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Abstract

This literature review explores the global research on discourse markers (DMs) in the English
language, focusing on their definitions, functions, and variations across contexts. Drawing
from key theoretical models and empirical studies, the article highlights how DMs operate in
spoken and written English, their sociolinguistic variability, and the challenges they present for
language learners. The review also emphasizes the importance of teaching DMs explicitly in
ESL/EFL settings. Findings suggest that while discourse markers are often overlooked, they
play a vital role in ensuring coherence, fluency, and naturalness in communication.
Recommendations for future research are provided, particularly in the areas of digital discourse
and second language acquisition.
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Introduction

Have you ever noticed how in conversation we often use words like well, so, you know, or
actually? These words don’t always carry much literal meaning, but they do a lot of work in
keeping the conversation flowing, helping us signal what’s coming next, or showing how we
feel about what we’re saying. These little helpers are called discourse markers — and although
they’re small, they play a big role in how we communicate, especially in English.

Over the past few decades, researchers around the world have taken a serious interest in these
tiny yet powerful linguistic tools. Whether it’s in everyday conversation, academic writing, or
language classrooms, discourse markers help us make sense of communication. In this article,
we’ll walk through what researchers have discovered about discourse markers in English, how
they function, and why they matter — not just for native speakers, but for learners too.
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Methods

To get a clear picture of what’s been studied so far, I looked through a wide range of academic

. sources. These included journal articles, books, and dissertations found in respected databases

l like JSTOR, Scopus, ERIC, and Google Scholar. | focused on materials published from 1980
all the way to 2024, specifically those written in English and centered on discourse markers.
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I used search terms like “discourse markers in English,” “pragmatic markers,” and “DMs in
ESL” to track down the most relevant studies. From dozens of works, I selected 45 key sources
that provided in-depth insight into how discourse markers work in English communication, and
how people learn and teach them.

Results

1. Theories Behind Discourse Markers.
To understand discourse markers, we first need to look at how different scholars have tried to
define and categorize them. Back in 1987, Deborah Schiffrin laid a strong foundation by
showing how words like and, but, so, and well help conversations flow more smoothly. She
saw discourse markers as signals that help listeners follow along and understand how ideas are
connected.

Later on, Bruce Fraser suggested that these markers don’t change the actual meaning of a
sentence — instead, they comment on how the sentence connects to what came before. So if
someone says “It’s raining. However, I’ll still go jogging,” that however tells you the second
sentence is in contrast with the first.

Another scholar, Diane Blakemore, looked at things from a cognitive angle. Drawing from
Relevance Theory, she argued that discourse markers guide listeners by narrowing down how
they should interpret what’s being said.

Finally, with the rise of corpus linguistics (studies based on huge databases of real-life language
use), researchers could examine how often certain markers appear in different types of English
— like casual speech vs. formal writing — and what roles they play.

2. Spoken vs. Written English: Different Worlds for Discourse Markers

It turns out that how we use discourse markers can vary a lot depending on whether we're
speaking or writing. In casual spoken English, people often use markers like you know, | mean,
or like. These help make speech sound more natural, help us pause to think, or show that we’re
adjusting what we want to say.

In contrast, written English — especially academic or professional writing — favors more
formal markers like however, moreover, and consequently. These help structure arguments and
guide the reader through complex reasoning.

3. Social and Cultural Differences in DM Use

Discourse markers aren’t used the same way by everyone. Studies have found that age, gender,
and social context all affect how often and how confidently people use them. For example,
younger speakers in informal settings might say like or you know a lot more than older speakers
would.

Also, as English spreads around the world, local versions of English have developed their own
unique markers. In Nigerian English, for instance, the word na is used a lot to add emphasis or
emotion. In Singaporean English, you might hear lah at the end of sentences. These local
variations show how flexible and adaptive discourse markers can be.
4. Learning and Teaching Discourse Markers
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For people learning English as a second or foreign language, discourse markers can be both
tricky and crucial. While grammar and vocabulary often get more attention in classrooms, it’s
these small words that can really make a learner’s speech sound more natural and fluent.
Unfortunately, learners sometimes overuse certain markers like so or and, or they translate
markers directly from their native language, which can lead to confusion or unnatural phrasing.
That’s why researchers like Fung and Carter (2007) emphasize the need to explicitly teach
discourse markers in language classrooms — especially through real conversations and
listening practice.

Discussion
From all this research, a few big ideas stand out.

First, discourse markers are everywhere — but we often take them for granted. They may be
“invisible” in terms of grammar, but they are incredibly powerful when it comes to organizing
ideas, showing relationships, and making our speech feel alive.

Second, how we use these markers depends a lot on context — whether we’re speaking or

writing, who we’re talking to, and where we are in the world. Native and non-native speakers
alike use them in different ways, and that’s okay — language is always evolving.
Still, some areas need more attention. For example, there aren’t many studies that track how
learners improve their use of discourse markers over time. Also, with more and more
communication happening online — through text messages, emails, and social media — we
still don’t know enough about how DMs work in digital spaces.

Conclusion

Discourse markers may seem small, but they play a big role in how we understand each other.
Research shows that they help shape conversations, make writing clearer, and reveal a lot about
how people think and connect with each other.

As English continues to grow and change around the world, studying these markers can give
us better insight into how language works in real life. And by bringing this research into
classrooms, we can help learners sound more natural, confident, and connected in their
communication.
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