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Abstract: In English language teaching, the teacher's verbal communication including
asking questions and feedback on students' responses is essential for students' language
input and learning. This communication is not only used as a teaching tool, but also as a
key resource for students' language learning. Therefore, the study of teachers' discourse is
of great significance for revealing the real teaching situation of language classrooms and
improving the teaching effect, which is also a long-term focus in the field of language
teaching. However, there are problems with the comprehensibility of the teacher's
discourse in actual classroom communication, which often leads to communication failure.
In order to improve the intelligibility of teachers' discourse, researchers have begun to
explore this issue from a pragmatic perspective, rather than just focusing on phonetics,
intonation, and grammatical structures. Based on the association theory proposed by
Sperber and Wilson, this study analyzes the real communication between teachers and
students in junior high school English classrooms from the perspective of cognitive
pragmatics. Ten reading lessons in the real teaching classroom of junior high school
English were selected as the research corpus. The study regards Relevance Theory as the
theoretical framework and conducts a qualitative and quantitative analysis on the use of
spoken discourse markers by senior high school English teachers in reading classes. Ten
reading lessons were taken from the teaching content of the eighth-grade people's
education version. By analyzing the actual records of junior high school English teachers'
discourse, this study explores the nature of teacher-student communication and identify the
factors that affect classroom communication from a cognitive perspective. This study aims
to address the following two questions: (1) How are spoken discourse markers distributed
in junior high school English reading classes, and what characterizes their usage by
teachers? (2) According to Relevance Theory, what are the pragmatic roles of the top three
most frequently utilized spoken discourse markers by teachers in junior high school
reading classes? The research provides a systematic analysis of the distribution and
pragmatic functions of the three most commonly used spoken discourse markers in junior
high school English reading classes, examining how teachers employ these markers to
optimize communication.
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1.Introduction
1.1 The background of study

As society progresses, proficiency in English has become increasingly essential. Within the
realm of junior high school English education, educators are increasingly adopting communicative
teaching methods. These methods are designed to stimulate students' interest in English, establish a
solid foundation for their language learning, and ultimately enhance their English proficiency.
Research into communicative language teaching often focuses on the characteristics of teachers’
discourse markers that either facilitate or hinder effective communication. It is widely expected that
communicative classrooms will feature clear and active dialogue between teachers and students.
When examining teachers’ discourse markers, we consider two primary aspects: the questions
posed to students and the responses given to their answers.

However, instances where teachers’ discourse markers is not well comprehended by students,
leading to communication breakdowns and ineffective student responses to teacher-initiated
questions, are all too common. Such occurrences highlight the frequent communicative failures in
classroom interactions, making it a pressing issue to address. The communicative model proposed
by Sperber and Wilson offers a valuable framework for addressing these challenges.

The author endeavors to explore the implications of successful teachers’ discourse markers,
aiming to assist educators in formulating more effective questions and employing suitable
correction and evaluation strategies to refine their teaching practices. By drawing on the insights
from Sperber and Wilson's model, this study seeks to provide practical guidance for enhancing
classroom communication and the overall quality of English language instruction.

1.2 The significance and purpose of the study

Learning a foreign language is fundamentally about communication, which implies that
educators must ensure their classrooms are conducive to enhancing both the communicative and
linguistic abilities of their students. While numerous studies have examined teachers’ discourse
markers in English classrooms globally, there is a dearth of research specifically focused on the
characteristics and applications of teachers’ discourse markers within the context of English
classrooms in China, as noted by He and Ran (1998), among others. This gap in the literature
presents a significant opportunity for further exploration and research.

Relevance Theory, a cornerstone of cognitive pragmatics, has gained widespread application
across various domains, including translation (He Ziran, 1996), grammar, and discourse analysis
(He Ziran, Ran Yongping, 1999). This theory approaches communication from a cognitive
standpoint, making it an apt lens through which to examine the teacher-student interaction that is a
hallmark of English classrooms. Consequently, this thesis will investigate teachers’ discourse
markers in junior high school English classrooms using the framework of Relevance Theory.

The primary objective of this study is to conduct an in-depth analysis of teachers’ discourse
markers in junior high school English classrooms. By examining the dynamics of teacher-student
interaction, the research aims to expand the practical applications of Relevance Theory. It seeks to
uncover the cognitive pragmatic characteristics of teachers' questions and to derive valuable
pedagogical insights. These insights are intended to assist English teachers in refining their
classroom discourse, thereby facilitating smoother and more effective English language instruction.

2. Literature Review
The incorporation of Relevance Theory has expanded the research perspective on teacher
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classroom discourse to include an exploration of the cognitive psychological factors involved in
teacher-student interaction.

He Gang (1996), in his paper "A Relevance-Based Explanation of Questions,” discusses the
application value of the principle of relevance from the perspective of discourse questioning,
elucidating the guiding role of relevance in the generation and comprehension of questioning
discourse. Xiao Su (2003) employs Relevance Theory to examine teachers’ discourse markers from
a cognitive pragmatic viewpoint, theoretically identifying the explanatory power for successful
classroom communication. Concurrently, through questionnaire surveys, Xiao Su understands the
current foreign language teachers' cognitive pragmatic strategies in classroom questioning and
proposes rational suggestions to facilitate successful classroom communication.

Nizegorodcew (2007) utilizes Relevance Theory to analyze classroom teaching language,
suggesting that teachers should handle their classroom language input based on the principle of
optimal relevance. Research on teacher discourse within the framework of Relevance Theory is still
scarce, especially concerning the discourse of junior high school English teachers in China. This
study applies Relevance Theory to study teachers’ discourse markers in junior high English
classroom aiming to contribute valuable insights to this area of research.

3. The Theoretical Framework on Relevance Theory

In their work "Relevance: Communication and Cognition,"” Sperber & Wilson (1986/1995),
based on the notions mentioned above, put forward the principles of relevance: cognitive principle
and communicative principle. They think that there are two principles when people communicate.

One is the Cognitive Principle of Relevance: Human cognition tends to be geared to the
maximization of relevance, the other is the Communicative Principle of Relevance:Every act of
ostensive stimulus communicates a presumption of its own optimal relevance. (Sperber &Wilson,
1995:260) Relevance Theory seeks to investigate human communication through the cognitive
processes, building upon Grice's (1975) cooperative principle, which serves as the cornerstone of
modern pragmatics. As such, Relevance Theory is often characterized as a cognitive pragmatics
theory.

At the heart of Relevance Theory is the concept of relevance, a principle that individuals
instinctively adhere to during communication. Sperber and Wilson posit that relevance is not merely
a communicative norm but rather a fundamental aspect of cognition itself. They define relevance as
the process of hypothesizing a connection between a proposition and a set of contextual
assumptions (1991:381).

According to their theory, an assumption is considered relevant within a specific context and it
has contextual effects (1986:122). The logical implications of speech are not solely derived from
the new information it conveys, nor from the contextual assumptions alone, but rather from the
interplay between the new information and the existing contextual assumptions. That is to say, to
spend appropriate processing effort and to achieve enough contextual effect.

4.Research Methodology

Initially, the chapter delves into the formulation of research questions, presenting them in a
detailed and comprehensive manner. Subsequently, it elucidates the process of data collection.
Following this, an array of research methods is introduced, which are instrumental in facilitating the
author's statistical analysis. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the procedural aspects of
conducting research.
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4.1 Research questions

Having completed the previous exploration and analysis, the thesis embarks on an examination
of spoken discourse markers employed by English teachers in junior high school reading classes
through the Relevance Theory. Utilizing a self-compiled corpus, the study addresses the following
research questions:

1. How are spoken discourse markers distributed in junior high school English reading classes,
and what characterizes their usage by teachers?

2. According to Relevance Theory, what are the pragmatic roles of the top three most frequently
utilized spoken discourse markers by teachers in junior high school reading classes?

4.2 Data collection

In this study, data collection is involved with two aspects: corpus construction and data
processing.

In the initial stage of corpus construction, it is necessary to download 10 reading classes from the
software. These reading classes selected from excellent real teaching cases about English subject in
middle schools. The teaching contents of these ten classes about Grade 8, selecting from the
People’s Education Press textbook. These lessons are presented in the form of on-site classes, and
the duration of each class is usually about 35 minutes. In order to secure the identity privacy of ten
teachers, ten teachers are coded as T1 to Teacher 10. At the same time, the contents in the former 5
classes is adopted by the first semester of Grade 8 and the contents in the later 5 classed is adopted
by the second semester of Grade 8. The usage of textbooks from the same grade is to guarantee the
accuracy and precision of this study. And the general information of ten classes are presented in the
following Table 1:

Table 1: General Information of 10 Classes

Teacher Code Course Title

U3 Could you please clean your room?
Section B 2a-2e
U5 Do you want to watch a game?

T1

T2 Section B
T3 U6 I’'m going to study computer science
Section A 2d: Dream Jobs
T4 U8 How to make a banana milk shake?
Section A 2d
T5 U9 Can you come to my party? Section B
T6 U1l What’s the matter?

Section A:3a-3c
T7 U2 I’ll help to clean up the city parks
U5 What were you doing when the rainstorm came?

T8 Section A:3a-3c
U8 He said the fashion show was wonderful
T9 )
Section C
U10 I’ve had this bike for three years
T10 .
Section B
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4.3 Research methods

The study employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating both qualitative and quantitative
analysis to provide a comprehensive examination. Quantitatively, the research focuses on
identifying and statistically analyzing the occurrence of discourse markers within the self-compiled
corpus. This encompasses an investigation into the distribution and frequency of spoken discourse
markers, as well as an analysis of the syntactic roles of the three most prevalent markers.

Conversely, qualitative analysis is utilized to interpret the broader implications of the research
findings, which are derived from the quantitative data. Notably, during the examination of the
pragmatic functions of the top three frequently occurring spoken discourse markers, qualitative
methods are indispensable. This approach allows for a deeper understanding of the contextual usage
and communicative impact of these markers within the classroom discourse.

4.4 Research Procedures

Guided by Relevance Theory, this research centralizes the top three most frequently utilized
spoken discourse markers by teachers during reading classes. It employs a blend of quantitative and
qualitative methodologies to achieve its objectives. In the ensuing section, the research process is
delineated, encompassing the subsequent steps:

Firstly, the author downloads ten reading classes selecting from the People’s Education Press
textbook online named “JIAOSHI NET” and transcribes them into text, in which students’
utterances are deleted. And then the author proofreads and organizes the text, and establishes a
corpus based on text about teachers’ discourse markers in junior high English reading classroom.

Secondly, the search for discourse markers is conducted and manually recognized. According to
the classification of Wang and Zhu (2005). After that, the distributional features of discourse
markers can be discovered, including distribution, frequency, and syntactic positions, etc.

Table 2: The Classification of DMs Divided by Wang and Zhu (2005)

Additive also, furthermore, moreover, besides, still, and, too, in addition
Listing for instance, for example, such as
Contrastive but, on the contrary, however, on the other hand, nevertheless, yet
Repetitive in other words, namely, that is
Causal since, because, so, thus, hence, therefore
Logical Sequential firstly, secondly, thirdly, next, in the first place
Connection Summative in summary, to sum up, in sum, in total
DMs Concession though, although, even if, even though
Temporal after, meanwhile, now, before, when
Emphasizing above all, very, almost, actually, really, fully, extremely, completely,
totally, indeed, incidentally
Eligible if, unless, whenever
Selective either/or, other than, neither/nor, otherwise
Equivalent as well as, at the same time, or
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In the concluding phase of the study, Relevance Theory serves as the theoretical framework for a
thorough analysis of the pragmatic functions of the three most commonly used spoken discourse
markers by teachers. This analysis not only examines the practical roles these markers play in
communication but also investigates the correlation between these functions and the syntactic
positions that these markers occupy within the discourse. This study aims to shed light on How are
spoken discourse markers distributed in junior high school English reading classes, and tries to
explore what characterizes their usage by teachers, and what are the pragmatic roles of the top three
most frequently utilized spoken discourse markers by teachers in junior high school reading classes.

5. Data Analysis and Discussion

First, it is important to adopt the quantitative research method to calculate ten classes consist of
how many words, while the number of spoken discourse markers is how many words, accounting
for how many percentages of the total corpus to discover spoken discourse markers distributed in
junior high school English reading classes, and what characterizes their usage by teachers. And the
second research question based on Relevance Theory is the deeper research from the view of
pragmatics to find out what roles the top three most frequently utilized spoken discourse markers by
teachers in junior high school reading classes.

5.1 Distributional features of spoken discourse markers

The text of Teacher Talk consists of almost twenty thousand words, while the number of spoken
discourse markers is nearly two thousand words accounting for 10% of the corpus from ten English
reading classes. After counting the spoken discourse markers in Teacher Talk, it can be observed
that 20 types of spoken discourse markers are used. 10 teachers use a total of 20 discourse markers,
respectively well, so, now, right, or, like, that is, also, before, in fact, at the same time, firstly, for
example, totally, though, anyway, whenever, namely, however, completely.

Obviously, the most frequently used spoken discourse marker is well, followed by discourse
markers so and now. It is noteworthy that three spoken discourse markers, well, so and now, are
used more frequently than other spoken discourse markers in each teacher’s reading class. It can be
seen that these three spoken discourse markers are closely linked to the teaching process and play
an important role and spoken discourse markers frequently used by teachers are very concentrated.

Analyzing the syntactic positions of discourse markers not only helps us better understand their
pragmatic functions but also helps us better understand their use in English reading classes. Besides,
well and now present in every position of an utterance: initial position, medial position, and final
position. So appears in the initial and medial position. Well only appears in the initial position.
Detailed information can be found in Table 3:

Table 3: Syntactic Positions of well, so and now in Ten English Reading Classes

DMs Number of Frequency
) Initial 160 37.3%
\gvgg Syntacti Medial 147 34.2%
Final 122 28.4%
. Initial 219 59.5%
33608 f;ggltﬁgtr'lg Medial 149 40.5%
Final 0 0%
Now Syntactic Initial 95 46.1%
206 Positions Medial 35 20%
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| | | Final | 74 | 35.2% |

Regarding well as a sample, here are some examples:

Example 1: (In the initial position)

T1:"Well, now that we've finished discussing the first chapter, let's move on to the second one.
What do you think the main character will do next?"

S1:"I think the main character will try to solve the mystery."

Example 2:(In the medial position)

T2:"We've been talking about metaphors. Well, a metaphor is a figure of speech that describes
something by comparing it to something else, as if it were that thing."

S2:"So, when the author says 'his heart was a heavy stone,' he means he's very sad?"

Example 3:(In the final position)

T3:"Let's take a look at the last question on the reading comprehension worksheet. It asks us to
identify the author's purpose in writing this article. What do you think? Well, any ideas?"

S3:"l believe the author wanted to inform us about the environmental issues."

From Chart 5.1.1 above, it is easy to find that the positions of well, so, and now in a sentence are
very flexible. This is in accordance with the opinions of the scholars above. It can be noticed that
three discourse markers, well, so, and now are mostly used in the initial position accounting for
37.3%,59.5%, and 46.1% respectively. The spoken discourse marker well in the medial position
appears 147 times, accounting for 34.2%. In the final position, it is rarely used and only accounts
for 28.4%. Compared to the spoken discourse marker so in the initial position, it is used less in the
medial position, making up 40.5%. In the final position, so is not used. The discourse marker Now
is mostly used in initial and medial position than the final position.

5.2 Pragmatic functions of the top three most frequently used spoken discourse markers in the
data based on relevance theory

The data reveals that well, so, and now are the top three frequently employed spoken discourse
markers. Li (2008) emphasizes that these markers are intrinsically linked to their discourse and that
their pragmatic functions are shaped by the context in which they are used. In other words, the
selection and role of discourse markers are influenced by the communicative setting. Building on
Relevance Theory, the subsequent part examines the pragmatic functions of these three spoken
discourse markers within the context of reading classes.

5.2.1 Pragmatic functions of well

First, well can be used to introduce a new topic or shift a topic. Let’s look at this sentence:

T1:"Well, now that we've finished discussing the first chapter, let's move on to the second one.
What do you think the main character will do next?"

S1:"I think the main character will try to solve the mystery."

Here, well in the initial position is used to smoothly transition from one point to another,
providing a buffer for topic transitions. Second, well can be used to lead an evaluation or summary.
For example:

T2:"We've been talking about metaphors. Well, a metaphor is a figure of speech that describes
something by comparing it to something else, as if it were that thing."”

S2:"So, when the author says 'his heart was a heavy stone," he means he's very sad?"

This is used to introduce an assessment or summary in medial position that shows that the
teacher has thought before giving feedback. Third, by placing well at the end of a sentence, the
teacher may be hinting at the end of the current topic or discussion. This usage can serve as a signal
that the teacher has completed the main message they want to convey and is ready to listen to
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student questions or feedback. The use of well at the end of a sentence can give students extra time
to think, allow them to digest what has just been discussed, and be prepared to ask questions or
comments. In this sentence:

T3:"Let's take a look at the last question on the reading comprehension worksheet. It asks us to
identify the author's purpose in writing this article. What do you think? Well, any ideas?"

S3:"I believe the author wanted to inform us about the environmental issues."

This sentence just embodies these pragmatic functions in final position.

5.2.2 Pragmatic functions of so

First, using so in the initial position of a sentence can connect to information previously provided
by students and lead to new questions or discussion points. This usage suggests that the teacher is
building a conversation based on the student's response. For example: S4 said:“I read the entire
chapter last night.”T4 said:*“So, what did you think about the main character?”The use of so at the
beginning of a sentence can encourage students to provide not only factual information but also
their personal insights or analysis of the reading material. Using so is in the initial position of a
sentence can emphasize cause and effect or logical relationships, indicating that the teacher expects
the student's response to be logically related to what was previously discussed. Second, the use of
S0 in a sentence can emphasize the importance of a certain idea or instruction, making students pay
more attention to the part that the teacher is emphasizing. Let’s look at this sentence spoken by T7.
This sentence is*““To understand the story, you need to analyze the characters' actions. So, let's break
down the motives of the protagonist.” Using so in a sentence can help build a logical chain that
makes it easier for students to understand the teacher's argument or teaching goals. The so in a
sentence can lead students to take a specific action, such as analyzing, discussing, or writing, to
make the teaching activity more orderly

5.2.3 Pragmatic functions of now

Using now in the initial position of a sentence can immediately grab students' attention and
indicate that the teacher is about to start a new teaching activity or session. For example: T2 said:
"Now, let's turn to page 10 and start our reading for today." Using now to mark the current moment
and indicate that it's time for students to do an activity, helping to build a sense of time and urgency.
And in the middle and final position, now is used to let students answer the new questions and
continue the next teaching procedure successfully. In this sentence: "I've just explained the main
idea of the passage. Now, who can summarize it for us?" The flexibility and multifunctionality of
now in teaching dialogues can help teachers manage the pace of the classroom more effectively and
also promote interaction between teachers and students.

6.Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter has delved into the prevalence and usage frequency of spoken
discourse markers, highlighting the top three that are most commonly employed. Subsequently, an
analysis of their syntactic placements within sentences has been undertaken. Drawing on Relevance
Theory, the pragmatic roles of these three prevalent spoken discourse markers, in conjunction with
their syntactic positions, have been examined. The chapter will summarize the key findings,
acknowledge the study's limitations and propose suggestions for future research.
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6.1 Major findings

The study focuses on the spoken discourse markers used by English teachers in junior high
school English reading classes with a self-built corpus and uses Relevance Theory as the theoretical
basis.

Firstly, answers to the first research question can be found. The study can explain how are
spoken discourse markers distributed in junior high school English reading classes and what
characterizes their usage by teachers through above data analysis. It can be observed that 20 types
of spoken discourse markers are used. 10 teachers use a total of 20 discourse markers, respectively
well, so, now, right, or, like, that is, also, before, in fact, at the same time, firstly, for example,
totally, though, anyway, whenever, namely, however, completely. Obviously, the most frequently
used spoken discourse marker is well, followed by discourse markers so and now.

Second, the second question according to Relevance Theory, what are the pragmatic roles of the
top three most frequently utilized spoken discourse markers by teachers in junior high school
reading classes has been replied. The pragmatic functions of well are richer than the pragmatic
functions of so and now. It is often used as the ostensive stimulus of confirmation, disclaimer
reducing listeners’ effort, hedging marker enhancing the relevance of topics, marker strengthening
the relevance between turns and marker increasing the relevance of responses. The discourse
marker so is often used as the marker continuing marker constraining contextual choices, marker
enhancing the relevance of conclusion, ostensive stimulus of action. And about the discourse
marker now, it can improve ostensive stimulus of encouragement cognitive effects. It is not difficult
to find out that in reading classes, the pragmatic functions of the above three discourse markers
have similarities and particularities.

6.2 Limitations

At first, the samples of 10 English reading class about the study of teachers’ spoken discourse
markers is small. Maybe it can’t reflect the overall performance and academic accuracy due to the
time and samples limitation. Secondly, only reading classes are selected, which cannot fully and
completely represent all the use, syntactic positions, and functions of spoken discourse markers well,
so and now in all kinds of verbal communication. Moreover, the thesis mainly studies individual
spoken discourse markers and does not draw a conclusion about the universal applicability of the
entire spoken discourse markers group.

6.3 Suggestions for future research

Future research could choose the natural teaching environment and reduce the influencing
factors to enhance the persuasiveness of the research data and results. Additionally, it is anticipated
that researchers might consider employing alternative theoretical perspectives to investigate
discourse markers. Furthermore, during the data processing and analysis phase, it is crucial for
scholars to exercise greater vigilance to safeguard the precision and impartiality of their findings.
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