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Abstract
With the spread of COVID-19 in China at the beginning of 2020, MOOCs, as a kind 
of currently popular online learning resource, have played a dominant role in higher 
education field. However, chiefly focusing on teaching organization and learning 
process in MOOCs, previous studies have paid inadequate attention to lecturers’ dis-
course. In order to provide some useful views on this issue, this study investigates 
EFL lecturers’ metadiscourse in Chinese university MOOCs to sketch its distinctive 
pattern across course types. Based on a self-built corpus, this research adopted inter-
personal model as theoretical foundation and analyzed the frequency and functions 
of metadiscourse by AntConc 3.5.7 and IBM SPSS 23. Findings suggest that specific 
educational context in MOOCs leads to low frequency of metadiscourse and its use 
is mainly aimed at the enhancement of intelligibility, reliability, and interactivity. 
Besides, course types with different knowledge structures also exert certain influ-
ence on metadiscourse usage. Course types focusing on procedural knowledge (i.e. 
the knowledge related to practical process) tend to apply metadiscourse to enhance 
intelligibility and interactivity, while the ones stressing declarative knowledge (i.e. 
the knowledge related to explicit facts) attach more importance to reliability. Lastly, 
the paper concludes with implications for EFL lecturers’ metadiscourse in Chinese 
university MOOCs.
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Introduction

At the beginning of 2020, the outbreak of highly contagious COVID-19 in China 
has been commencing Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) with considerable 
attentiveness because of its great advantage of liberating education from geographi-
cal restriction. Compared with academic lectures and classroom teaching, MOOCs 
are featured by higher openness, briefer lectures, the invisibility of learners, and 
learners’ subjective initiative as chief driving force. Meanwhile, among Chinese 
MOOCs, there are a certain number of EFL courses where lecturers’ discourse 
works as both the object of study and the vehicle of teaching (Nunan 1991: 189). 
Thus, it is believed that in these MOOCs, lecturers’ discourse will present a dis-
tinctive pattern, especially in metadiscourse, because it plays an important role in 
enhancing learners’ comprehension and involvement in ‘monologic’ MOOCs.

However, most previous metadiscourse studies focus on written register from 
cross-linguistic (Dafouz-Milne 2008; Mur-Dueñas 2011; Kuhi and Mojood 2014; 
Mu et al. 2015) and cross-disciplinary perspective (Hyland and Tse 2004; Cao and 
Hu 2014; Hu and Cao 2015; Hyland and Jiang 2018), which have found that both 
linguistic and disciplinary context can exert influence on metadiscourse choice and 
that even in the same disciplinary domain, there are marked variations (Khedri 
et al. 2013; Cao and Hu 2014; Hu and Cao 2015). Recently, increasing interest has 
appeared in spoken register (Mauranen 2010; Ädel 2012; Ágnes 2012; Zhang et al. 
2017). Some studies on classroom discourse (Ädel 2012; Lee and Subtirelu 2015) 
have revealed that pedagogical focus can influence metadiscursive usage and so can 
gender and discipline, especially in intensifiers (Liu 2019). However, these studies 
on classroom metadiscourse are still far from enough, let alone that in MOOCs.

Inspired by previous research and currently under-represented research on meta-
discourse in MOOCs, this study is aimed to find out the general pattern of EFL 
lecturers’ metadiscourse in Chinese university MOOCs and differences among dif-
ferent course types to help EFL lecturers establish more efficient lecturer-learner 
relationship.

Literature Review

Theoretical Research on Metadiscourse

Coined by Zellig Harris in 1959, the term “metadiscourse” has aroused much inter-
est in applied linguistics with two approaches emerging: non-integrative and inte-
grative approach (Mauranen 2010: 17). The former approach chiefly stresses textual 
reflexivity in the organization and cohesion of articles while the latter values both 
textual reflexivity and textual interaction with the aim to build affiliation among the 
three key elements including writer, reader, and text (Hyland 2005a: 63–65). As one 
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of the representative scholars for this approach, Ken Hyland strongly emphasizes the 
metadiscursive function of expressing the author’s stance and engagement in social 
interaction. Thus, he defines metadiscourse as “the cover term for the self-reflective 
expressions used to negotiate interactional meanin gs in a text, assisting the writer 
(or speaker) to express a viewpoint and engage with readers as members of a par-
ticular community” (2005a: 37). Moreover, based on his own works on an interac-
tional model of stance and engagement (2005b) and specific categories including 
hedges (1996), addressee features (2001), and directives (2002), Hyland has put for-
ward interpersonal model (Hyland and Tse 2004; Hyland 2005a), a systematic and 
practical framework with important contribution to metadiscursive research. Thus, 
with the aim to stress both textual and interactional function in EFL lecturers’ meta-
discourse, Hyland’s model is adopted here as the fundamental framework to find out 
the relationship among lecturers, imagined learners, and course content in MOOCs.

Empirical Research on Metadiscourse

Currently, most studies are contrastive analysis on research articles (RAs) (Gil-
laerts and Velde 2010; Mur-Dueñas 2011; Mu et al. 2015; Kawase 2015), university 
students’ writing (Intaraprawat and Steffensen 1995; Li and Wharton 2012; Hong 
and Cao 2014; Lee and Casal 2014; Lee and Deakin 2016; Ho and Li 2018), news 
media (Dafouz-Milne 2008; Kuhi and Mojood 2014; Fu and Hyland 2014) and busi-
ness communication (Mauranen 1993; Vergaro 2005; Vásquez 2015). Among them, 
one of the focuses is cross-disciplinary study, with Hyland as the representative. 
His investigation on 240 graduate dissertations from six disciplines (Hyland and 
Tse 2004; Hyland 2004, 2005a, 2010) found that soft knowledge disciplines (e.g. 
applied linguistics, business studies) adopt more metadiscourse, especially more 
hedges, attitude markers, and self mentions, than hard knowledge disciplines (e.g. 
computer science, biology), possibly because of the tendency on explicit personal 
interpretation in the former disciplinary domain. Furthermore, there are several spe-
cific disciplines divergent from the general pattern of their corresponding discipli-
nary domain. This suggests that no matter in the comparison among different broad 
disciplinary domains or specific disciplines affiliated to the same domain, there are 
both similarities and differences in metadiscourse usage. Similarly, other research-
ers (Khedri et al. 2013; Cao and Hu 2014; Hu and Cao 2015) have put forward that 
metadiscourse usage can be influenced by distinctive knowledge organization of 
disciplines, social authorization and contextual restriction in soft disciplines. Apart 
from synchronic research, diachronic research (Hyland and Jiang 2018) has also pre-
sented a changing pattern of metadiscourse in soft knowledge and science subjects. 
Building on this line of research, this study believes that there will be differences 
across course types with different knowledge structures.

Recently, more scholars have turned to spoken mode, such as student’s seminars 
(Mauranen 2010) and course presentation (Ágnes 2012), and differences across spo-
ken registers (Zhang et al. 2017). However, the study on metadiscourse in teacher 
discourse is far from enough. Lee and Subtirelu (2015) has paid attention to this 
issue and proposed that metadiscourse in classroom is inextricably linked to teaching 
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objectives and content. For instance, L2 teachers in English for Academic Purposes 
(EAP) lessons use more metadiscourse (especially frame markers and engagement 
markers) to facilitate the negotiation with non-native students. Comparatively, teach-
ers in university lectures tend to use more transition markers to help learners grasp 
logical relationship of arguments and gain disciplinary knowledge.

In brief, although current metadiscursive research covers cross-disciplinary diver-
gence and classroom discourse, how teachers’ metadiscourse is influenced by typical 
features of MOOCs and different course types still remains to be solved. Thus, this 
research sets out to answer the two questions:

1. What is the general distribution of EFL lecturers’ metadiscourse in Chinese uni-
versity MOOCs?

2. What are the differences in EFL lecturers’ metadiscourse across course types from 
the perspective of frequency and function?

Methodology

Analytical Framework Based on Hyland’s Interpersonal Model

Hyland’s interpersonal model (Hyland 2005a: 49; Hyland and Tse 2004: 169) is 
composed of both interactive and interactional dimension involving ten categories.

Interactive Metadiscourse

• Transition markers indicate the relations between clauses.
• Frame markers present the advancing direction of discourse.
• Endophoric markers are used to make other parts of discourse salient.
• Evidentials provide intertextual support.
• Code glosses elaborate previous discourse more clearly.

Interactional Metadiscourse

• Hedges withhold commitment and open up dialogue.
• Boosters emphasize certainty or close dialogue.
• Attitude markers express speaker’s attitude chiefly towards discourse.
• Self mentions explicitly refer to the author herself / himself.
• Engagement markers explicitly refer to the audience’s presence.

For in-depth analysis in this study, the original model has been further revised as 
shown in Table 1 (specific examples in context can be found in “Results and Discus-
sion” section).

Engagement markers by directives are further divided into four sorts (Hyland 
2002) as follows:
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 i. Referential acts refer learners to specific items aiding interpretation and some-
times informing them of the following activities. (e.g. look, see, watch, talk 
about, get to know)

 ii. Physical acts instruct learners to perform acts related to real-world. (e.g. ask, 
make, check, practice, decide)

 iii. Cognitive acts prompt learners to think about content independently or leading 
them to understand a point in a certain way. (e.g. think about, consider, imagine, 
find out, identify)

 iv. Emphatic acts arouse learners’ attention to critical points. (e.g. notice, keep in 
mind, remember, pay attention to).

Corpus

The general pattern of metadiscourse in MOOCs has been reflected by a self-built 
100,933-word corpus (The Corpus of Chinese University MOOCs, CCUM) consist-
ing of lectures conveyed by 45 EFL lecturers from 20 Chinese top universities which 
are distributed in central and coastal provinces in China (Fig. 1). These courses are 
all collected from the mainstream MOOC learning websites, including Chinese Uni-
versity MOOC (www.icour se163 .org) operated by Netease and Higher Education 

Table 1.  Theoretical framework based on Hyland’s interpersonal model

Category Sub category Examples Code

Transition markers For addition moreover, and, besides <Tad>
For comparison but, however, similarly <Tcm>
For consequence because, so, thus <Tcn>

Frame markers For sequencing first, one, then <Fse>
For labelling stages to sum up, so far <Fst>
For announcing goals will, want <Fgo>
For shifting topic turn to, now, so <Ftp>

Endophoric markers / above; in the following <EdM>
Evidentials / according to X; Z states <Evi>
Code Glosses By examples for example, such as <Ce>

By defining which means, refer to <Cd>
By rephrasing in other words; that is (to say) <Cr>

Hedges / might; perhaps; possible; about <H>
Boosters / in fact; definitely; it is clear that <B>
Attitude markers / unfortunately; surprisingly; agree <A>
Self mentions / I; my; me; we (exclusive) <Sem>
Engagement markers By questions wh-Q, yes/no-Q, minimal Q <Egq>

By directives look, ask, consider, remember <Egd>
By first person we, our, us (inclusive) <Egf>
By second person you, your, yourself <Egs>

http://www.icourse163.org
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Press, Xuetangx (www.xueta ngx.com) by Tsinghua University, and CNMOOC 
(www.cnmoo c.org) by Shanghai Jiao Tong University.

Additionally, considering that learners of different English levels may exert cer-
tain influence on research results, the researcher uniformly selected the courses 
designed for learners with basic English level. In addition, due to the absence of 
physical students, the impact from lecturer-student interaction at different degrees 
can be excluded.

Table 2 presents the detailed information of selected courses which are divided 
into five course types including English for General Purposes (the courses for inte-
grated skills in English but with reading as the main part), English for Occupational 
Purposes (the courses for knowledge and skills required by specific occupations), 

Fig. 1.  The distribution of 20 Chinese universities providing selected MOOCs

http://www.xuetangx.com
http://www.cnmooc.org
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English for Specific Skills (the courses for the improvement of language skills), Eng-
lish for Academic Courses (the courses for introducing the language itself and west-
ern literature), and English for Cultural Communication (the courses for communi-
cating knowledge about Chinese and western culture), which will be abbreviated as 
GenP, OccuP, SpecS, AcadC, CultC hereinafter.

These course types can be further distinguished from the perspective of knowl-
edge classification put forward by John R. Anderson. For the research purpose, we 
set a continuum with the two sorts of knowledge on the two ends. Figure  2 pre-
sents the relative positions of five course types in this study on the continuum. Since 
SpecS attaches much importance to the acquisition or improvement of a certain 
skill including listening, speaking, writing, and translation, this course type mainly 
focuses on procedural knowledge which is related to how to perform tasks (Ander-
son 2009: 205–207). Similar to SpecS, GenP also aims at improving learners’ skills, 
but its main content is intensive reading including both textual analysis and reading 
practice as well as the introduction of western culture. Thus, in contrast to SpecS, 
GenP is relatively closer to the other end of the continuum, declarative knowledge 
focusing on explicit knowledge of various facts (Ibid). However, AcadC and CultC 
are the right-most ones on the continuum due to their main focus on static and 
descriptive knowledge around linguistics, literature or Chinese and western culture. 
The last category, OccuP is positioned almost in the middle of the continuum, refer-
ring to its combination of both sorts of knowledge on professional knowledge and 
specific skills required by a certain occupation.

To take a closer look on each course type, Table 3 presents the general situation 
of the corresponding sub-corpora across course types. It can be found that each sub-
corpus includes 8–12 lecturers respectively contributing around 20 minutes’ lecture 
about 2100–2300 words.

Fig. 2.  The five course types’ positions on the continuum of procedural-declarative knowledge

Table 3.  Description of sub-corpus across course types

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

No. of lecturers 8 8 8 9 12
Average time (min) 20.81 21.81 20.81 22.61 23.67
Average length (words) 2,224.75 2,191.25 2,264 2,159.30 2,338.25
Total Tokens (words) 17,798 17,530 18,112 19,434 28,059
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Procedure and Reliability

After course selection, the research has carried out the process of transcription, 
annotation, and statistical analysis. The first-round transcription has been com-
pleted through speech-to-text processing on www.iflyr ec.com. Then, the transcrip-
tion has been manually proofread to retain its authenticity. Manual annotation is fin-
ished with reference to the list of metadiscursive items in Hyland’s work (2005a: 
218–224) and later verified by the other researcher. Correlations (Spearman’s rho) 
between the two researchers’ result is 0.93, representing a relatively high reliability 
in annotation. In this phase, we have met some difficulties. For example, some items 
can function as both metadiscourse and general propositional items and even the 
same metadiscursive item can present different functions. Under all these circum-
stances, the identification has been finished according to their specific context and 
main function. During statistical analysis, the researcher has adopted AntConc 3.5.7 
(2018) to obtain raw frequency for Chi-square test of independence carried by IBM 
SPSS 23. To avoid the influence brought by external factors, this research mainly 
focuses on the differences with p-value at the level of p < 0.01 (annotated with **) 
and p < 0.001 (***). Accompanying statistical result, detailed observation on con-
cordance lines is also adopted based on Hyland’s interpretation on metadiscourse to 
find out specific functions of metadiscourse in MOOCs.

Results and Discussion

Since all the research materials are collected from MOOCs without face-to-face 
interviews with lecturers and learners, the analysis is based on the general principle 
of result analysis in corpus-based research, which includes the assistance of objec-
tive data results and specific context, reference to related analytical framework and 
previous studies, and avoidance of overgeneralization.

General Distribution of Metadiscourse in CCUM

From Table 4 which presents the general distribution of metadiscourse in CCUM, 
it can be found that the CCUM lecturers’ metadiscourse distribution covers practi-
cally all the categories in Hyland’s interpersonal model, but its frequency (72.82 
per thousand words, abbreviated as “ptw” thereafter) is much lower than that in Lee 
and Subtirelu’s research on university lectures in classroom teaching (152.06 ptw). 
This is probably because the brevity of MOOCs requires lecturers to convey more 
substantial content in limited periods. Another reason can be that the invisibility 
of learners in MOOCs suppresses the demand for more metadiscourse in mutual 
interaction.

As for the two dimensions, it can be found that interactional metadiscourse 
(44.06 ptw, 60.50%) appears more frequently than interactive one (28.76 ptw, 
39.50%), which is similar to Lee and Subtirelu’s findings (2015: 57) that the ratio of 
two dimensions (interactive metadiscourse 84.15 ptw; interactional metadiscourse 

http://www.iflyrec.com
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127.36 ptw) almost reaches 2:3. Figure  3 presents the distribution of ten catego-
ries from the most frequently-used one to the least one in anticlockwise direction: 
engagement markers, transition markers, frame markers, hedges, code glosses, 
boosters, endophoric markers, attitude markers, self mentions, and evidentials.

Table 4  The general distribution of metadiscourse in CCUM

Bold and italic represent the total number of a certain category, which is aimed to distinguish the data for 
the subcategories from the data for categories

Dimension Category Raw freq. Norm. freq. Prop. (%)

Interactive metadiscourse Transition Markers 1183 11.72 16.10
Frame Markers 1098 10.88 14.94
Endophoric Markers 158 1.57 2.15
Evidentials 98 0.97 1.33
Code Glosses 366 3.63 4.98
Total 2903 28.76 39.50

Interactional metadiscourse Hedges 702 6.96 9.55
Boosters 321 3.18 4.37
Attitude Markers 143 1.42 1.95
Self mentions 136 1.35 1.85
Engagement Markers 3145 31.16 42.79
Total 4447 44.06 60.50

Total metadiscourse 7350 72.82 100

Fig. 3.  Proportion ranking of different categories of metadiscourse in CCUM
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1. Interactive dimension
  In interactive dimension, transition markers and frame markers are used most 

often due to their important role in guiding learners through the courses, followed 
by code glosses, endophoric markers, and evidentials.

  Transition markers (11.72 ptw 16.10%) are used mainly to help learners to 
grasp sentential logic, including the relation of comparison (4.16 ptw), conse-
quence (4.03 ptw), and addition (3.53 ptw). Lecturers’ tendency in using but (1.67 
ptw) and however (1.26 ptw) indicates their inclination to focus on adversative 
relations to highlight key points (see Example 1). Besides, the usage of so (1.65 
ptw), as shown in Example 2, suggests lecturers’ tendency to adopt inductive 
method in reasoning, namely, to present evidence before drawing conclusions.

 (1) In the next few minutes, some sentences from text A will be analyzed in 
detail. But before we begin, two things need to be stressed.

 (2) Sometimes they look even more convincing than logical arguments, so we 
need to present them in a wise way.

   Frame markers (10.88 ptw 14.94%) are mainly used to quickly inform 
learners of the layout of lectures especially by markers for sequencing 
(4.84 ptw) to enumerate key points in sequence. On the other hand, mark-
ers for shifting topics (2.78 ptw) are used to help lecturers make discourse 
flow naturally and smoothly. For example:

 (3) The first one is immediate action situation …. The next one is delayed 
action situation… The third one is person missing situation.

 (4) Now it’s time to listen to some famous R&B songs.
   Besides, markers for announcing goals (2.44 ptw) are usually used at the 

beginning of the lecture to inform learners of main content to be covered 
later, which can, to a certain degree, help learners get ready for study. 
This subcategory is often used in the structure of In this lesson, we will…. 
Accounting for the smallest proportion in this category, frame makers for 
labelling stages (0.81 ptw) in CCUM are mainly used to review previous 
content at the end of lectures.

 (5) Basically, here are three types of albums: live, solo, tribute or cover.
 (6) In conclusion, Kate Chopin expresses the oppression on women with her 

extensive use of situational and dramatic ironies throughout the story.
   Another helpful category assisting learners’ understanding is code 

glosses which are used as examples (1.81 ptw, 50.00%), defining (1.19 
ptw, 32.79%), and rephrasing (0.62 ptw, 17.21%). This category explicitly 
reflects lecturers’ consideration and prediction on learners’ prior knowl-
edge and experiences. Among three subcategories, giving examples is the 
most effective method in making propositions more intelligible. Thus, it 
appears most frequently in this category probably because lecturers want 
to enable learners to understand lectures efficiently in MOOCs.

 (7) The relieved officer shall introduce to the relieving officer the relative 
matters at present, such as the ship’s course, position, vessel nearby, …

 (8) Originally, a bulldog refers to a muscular heavy dog with a wrinkled face 
and a distinctive pushed-in nose.
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 (9) Barristers are governed by the General Council of the Bar, known as the 
Bar Council and Inns of Court.

   In CCUM, endophoric markers (1.57 ptw, 2.15%) present a compara-
tively low frequency. This category underscores certain material in speech 
to provide scaffolding for learners’ understanding. Lecturers usually adopt 
in the following (…) (0.43 ptw) to get learners prepared for the things yet 
to come and in this lesson/part/sentence… (0.30 ptw) to review earlier 
material to convey more detailed analysis.

 (10) In the following lessons, we will look at many more examples and talking 
about greater detail on the understanding of word meanings in translation.

 (11) In this lesson, we have gone over how vessels shall navigate in a traffic 
separation scheme.

   The category of evidentials (0.97 ptw, 1.33%) is vital in assisting lec-
turers to recognize the ownership of thoughts to show respect to original 
authors. More importantly, lecturers also use this category to seek for 
sound evidence from authoritative sources to provide a relatively reliable 
basis for their claims. However, this category ranks the last one in the 
proportion distribution of the whole usage. This may lie in the reason that 
much of the information is shared by disciplinary communities (Lee and 
Subtirelu 2015: 59).

 (12) The poem was not completed, but according to Byron, Don Juan was 
originally supposed to fight and die in the French revolution.

2. Interactional dimension
  Interactional metadiscourse plays a vital role in involving learners in courses, 

with engagement markers (31.16 ptw 42.79%) as the most frequent category but 
self mentions the least frequent one.

  For lecturers, the main purpose of adopting engagement markers is perhaps to 
construct affiliation in invisible interaction with learners in MOOCs. This cat-
egory mostly appears in the form of addressee-oriented pronoun you (8.91ptw) 
and inclusive we (6.59 ptw), For example:

 (13) The word ‘fiddle’ can also be used as a verb, but in this case, we are look-
ing at a fiddle and you will see the difference.

   Meanwhile, rhetorical questions (3.64 ptw) are also used frequently 
to elicit topic, draw learners’ attention to important issues, and steer the 
development of lectures, while minimal questions (0.24 ptw) including 
brief questions and tag questions are mainly used to seek for learners’ 
agreement and to make prediction on learners’ response as shown in 
Example 14 and 15.

 (14) It’s so vital for all of us to stay healthy for the survival of our species. This 
is indeed humanism, isn’t it?

 (15) So always remember practice makes perfect. Sounds cliché? But it is the 
truth.

   Directives, similarly, can directly guide learners to focus on certain 
issues, especially in the form of referential acts (1.81 ptw) to draw learn-



255

1 3

EFL Lecturers’ Metadiscourse in Chinese University MOOCs…

ers’ attention to certain sentences, specific examples, and audio-visual 
material to assist understanding on content. Moreover, compared with 
emphatic (0.63 ptw) and cognitive acts (0.59 ptw), lecturers are more 
inclined to use physical directives (1.83 ptw) to present the appropriate 
approaches of fulfilling tasks in realistic life. For example:

 (16) Finally, let’s take a look at (referential act) the cargo handling gears.
 (17) But pay attention (emphatic act), catch is turned to its past participle 

caught, which indicates passive voice.
 (18) Imagine (cognitive act) for a moment how dull the world would be if there 

were only one word to voice a particular thought.
 (19) Try (physical act) different approaches to see which one is best for you, 

but always check (physical act) your introduction before you turn in your 
final paper.

   Additionally, the frequent usage of hedges (6.96 ptw 9.55%) probably 
indicates the lecturers’ tendency to establish reliability, which may be 
aroused by high openness of MOOCs. Further investigation has found that 
the lecturers in CCUM are apt to use hedges to bring accuracy to discourse 
by means of adverbs, adjectives, and modal verbs expressing uncertainty. 
Meanwhile, this paper holds the view that the hedges you may/might ask/
find/see… and I think/guess/assume you … (0.32 ptw) can be seen as 
a kind of anticipation-oriented hedges (see Example 21) since they are 
principally aimed at anticipating learners’ prior knowledge and possible 
response, which may help lecturers organize content in a more effective 
way. This may be, to a great extent, closely related to the invisibility of 
learners in MOOCs.

 (20) To varying degrees, almost every piece of short story means differently 
to different readers, depending on their age, education and gender.

 (21) Now you may ask me: “Alice, how can I control my nervousness?”
   As the opposite of hedges, boosters (3.18 ptw, 4.37%) account for com-

paratively smaller proportion than hedges. However, in contrast to convey-
ing lecturers’ conviction on certain points, boosters in CCUM are more 
often used to invoke learners’ common sense or to encourage them to 
stand on lecturers’ sides. This usage is usually collocated with addressee-
oriented engagement markers you and we. For instance:

 (22) We all know that language is mainly used to express meaning and we all 
know how to express meaning through language.

   Moreover, boosters also usually co-occur with hedges to mitigate the 
imposition force on learners even when lecturers express their firm opin-
ions, as shown in Example 23. Lecturers’ preference to hedges and pru-
dence in boosters, to some extent, reflect their consideration of learners’ 
vital role in invisible interaction in MOOCs.

 (23) Instead of attending Ballyhoo, Lala preferred to stay at home and write a 
novel. There is no doubt that she’s more or less (hedge) discontent with 
this cold and hostile society.

   Similar to Lee and Subtirelu’s study, attitude markers (1.42 ptw, 1.95%) 
account for a quite low frequency in the overall usage. One of the reasons 
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may be that attitude markers can be presented by paralinguistic signals 
(Lee and Subtirelu 2015: 60). However, the current study presents less 
frequent usage than previous study, which may be attributed to lectur-
ers’ desire to make speech more objective without subjective emotions 
in MOOCs. In terms of specific items, besides the ones directly express-
ing lecturers’ affective feelings towards content such as interestingly and 
unfortunately, lecturers tend to use evaluative adjectives with the nature 
of directives (Hyland 2002: 237), such as it is important/necessary/dif-
ficult/easy to…, to prompt learners to realize the importance or necessity 
of carrying out certain action or the degree of difficulty of certain tasks. 
For example:

 (24) As we know, a title usually serves as the manifestation of the theme, which 
controls the whole article, so it’s very important to understand the title in 
order to get the theme.

   Compared with Lee and Subtirelu’s research where self mentions reach 
22.47 ptw in university lectures (2015: 57), the frequency of this category 
in MOOCs (1.35 ptw, 1.85%) is quite low possibly because the invisibility 
of learners in MOOCs reduce lecturers’ demand for frequent interaction 
with learners. Alternatively, lecturers intend to make their speech more 
formal. In this study, self mentions are usually collocated with frame 
markers for announcing goals (see Example 25) to introduce the follow-
ing content of lectures and sometimes are used by lecturers to provide 
instruction or suggestions for learners in performing tasks.

 (25) I would like to give you some examples of what these types of plagiarism 
look like. All the examples that I am about to share with you come from 
the Georgetown University Honor Council Website.

   In addition, lecturers also use self mentions to share their experiences in 
face-to-face teaching or indicate one’s speculation, conviction or attitude 
in the combination with hedges, boosters, and attitude markers such as 
think, guess, assume, know, believe, hope, etc. For example:

 (26) Before they took part in this speaking contest of Hunan Province, they had 
all gone through my face to face “sweet torture” for more than 500 hours.

 (27) I guess so many of us might have this kind of feelings before, especially 
after each examination. Right?

Differences in Metadiscourse Across Course Types

Besides the general pattern of metadiscourse in CCUM, further analysis has found 
that there are obvious differences in EFL lecturers’ metadiscourse pattern across 
course types. The following tables respectively present the metadiscursive patterns 
of different course types and the comparative results from the aspect of overall 
usage, interactive dimension and interactional dimension.

Table  5 presents the distribution of all the categories and sub-categories of 
metadiscourse.
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As the table shows, all the course types present their own typical patterns of 
metadiscourse usage while only OccuP shares a similar pattern with CCUM.

Table 6 gives the statistical results of the comparation of general metadiscourse 
across course types.

With regard to the total metadiscourse, among the five course types, SpecS ranks 
the first according to the statistical results shown in Table 6: SpecS > GenP > OccuP 
> AcadC = CultC. The observation on the other two parts in Table  6 also finds 

Table 5  The distribution of 
metadiscourse across course 
types

Bold and italic represent the total number of a certain category, 
which is aimed to distinguish the data for the subcategories from the 
data for categories

Category Normalized frequency (ptw)

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

Transition Markers
 Tad 2.92 3.19 3.92 3.40 3.96
 Tcm 3.71 2.68 4.58 5.61 4.10
 Tcn 3.54 3.59 6.63 3.96 3.03
 Total 10.17 9.47 15.13 12.97 11.08

Frame Markers
 Fse 8.93 4.85 6.46 2.11 3.14
 Fst 0.62 1.20 1.38 0.41 0.61
 Fgo 1.80 2.34 4.20 2.01 2.07
 Ftp 4.33 1.37 6.29 1.18 1.53
 Total 15.68 9.75 18.33 5.71 7.34

Endophoric Markers 2.30 1.48 2.10 1.34 0.96
 Evidentials 1.29 0.40 0.33 1.29 1.32

Code Glosses
 Ce 1.85 2.00 2.37 1.85 1.28
 Cd 1.07 1.60 0.83 1.08 1.35
 Cr 0.62 0.74 0.28 0.77 0.68
 Total 3.54 4.34 3.48 3.70 4.63

Hedges 5.67 7.07 7.01 6.69 7.80
Boosters 2.75 2.34 4.31 4.17 2.57
Attitude Markers 1.46 1.37 1.77 0.82 1.64
Self mentions 1.07 0.57 4.25 0.46 0.75
Engagement Markers
 Egq 5.39 2.97 5.74 3.55 2.49
 Egd 5.11 6.05 11.43 1.23 2.14
 Egf 13.09 7.70 19.10 7.31 4.92
 Egs 14.33 15.52 32.69 2.52 3.99
 Total 37.93 32.23 68.96 14.61 13.54

Interactive dimension 32.98 25.44 39.37 25.01 25.34
Interactional dimension 48.88 43.58 86.30 26.76 26.30
Total metadiscourse 81.86 69.02 125.66 51.76 51.64
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the similar ranking: interactive metadiscourse (SpecS > GenP > OccuP = AcadC 
= CultC) and interactional metadiscourse (SpecS > GenP = OccuP > AcadC = 
CultC). Specifically speaking, the differences among the five course types chiefly 
appear in transition markers, frame markers, evidentials, boosters, self mentions, 
and engagement markers.

Transition Markers

In the discussion on transition markers, Table 7 shows the comparative results across 
five course types from the aspect of overall usage and the subcategories including 
transition markers for addition (Tad), comparison (Tcm), and consequence (Tcn).

The table indicates that transition markers are used most frequently in SpecS 
and there is almost no evident difference among the other sub-corpora. The only 
noteworthy point is that the reason why there is no difference in the comparison 
of SpecS-AcadC, GenP-AcadC and CultC-AcadC at the same time is that the fre-
quency of AcadC is located in the middle in the ranking of five sub-corpora as 
illustrated in Table  5. In order to find out the course type which adopts transi-
tion markers most commonly, this research needs to choose SpecS which pre-
sents more differences in comparison with other course types. Moreover, further 

Table 6  Comparative results (p-value) of general metadiscourse across course types

a (+)/(−): the sub-corpus on the left column uses certain category of metadiscourse more (+) or less (−) 
frequently than the one in the upper line
**/***: the p-value in Chi-square test is significant at the level of p < 0.01 / p < 0.001

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

Total
GenP / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (−)a 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.952
CultC / / / / /
Interactive
GenP / 0.000*** (+) 0.001** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.790 0.946
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.821
CultC / / / / /
Interactional
GenP / 0.018 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.761
CultC / / / / /
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analysis on sub-categories presents that the result is caused by SpecS’s most fre-
quent usage of the markers for consequence to explain the reasons why skill prac-
tice needs to be completed in a certain way.

Frame Markers

Table 8 presents the comparative results of overall usage of frame markers across 
course types and also involves the analysis on the subcategories including frame 
markers for sequencing (Fse), labelling stages (Fst), announcing goals (Fgo) and 
shifting topics (Ftp).

From this table, it has been found that SpecS and GenP employ frame mark-
ers comparatively more often than the other types. After taking a closer look, we 
have found that frame markers for announcing goals and shifting topics are most 
frequently used in SpecS to inform learners of the composition of the following 

Table 7  Comparative results (p-value) of transition markers across course types

**/***: the p-value in Chi-square test is significant at the level of p < 0.01 / p < 0.001

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

Total
GenP / 0.505 0.000*** (−) 0.012 0.354
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.001** (−) 0.099
SpecS / / / 0.075 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.062
CultC / / / / /
Tad
GenP / 0.642 0.105 0.416 0.070
OccuP / / 0.250 0.736 0.190
SpecS / / / 0.400 0.952
AcadC / / / / 0.325
CultC / / / / /
Tcm
GenP / 0.087 0.198 0.007*** (−) 0.516
OccuP / / 0.003** (−) 0.000*** (−) 0.013
SpecS / / / 0.164 0.437
AcadC / / / / 0.018
CultC / / / / /
Tcn
GenP / 0.932 0.000*** (−) 0.506 0.348
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.565 0.303
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.086
CultC / / / / /
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content and guide them through different points. This is probably because SpecS 
is more likely to provide learners with suggestions on the procedures of fulfilling 
certain tasks which are usually composed of several parts. Besides, GenP tends 
to use frame markers for sequencing and shifting topics more often than the other 
types probably because lecturers in GenP usually need to dissect texts in reading 
section by listing out key sentences or questions in order and guiding learners 
through them.

Table 8  Comparative results (p-value) of frame markers across course types

**/***: the p-value in Chi-square test is significant at the level of p < 0.01 / p < 0.001

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

Total
GenP / 0.000*** (+) 0.052 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.006** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.032
CultC / / / / /
Fse
GenP / 0.000*** (+) 0.007** (+) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.043 0.000*** (+) 0.004** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.035
CultC / / / / /
Fst
GenP / 0.070 0.022 0.378 0.959
OccuP / / 0.632 0.007** (+) 0.033
SpecS / / / 0.002** (+) 0.007** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.364
CultC / / / / /
Fgo
GenP / 0.263 0.000*** (−) 0.645 0.526
OccuP / / 0.002** (−) 0.493 0.544
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.886
CultC / / / / /
Ftp
GenP / 0.000*** (+) 0.010 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.617 0.658
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.315
CultC / / / / /
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Table 9  Comparative results (p-value) of evidentials across course types

**/***: the p-value in Chi-square test is significant at the level of p < 0.01 / p < 0.001

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

GenP / 0.004** (+) 0.001** (+) 0.987 0.939
OccuP / / 0.737 0.004** (−) 0.002** (−)
SpecS / / / 0.001** (−) 0.001*** (−)
AcadC / / / / 0.924
CultC / / / / /

Evidentials

As for the usage of evidentials, Table 9 presenting the comparative results among 
different course types indicates that evidentials in AcadC, CultC, and GenP tend to 
appear more often than in the other course types.

EFL lecturers in AcadC and CultC are most inclined to seek for intertextual 
support from well-known scholars, distinguished works, or historical legends and 
mythology, for both of them have close relationship respectively with the aca-
demic field in linguistics and literature, culture, and society. This is probably due 
to the unique knowledge structure of these two course types. As the representative 
of declarative knowledge, AcadC and CultC presents the obvious feature of hori-
zontal knowledge structure which consists of a series of specialized languages with 
specialized modes of interrogation and criteria for the construction of texts (Bern-
stein 1999: 162). In other words, the understanding and transmission of this kind of 
experiential knowledge, with ‘truth’ being defined by the ‘voice’, are conveyed by 
reference to the knower’s subjective or intersubjective attributes and personal expe-
riences (Maton 2000: 157). Thus, lecturers in AcadC and CultC generally cannot 
quickly establish credibility in MOOCs only by their own words and then it is quite 
necessary for them to seek for help from citation to demonstrate a plausible basis 
for one’s claims (Hyland 2010: 140). In the same way, this category is also used fre-
quently by GenP where lecturers use evidentials more often to indicate that the text 
analysis is mainly based on original authors’ points or key sentences in texts.

Boosters

In terms of boosters, Table  10 compares the use of boosters in the different 
sub-corpora.

The table shows that this category is used more often in SpecS and AcadC than 
in the other types. Further analysis on concordance lines has found that boosters are 
usually used to invoke learners’ commonsense knowledge or seek for their agree-
ment on the method of improving certain skills in SpecS. With regard to AcadC, 
it has been mentioned that its horizontal knowledge structure guides lecturers in 
this course type to lay more emphasis on trustworthiness. Therefore, boosters are 
adopted more often to lead learners to agree with the lecturers’ interpretation on lan-
guage itself and literary works.
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Self Mentions

Although the category of self mentions is generally used uncommonly in CCUM, 
the comparative results in Table 11 show evidently that self mentions appear most 
frequently in SpecS.

Based on further analysis, it can be found that lecturers in SpecS usually indi-
cate their presence when telling learners what to be discussed in the combination 
with frame markers for announcing goals or when sharing their own experience. 
This may be ascribed to the fact that the focus of SpecS is to improve learners’ spe-
cific skills, and that the announcement on the following content can effectively help 
learners grasp the general structure of lecturers’ speech, especially the specific steps 
of doing certain tasks. Also, sharing their own students’ performance in face-to-face 
teaching may arouse learners’ motivation to practice.

Engagement Markers

There are also some noticeable findings on engagement markers. Table 12 presents 
the overall usage of this category and its subcategories including engagement mark-
ers by questions (Egq), directives (Egd), first person (Egf), and second person (Egs).

Table 12 indicates that SpecS has adopted engagement markers most frequently 
among the five course types, followed by GenP and OccuP, with AcadC and CultC 
sharing the last place. Table 12 also shows that even in the four sub-categories of 
engagement markers, SpecS still ranks the first. Then, through further analysis, it 

Table 10  Comparative result 
(p-value) of boosters across 
course types

**: the p-value in Chi-square test is significant at the level of p < 
0.01

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

GenP / 0.440 0.013 0.021 0.703
OccuP / / 0.001** (−) 0.002** (−) 0.635
SpecS / / / 0.836 0.001** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.002** (+)
CultC / / / / /

Table 11  Comparative results (p-value) of self mentions across course types

***: the p-value in Chi-square test is significant at the level of p < 0.001

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

GenP / 0.103 0.000*** (−) 0.034 0.259
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.649 0.478
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.224
CultC / / / / /
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is found that SpecS has most frequently adopted physical acts (5.19 ptw) to pro-
vide instruction on acts related to real-world and referential acts (3.42 ptw) to draw 
learners’ attention to examples. This may be caused by the similar reason mentioned 
before that lecturers in SpecS attaches much importance to learners’ mastery of 
procedural knowledge. That is to say, they probably pay attention to conveying the 
method of completing a certain task and meanwhile closely relate the course content 
to learners’ realistic practices in life. Therefore, they need to provide good guidance 
for learners by keeping learners’ attention and involving them into the pseudo dia-
logue in MOOCs now and again.

Table 12  Comparative results (p-value) of engagement markers across course types

**/***: the p-value in Chi-square test is significant at the level of p < 0.01 / p < 0.001

GenP OccuP SpecS AcadC CultC

Total
GenP / 0.004** (+) 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.329
CultC / / / / /
Egq
GenP / 0.000*** (+) 0.658 0.007** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.326 0.343
SpecS / / / 0.002** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.036
CultC / / / / /
Egd
GenP / 0.239 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.021
CultC / / / / /
Egf
GenP / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.661 0.000*** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.001*** (+)
CultC / / / / /
Egs
GenP / 0.357 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
OccuP / / 0.000*** (−) 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
SpecS / / / 0.000*** (+) 0.000*** (+)
AcadC / / / / 0.007** (−)
CultC / / / / /
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In addition, Table 12 also tells us that GenP has similarly used engagement mark-
ers by questions quite frequently, which is supported by qualitative analysis that lec-
turers in GenP tend to raise questions to prompt the development of unfolding con-
tent and also help learners to have better text comprehension.

Functions of Metadiscourse in CCUM

Taken as a whole, results from both statistical and descriptive analysis reveal that 
lecturers’ metadiscourse in MOOCs plays a vital role in helping establish harmo-
nious interrelation among lecturers, imagined learners, and course content through 
various functions as Fig. 4 shows. The figure also indicates that lecturers are more 
inclined to adopt metadiscourse to construct lecturer-learner and lecturer-content 
relation than to build learner-content relationship.

Moreover, further analysis presents that these functions are mainly aimed to 
achieve the enhancement of intelligibility, reliability, and interactivity (see Fig. 5), 
which is closely related to typical features of MOOCs. For instance, brief lectures 
in MOOCs lead to the demand for learners’ efficient understandings prompted by 
comprehensive input. Also, it is advisable to avoid setting obstacles in language 
comprehension for learners in MOOCs where the study is mostly driven by learn-
ers’ subjective initiative. Moreover, it is noted that metadiscourse for anticipation 
on learners’ prior knowledge and experiences has hardly appeared in other spoken 
registers possibly because the invisibility of learners makes it more important for 
lecturers in MOOCs to predict learners’ conditions in advance. For these reasons, 
intelligibility of lectures is one of the most important aims for metadiscursive usage 
in MOOCs.

The importance attached to reliability is rooted in the influence from the higher 
openness of MOOCs compared with classroom teaching. Due to the great number 
of online learners, lecturers are prudent in projecting themselves in courses, such 
as expressing one’s own affective attitude towards content or sharing experiences. 
In other words, lecturers probably tend to enhance the reliability of speech at cer-
tain cost of lecturer-learner interactivity.

Nevertheless, interactivity is indispensable in EFL MOOCs, especially in 
lecturer-learner and lecturer-content communication. This is probably because 
MOOCs’ large audience brings about lecturers’ much attention to stressing the 
presence of learners. Another point may be that brief lectures require lecturers 
try to support learners’ quick comprehension through smooth interaction between 
learners and content.

More importantly, lecturers’ metadiscourse usage is also inextricably cor-
related with course types with different knowledge structures. SpecS adopts 
metadiscourse most frequently to chiefly improve intelligibility and interactivity 
through the high use of transition markers, frame markers, boosters, self men-
tions, and engagement markers. Its focus on practical course content requires lec-
turers to keep learners’ attention and relate course content to their skill practice. 
GenP requires lecturers to stress all the three aspects by adopting frame mark-
ers, engagement markers (especially questions for thinking), and evidentials since 



265

1 3

EFL Lecturers’ Metadiscourse in Chinese University MOOCs…

Fi
g.

 4
. 

 F
un

ct
io

ns
 o

f m
et

ad
is

co
ur

se
 in

 C
C

U
M

 a
m

on
g 

th
re

e 
el

em
en

ts



266 D. Zhang, D. Sheng 

1 3

intensive reading requests lecturers to convey intelligible and credible dissec-
tion of texts and meanwhile strengthen learner-content connection. By contrast, 
AcadC and CultC with the low use of metadiscourse usage mainly concentrate 
on reliability, caused by their principal focus on declarative knowledge with hori-
zontal knowledge structure and thus they adopt evidentials most frequently for 
intertextual support. Lastly, due to the focus on both declarative and procedural 
knowledge in certain occupational field, OccuP presents a similar metadiscourse 
pattern to CCUM and pay attention to all the three aspects.

Conclusion and Implications

The present study sought to investigate the general usage of EFL lecturers’ meta dis-
course in Chinese university MOOCs and differences across five-course types. The 
objective of the study was to prompt the realistic development of MOOC learning in 
China and to deepen the theoretical exploration in spoken metadiscourse. The study 
findings reveal that interactive and interactional metadiscourse is used at the ratio of 
about 2:3 in CCUM, which is still a much lower frequency, compared with thatin face-
to-face teaching. A potential reason for this could be that MOOCs require lecturers 
to offer more substantial content in brief lectures. Besides, other features of MOOCs 
including higher openness, the invisibility of learners, and the learners’ subjective ini-
tiative as the main driving force suggest that lecturers emphasize intelligibility and reli-
ability at the cost of interactivity. Additionally, the study found that course types focus-
ing on procedural knowledge concerning practical process enhanced intelligibility and 

Fig. 5.  Categories of metadiscursive functions in CCUM
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interactivity through metadiscourse. The course types focusing on declarative knowl-
edge with a horizontal knowledge structure considered reliability to be more important.

Consequently, the study suggests that lecturers first use metadiscourse by highlight-
ing the typical features of MOOCs. For example, lecturers can lower the frequency of 
metadiscourse adequately to convey more substantial content in brief lectures. It is also 
advisable to consider promoting intelligibility, reliability, and interactivity in lectures 
by fully utilizing different categories of metadiscourse. Moreover, the study on differ-
ent types of courses indicate that courses emphasizing procedural knowledge can adopt 
more metadiscourse to guide learners fluently and boost the learner-content interac-
tivity while courses focusing on indeterminate declarative knowledge are supposed to 
focus on enhancing reliability. The study, however, proposes that the emphasis should 
be laid on intelligibility and interactivity both in lecturer-learner and learner-content 
interaction to develop harmonious lecturer-learner affiliation in the latter courses.

Future studies are encouraged to focus more on refining the control of variables 
including lecturers’ age, teaching experience and style to improve research results. 
Engaging in interviews with lecturers and learners will also contribute to more reliable 
findings. Besides, the size of the corpus ought to be expanded to increase the validity of 
research. Future studies may also conduct diachronic research on the changing patterns 
of metadiscourse in MOOCs.

Appendix

Metadiscourse items in CCUM

Categories Specific linguistic items

Transition markers additionally (in addition), again, also, alternatively, and, another, apart from, 
besides, furthermore, meanwhile, moreover, what’s more; although/though, but, 
by contrast/ in contrast to, compared with, despite, even if, however, in spite of, 
in the same way, instead (of), just as, likewise/like, on the contrary/contrary to, 
otherwise, rather than, similarly/similar to, whereas, while, yet; as, as a result, 
as such, because (of), consequently, for, hence, in order to, in that, now that, 
since, so, so … that, so as to, so that, then, thereby, therefore, thus

Frame markers (the) first/second/third, A/B, another, finally, first of all, firstly, lastly, next, one/
two/three, the last, then; alright / all right, at this point, in a word, in conclusion, 
now, ok, part one/two, so, so far, to summarize, sum up, well; will/be going to, 
here/there are + number + questions/reasons/…; come to, move to, now, so, 
then, well

Endophoric markers above, earlier, here, in the former, in the last …, in the next …, in the previous, in 
this case/sentence/example, later, (in) the following

Evidentials according to, argue, as…point out, as the saying goes, assert, claim, consider, 
decree, explain, from, it is reported that, produce, said/says, state, suggest, quote

Code glosses for example, for instance, like, such as; means, refer to; in other words, known as, 
namely, that is (to say), very simply put.
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Categories Specific linguistic items

Hedges: about, almost, apparently, approximately, around, assume, at least, commonly , 
estimate, frequently, generally , guess, in general, in many cases, in my opinion, 
in some cases, in this sense, in this view, largely, likely, mainly, may, maybe, 
might, more or less, most (of), mostly, nearly, not always, often, perhaps, pos-
sible, probably, relatively, seem, seemingly, sometimes, suggest, tend to, think, 
usually

Boosters actually, always, believe, clear, clearly, definite(ly), entirely, evident, in fact, 
indeed, indicate, know, must, never, no doubt, obvious(ly), of course, only, 
really, see, show, sure, totally, true, truly, undoubtedly, without doubt.

Attitude markers appropriate, amusing, appealing, clear, crucial, deeply, desirable, desperately, 
difficult, dramatically, easy, effectively, effort-taking, essential, even, fortu-
nately, happy, hard, helpful, hope, hopefully, impossible, important, interest-
ingly, inspiring, lucky, necessary, outstandingly, preferably, pitiful, remarkably, 
significant, simple, sophisticated, substantially, tough, unfortunately

Self mentions I, me, my, our (exclusive), we (exclusive).
Engagement markers wh-questions, yes/no questions, minimal questions; directives (ask, check, 

consider, decide, find out, identify, imagine, keep in mind, listen to, look, make, 
notice, pay attention to, practice, read, remember, see, talk about, think about, 
watch); you, your, yourself; let’s, we (inclusive), our (inclusive), us (inclusive), 
ourselves (inclusive)
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