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Abstract 

Metadiscourse refers to the method in organizing discourse, expressing the writer’s attitudes 

towards the texts and readers. It has been studied by many scholars in discourse analysis in 

recent years. This article reviewed previous studies on metadiscourse, including definitions, 

classifications, theoretical studies and empirical studies. Moreover, critical comments on 

previous studies of metadiscourse were discussed. The analysis suggests that more studies are 

supposed to focus on different discourse genres and interdisciplinary research could also be 

explored in future studies. 
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1. Introduction

In general, people’s communication consists of basic propositions and some other words which 

are used to organize texts and express speakers or writers’ attitudes towards the text or audience 

(Wang & Cheng, 2016). People always want to make their expressions been understood by 

others. Therefore, they will not simply list information promiscuously without organizing, but 

seek for some ways to have a better and clearer communication. Metadiscourse provides a way 

for people to express themselves and also involve readers in the communication. The concept of 

metadiscourse was first put forward by Zellig Harris in 1959 (Hyland, 2008). However, he did 

not give a clear definition, but regarded metadiscourse as “a way of understanding language in 

use” (Hyland, 2000). Ever since, many other scholars began to pay attention to the term 

metadiscourse and developed its concept. Some scholars used different terms to name it. For 

example, Meyer came up with a concept of “signaling” and Schiffrin named the concept of 

metadiscourse as “metatalk” (Wang & Cheng, 2016). 
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Since 1980s, metadiscourse has become the focus of applied linguistics (Wang & Cheng, 2016). 

A number of researches have been done to analyze the use of metadiscourse in written or spoken 

discourse. This article reviewed the definition and classification of metadiscourse. What’s more, 

previous theoretical and empirical studies on metadiscourse were also discussed.  
 

2. Definition of Metadiscourse 

 

2.1.Definitions of Metadiscourse from Non-Propositional Aspect 

 

The definition of metadiscourse was not very clear when it was put forward at first. It was often 

simply regarded as “discourse about discourse” (Hyland, 2008). In many scholars’ opinions, 

metadiscourse is different from the propositional component in that it does not convey the exact 

meaning of texts. Therefore, those scholar’s definitions are non-propositional based. Lautamatti 

(1978) considered metadiscourse as “non-topical linguistic material”. According to his study, 

metadiscourse was not related to the content of texts, but it did play an important role in 

understanding the whole discourse.  

 

Similarly, Crismore and Vande Kopple also believed that metadiscourse was distinct from the 

propositional information. Crismore (1983) regarded metadiscourse as “the authors instruction 

into the discourse, either explicitly or non-explicitly, to direct rather than inform, showing 

readers how to understand what is said and meant in the primary discourse and how to ‘take’ the 

author”. Vande Kopple (1985) defined metadiscourse as “the linguistic material which does not 

add propositional information but which signals the presence of an author”. However, 

metadiscourse is not an independent element which can be included or not without changing the 

discourse meaning. We cannot distinguish the discourse by primary level (propositions) and 

secondary level (metadiscourse). In addition, texts are not simply the list of propositions. The 

meaning of one discourse depends on the two aspects together, namely propositional aspects and 

metadiscoursal aspect.  

 

2.2.Definition from Interpersonal Aspect 

 

As discourse conveys the author’s idea to one thing or phenomenon, it cannot be neutral. 

Therefore, metadiscourse is not only text-referential, but also interpersonal. What cannot be 

neglected in the metadiscourse analysis is its interpersonal function. Metadiscourse shows 

writers' estimate to readers’ recognition to the discourse and their needs in understanding 

discourse. Texts are organized together according to the strategy of reader-oriented for better 

communication, thus metadiscourse is also reader-oriented and interpersonal. Hyland (2000) 

defined metadiscourse as “the linguistic resources used to organize a discourse or the writer’s 

stance towards either its content or the reader”. He also gave a useful and clear definition, which 

stated, “Metadiscourse is the cover term for the self-expressions used to negotiate interactional 

meanings in a text, assisting the writer or speaker to express a viewpoint and engage with readers 

as members of a particular community”. Hyland not only stressed the text organization function 

of metadiscourse, but also sated its interpersonal function, such as evaluation and engagement 

(Hyland, 2008). Therefore, his definition is used more frequently in discourse analysis in recent 

years.  
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3. Classifications of Metadiscourse 

 

Vande Kopple (1985) first put forward a comprehensive classification of metadiscourse based on 

Williams’ classification. He classified metadiscourse into two broad categories: textual 

metadiscourse and interpersonal metadiscourse. Both of the two categories included several 

subcategories. However, there exists ambiguity in Vande Kopple’s classification, which makes it 

difficult to be applied in practice well. For example, in academic papers, “according to X” can 

usually be seen as narrators or validity markers. This makes his classification vague, to some 

extent. 

 

Crismore (1983) reorganized Vande Kopple’s classification. He classified textual metadiscourse 

into textual markers and interpretive markers. Besides, several subcategories were also 

reorganized. Crismore improved Vande Kopple’s classification. For example, reminders refer to 

the earlier parts of texts and announcements refer to the later parts of texts. However, the 

reminders belong to textual markers, but the announcements belong to interpretive markers. 

Therefore, Crismore’s classification is not perfect as well. 

 

Hyland (2000) classified metadiscourse into interactive metadiscourse and interactional 

metadiscourse. Interactive metadiscourse shows the writer’s awareness of readers in organizing 

discourse. It can help writers to express their arguments and guide readers’ interpretations as the 

writer assumed. Interactional metadiscourse focuses on the interaction with readers. It aims to 

involve readers in the argument and help the writer to express his or her attitude towards the text 

and readers. The details about Hyland’s classification are shown in table 1. 

 

Table 1: Hyland’s model of metadiscourse 

Category Function Examples 

Interactive 
Help to guide the reader through 

the text 

 

Transitions 
Express relations between main 

clauses 
in addition; but; thus; and 

Frame markers 
Refer to discourse acts. 

Sequences, or stages 

finally; to conclude; my 

purpose is 

Endophoric 

markers 

Refer to information in other 

parts of the text 

noted above; see Fig; in 

section2 

Evidentials 
Refer to information from other 

texts 
according to X; Z states 

Code glosses 
Elaborate propositional 

meanings 

namely; e.g.; such as; in other 

words 

Interactional Involve the reader in the text  

Hedges 
Withhold commitment and open 

dialogue 
might; perhaps; possible; about 

Boosters 
Emphasize certainty or close 

dialogue 

in fact; definitely; it is clear 

that 

Attitude markers 
Express writer’s attitude to 

proposition 

unfortunately; I agree; 

surprisingly 
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Self mentions Explicit reference to author (s) I; we; my; me; our 

Engagement 

markers 

Explicitly build relationship with 

reader 
consider; note; you can see that 

(Adopted from Hyland, 2008) 

 

4. Theoretical Studies on Metadiscourse 

 

4.1.Studies on the Concepts and Definitions of Metadiscourse 

 

Since Harris put forward the concept of metadiscourse, many scholars have studied the definition 

and concept of metadiscourse. Meanwhile, these scholars also provided different definitions of 

metadiscourse which has been shown in the previous section. After Harris, Meyer (1975) came 

up with a concept which was similar to metadiscourse, “signaling”. He regarded signaling as a 

non-content system which organized the discourse and conveyed discourse information. 

Lautamatti (1978) believed metadiscourse was a non-topic material which can help readers in 

discourse understanding. Keller (1979) came up with “gambits” from the psycholinguistic 

aspect. He pointed out that speakers used gambits to lead to the topic and show speakers’ 

attitudes towards the topic. Schiffrin (1980) treated metadiscourse as a linguistic form which 

organized and evaluated the conversation from the sociolinguistic aspect and he named it 

“metatalk”.  

 

In China, some scholars also studied the concept and translations of metadiscourse. Cheng 

(1997) first put forward the concept of metadiscourse. He translated metadiscourse into “Ya 

Yanyu”. Li (2001) discussed the role of metadiscourse in context and explained the concept of 

metadiscourse further. Afterwards, Cheng and Jiang (2008) discussed three different translations 

of metadiscourse, “Ya Yanyu”, “Yuan Huayu”, “Yuan Yupian”, and came up with a new 

translation: “functional discourse”. However, this translation is not accepted by most scholars.  

 

4.2.Studies on the Functions of Metadiscourse 

 

When it comes to the function of metadiscourse, scholars hold different opinions. Most of them 

agree with the textual and interpersonal functions of metadiscourse. Keller (1979) analyzed 500 

gambits and distinguished four main functions of gambits (metadiscourse): semantic framing, 

social signaling, state-of-consciousness signaling, and communicative signaling. Vande Kopple 

(1985) believed metadiscourse had the function in helping readers to organize, interpret and 

evaluate the discourse. Hyland (2008) stressed the integrity of metadiscourse on textual and 

interpersonal functions according to Halliday’s three metafunctions of discourse. Yang (2007) 

explained metadiscourse and linguistic function in his research. He demonstrated that 

metadiscourse was influenced by Halliday’s three metafunctions of discourse and he paid 

attention to the interactivity among ideational meaning, interpersonal meaning and textual 

meaning.  

 

4.3.Studies on Metadiscourse and Other Linguistic Theories 

 

Studies on metadiscourse and other linguistic theories are fruitful these years. Beauvais (1989) 

used speech act theory to study metadiscourse from the social communication perspective. He 
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argued metadiscourse was the linguistic element which was used to express illocutionary 

meanings. Xin and Huang (2010) explored the relationship between metadiscourse and 

evaluative resources. Their research findings suggested that metadiscourse did not have 

evaluative meaning, but it had connections with the evaluative resources. Shi and Wang (2014) 

analyzed the communicative action meaning of metadiscourse in academic writings from the 

perspective of communicative action theory. They argued that metadiscourse in academic 

writings could realize the four universal validity principles of effective communication.  

 

Besides, some scholars also studied the function of metadiscourse on inter-subjectivity 

constructing from the perspective of linguistic philosophy (Cheng, 2009; Xin, 2011; Zhao, 

2015). In the study of metadiscourse from the cognitive perspective, Zhao (2016) analyzed the 

inference and constraint of metadiscourse based on the relevance theory. His results showed that 

metadiscourse could constraint listeners in contextual inference.  
 

5. Empirical Studies on Metadiscourse 

 

5.1.Studies on Spoken Language 

 

Researches on metadiscourse in spoken language focus mostly on the metadiscourse used in 

classroom teaching. Joseph and Nicholas (2015) analyzed the metadiscourse used by teachers in 

EAP lessons and academic lectures. They selected 18 EAP lessons and 18 university lectures 

from two corpora and compared the metadiscourse using in the 36 samples. The results showed 

that EAP teachers were concerned with the framing of discourse firstly in order to set up 

classroom tasks and involve students in the class. Nevertheless, university instructors primarily 

concentrated on establishing relationships among ideas in the arguments. In addition, the EFL 

teachers’ use of metadiscourse in university classes was also analyzed by many scholars (Yan & 

Zhang, 2013; Guo, 2014). They analyzed the classroom metadiscourse through multi-

dimensional functional analysis and found that the interactional and meta-linguistic functions of 

classroom metadiscourse outperform the interactive metadiscourse.  

 

Si (2014) analyzed spoken English teaching in college based on the metadiscourse theory. She 

selected 69 non-English major students as the experimental subjects and collected their oral 

performance and the transcripts of oral tests. Finally, she found out that metadiscourse training 

was helpful to students’ metadiscourse awareness and oral proficiency. In addition, 

metadiscourse used in business negotiation was also analyzed in these years (Xie, 2012).  

 

5.2.Studies on Non-Academic Discourse 

 

There are many metadiscourse studies on different discourse types, such as news, political texts 

and business emails. María and Rut (2015) analyzed and compared metadiscourse features in 

business e-mails which were written by three groups of non-native speakers of English, Spanish 

and Chinese. What they mainly studied were those differences in the use of the subcategory of 

interactional metadiscourse: boosters. Results showed that Spanish writers preferred to greater 

assertiveness. 
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As for news discourse, Huang and Gong (2014) compared the use of metadiscourse in English 

news reports and English news comments. They selected 30 news reports and news comments 

respectively, and compared the similarities and differences of metadiscourse features in the two 

types of news discourse. More analyses on metadiscourse features in news discourse were 

studied by other scholars from different perspectives (Liu, 2013; Davud & Manijheh, 2014; 

Huang & Xiong, 2012). Moreover, Lu (2012) comprehensively analyzed metadiscourse in 

political texts based on Report on the Work of Government (2012).  

 

5.3.Studies on Academic Discourse 

 

Since the concept of metadiscourse was put forward, many scholars used it to analyze academic 

discourse and discussed its functions in academic writing. Hyland (2004) analyzed 240 masters’ 

and doctors’ theses from 6 different disciplines. He found that masters and doctors from different 

disciplines preferred to use metadiscourse differently in an unconscious way. His results also 

suggested how writers used metadiscourse to organize their texts and offer their work in 

academic writing. He believed that metadiscourse was an important method in analyzing 

academic writing.  

 

Gillaerts and Van de Velde (2010) carried out a diachronic study on the interactive 

metadiscourse. They collected 72 abstracts which belong to the Journal of Pragmatics from 1982 

to 2007. It was confirmed that the use of interactive metadiscourse changed in the past 25 years. 

Except for the abstracts, introductions were also analyzed. Tomoyuki (2015) compared 

metadiscourse features in the introductions of doctors’ theses and research articles. Results 

showed that metadiscourse were used more frequently in introductions of research articles. 

Moreover, Zhou (2014) compared metadiscourse features in art and science research articles. He 

demonstrated that the frequencies of interactive and interactional metadiscourse were both higher 

in art research articles than they were in science research articles.  

 

5.4.Studies on the Comparison of Metadiscourse Among Different Languages  

 

Studies on the comparison of metadiscourse among different languages mainly focused on the 

comparison of English and other languages, such as Chinese, Spanish and so on. Valero-Garces 

(1996) analyzed the use of metadiscourse in English economic theses by American and Spanish. 

He found that the former used more metadiscourse than the later. Similarly, Joseph and Elliott 

(2014) also compared the use of metadiscourse in masters’ theses by English and Spanish. The 

corpus they used consisted of 200 results and discussions parts of masters’ theses. In these 200 

samples, 100 samples were written by L1 Spanish students and the other 100 samples were 

written by English students. The comparative results revealed significant differences in using 

metadiscourse between the two different languages. 

 

Comparison of metadiscourse between Chinese and English papers can also be searched. Hu and 

Cao (2011) compared hedges and boosters used in the abstracts of English and Chinese applied 

linguistic articles based on a corpora of 649 abstracts. Their results revealed that abstracts of 

English articles used more hedges than abstracts of Chinese articles did. Moreover, this research 

also showed that the different patterns of hedges and boosters in Chinese and English abstracts 

had influences on the expression of authorial certainty and confidence.  
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5.5.Studies on the Translation of Metadiscourse 

 

Except for the discourse analysis, more and more scholars focus on the translation of 

metadiscourse in different discourse. Wu (2014) observed the translator’s subjectivity in 

metadiscourse translation. He believed that translators were more autonomous in metadiscourse 

translation compared with other linguistic components translation. Meanwhile, in metadiscourse 

translation, translators are supposed to have profound background knowledge. Therefore, 

translators’ subjectivity was supposed to be concerned in metadiscourse translation. Some 

scholars also analyzed one specific translation version to study the metadiscourse translation. Ju 

(2015) observed the interpersonal metadiscourse used in English version of The Analects. The 

study showed that interpersonal metadiscourse was a powerful method in constructing rhetorical 

ethos. Furthermore, some scholars also observed the translation of one or several single 

metadiscourses such as “you” in Chinese from the micro perspective, which enriched the study 

of metadiscourse from different perspectives and also provided some references for the teaching 

of translation (Huang & Wang, 2010).  

 

6. Critics on Previous Studies 

 

6.1.Features of the Previous Metadiscourse Studies 

 

Different scholars hold different understanding on the definition, function and classification of 

metadiscourse. However, what accepted by most scholars is Hyland’s metadiscourse theory. 

Therefore, it is Hyland’s definition and classification of metadiscourse which are used more 

frequently in discourse analysis. The current literature shows that discussions on metadiscourse 

theory mainly focus on metadiscourse itself. However, some scholars also combined 

metadiscourse and other theories to investigate the use of metadiscourse, such as communicative 

action theory (Shi & Wang, 2014), inter-subjectivity constructing (Cheng, 2009; Xin, 2011), 

relevance theory (Zhao, 2016).  

 

As for the application of metadiscourse in discourse analysis, scholars analyzed many different 

types of discourse and also adopted different research methods in their studies. According to the 

current literature, the application of metadiscourse in discourse analysis includes the use of 

metadiscourse in speaking, writing and translation. As for the studies of metadiscourse in both 

written and oral texts, some scholars analyzed several single words (Huang & Wang, 2010) and 

some analyzed the whole system of metadiscourse (Yan & Zhang, 2013; Guo, 2014; Xie, 2012; 

Si, 2014). Moreover, the texts types in metadiscourse analysis are also various, including 

academic papers (Zhou, 2014), news discourse (Huang & Xiong, 2012; Huang & Gong, 2014), 

political texts (Lu, 2012), classroom discourse (Guo, 2014), but most studies mainly focus on 

metadiscourse in academic papers.  

 

6.2.Limitations of the Previous Metadiscourse Studies 

 

First, there is not a unified understanding of the definition, classification and function of 

metadiscourse, which makes it difficult to analyze the metadiscourse used in different discourses. 

More researches are supposed to be carried in this area. 
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Second, regarding the research method, most previous studies use the self-built corpora to 

analyze a certain discourse type, and SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) is used to do 

the quantitative analysis. However, studies are mainly based on quantitative analysis with a small 

part on qualitative analysis.  

 

Third, as for the research subjects, quite a lot of previous studies concentrated on the written 

discourse, while researches on metadiscourse in oral discourse and the translation of 

metadiscourse are still rare. On the study of metadiscourse in written discourse, most studies 

only focus on several common words. However, studies on the whole system of metadiscourse in 

academic papers from different disciplines are not profound. 

 

Fourth, the discourse genre in previous analysis is limited. Most of previous studies focus on the 

research articles, thesis or news discourse. Studies on some discourse genres like literary works, 

political speeches. Legal discourse and text books are not profound. 

 

7. Conclusions 

 

In this article, the theoretical foundation and literature review of previous studies on 

metadiscourse are discussed. Meanwhile, comments on the previous studies on metadiscourse 

are offered. Metadiscourse has been widely used by many scholars in discourse analysis, and the 

application of metadiscourse is also various which consists of research articles, theses, news 

discourse and so on. It is recommended that more studies focus on the qualitative study of 

metadiscourse. Moreover, interdisciplinary research and different discourse genres can also be 

considered in the future studies.  
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