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ABSTRACT 
 

Writing is a fundamental, yet complicated part of language learning. 

In writing, Discourse Markers is an indispensable component of writing 

quality. The aim of the present study was to find out how Discourse Markers 

(DM) were applied to build coherence in EFL students’ essay writing and the 

problems encountered. Descriptive design was applied; analyzed 52 target 

DM and how they were used in 30 academic essay writing. The participants 

of the study were 30 students majoring in English Education of UIN Raden 

Fatah Palembang academic year 2019/2020. The results revealed that the 

participants employ 32 DM in 221 occurrences, in which 102 occurrences 

were inappropriately used. The problematic matters cover non-equivalent 

exchange (52 occurrences), and overuse (48 occurrences). Despite their 

awareness of the importance of DM to assure the coherence of their essays, 

they need to develop their ability to use DM correctly and efficiently to make 

their writing connected more logically. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Writing is an essential language skill to be mastered. Writing, 

according to Defazio, Jones, Tennat, and Hook (2010), is essential since it 
involves students’ thinking, and presents students’ creativity and 
understanding. Furthermore, they claimed that writing is a skill needed 
to determine students’ accomplishment during their study since the 
students must be able to complete tasks of writing, such as academic 
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essays and papers. Essays are used to examine your grasp of certain 
topics as well as your ability to explain and debate these concepts in 
order to answer a specified topic. An essay is often written in prose, in a 
discursive style, in which the concept, arguments, and evidence are 
presented to answer a question or solve a problem (Oktavianti et al, 
2020). Writing ability is generally the least devoted to learners. The fact 
that productive development of the writing skill is impacted by 
successful acquisition of other skills also proves that writing is the most 
difficult talent in English (Sanjaya et al, 2020). Furthermore, when the 
students started working, writing job application letters, e-mails, 
proposals, reports, and memos are required as part of professional 
communication. 

Despite its importance, writing is a complex language skill. 
Oshima and Hogue (2006) argued that writing requires mastery of 
various components, namely content, organization, use of language, 
vocabulary, and mechanics. Furthermore, Richards and Renandya 
(2002) added that most ESL/EFL students found difficulties in planning 
and structuring their ideas and convert them into text. In addition, 
Indonesian students’ writing attitude is required to be considered. 
Research conducted by Setyowati and Sukmawan (2016) revealed that 
fifty-eight percent (out of fifty-seven) EFL students showed a moderate 
attitude towards writing, but stated that writing was difficult and 
stressful.  

A preliminary study was carried out through interviews and 
observations of students of the English Education of UIN Raden Fatah 
Palembang of 2019/2020. It was found that most students were unable 
to produce essays that meet the requirements due to their poor 
academic writing skills, particularly in the development of ideas. In 
addition, language features such as connectors were not used accurately 
which caused the sentences in the essays to be less related to one 
another. This was due to the lack of students’ knowledge regarding 
essay writing coherence.  

One of the fundamental problems that students face in writing is 
the relationship between sentences, also known as cohesion. Students, 
according to Oshima and Hogue (2006), must consider an important 
feature in writing texts, namely coherence, so that each sentence in the 
essay is related to one another. Furthermore, Kellog (2008) explains 
that coherence writing is intricate. This is because literacy is an 
accomplishment in a culture that has never been studied in depth. 
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Brown (2007) added that to produce coherent writing, students must 
consider a variety of factors, including how to create concepts, structure 
them sequentially, and use Discourse Markers. 

Researchers agree on the importance of DM to improve 
coherence in writing. The presence of DM, such as: however, accordingly, 
and for example can contribute to text coherence (Tyler & Bro 1992, 
Muller 2004). Furthermore, Swan (2005) defined DM as a word and 
expression that connects what we are conveying, what we have 
delivered, and what will be conveyed. Moreover, Fraser (1999) 
describes that DM interprets semantic relations between discourse units 
without altering the semantic relationships between them. In other 
words, DM is words or phrases, conjunctions, adverbs, or prepositional 
phrases that indicate the relationship between the segments they 
introduce and the segments that came before them. In terms of writing, 
correct DM usage assists the writer in producing productive documents. 
The presence of DM in written language is similar to the presence of 
gestures in spoken language; it demonstrates the writer's understanding 
in organizing texts by marking the development of their arguments and 
directing the reader towards interpretations that the author prefers 
(Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad & Finegan, 1999; Celce-Murcia & 
Larsen Freeman, 1999).  

DM and writing have become interesting research subjects. 
Studies conducted by Liu and Braine (2005), Jalilifar (2008), and Rahimi 
(2011) investigated how ESL/EFL students apply DM in their writing. 
Studies conducted by Field and Yip (1992), Johnson (1992), and Hinkel 
(2001) proposed the native use of DM differs from the non-native use of 
DM. In addition, Connor (1984, 2000), Castro (2004), and Jalilifar (2008) 
claimed that correct use of DM improves the quality of written works. 

However, some studies have shown that applying DM for second 
language and foreign-language learners is complicated. Studies 
conducted by Cho (1998), Bolton, Nelson, and Hung (2002), Narita, Sato, 
and Sugiura (2004) reported difficulties encountered by L2 students, 
such as abuse, overuse, and underutilization of DM. Furthermore, 
studies conducted by Kao and Chen (2011) proposed six problems 
encountered by Taiwanese students, namely: non-equivalent exchange, 
overuse, surface logic, wrong relations, semantic inclusions, and 
disturbances. In Indonesia, a study conducted by Patriana, Rachmajanti, 
and Mukminatien (2016) which analyzed the use of 21 students' 
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argumentative markers of argumentative essays by Indonesian students 
found that in 234 occurrences, 118 occurrences used DM improperly. 

Therefore, the problems in this study are: (1) What discourse 
markers (DM) are used by English Education students to build 
coherence in their essay writing? (2) What problems do students of 
English Education have in applying discourse markers (DM) in their 
essay writing? 

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Linguists define DM distinctively depending on their research 
and subject areas. Halliday and Hasan (1976) use the term sentence 
connectors, Blakemore (1987) uses the term discourse connectives or 
Fraser (1999) uses the term pragmatic markers. Swan (2005) defines 
DM as words and expressions that are used to depict the organization of 
our conversation. Their function is to connect what we are saying, what 
we have said, and what we will say in the future. 

Writing with DM is preferable in some ways. DM provides 
arrangements due to the numerous words and phrases of DM available 
(Wei Sun, 2013).  Furthermore, because of the segmentation provided 
by DM, readers, and listeners can stop and interpret linguistic signals. 
Although DM is optional, has no grammatical effects, and carries little 
semantic weight, removing them can create uncomfortable, less natural, 
ill-mannered, unfavorable interaction (Brinton, 1996). Moreover, Fraser 
(1999) claimed that the absence of DM may cause a breakdown in 
interaction.  

 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study uses a descriptive research design which was 
conducted at the English Education of UIN Raden Fatah Palembang. The 
data source of this research is 30 essays written by students. The essay 
was analyzed in terms of 52 types of Discourse Markers (DM) coined by 
Fraser (1999). 

Tabel 1. 

Taxonomy of DM Adapted from Fraser (1999) 

Elaborative Markers  

Additive Markers moreover, furthermore, in addition, 

besides, additionally, likewise, 
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similarly 

Appositive Markers in other words, otherwise, that is 

Illustration Markers for instance, for example 

Summative Markers in conclusion, in short, in brief, in 

summary, to sum up 

Adversative Markers  

Concessive Markers however, but though, still, yet 

 

Corroborative Markers indeed, in fact, of course 

Corrective Markers on the contrary, instead, rather 

Contrastive Markers in contrast, on the other hand, by 

contrast, conversely, alternatively 

Causal-Inferential Markers so, thus, therefore, then, (in) this way, 

hence, in this case, in this respect, 

consequently, as a consequence, as a 

result, for this reason, accordingly 

 

The researcher grouped each of the clauses found in the essays to 
provide a thorough analysis of the DM enclosed in each clause. Then, the 
researcher highlights all of the DM enclosed in each clause. Following 
that, the DM that have been highlighted are identified and grouped using 
Fraser's (1999) DM classification, which includes additive (appositive, 
illustration, summative), adversative (concessive, corroborative, 
corrective, contrastive), and causal-inferential markers. Next, DM 
contained in all essays was calculated and quantitatively described. 
Finally, three verifiers check the researcher's work to ensure that all of 
the descriptions are approved, preventing errors in data analysis. 

 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 

FINDINGS 
DM used in English Education Students’ Essays 

This study revealed that out of the 30 academic essays composed 
by the participants, 32 different DM were applied in 221 occurrences, 
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196 of which were used at the beginning of a sentence and were always 
followed by commas. As a result, it can be assumed that the participants 
prefer to break complex sentences into simple sentences and only use 
DM at the beginning of the second section to signal a topic change. This 
DM use backs up McCarthy's (1993) assumption that DM shapes and 
expands discourse substance more effectively than conjunction. 

Based on the taxonomy provided by Fraser (1999), it revealed 
that there were 221 occurrences of DM in 30 academic essays written by 
the participants. The number of occurrences of each taxonomy type was 
shown in the following table. 

Table 2.  

Categorization of DM on Participants’ Essays 

No. Types of DM Occurrences 

1. Adversative Markers 82 

2. Causal Inferential Markers 71 

3. Elaborative Markers 68 

 
Problems Encountered by English Education Students in Applying 
DM 

This research revealed that there are some problems with the use 
of DM found in participants’ essays (in 221 occurrences). These 
problems are categorized into the non-equivalent exchange (38 
occurrences) and overuse (32 occurrences). 

To determine the source of the problem, a further exam on the 
participants' English writing skills was administered, revealing that the 
higher achievers use a broader variety of DM than the lower achievers. 
To avoid repeating the same DM, they use DM interchangeably. It can 
also be assumed that higher achievers use DM to improve the 
sophistication of their writing. Participants who are lower achievers, on 
the other hand, are more likely to use small groups of DM, which may 
cause by a lack of knowledge on other DM. In terms of the relationship 
between sentences, they prefer DM they are accustomed to when they 
are having difficulty in organizing arguments in their writing, which 
implies that they are having difficulty in organizing their arguments into 
coherent texts. 
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Non-Equivalent Exchange Problem 

The problem of non-equivalent exchange is seen in the essay 
number 20 essay below: 

"The greenhouse effect is caused by greenhouse gases produced by 
nature or human activity. Yet, many people did not realize this. 
"(essay number 20) 

 

The example above presents the causes of greenhouse gases. In 
combining the first and second sentences, students use DM ‘yet’. 
However, 'yet' is used for less formal equivalent and to illustrate 
unexpected information in the order of positive to negative. Therefore, 
the more correct DM for this example is 'however' to present problems. 

 

Overuse problem 

The overuse problem occurs when the relationship between 
sentences is so clear that it does not require DM, as demonstrated by the 
following essay by student number 12: 

"Can cyberbullies be forgiven? Shouldn't they be academically 
punished? Are there bullies, indeed, specifically the high education 
ones are unaware of the effects of bullying? ”(essay number 12) 

Students use the phrase "indeed" in essay number 12 to emphasize the 
question of whether students at the higher education level are aware of 
the consequences of engaging in cyberspace. Because students used 
‘specifically,' the use of DM ‘indeed’ is unnecessary, and the sentence is 
coherent without DM. 

 
DISCUSSION 

This study revealed that adversative and causal inferential 
markers are frequently used. This is due to the nature of the 
argumentative essays written by the participants. Adversative markers 
(such as however, in contrast, and on the other hand) are the most 
common because, when writing their argumentative essays, participants 
must indicate differences of opinion on some issues and anticipate ideas 
that are contradictory from the readers’ perspective and seek to rebut 
them, as shown in essay number 21: 
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"Many humans are building things to reach the expectations of 
society to create a modernized civilization. However, humans build 
all these things despite the consequences and the effects to the 
environment such as pollution, deforestation, and the increase in 
the amount of trash. "(essay number 21) 

 

The Causal Inferential Markers (such as thus, therefore, and hence) is 
assumed to be the need of students to build evidence for argumentative 
claims, as in the following essay number 3: 

"The causes of global climate are multifactorial, thus a systematic 
approach from government organizations and individuals is 
needed to tackle the issue." (essay number 3) 

 
In addition, the presence of Additive Markers (such as furthermore, and 
in addition) show that they describe their ideas by providing additional 
information. Illustration Markers (such for instance and for example) are 
used to show examples, as in the following essay citation number 5 and 
10: 

 
"According to Europe.EU, CO2 is the most commonly produced by 
human activities and it is responsible for 64% of man-made global 
warming. This state proves that global warming is caused mostly 
by humans. Furthermore, the world's leading climate scientists 
believe that human activities are almost certainly the main cause of 
the warming observed since the middle of the 20th century. 
"(essay number 5) 

"The earth is getting hotter because of humans activities. For 
example, humans open green areas such as forests, plantations, 
and replaced them with multistoried buildings, factories, housings, 
and others. "(essay number 10) 

 

 Furthermore, this study revealed that the participants 
encountered non-equivalent exchange and overuse problem in their 
essays. The non-equivalent exchange problem can be presumably rooted 
in how DM is presented at schools (Zamel, 1983; Field & Yip, 1992). The 
textbook's list of markers provides students with a variety of DM that 
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are categorized based on the pragmatic functions they carry (for 
example, 'contrastive,' 'adversative,') without the semantic and 
grammar constraints of each marker. As a result, students assumed that 
DM can be used interchangeably as long as they are in the same 
pragmatic category. The absence of explicit instructions on how each 
DM can carry out different semantic roles in writing appears to confirm 
student assumptions. 

The overuse problem could be caused by one of the following 
factors. First, this could be due to the writer's perception of his readers. 
The essay writer may underestimate the readers' knowledge; 
alternatively, the essay writer assumes that the reader will understand 
the writer's writing. The author strongly believes that sentences should 
be linked to linking words in both of these assumptions. The second 
reason is assumed due to instruction-related issues, in which instructors 
and textbooks overemphasize the use of DM. The last issue can be 
caused by essay writers believing that there is a positive relationship 
between the quality of writing and the number of DM used. 

This study indicated that EFL learners encountered difficulties in 
using DM appropriately in essay writing. In fact, as a requirement for 
effective writing, the use of DM assists writers in producing coherent 
texts and effectively communicating with readers. However, due to a 
lack of DM knowledge, the absence of DM does not always render the 
text ineffective because the relationship between ideas is implicit or 
implied in this case. The use of DM makes it clear. Even if the meaning is 
correctly interpreted, incorrect use of DM can sometimes interfere with 
the reader's interpretation of the meaning or message. As a result, this 
phenomenon essentially demonstrates the stage at which students are 
still improving their ability to write effective essays using DM. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Based on the findings, it is possible to conclude that, while the 

participants demonstrated an awareness on the use of DM to construct a 
coherent composition, their ability to use DM appropriately and 
effectively requires more improvement. To enhance the effectiveness on 
the use of DM, the following ideas are required to be considered. 
Teachers or lecturers of English are required to provide clear 
explanation on the importance of DM since the proper use of DM 
increases the quality of writing, especially when it comes to academic 
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writing. To prevent the issue, the semantic and syntactic constraints of 
DM and conjunctions must be recognized. Furthermore, students need 
to be emphasized that DM makes their ideas more understandable. As a 
result, it is critical for students not to depend too heavily on DM in their 
writing, but rather on how concepts are neatly and logically interrelated, 
and to focus on arranging their arguments smoothly and coherently. 
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