, grammar, and vocabulary, each of 

which carried equal weighting on the marking rubric, less explicit problems related to 

argumentation were often not commented on directly in the teachers’ feedback. Therefore, 

additional textual analysis was used by the researcher to refine the identification of paragraphs 

that evidenced problems with development of argument, resulting in a final corpus of 22 essay 

paragraphs (comprising a total of 4,429 words, with an average paragraph length of 

approximately 200 words).  

   Identified problems leading to an unsuccessful development of argument were then grouped 

into three main areas: 1) failure to justify support in relation to claim; 2) weak internal argument; 

3) lack of criticality/analysis. The following section presents selected examples from this small 

corpus to illustrate each of these areas of difficulty. Examples are presented verbatim with no 

corrections made. 
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Findings and discussion 

Failure to justify support  

Toulmin’s (1958/2003) theory evidences three fundamental parts to an argument: the claim (or 

proposition) based on grounds (or evidence) supported by a warrant (or justification). Previous 

studies (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Wingate, 2012) have shown that despite a declarative knowledge 

of these components of an argument, students can often lack the procedural knowledge to 

actually put this into practice, resulting in logical reasoning that may be weak (Riddle, 2000; 

Stapleton & Wu, 2015). Textual analysis of the corpus revealed that one of the common reasons 

for a breakdown in the line of reasoning was the writer’s failure to provide a justification in 

relation to the claim made, leaving the reader to ‘fill in the gaps’ and guess at the implication 

of the evidence or its connection to the paragraph’s controlling idea.  

   In all the following examples, the writer makes a claim expressed as the controlling idea of 

the paragraph’s topic sentence. In Example 2, this claim is further expanded on providing more 

details of how this leadership style is characterised; in the other two examples the writers move 

straight into presenting propositional content as evidence to support their claim. However, in 

all three examples, the justification or warrant, that would enable the reader to connect the 

supporting evidence to the claim, and thus revealing the writer’s line of reasoning, is missing. 

In the case of Example 3, the supporting information seems to be irrelevant and fails to even 

support the initial position of the controlling idea. This failure to present a logical justification 

for the paragraph’s controlling idea has also been shown to be an aspect of unsuccessful 

development of argument found in other studies (Andrews, 2009; Bacha, 2010; Mitchell & 

Riddle, 2000); indeed Riddle (2000) found that often underlying warrants or justifications are 

omitted by students assuming these to be known background knowledge and therefore 

unnecessary for the reader. 

 

Example 1: Text 5 

As CEO of Burberry, Ahrendts acts the Creator role successfully. As we know, several decades 

ago, she was a little girl who liked fashion … After graduating from university, she quickly 

found a job in several famous fashion companies … Also these working experiences helped a 

lot and she was recommended to Burberry … In addition, her bold and wise decision making 

helped to reverse the embarrassing situation of the company … And at the same time she created 

a higher efficiency for the company and made the company get more profits. 

 

Example 2: Text 13 

Wei Jianjun the CEO of Great Wall Motors, could also be regarded as a Creator. Creators 

normally have high level of both assertiveness and emotional responsiveness. They are often 

enthusiastic and persuasive that can become strong motivation force (Darling & Leffel, 2010). 

Wei Jianjun was able to create different types of automobiles such as Sedans, SUVs and Pickup 
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Trucks … Also, Great Wall had foreign standards when it comes to safety and emissions; they 

also build their own crash-test track whereas the other automakers had to send their vehicles 

overseas.  

 

Example 3: Text 11 

Except Steve Ballmer is a director, he is a creator too. He worked 13 years in Microsoft. Steve 

Ballmer made every decision and it seems important departments or teams never get full plan 

… Actually, these bring really good profit for Microsoft, but Steve Ballmer made some decisions 

so that the company experienced a failure many times and missed opportunities many times too. 

And 13 years ago was Microsoft had as high as 70% market share of IE browser but this was 

lost to the Firefox and Chrome …. Also he used too long time to achieve cross-platform 

collaboration within the company.  

 

As illustrated by these examples, support for the claim, in the form of examples or evidence, is 

perceived to be the main ‘content’ of the paragraph, and development as the connections 

between and within these ‘supporting’ sentences rather than as the progression of an 

overarching and logical line of reasoning. In Example 1, the writer provides a chronological list 

of statements about what Ahrendts did, but as readers we are left to make our own guesses as 

to how these events or actions led the writer to conclude that Ahrendts’ leadership style was one 

of Creator. Similarly, in Example 2, although lexically in the first supporting sentence the writer 

connects the controlling idea of Wei Jianjun as having Creator leadership style with his ability 

to “…create different types of automobiles”, for the subsequent evidence – that “Great Wall 

had foreign standards” and “that they built their own crash test track” again the reader is left 

to fill in the gaps, or in other words, to guess at how these facts support the controlling idea. 

Here then adherence to a ‘topic sentence, supporting sentence’ organisational structure has 

failed to realise the intended response from the reader and results in feedback comments that 

indicate a lack of logical progression.  

   A suggested revision to make the interpropositional relations clearer in Example 2 might be: 

Wei Jianjun the CEO of Great Wall Motors, could also be regarded as a Creator. Creators 

normally have high level of both assertiveness and emotional responsiveness. They are often 

enthusiastic and persuasive that can become strong motivation force (Darling & Leffel, 2010). 

Evidence of this leader’s drive and persuasiveness can be seen in some of the decisions Wei 

Jianjun took. Realising the potential of a particular market, Wei Jianjun was able to create 

different types of automobiles such as Sedans, SUVs and Pickup Trucks …. This led to …. Also, 

unlike their competitors, Wei Jianjun instituted foreign standards at Great Wall when it came 

to safety and emissions; they also built their own crash-test track whereas the other automakers 

had to send their vehicles overseas. This creative vision meant that … 
 

This simplified two part structuring of an argument also evidences a lack of awareness of the 

importance of writer-reader interaction in argumentation. What is missing is not explicit 

metadiscourse as observable textual devices representing the writer’s awareness of audience in 
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the discourse (Hyland, 2005a), but explanations that make the line of reasoning clear for the 

reader. That these explanations are missing is illustrative of a lack of audience sensitivity and 

understanding of the critical importance of this interpersonal element in the development of a 

line of argument. Primacy has instead been placed on the ideational or propositional content, 

the evidence and examples, as if they in themselves are justification for the claim made. Without 

these explanations of the implications of the evidence in relation to the controlling idea, 

however, the reader is excluded from the writer’s thinking and thus fails to retrieve the intended 

interpropositional relations which progress the argument. This creates an additional processing 

load for the reader who is left with many unanswered questions.  

 

Weak internal argument  

Transitions or logical connectives play a pivotal role in development of a controlling idea or the 

internal argument in a paragraph and in realising writer-reader interaction that is necessary to 

ensure successful argumentation. Perhaps the most indicative example of the failure to 

distinguish between support and development, however, was in the overuse, misuse and 

underuse of transitions in the corpus paragraphs.  

   Transitions or logical connectives are commonly used in student writing as rhetorical devices 

to progress ideas (Crewe, 1990; Field, 1994; Jones, 2010). Usually learnt as lists of words 

according to function, these connectives (co-ordinating conjunctions such as ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘so’; 

subordinating conjunctions such as ‘because’, ‘although’; conjunctive adjuncts such as 

‘moreover’, ‘in addition’, ‘however’) are typically taught with oversimplified definitions 

(Crewe, 1990) and are generally placed by novice writers at the beginning of the sentence (Jones, 

2010), thus requiring little or no grammatical amendments to the structure. Where problems 

arose in the use of these logical connectives in the corpus, they were generally found to be with 

misuse, or underuse/overuse, all long-recognised problems in L2 novice writing (Crewe, 1990; 

Field & Yip, 1992; Flowerdew, 1998). Five cases of inappropriate or illogical connectives 

(misuse) were found in the corpus, and two paragraphs evidenced an underuse. In Example 5, 

which uses no logical connectives and thus reads like a bullet point list, the reader is left to 

guess at any possible relations between ideas in these sentences and thus the organisational 

structure of the paragraph.  

 

Example 5: Text 8 (underuse) 

Steve Ballmer is a Creator type of leader. Microsoft as the world largest computer software 

corporation needs to avoid competition from their competitors Google, Apple and IBM. 

[Therefore????/However???? …] Steve Ballmer has his own thoughts “a great team, great 
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energy and great hard work will never make up for a bad idea” (Ballmer, 2008). [For 

example?? …] Microsoft commenced their renovation, in 2009, Steve Jobs introduced Apple's 

iPad.  

 

Although, as has been evidenced in previous studies, less use of explicit transitional markers 

does not necessarily lead to a lack of coherence (Basturken & von Randow, 2014) or reduced 

writing quality (Hyland, 2000; McNamara et al., 2010), in Example 5, the ability of the reader 

to ‘connect’ the evidence with the central argument that ‘Steve Ballmer is a Creator type of 

leader evidenced by his innovativeness’ is limited by the lack of any such signposts. Of course, 

transitions are not the only issue with this paragraph, and simply adding them in as “surface-

level fillers” (Crewe, 1990, p. 321) would not be the solution to the very obvious problems with 

coherence here. Overall, however, a complete lack of explicit logical connectives, such as in 

Example 5, was less common with only two paragraphs from the corpus being written in this 

way.  

   Overuse of certain connectives, as in Example 6, has been found to be common in L2 

academic writing (Granger & Tyson, 1996; Shaw, 2009), and despite this being a rather extreme 

example of overuse, it does illustrate not only the preference for repeated use of additive 

functioning transitions in the corpus, but also the strong preference found with many novice L2 

writers to place these logical connectives at the beginning of the sentence. 

 

Example 6: Text 2 (overuse) 

Wei Jianjun’s other leadership is an analyzer style. Based on leadership style, analyzer could 

be interpreted as people of a company who do the analysis. According to Bloomberg (2013) 

Wei went abroad, and he found the pickup is very popular in the United States, Europe, 

Southeast Asia and other countries. In addition the pickup models are quite fashionable and 

generous. And also, some of the big Chinese domestic enterprises focused on the saloon car, 

and they neglected the market for pickup truck. Moreover, Wei led their team to make a very 

detailed investigation of the pickup truck market. And he compared his firm and other 

competitor such as resources, mechanism, quality, promotion and so on. In addition, they got 

the results. Furthermore, in 1996, the Great Wall launched its first pickup truck (Bloomberg, 

2013).  

 

Green et al. (2000) have shown that placing logical connectives in this way to introduce new 

information can often use up the ‘thematic potential’ (Halliday & Hasan, 1976) of the clause it 

precedes, taking over the position of a more expected element of information structure. In the 

case of Example 6, because there is no development of new information from the preceding 

Rheme, but rather the presentation of yet more new propositional content, these markers appear 

to function adequately to guide the reader through an external ‘list’ of actions and events which 

the writer believes support the controlling idea of the paragraph. However, despite being 
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cohesive, these devices do not contribute to coherence in terms of achieving the goal of 

developing the argument (rather than just supporting it), and yet again the reader is unable to 

retrieve the internal argument of the text. 

   Although the intention of this study was not to investigate the frequency of the use of 

transitions, it is interesting to note, that even though this was a small corpus, findings in the use 

of additives as transition markers concurred with those of previous much larger studies (Lei, 

2012; Noble, 2010; Shaw, 2009). Table 2 shows the number of transitions used to signal 

semantic relations across the corpus (4,429 words; av/para 200 words) with transitions 

signalling addition being used more than other connectives. Following Hyland’s (2005a) 

metadiscoursal model, frame markers used to sequence and order text (e.g., then, next) are also 

included in the table as a metadiscoursal device separate from transitions. This is because in 

almost all cases these were used in the corpus as a resource with the function of adding 

information. 

 

Table 2 

Total number of transitions and frame markers  

Relation/Resource Total Examples from the data 

Addition 43 

 

In addition [ADDITION], Vu’s company has been named 

the “Starbucks of Vietnam” and then [FRAME MARKER] 

Vu design something new that Starbucks or most of the other 

coffee shop does not have. In contrast [COMPARISON], Vu 

has added the Vietnam style in which is entertainment: … . 

So [CONSEQUENCE] Vu is also being a successful 

Director of the business since he has applied the effective 

skill of Director leadership styles.(Text 15) 

Frame markers  12 

 

Comparison 

 

4 

 

Consequence 5 

 

 64 

 

Prior studies have suggested that this preference for an overuse of connectors in L2 writing can 

in part be attributed to previous English language instruction where explicit ‘surface’ cohesive 

devices are perceived as characterising ‘good’ essay writing (Field, 1994; Intaraprawat & 

Steffensen, 1995) and classroom or textbook instruction has typically oversimplified definitions 

of these logical connectives (Crewe, 1990; Granger & Tyson, 1996). Certainly, a preference for 

explicit connectors, especially those of addition was clear in this corpus. What is of particular 

interest to this study, however, lies not so much in the evidence of the more frequent use of 

additive connectors, but in the role these play in both the development of the internal argument 
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of the paragraph and in the necessary writer-reader interaction. By analysing the students’ use 

of these transitions and frame markers as ‘interactive metadiscoursal markers’, it is clear that 

rather than developing the argument internal to the discourse, their primary role was to signal 

the sequencing of external events as illustrated in the following example. 

 

Example 7 (Text 5) 

As CEO of Burberry, Ahrendts acts the Creator role successfully. As we know, several decades 

ago, she was a little girl who liked fashion … After graduating from university, she quickly 

found a job in several famous fashion companies … Also these working experiences helped a 

lot and she was recommended to Burberry … In addition, her bold and wise decision making 

helped to reverse the embarrassing situation of the company … And at the same time she 

created a higher efficiency for the company and made the company get more profits. 
 

   Table 3 shows a comparison of the roles performed in the discourse using Martin and Rose’s 

(2005) summaries of the differences between the internal and external roles of these devices. 

Examples to illustrate this from the data are also provided. 

 

Table 3 

Internal and external roles of transitions and frame markers in the corpus 

Relation External  (n) Internal  (n) Examples from 

the data 

(External) 

Examples 

from the data 

(Internal) 

Addition adding 

activities 

42 adding 

arguments 

1 And also, some of 

the big Chinese 

domestic 

enterprises focused 

on the saloon car. 

(Text 2) 

These efforts 

were all 

indicative key 

features of his 

creative 

leadership 

style. 

Moreover, they 

point to his 

efficiency 

during his 

leadership as 

CEO of 

BP.(Text 22) 
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Comparison comparing 

and 

contrasting, 

events, 

things and 

qualities 

4 comparing 

and 

contrasting 

arguments 

and 

evidence 

0 In contrast to 

Microsoft, other IT 

companies showed 

more reliance in 

market.(Text 3) 

[no examples 

found in 

corpus] 

Consequence explaining 

why and 

how events 

happened 

3 drawing 

conclusions 

or 

countering 

arguments 

2 The Great Wall 

Automobile was 

changed into a 

limited company 

from the industrial 

company, so he 

took 25 percent as 

single shareholder 

and Nandayuan 

Township in Henan 

province took 65 

percent and the 

enterprise staff 

took the rest.(Text 

1) 

Thus his 

failure seems 

clearly based 

on the 

abandonment 

of these 

important 

markets after 

taking on the 

leadership 

mantle at 

Microsoft.(Text 

4) 

Time (frame 

marker) 

Ordering 

events in 

time 

9 Ordering 

arguments 

in the text 

3 First he became 

the largest 

shareholder and 

then he began 

changing the 

market focus. (Text 

17) 

In the first 

place, Steve 

Ballmer failed 

to be an 

analyzer 

leader. (Text 4) 

Total  58  6   

Note. Discourse roles as summarised by Martin and Rose (2005, p. 127) 

 

The focus on propositional information – the evidence and examples that are used to support 

the argument - is most clearly seen in this extensive use of external transitions which function 

to sequence an unfolding of real world events rather than the internal argumentation. Thus an 
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alternative possibility for explaining the frequency of additive discourse markers in novice 

writers’ texts, posited by these findings, is due to this primacy placed on organising 

propositional or ideational content.  

   As suggested previously, typical paragraph structural models of ‘topic sentence, supporting 

sentences’ can oversimplify the purpose of a paragraph, which is to develop a controlling idea 

or argument, that in turn serves to develop the thesis or main argument of the essay. If students 

are encouraged to find ‘evidence and examples’ to support their essay thesis, and to then 

structure content paragraphs simply so that this evidence is presented as the grounds for the 

claims made, with no consideration given to explaining the reasoning behind these conclusions, 

then there will be no development of argument. Instead, what results is a ‘shopping list’ of 

evidence as illustrated in Example 8, which fails to open up any space for dialogic writer-reader 

interaction. 

 

Example 8 (Text 12) 

In addition to being a connector, Jun Sekine could also be a Director. In Darling and Leffel’s 

(2010) framework, a director knows where they want the organisation to go. Jun Sekine 

accelerated growth by opening 50% more shops in the next fiscal year compared to 2014 fiscal 

year. Additionally 40% of Starbucks shops were in the Tokyo region so more shops could be 

open in other places. So next, Sekine opened many new stores in other places to increase profits 

and expand the company. These are the actions of a Director leader according to the framework. 
 

Whilst these transitions function adequately to chronologically order the external events 

presented as evidence to support the claim, what is missing from this example are the 

explanations that would serve to demonstrate to the reader how this information can lead us to 

the conclusion that Jun Sekine has a Director style of leadership together with the transitions 

that advance this argument in the text.  

   In EAP classrooms, the teaching of transitions is usually done functionally, that is to say by 

grouping transition signals according to the function they perform. Thus to express addition, 

students learn adverbs and conjunctions such as moreover, in addition, furthermore, or and, for 

example. However, no distinction is made between their primary function in the discourse as 

being one of either realising external (propositional) or internal (interpersonal) relations 

(Hyland, 2005a). It is this internal function, however, which realises the connecting steps in an 

exposition and the organisation of discourse as an argument that is crucial to successful 

argumentation. This interactive dimension of metadiscourse (Hyland, 2005a) serves to help the 

writer set out their arguments so that the reader will recover the intended line of reasoning and 

reach similar conclusions. If transitions are used just to realise relations in ideational content, 

then this developmental process will not be clear to the reader. 
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   The impact this lack of awareness of the polypragmatic function of transitions can have on 

the reader can be demonstrated by these two further examples from the corpus. In Example 9, 

the transition ‘moreover’, signals an internal conjunction, that is to say, the subsequent clause 

realises the reader’s expectation that this additive transition will develop the writer’s argument 

through expansion. 

 

Example 9 (Text 22) 

These efforts were all indicative key features of his creative leadership style. Moreover, they 

point to his efficiency during his leadership as CEO of BP. (Text 22) 
 

   In Example 10, however, this expectation of what will follow is not fulfilled. Instead, ‘in 

addition’ is used to realise external relations, that is to say, the subsequent clause is completely 

new propositional content, which means the previous argument remains undeveloped. The 

reader is unable to make sense of or ‘cohere’ (Bublitz, 1999) the text as the coherent relations 

are ‘misguiding’. 

Example 10 (Text 9) 

None of Ballmer’s decisions seem to have provided important departments with a plan for 

products such as Windows XP, Xbox 360 etc. In addition, Microsoft users were reluctant to 

upgrade their systems (Ovide, 2013). 

 

Lack of criticality/analysis  

The impact of the primacy placed on the propositional content in these ‘problem’ paragraphs 

was also seen in the lack of criticality or analysis evidenced in the students’ writing. The 

development of an argument or line of reasoning requires the ‘presence’ of a writer’s voice that 

will articulate the analysis and evaluation of the evidence to provide the necessary warrant or 

justification for the argument made. Thus, development of this position requires students to 

balance the use of ‘expert’ sources (Groom, 2000b) through citation, whilst at the same time 

have a ‘voice’ or ‘stance’ (Street, 2009) realised through the use of interactional resources 

(Hyland, 2005a). As evidenced in the discussions of the first two categories of ‘problems’ with 

argumentation, the students’ paragraphs comprised mostly of support for, rather than 

development of, their argument drawn from references to literature. 

   In Hyland’s (2005a) metadiscourse model, citations are classified as ‘evidentials’ which 

function to distinguish who is responsible for a position. Hyland advises, however, that while 

contributing to “a persuasive goal, [this function] needs to be distinguished from the writer’s 

stance towards the view” (p.52), which is categorised as an interactional rather than an 

interactive resource. Where provided, citation was used by student writers in the corpus 

exclusively to attribute information (i.e., with the rhetorical purpose of presenting information). 



155 

 

As evidenced by other studies exploring student use of citation (Alonso Belmonte & McCabe, 

1998; Groom, 2000a, 2000b; Hyland, 2000, 2005b; Petric, 2007), attribution is a common 

rhetorical function and a general characteristic of student writing, because, as Petric (2007) 

points out, this function is the simplest way for students to demonstrate topic knowledge and 

familiarity with the literature. However, this overreliance on the voices of cited authors had led 

to patterns of ‘unaverred’ voice (Groom, 2000b) in the corpus, where writing was simply 

descriptive, and therefore, rather than advancing and developing an argument, merely listed 

examples attributed to authors. This again resulted in many paragraphs, similar to Example 11, 

which, with the exception of possibly the first ‘topic sentence’, consisted completely of 

attributed sources with little or no analysis leaving no space for dialogic interaction between 

writer and reader. 

 

Example 11 (Text 19) 

During her work as the Finance Minister, Mulyani was a Creator type leader and the initiator 

of reforms to struggle crony capitalism in Indonesia. According to Brummer (2011) the 

Indonesian people didn't feel like participating in the decision-making process in the country. 

Mulyani’s activities were very decisive and tough and more than 150 personnel, even more 

were fined in her unremitting war (Emmerson, 2010). Her anti-corruption campaigns made 

her fight with rich and influential people of her country (Emmerson, 2010). Additionally these 

campaigns were an irritant factor for the elite and with the Mulyani high energy level as a 

Creator which provides additional intimidation towards people (Darling & Leffel, 2010). 

According to Emmerson (2010) it resulted in the fierce campaign against Mulyani and other 

technocrats in the Government, which led to her resignation. 

 

This lack of awareness of the relationship between attribution and averral, which Petric (2007) 

describes as “the basic notions for the organisation of interaction in written text” (p.100), can 

also lead to a breakdown in the contractual and dialogic relationship between reader and writer. 

Lee’s (2010) analysis of attribution in undergraduate persuasive essays revealed that higher 

graded essays successfully balance the ‘voices’ of attribution and averral, opening up these 

dialogic spaces. In contrast, writers of lower graded essays closed off interaction with the reader 

through overuse of attribution and an “externally authoritative discourse because they are 

essentially oriented to … imposed monologic expressions” (p.200). Chanock (2008) offers an 

explanation of this with reference to Bakhtin’s monologic/dialogic characterisation of discourse 

suggesting that students often interpret source material as “single-voiced, authoritative fact” 

(p.8) rather than recognising discourses as dialogic – “that is, they draw on what others have 

said, respond to what others are saying, and anticipate what others will say” (p.8). If source 

material is viewed as monologic by students, Chanock suggests, where fact is fact but how that 

fact is presented (i.e. the interpretation or implication of it) is not considered, then attribution 
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which simply acknowledges the source, makes sense for the student.  

   Recognising this intertextual and dialogic nature of academic writing is, therefore, an 

important rhetorical function of citation, but one that is not always fully realised in student 

writing (Chanock, 2008; C. Thompson, 2005). Previous studies have shown that a better 

understanding of the rhetorical function of citation practices and a greater use of citation for 

non-attributive functions, demonstrating a stronger textual voice, can contribute to higher 

grades (Alonso Belmonte & McCabe, 1998; G. Thompson & Ye, 1991). Particularly for second 

language writers, who can have difficulties in constructing criticality when developing 

argument (Arsyad, 2000; Chang, 2012; Hirose, 2003; McCulloch, 2012), awareness of citation 

practice should, therefore, be given more attention in academic writing classrooms, rather than 

focusing just on the importance of mechanical accuracy.  

   The patterns of unaverred voice and extensive use of attribution found in the paragraphs in 

this study meant that the student writing was heavily descriptive. It was clear from the analysis 

that students generally had an understanding of the mechanical aspects of citation necessary to 

reference sources correctly. There was, however, evidence of a lack of an understanding of the 

function of citation in the construction of knowledge and development of argument which led 

to lists of attributed sources being used to support a claim rather than develop an argument. Use 

of citation in this way is often indicative of the novice writer unfamiliar with not only the 

integration of sources, but also in how to utilise this to develop argument. This can lead to 

‘knowledge telling’ rather than ‘knowledge transformation’(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987) in 

their writing.  

   Examples 12 and 13, however, present extracts from texts from the corpus that suggest 

potentiality in students’ understanding of the rhetorical function of citation in realising 

criticality. Example 12 presents the proposition, the right employees were important [for the 

company’s competitiveness], followed by attributed support in the next clause, with the 

subordinate clause in the second sentence realising a concessive relation. In the final sentence, 

the writer presents the implication of this action. Although the relationship between the first 

and second sentence could have been strengthened by the use of a logical transition, the writer 

has used citation here to attempt to develop an argument. Placement of citation between clauses 

in this way was, however, extremely rare in the corpus. 

 

Example 12 (Text 21) 

In order to make sure the company was competitive, Ballmer knew that the right employees 

were important. He took a part in recruiting technical staffs (Maxwell, 2003) although other 

companies might not use CEO for this. Thus, he hired the best future IT programmers.  
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The development of argument in Example 13 is less coherent and logically transparent, but 

nevertheless, an attempt is made to use the cited evidence to build the argument that Hayward 

had an Analyser style of leadership exemplified in his actions to change the company as 

evidenced in the attributed source. This evidence is then interpreted by the writer and 

conclusions drawn in the final sentence. 

 

Example 13 (Text 6) 

In addition Analyzers also prefer order and resist compromise when confronted with dilemmas. 

After Brown was CEO of BP, Hayward brought some changes to BP after systematic and 

precise observation and analysis. Hayward determined to associate BP more with efficiency, 

technical excellence as well as concentration on safety with the promise of “like a laser” on 

safe and reliable operations (Guardian, 2012). Such measures made BP more stable and 

ordered. 

 

   In the EAP classroom, where approaches to using sources in writing are often ‘de-

contextualised’, and source writing tools, such as paraphrasing or summarising, are taught in 

terms of surface changes, student writers can come to perceive the function of citation as one 

of simply ‘protection’ against plagiarism (Abasi & Graves, 2008). Combined with a view of the 

paragraph as evidence to support rather than to develop, promoted by the ‘topic sentence, 

supporting sentences’ schemata, this lack of awareness of the function of citation in developing 

an argument can result in poor use of source material and a failure to show criticality and 

analysis. 

 

Pedagogical implications 

The examples from this study evidence paragraph writing that fails to provide justification for 

a particular line of reasoning, that principally organises ‘events’ external to the argument of the 

paragraph, or that fails to adequately integrate sources to develop argument. In all cases, the 

dialogue necessary for successful writer-reader interaction is ‘shut down’. The writer’s 

‘thinking’ or line of reasoning is not transparent for the reader, and thus in turn, the reader is 

unable to retrieve, recreate and ‘cohere’ the writer’s intended argumentation. Findings also 

suggest that whilst the prescriptive structural model of topic sentence + supporting sentences 

has value in introducing the basic elements of structuring a paragraph, it needs to be expanded 

to accommodate the more complex requirements of academic writing.  

   An understanding of the purpose of a paragraph as being the development of rather than 

support for a controlling idea would be a good starting point for pedagogical focus to facilitate 

this. In my classroom, I now use the term ‘developing sentences’ instead of ‘supporting 

sentences’ when discussing paragraph structure. By drawing on a local corpus of successful 
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student argumentation for use in discourse analysis activities, students can see the different 

ways a controlling idea is developed beyond just examples and evidence from the literature. 

They can examine how a three part argument model is realised and how criticality and analysis 

is demonstrated through the interpropositional relations realised through linguistic resources. 

Various alternatives to the prescriptive topic sentence + supporting sentences structure that 

could be used by teachers are the P(T)EEL (position (topic), explain, evidence, link) or CJSI 

(claim (controlling idea), justification, support, implication) structural models both of which 

encourage students to evidence analysis and evaluation as well as description in their writing. 

Structural frameworks such as these can also be used by students to evaluate their own 

paragraph structures. (See Appendix A for an example of a classroom activity I have used for 

exploring paragraph development of argument). 

   In combination with classroom instruction, written feedback comments on drafts of student 

writing can provide mediation between writer and reader and provide another opportunity for 

bringing awareness of reader responses to text and for raising rhetorical consciousness. By 

being aware of how and why argumentation has broken down in a student text, a teacher’s 

written comments can help to encourage a student writer to interact with their reader. The 

following example (Example 14) from my own classroom corpus with my written comments 

and a subsequent student revision (Example 15) are presented here to illustrate this. For the 

purposes of this paper, my comments are shown in brackets embedded within the student’s text, 

although in practice, these comments would have appeared in the margin of the text. Comments 

such as these can explicitly ‘voice’ the reader’s concerns as they interact with the text and help 

to open up these dialogic spaces. 

 

Example 14 (draft with comments) 

In order for the success of a major international event, the decision-making of the event must 

include a large number of factors. [Your controlling idea is that decision-making is based 

on different factors, but you don’t make it clear how your second sentence is connected to 

this claim. Is this going to be an example to illustrate the factors? If so, use a transition 

signal to tell your reader this] In 2010, the FIFA World Cup was held in Africa. It attracted 

lots of [precise data needed here] people to watch it (Shone & Parry, 2010). Thus, [is the 

relationship between these ideas really one of consequence? If so, how is choosing a 

location to host a world cup and the number of people who went to the 2010 World Cup 

connected?] a world cup is not easy, as it includes choosing a place to host it [Why/how is 

this difficult?] and many decisions are required of FIFA (Shone & Parry, 2010). [What kind 

of decisions? Why does this make it difficult?] Therefore, the good leadership, organisation 

and extensive communication using multimedia are the factors to ensure success. [How does 

your example demonstrate these three factors?]  

Your line of reasoning is not clear for the reader in this paragraph [student name omitted]. 

You need to name the three factors you will discuss as part of your claim/controlling idea. 
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Tell the reader that you are going to use the 2010 World Cup as an example. Take each 

factor in turn and analyse it using your example as a case study. You will need to develop 

this over more than one paragraph. 

 

Example 15 (revised student text) 

In order for the success of a major international event, the decision-making of the event must 

include a large number of factors such as the good leadership, organisation and extensive 

communication using multimedia. For example, in 2010, the FIFA World Cup was held in 

Africa. It attracted over 100,000 spectators to watch it (Shone & Parry, 2010). A world cup is 

not easy, as it includes choosing a place to host it for so many people and many decisions are 

required of FIFA (Shone & Parry, 2010). These decisions require good leadership skills. In 

2010 World Cup, the leaders had to deal with many stakeholders and problem solving for 

many issues like building stadiums and accommodation (Shone & Parry, 2010). Therefore 

good leadership is important factor in successful international event. 

 

Conclusions 

This study has explored the impact of the commonly-used ‘topic sentence + supporting 

sentences’ model of paragraph construction and approach to teaching connectives on students’ 

ability to successfully develop an argument. The examples taken from a small corpus of 

paragraphs from L2 undergraduate thesis-driven essays have illustrated how problems may 

reflect a primacy of focus on merely supporting propositional content, and how, together with 

students’ lack of awareness of, or instruction in, the role of metadiscourse in writing, this can 

ultimately lead to an unsuccessful development of argument. Although limited by the size of 

the study and by the researcher as sole rater, it is hoped that the examples and analysis shared 

here will be helpful for teachers in identifying how argumentation has been constructed in their 

own students’ writing and how an understanding of metadiscoursal use can help their students 

make development of argument clearer for a reader at the paragraph level.  
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Appendix  

Reorder the sentences below to create a cohesive and coherent argument which develops the 

controlling idea of the topic sentence following the paragraph structure we have looked at in 

class. The first sentence is provided for you: 

As a passionate and charismatic individual, Steve Jobs demonstrated many of the Creator 

leadership strengths categorised by Darling and Leffel (2010) in his personal leadership style.  

1. These visionary approaches to potential market opportunities, therefore, clearly demonstrate 

Job’s Creator leadership style strengths. 

2. One example of this is that Jobs’ focus at Apple was always on making innovative products 

rather than on profit maximization (Issacson, 2012) and this approach led to the creation of 

some of Apple’s most profitable and popular products. 

3. Creator types of leaders are able to take risks and seize opportunities; they are able to inspire 

others with their visions for the future.  

4. He was also able to make the most of opportunities in the market, as in the case of iTunes, 

the iTunes store and the iPod which revolutionized the music industry (Issacson, 2012).  

Write the reordered paragraph below and underline any transition signals. Which of these 

transition signals is used by the writer to signal the internal argument of the text?  

 

As a passionate and charismatic individual, Steve Jobs demonstrated many of the Creator 

leadership strengths categorised by Darling and Leffel (2010) in his personal leadership style. 

Creator types of leaders are able to take risks and seize opportunities; they are able to inspire 

others with their visions for the future. One example of this is that Jobs’ focus at Apple was 

always on making innovative products rather than on profit maximization (Issacson, 2012) and 

this approach led to the creation of some of Apple’s most profitable and popular products. He 

was also able to make the most of opportunities in the market, as in the case of iTunes, the 

iTunes store and the iPod which revolutionized the music industry (Issacson, 2012). These 

visionary approaches to potential market opportunities, therefore, clearly demonstrate Job’s 

Creator leadership style strengths.  

Claim (make your point - controlling idea) 

Justification (unpack the controlling idea – explain; analyse; suggest to show why it is 

important) 

Support (theory; reference to literature; evidence; example; analysis) 

Implications (what is the significance of this support in relation to the controlling idea – 

how does the support demonstrate the main point; link to main argument of essay – ‘so 

what? factor’ – how does this example link to your main argument in your essay; link to 

next paragraph) 


