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Abstract
Persuasive writing is a very important prerequisite for undergraduates in their academic life endeavour. For the
students to effectively compose good persuasive writing, they need to understand and employ metadiscourse
appropriately in their writing. However, a large number of Nigerian undergraduates face lots of challenges in
using metadiscourse in their writing. Therefore, this study investigated the use of metadiscourse in the persuasive
writing of Nigerian undergraduates, by examining the relationship between the frequency of metadiscourse used
and the persuasive writing quality. The participants of the study are second-year students of English in one of the
Nigerian Universities. The data used in the study were collected through the participants’ written persuasive
essays. The essays were analyzed by highlighting all the metadiscourse used in the texts. The findings indicate
that the participants’ persuasive essays have a low deployment of metadiscourse which also correlates with their
persuasive writing quality. It was observed that almost all the metadiscourse markers were underutilized by the
participants such as endophoric markers, evidential, code glosses, hedges and self-mention. Some other
metadiscourse were left out in some of the participants' persuasive essays. The study highlights some benefits of
the use of metadiscourse and some implications that would improve the teaching and learning of metadiscourse,
particularly in the Nigerian setting.
Keywords: metadiscourse use, Nigerian undergraduates, persuasive writing
1. Introduction
Persuasive writing is one of the very essential skills for undergraduates’ academic success. They are engaged in
various acts of academic writing which are mostly persuasive ranging from assignments, reports, term papers
and examinations. Their academic achievement in universities is mostly facilitated and determined by the quality
of their writing (Zakaria & Abdul Malik, 2018). Therefore, to cope with various challenges of academic writing,
undergraduates need to develop their persuasive and critical thinking skills which are essential components of
academic writing. Works of literature have indicated that Nigerian undergraduates face numerous problems with
their academic writing ranging from lexis, structures and punctuations (Ngadda & Nwoke, 2014). Nonetheless, a
particular area that has not been much investigated by many scholars in evaluating the academic writing of
Nigerian undergraduates is metadiscourse. For students to compose a good persuasive written discourse, they
need to be aware of and employ appropriate metadiscourse devices within the written discourse. Metadiscourse
is a fundamental linguistic means that helps writers to route the movement of their written ideas as well as
address their outlook to the readers (Tan & Eng, 2014).
Few studies were conducted to investigate the use of metadiscourse devices in the writing of Nigerian
undergraduates (Haruna, Ibrahim, Haruna, Ibrahim & Yunus, 2018). However, there seems to be an absence of
studies that specifically investigates the use of metadiscourse in persuasive writing or compare the use of
metadiscourse and the quality of the students’ writing. Therefore, this study is aimed at investigating the use of
metadiscourse in the persuasive writing of the Nigerian undergraduates and examining the relationship between
the frequency of the metadiscourse used and the students’ writing quality.
1.1 Objectives of the Study
The general objective of this research work is to examine the use of Metadiscourse elements in the persuasive
writing of Nigerian undergraduates. The following are the specific objectives of the study.
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To investigate the use of metadiscourse in the persuasive writing of Nigerian undergraduates.

2. To examine the relationship between the frequency of metadiscourse used and the persuasive writing
quality of the undergraduates.
2. Literature Review
Harris (1959) was the first person to define the term Metadiscourse “as a way of understanding language use
which helps writers or speakers to guide the receivers’ understanding of a text” (cited in Hyland, 2005).
According to Hyland, (2017), Metadiscourse means how language is used with the reader or audience in mind
based on how writers can aid them to process and comprehends what is written or said. It is an audience base
filter which aids to show how the author intends a message to be understood through making a commentary on it.
This is as important as depicting attention toward the discourse in this manner discloses the writer’s awareness to
the audience and the extent and kind of his need for expansion, guidance, clarification and interaction. As a
result of the successful organization of these rhetorical resources aids to achieve communicative and social
objectives, readers’ assessments also reveal how an author is connected and understand the setting being
discussed. Thus, Metadiscourse reveals acquaintance with the target audience and provide a link between
discourse and context.
Hyland and Tse (2004) maintained that Metadiscourse devices are essential resources use to indicate how a text
or discourse is organized, clarify and simplify difficult jargons for audience or readers. In other words, effective
employment of Metadiscourse markers will make text accessible and readable among the prospective audiences.
Moreover, the understanding and usage of Metadiscourse are observed to be important to both undergraduate
students and the expected readers of the students’ discourse (Zakaria & Abdul Malik, 2018). Teachers can assess
and guide the students on how Metadiscourse is appropriately employed in a text through the reading of the
students’ works.
Metadiscourse use has been extensively investigated in undergraduate academic writings in international
contexts. A comparison of the use of Metadiscourse in a good and poor undergraduate essay was carried out by
Intaraprawat and Steffensen (1995) and revealed that good essays engaged more interactional Metadiscourse
while weak essays employed more of the interactive. Moreover, well-written essays deployed a more and wide
range of Metadiscourse forms than weaker ones. This made the researchers determine that Metadiscourse use is a
cornerstone as far as well written essays are concerned. Similarly, Letsoela, (2013) investigated the
Metadiscourse used in undergraduate research reports and the study revealed that the participants of the study
deployed more interactive than interpersonal Metadiscourse. Meanwhile, Tan & Eng (2014) examined the
metadiscourse use in the persuasive writing of Malaysian undergraduate students. The findings revealed that
both groups of the participants (High experience participants and Low experience participants) used more
interactional Metadiscourse, while the HEP writers used both interactive and interactional Metadiscourse. The
result also discovered that transition and engagement markers have the highest frequency among the
Metadiscourse markers. However, the use of boosters and hedges between the two groups of writers were pretty
different. The HEP appeared to be able to balance the use of hedges and boosters unlike the LEP’s use of hedges
was so negligible compared to the use of boosters. Maybe, this could be the HEP writers were so much aware of
the important need to persuade their readers in a clearer and precise manner.
Moreover, the study of Metadiscourse is not confined to just undergraduates. The study also takes care of and
investigated postgraduate academic writing. In a study carried out by Hyland, (1999), Metadiscourse used
comparison was made between introductory textbooks for tertiary students and research articles. The study
revealed that even though, both of the texts unveiled a higher use of textual metadiscourse, the research articles
exhibited a greater increase in the use of the interpersonal metadiscourse. The result was not new neither
surprising, due to the persuasive nature of research articles which need more use of the interpersonal
Metadiscourse. Moreover, Hyland, (2004) investigated the use of Metadiscourse in 240 masters and doctoral
dissertations of many disciplines (Applied linguistics, Biology, business studies, Computer science, Electronic
Engineering and Public Administration). The study revealed that Metadiscourse use is an essential rhetorical
device in academic writing more especially at the postgraduate level where students deployed slightly more
interactive than interpersonal devices. It further stated that PhD writers deployed more Metadiscourse than
master students. This could be due to the length of PhD text is wider than that of masters’ text, this more
Metadiscourse element should be in place to persuade and convince supervisors and other readers of the text.
Lastly, the findings revealed that more Metadiscourse devices are used in a dissertation in soft science because
establishing proof in the soft science field is more difficulty, as a result, more Metadiscourse should be used to
establish credibility in their texts. Furthermore, Mina and Biria (2017) conducted their study on exploring
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interactive and interactional Metadiscourse markers in discussion sections of social and medical science articles.
The findings revealed that the authors of social science articles used evidential, frame markers, and transition
markers more frequently than the authors of medical science. However, there was no difference between the two
groups in the use of endophoric and code glosses. The study finally revealed that the social science authors used
interactive Metadiscourse markers more, while medical science authors deployed more interactional
metadiscourse makers in their texts.
2.1 Model of Metadiscourse
According to Vande (1985) and Hyland (2005) in Ntereke and Ramoroka (2017), Hyland’s framework owns
insights from the systemic functional grammar that views language use as performing three macro-functions
which Hyland referred to as the ideational, interpersonal and textual functions. The ideational function is
mainly concerned with the propositional content, while the textual function deals with how language is used to
organize discourse and lastly, the interpersonal function has to do with the use of language to encrypt interaction
that can allow authors to engage with audiences or readers.
The Hyland’s model contents two levels of interactions; the interactive and the interactional levels. The
interactive elements help a writer to have an organized and coherent propositional content. These elements are
transitional markers, frame makers, endophoric markers, evidential and code glosses. Interactional elements
allow a writer’s voice. These elements include self -mention, hedges, boosters, engagement markers and attitude
markers. The interactional elements embroil a reader in the text argument and show the author’s perspective
towards the content of the proposition. Hyland used the idea of Halliday’s (1970) tenor, he relates to the notion
of the author's voice and position. Hyland similarly points out interactional elements refer to the tenor of the
discourse that is mainly concerned with guiding the level of personality in a discourse (Hyland 2004).
The table below contains the details of the two classifications of the Metadiscourse, which is adopted in this
research.
Table 1. Hyland (2005) Interpersonal model of Metadiscourse; interactive markers
Macro category
Transition

Subcategory
I. Addition

Examples
and, furthermore, moreover, also,
in addition
In contrast, however, but, on the

II. Comparison

other hand, on the contrary
Consequently, after all, then thus,

III. Consequence
Frame markers

I. to sequence

therefore, as a consequence
(in) Chapter X, first, next, lastly, I
begin with, I end with
All in all, at this point, in

II. to label stages

conclusion, on the whole
My focus, goal, objective is to, I

III. to announce goals

seek to, my purpose is to
Back to, in regard to, return to turn

IV. to shift topic

to

Endophoric markers

noted above/see figure/in section

Evidentials

According to X (1990) states

Code glosses

Namely/e.g/such as/in other
word/that is/to put it simply/ for

example/for instance
Hyland (2005) classified interactive Metadiscourse into five main categories that consist of transition, frame
markers, endophoric markers, evidential and code glosses. Two out of the five main categories included some
subcategories to mark their importance in a text; each category carries out a particular special function.
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Transition contains a number of elements mainly conjunctions applied to show an additive, contrastive and
consequential step in a text as against the external world. Furthermore, frame markers refer to discourse
boundaries and items of schematic discourse structure that include elements use to sequence, to label discourse
stages, to announce text goals and to present topic shift. Endophoric markers produce more materials that are
available and essential to the reader in rediscovering the writer’s goals. This is done by referring to other parts of
the discourse. Evidentials are linguistic statements and ideas took from another text. For example, Reza (2017)
stated that code Glosses are linguistic markers that provide additional information for a clear understanding of
the preferred meaning of the writer by the readers. For example, this is called, such as, in other words, this can
be defined.
Table 2. Hyland (2005) model of interactional Metadiscourse
Micro category
Hedges

Booters

Attitude markers

Self –mentions
Engagement markers

Subcategory

Examples

I. Epistemic verbs

May/might/it mostly

II. Probability adverbs

Probably/perhaps/maybe…

III. Epistemic expressions

Unlikely, unclear

I. Emphatics

Certainly, demonstrate, really

II. Amplifying adverbs

Totally, always in fact, definitely

III. Cognitive verbs

It is clear that

I. Deontic verbs

Unfortunately/remarkably

II. Attitudinal adjectives

It is absurd/it is surprising

III. Cognitive verbs

I feel/ I think/I agree/I believe

First person pronouns

I, me, my, mine

I. Second person pronouns

You, your, yourself

II. Interjection

by the way, you may notice

III. Imperative verbs

Consider, note that, see, look at

IV. Necessity models
must have to, should
The interactional Metadiscourse is classified into five main categories and subcategories attached to four out of
the five. Hedges, the first on the table has the following subcategories; epistemic verbs, probability adverbs and
epistemic expressions. These elements signal the author’s reluctance to pageant propositional information. The
second on the table are boosters which include emphatics, amplifying adverbs and cognitive verbs that represent
a certainty and emphasize the force of propositions. Thirdly is the attitudinal markers that have the following as
its subcategories; deontic verbs, attitudinal adverbs, attitudinal adjectives and cognitive verbs indicating surprise,
force, importance and approval; they also indicate author’s appraisal of propositional information. Fourthly is the
self –mention that includes first-person pronouns which indicate the presence of the author in the text. Lastly,
is the engagement markers that contain second personal pronouns, interjection, imperative verbs and necessary
models as subcategories that clearly refer to the readers by engaging them as the text participants or important
part of the discourse through the use of second-person pronouns, questions and imperative statements (Hyland,
2001).
3. Method
In this study, persuasive essays written by second-year undergraduates were analyzed to investigate the use of
Metadiscourse and the relationship between the frequencies of the Metadiscourse and the quality of the essays.
3.1 Research Design
The correlational research design is adopted in this research work. This research work involved a textual analysis
of undergraduates’ persuasive writing to determine the relationship between metadiscourse frequency and the
participants’ writing quality.
3.2 Participants
The participants of the study were 56 second-year undergraduates from a Department of English and Literary
Studies in one of the universities in Northern Nigeria. They are purposefully sampled out because it’s believed
that they have attained a particular stage of writing proficiency in the English language as a result of rigorous
training received in their first and second years of university study.
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3.3 Writing Task
A writing topic was given to the participants and asked to individually write a persuasive essay of about 350-400
for or against the topic (see Appendix A). The persuasive based essay was given with the view that it will attract
much deployment of Metadiscourse.
3.4 Data Collection Procedure
The researchers obtained permission from the Department from which the participants come. Consent was
obtained from the participants. After that, the participants wrote the essays and submitted to the researchers.
3.5 Text Analysis
The persuasive essays written by the participants were analyzed and the metadiscourse markers were identified
and categorized. For reliability, the corpora were manually analyzed word to word and were checked by two
experienced raters. This is to cross-check the detailing of metadiscourse distribution in the written persuasive
essay of the participants. Both raters have a PhD in English and have ten-year experience of teaching English in
tertiary institutions in Nigeria. After the analysis of the data, the total number of metadiscourse deployed by the
participants in the written persuasive essays were determined. The entire metadiscourse markers deployed by the
students were examined to know how they were used. The researchers identified the correct and the incorrect
metadiscourse used in the persuasive written essays and these were cross-checked by the raters to confirm the
correct and incorrect number of metadiscourse used in the written essays.
4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Frequency of the Metadiscourse Used
To achieve the first research objective of the study that is, to investigate the use of metadiscourse in the
undergraduates’ persuasive writing, the participants’ written essays were analyzed and the metadiscourse devises
used were identified. The metadiscourse was categorized into 10 groups. The metadiscourse with the highest
number of frequency and percentage is frame markers and transition with the frequency of 75 and 15.85 per cent
each; followed by boosters with 68. However, the metadiscourse with the least number of frequencies is ‘hedges’
with a frequency of 20, followed by engagement markers with 30 frequencies and self-mention with 37
frequencies.
The table below indicated the frequency and percentage of metadiscourse as they appeared in the persuasive
written essays of the undergraduates.
Table 3. The use of Metadiscourse in the written texts.
S/N

Metadiscourse

Frequency

Percentage

1

Transition

75

15.85

2

Frame markers

75

15.85

3

Endophoric markers

45

9.51

4

Evidential

43

9.09

5

Code glosses

42

8.87

6

Hedges

20

4.23

7

Boosters

68

14.37

8

Attitude markers

38

8.03

9

Self-mention

37

7.82

10

Engagement markers

30

6.34

Total

473

100
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Figure 1. Frequency of Metadiscourse Used
The above chart indicated a vivid picture of how the Metadiscourse elements have occurred in the persuasive
writing of the undergraduates.
The data were further analysed to identify the correct and incorrect usage of metadiscourse in the persuasive
writing of the students. Out of the total number (473) of Metadiscourse elements used in the participants’
persuasive writing, 227 metadiscourse were used correctly, while 246 metadiscourse were used incorrectly. The
following is the breakdown of each element: transition has 35 correct and 40 incorrect, frame markers has 40
correct and 35 incorrect, endophoric markers 25 correct and 20 incorrect, evidential has 19 correct and 24
incorrect, code glosses have 20 correct and 22 incorrect, hedges have 10 correct and 10 incorrect, boosters have
30 correct and 38 incorrect, attitude markers has 18 correct and 20 incorrect, self-mention has 17 correct and 20
incorrect and lastly engagement markers has 13 correct and 17 incorrect. This makes the total number of 227
correct and 246 incorrect metadiscourse elements used by the undergraduates in their persuasive writing text.
The table below presents the correct and incorrect number of metadiscourse elements that appeared in the
persuasive writing of the participants.
Table 4. Correct and incorrect Metadiscourse used
S/N

Metadiscourse

Frequency
Correct

Incorrect

1

Transition

35

40

2

Frame markers

40

35

3

Endophoric markers

25

20

4

Evidential

19

24

5

Code glosses

20

22

6

Hedges

10

10

7

Boosters

30

38

8

Attitude markers

18

20

9

Self-mention

17

20

10

Engagement markers

13

17

Total
227
246
Therefore, looking at the data presented on the table, it could be seen that the first stated objective of the study
that says ‘to investigate the use of Metadiscourse in the persuasive writing of Nigerian undergraduates’ has been
achieved. Considering the total number (473) of metadiscourse used in the persuasive writing of the
undergraduates and the correct and incorrect number of metadiscourse used in their persuasive writing 227/246,
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it could be concluded that the majority of the participants do not have sufficient knowledge or not understand
how to use metadiscourse markers in their persuasive writing. This is because out of the 19,600 words produced
in the persuasive written essays of the participants, only 473 Metadiscourse markers were realized. This is
obvious as almost all the metadiscourse markers were underutilized by the participants. Metadiscourse markers
like endophoric markers, evidential, code glosses, hedges self-mention and a lot more markers that help a writer
to persuade, convince and engage the audiences or readers to be part of the text were seriously underutilized.
Other metadiscourse devices were completely left out in some of the participants' written persuasive essays.
These findings support the findings of previous studies, like that of Tan (2011) who observed that many second
language writers experience difficulties in using Metadiscourse in their writing activities. Similarly, Haruna,
Ibrahim, Haruna, Ibrahim and Yunus (2018) affirmed that many Nigerian undergraduates were not exposed to the
Metadiscourse and their importance in writing, this led the students to write the way they speak.
4.2 Relationship between the Frequency of Metadiscourse Used and the Persuasive Writing Quality
To achieve the second objective of the study that is, to examine the relationship between the undergraduates’ use
of Metadiscourse and the quality of their persuasive writing. The participants’ essays were analyzed using the
Analytical Scale of Argumentative Writing (ASAW) developed by Nimehchisalem, (2010). It is a heuristic scale
with five components with a total score of 100: 1. Content 20marks, 2. Organization 20 marks, Vocabulary 20
marks, language convention 20 marks and overall effectiveness 20 marks. Each of the components has the
following five categories: excellent, competent, modest, basic and very limited (see appendix for the description
of the components).
Based on their scores, the participants were grouped into three; high 100-70, moderate 69-40 and low 39-0. Then
the researchers determined which group has the highest number of Metadiscourse used in their writing and
which has the highest number of correct Metadiscourse used in their writing.
The results of the analysis of the undergraduates’ use of Metadiscourse in the persuasive written essays presented
in the table below palpably indicated that the writing quality of many of the participants is low which correlates
positively with the use of metadiscourse. The scores have been classified into three; the first is high 100-70 that
none of the falls under the high-level scores, while moderate 60-40 has 16 participants fall within and lastly the
law 39-0 which has 40 participants fall within the lowest scores category.
Table 5. Categories of scores based on the persuasive writing performance
Category of scores

Participants

Metadiscourse used

16

298

High 100-70
Moderate 60-40

Low 39-0
40
175
The below extract is from one of the participants’ texts that is within the low score category. The essay has some
number of Metadiscourse markers but mostly used incorrectly. In the whole text, there are several metadiscourse
devices which have not been used total by the participant such as hedges, self-mention that are seriously in need
to make the text-friendly to readers. As a result of the misuse and absence of some Metadiscourse markers and
other errors, most of the participants’ texts fall under the low score category.
Extract A
a. …Some lecturers use this end of semester examination to threaten some student or give
them carryover why because they refuse to comply with them just of recent a girl was
impregnated by her lecturer just to pass here examination with good grade but it all ends
up in a very big mess why because the lecturer refuse and reject the pregnancy…
b. …The another reason that want the University examination to burn the current government
does not consider what you read or what certificate you have they only consider who is
your father or where you belong to…
c. …We as students, we will face the different challenges apart from the studies which the
students did not having his time rest at some time…
The following Extract is for participants’ texts that fall within moderate scores,
Extract B
a. Examinations, as we all know it, have emerged to be the main facet of modern education in the
eve-changing landscape of academia. In an education infrastructure that is as unpredictable as the clouds…
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b. Furthermore, exams are unhealthy for students. When students hear of upcoming exams, it usually means
that when they go home that night they feel depressed and worried about how well they will do…
c. Conclusively, while examinations have been so far a legitimate means of testing students’ abilities and at
time a means of motivation to students, the drawbacks with regards to pressuring student…
Thus, the second objective of the study which is to examine the relationship between the frequency of
metadiscourse and the persuasive writing quality of the undergraduates is also achieved. Looking at the analyses
presented in Table 5 above, the majority (40) of the participants got low scores of 39-0, while few numbers (16)
of the participants got the moderate scores of 60-40. These findings indicate that there is a correlation between
the frequency of metadiscourse and the quality of the undergraduates’ persuasive writing. This means that the
lower the number of Metadiscourse used in writing the lower the writing quality of the participants. This could
be seen from the table 5 above that palpably indicated how the few ones who obtained moderate scores have
used 298 metadiscourse markers while those at the lower scores with 40 participants, but only managed to use
175 metadiscourse markers in their texts. This revealed that the more metadiscourse a writer deployed correctly
in his/her text the more the quality of the text.
Moreover, the participants have used very few numbers of Metadiscourse in their persuasive writing this made
the majority of their writing low in quality. This result is not surprising at all because the participants wrote about
19,600 words and only 473 words are said to be Metadiscourse. This indicates that there is very a low utilization
of Metadiscourse in the persuasive writing of the undergraduates, which in turn affects the quality of their
writing. The result also indicates that metadiscourse markers play significant roles in helping students to write, to
persuade and successfully get their messages to the target audience.
The data analyzed revealed that the higher the correct number Metadiscourse used in the persuasive writing the
better the writing. This is because metadiscourse is of great importance as far as writing is concerned (Hyland,
2005). This result has supported the previous studies on metadiscourse from the earliest time to the present day
(Tan & Eng, 2014). Metadiscourse is essential resources use to indicate how a text or discourse is organized,
clarify and simplify difficult jargon for the audience or readers (Hyland &Tse, 2004).
5. Conclusion
The objective of the study is to investigate the use of metadiscourse and its relationship with the quality of
persuasive writing of the Nigerian undergraduates. The results revealed a positive relationship between the
frequency of Metadiscourse used and the quality of persuasive writing of the undergraduates. The findings
indicate that the higher the number of correct metadiscourse used the better the persuasive written texts of the
participants. The findings also revealed that most of the participants have a low deployment of Metadiscourse in
their writing performance which correlates with the low quality of written texts.
The results of this study have offered an insight into how the persuasive writing of Nigerian undergraduates
experienced low deployment Metadiscourse which is possibly the reason for having low quality. The results also
revealed that Metadiscourse helps a lot in having a very good written text that serves as a melting pot for both
the writers and the audiences. Teachers and lecturers should create students’ awareness of the importance of
metadiscourse devices in helping writers to logically present ideas to convince readers. They should also
emphasize the teaching and correct usage of metadiscourse in the students’ academic writing.
There are some limitations to the study. It is carried out with second-year students from a University in the
Northern part of Nigeria. Similarly, the research work is restricted only to undergraduates; it did not include a
vast array of students such as postgraduates and pre-university students. Therefore, further studies could take
care of how postgraduate and pre-university students use metadiscourse in their academic writing.
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Appendix A
Writing Task on Undergraduates’ Use of Metadiscourse in Persuasive Writing
In not less than five paragraphs (which include an introductory paragraph, developmental paragraphs and a
concluding paragraph), write a persuasive essay on why end-of-semester examinations should be banned in your
university. Provide at least three convincing reasons to explain your stand on the topic. To support your stand,
you can quote relevant sources, use tables, statistics, and your life-experiences.

Appendix B
Analytical Scale of Argumentative Writing
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