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Abstract. As a crucial part of teachers’ utterance, discourse markers play a vital role in the verbal 

communication between teachers and students in class. This paper collects the discourse markers 

from Lecture on Old English, a series of lectures delivered by Prof. Stuart D. Lee on Netease Online 

Open Courses. It is found that Prof. Lee frequently uses some discourse markers like “if”,“and”, “so”, 

“but” and so on to extend an idea, explain the cause, and make comparison so as to make his 

utterances more fluent and logical, which reduces the efforts that students need to make in 

understanding his utterances.  

1. Introduction 

In our daily communication, discourse markers like “and”, “but”, “also”, “well”, “I mean”, 

“furthermore”, “moreover”, “you know” are often used in both written and spoken English. These 

discourse markers themselves do not have much actual semantics meaning, but they can help the 

listeners to derive the meaning that the speaker wants to express with less effort, and help the 

interlocutors to achieve the best communicative effect. 

With proper and appropriate use of discourse markers, teachers can limit contextual assumptions 

so as to help students to avoid misunderstanding and reduce the effort students make in the 

understanding of teacher’s discourse. Discourse markers can also enhance the coherence and 

comprehensibility of discourse. The rational use of discourse markers by teachers can effectively 

improve the teaching effect, reduce the difficulties of the interaction of teachers and students, and 

improve the quality of the class. 

This paper is going to analyse the discourse markers in Lectures on Old English delivered by Prof. 

Lee, and to see if the types, frequency, and functions of discourse markers used by Prof. Lee can help 

in the teaching process so as to improve the teaching effect. 

2. Literature Review 

Although the study of discourse markers has been around for decades, there is no unified terminology 

for discourse markers. Since the origin and the research perspective are diverse, the scholars have 

termed discourse markers differently: pragmatic markers (Schiffrin, 1987), discourse operators 

(Redeker, 1991), and conversational routines (Aijmer, 1996), etc.  

Schiffrin, one of the most prominent researchers in studying discourse markers, defines DMs as, 

“sequentially dependent elements which bracket units of talk.” (Schiffrin, 1987: 31) In 1991, Gisela 

Redeker published a review article about Schiffrin’s monograph entitled Discourse markers. In her 

article, she calls discourse markers as “discourse operators” and defines discourse operators as “a 

word or phrase — for instance, a conjunction, adverbial, comment clause, interjection — that is 

uttered with the primary function of bringing to listener’s attention a particular linkage of the 

upcoming utterance with the immediate discourse context.” (Redeker, 1991: 1169) 

Ran Yongping (2000) claims that discourse markers pass on procedural meaning rather than 

representational meaning or semantic meaning. That is to say, they do not form the semantic content 

of discourse, but provide information markers for the understanding of discourse. 
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In the research of discourse markers in the teaching field, scholars mostly focused on how to 

improve students’ listening or writing skills in English study with the help of discourse markers. But 

only a few of them are studying whether the use of discourse markers by the teacher can affect the 

quality of teaching. There are fewer scholars who study the use of discourse markers by native 

English teachers. It is necessary to conduct a study of this in order to find out the features  of  

discourse markers that native English teachers apply in teaching, and in the meantime, to conclude 

some valuable suggestion and experience for non-native English teachers.     

3. Analysis of DMs in Lectures on Old English 

3.1 Introduction of the Corpus 

The data of this study is collected from Netease Online Open Courses offered by University of 

Oxford. Prof. Stuart D. Lee, the lecturer of the course, teaches Anglo-Saxon society in relation to the 

literature in the English Department of the University of Oxford. The course systematically 

introduces the origins of Old English, the connection between ancient English and other languages, as 

well as ancient poetry and ancient prose, and compares Old English with modern English. In this 

study, the author transcribes sound material of Prof. Lee’s lectures into text in order to analyse the 

frequency and inclination of usage of discourse markers in class. 

Lectures on Old English consists of  four lectures, about 168 minutes and 31,007 words in total. 

The corpus is chosen as the target of  observation because the teacher’s utterance is more natural and 

more representative in the class context, and the utterances are authentic which makes the empirical 

study more objective. Due to the heavy workload of analysis, the author chooses AntConc 3.5.7 as the 

tool to analyse the  data.  
 

3.2  Discourse Markers used in the Corpus 

3.2.1 Classifications of Discourse Markers used in the Corpus 

According to the classifications of discourse markers proposed by  Bruce Fraser (1999), and Wang 

Lifei and Zhu Weihua (2005: 41), discourse markers can be classified as logical connector, filler and 

modal particle. Logical connectors can be further classified into fifteen subtypes and the filler can be 

divided as meaningless filler and fluency filler.  

With the assistance of software AntConc, the number, distribution, and frequency of used DMs in 

the corpus are counted. The corpus contains 31,007 words, and 975 of them are discourse markers 

account for 3.14% of the total word number. The following Table 1 is the list of discourse markers 

and their distribution  retrieved in the corpus. 

 

Table 1 Discourse markers and their distribution of in the corpus 

Types Sub-types Examples 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additive markers also (3), still (2), and (97), too (1) 

Evidential markers for example (11), such as (3) 

Contrastive markers but (50), however (8), nevertheless(3), whereas (10), 

Reformulation markers namely (1), that is (4) 

Causal-consecutive markers because (92), so (92), therefore (2） 

Sequential markers firstly (1), secondly (1), next (2) 

Summative markers in summary (1), alright (8) 

Concessive markers though (8), although (9), even if (5) 
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Logical 

connector 

Temporal markers  now (18), before (1), when (4) 

Emphatic markers above all (2), very (9), almost (1), actually (5), really 

(8), indeed (3),pretty much (27) 

Conditional markers If (178), unless (3), whenever (1) 

Optional markers either/or (1), neither/nor (1),   

Parallel markers as well as (1), or (1) 

Inferential markers then (12), therefore (2),because of (3) 

Topic change markers by the way (6), anyway (44) 

 

Filler 

Meaningless filler well (16), oh (18), yeah (11), okay (80) 

Fluency filler you know (3), I mean (10),I think (4), yes (12), no 

(6),of course (55), alright (3) 

Modal 

particle 

 yeah (11), nah (1) 

 

3.3.2 Frequency of Discourse Markers Used in the Corpus 

Next, the author applies software AntConc 3.5.7 to retrieve all the discourse markers appeared in the 

above list from the corpus, and to see their distribution and frequency in the utterance. The frequency 

of each type of discourse markers used in the corpus is presented in Table 2.  
 

Table 2 The frequency of discourse markers in the corpus 

Types Number Frequency (%) 

Causal-consecutive markers 186 19.08% 

Conditional markers 182 18.67% 

Meaningless filler 125 12.82% 

Additive markers 103 10.56% 

Fluency filler 93 9.54% 

Contrastive markers 71 7.28% 

Emphatic markers 55 5.64% 

Topic change markers 50 5.13% 

Temporal markers 23 2.36% 

Concessive markers 22 2.26% 

Inferential markers 17 1.74% 

Evidential markers 14 1.44% 

Modal particle 12 1.23% 

Summative markers 9 0.92% 

Reformulation markers 5 0.51% 

Sequential markers 4 0.41% 
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Optional markers 2 0.21% 

Parallel markers 2 0.21% 

It can be found that Prof. Lee uses a lot of discourse markers in his lectures in order to make it 

easier for his students to acquire the knowledge taught in class. Although the proportion of discourse 

markers in the chosen corpus is not so much, all types of discourse markers are used in Prof. Lee’s 

Lectures on Old English. 

The data analyzed above shows that Prof. Lee uses more logical connectors to make the discourse 

coherent and smooth than filler and modal particle. Causal-consecutive markers and conditional 

markers are the most frequently used logical connectors in the lectures. In this paper, the four most 

commonly used  discourse markers: “if”, “and”, “because” and “so” are selected and analyzed in 

detail. 

A. Conditional marker: if (178 times) 

1. If we did what is wrong with it, well, anyway, you'll see... (lecture 1, 09:15) 

2. So if we were to follow Indian down, you can see... (lecture 2, 09:52) 

3. ...but as I said yesterday if we took the Moth riddle... (lecture 3, 19:45) 

The word “if” occurs 183 times in the corpus, and 178 of them are discourse markers. It can be 

found from these examples that Prof. Lee uses “if” to propose hypotheses. From the perspective of the 

relevance theory, when “if” functions as a discourse marker, it can be an ostensive-inferential marker. 

When the students hear the word, they can infer from the word “if” that their teacher is proposing a 

hypothesis, so they will think over why the teacher proposes the hypothesis and what the hypothesis 

is for. It can not only help students to think, but also make them more interested in the questions 

raised. 

B. Additive marker: and (97 times) 

1. And, congratulations, above all, for working out there. (lecture 1, 00:15)  

2. And, occasionally, they deserve their little place in... (lecture 4, 35:02) 

3. And, what I'm gonna be taking through in... (lecture 1, 00:19) 

In the corpus of this study, the word “and” appears 1035 times, but only 97 of them are 

functioning as discourse markers for they will not change the meaning of the discourse, and does not 

form the semantic content of discourse, but provide information markers for the understanding of 

discourse.  

“And” functions as a meaningless filler so as to make the utterance more coherent in Example 1 

and 2. At the same time, in Example 3, the reason is for keeping turns and connote his students what 

he is going to do next. In Lectures on Old English, Prof. Lee uses a lot of “and” as discourse markers 

in class to get turns, keep turns and give turns away as to get students’ attention and help the student to 

better follow the class and his teaching.  

 

C. Causal-consecutive markers:  because (92 times) and so (92 times) 

1. Now this is quite interesting because it challenges some... (lecture 1, 00:24) 

2. Because you may be thinking while this is fascinating... (lecture 1, 00:33) 

3. So, think about what's right and what's wrong. (lecture 1, 09:19) 

4. So, poetry sort of was a bit of a pauper at the feast... (lecture 4, 15:39) 

According to the classification of discourse markers, both “because” and “so” are 

causal-consecutive markers. When the word “so” acts as a discourse marker, it can act as a topic 

marker, derivation marker, retardation marker, turn-taking marker or emotional marker. In class, 

when Prof. Lee starts a discourse with “because”, it means that he is going to explain something or to 

tell a reason for something. It can also be a hint for students to know what kind of issue he is about to 

say. That is the reason why he uses so many “because”  and “so” as discourse markers in Lectures on 

Old English.  
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4. Summary 

It can be concluded that Prof. Lee is good at using various kinds of discourse markers to extend an 

idea, explain the cause, and make comparison so as to make his utterances more fluent and logical. 

These markers help him enhance the coherence and comprehensibility of the lectures. In order to 

make the lectures easier for students,  he uses “and” to make the utterances more logical and coherent; 

he uses “so” and “because” to notify the students that he is going to explain something; and he uses 

“but” to indicate that the statement he is about to introduce contrasts with what he said before.  

In summary, discourse markers play a crucial role in the teaching field. Teachers’ rational use of 

discourse markers can effectively improve the teaching effect, help students to better understand the 

knowledge taught by teachers with less effort. Therefore, the quality of the class is improved.  
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