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Abstract  

Discourse connectors are one of the usual linguistic phenomena contained in academic 

papers.  In fact, most recent automatized writing systems incorporate them as in arText 

(http://sistema-artext.com/). The use of connectors provides access to discourse cohesion 

where the connector is related to others through one or several rhetorical relations as 

indicated by the Rhetorical Structure Theory (RST, Mann and Thomson, 1988).  In the study 

presented here a new knowledge-pattern-based grammar is tested to teach connectors within 

the context of a formal setting in a Spanish university. We present a case study on how 

students perform in different tasks where they can combine various connectors to facilitate 

their work of writing as well as to improve their reading comprehension. After learning 

discourse connectors and discourse relations, students’ performance is assessed through new 

tasks in the arena of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). This paper examines the results of 

the case study to show the benefits of using this methodology. Results confirm that a sketch 

grammar of connectors may be very useful for both writers and readers in tertiary education, 

where academic writing is required. 

Keywords: arText, discourse relations, connectors, ESP, RST 

1. Introduction 

Connectors may be defined as discourse markers that guide the text reader in the 

recognition of certain coherence relations (Taboada, 2006). In brief, they are conceptually 

valuable because they offer discourse relations that hold across two or more sentences or 

paragraphs. Hence, they are relevant in a particular domain that is semantically related to the 

information provided in further contexts. In the so-called Rhetorical theory which we will 

review in section 2, the term rhetorical relation is used for both coherence and discourse 

relations. Connectors on their own are thus essential for linguistic research. One of the most 

common approaches to find such rhetorical relations is to search for the writer’s intentions 

and the effect of those relations on the reader. For the study presented here we will follow the 

framework provided in Mann and Thomson (1988), but rather than working with rhetorical 

relations triggered by morphological, syntactic, semantic and pragmatic elements, we will 

just focus on discourse markers, which cannot be classified by those elements.  

Discourse markers are considered one of the most reliable methods to discover rhetorical 

relations.  They have been applied in some experimental studies that have led to the 

conclusion that the sentences that included discourse markers are processed much faster 

(Haberlandt, 1982).     

http://sistema-artext.com/
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Although there are other elements that may signal rhetorical relations, connectors are also key 

elements for user-friendly applications because they explicitly mark the relation between 

sentences, allowing to find potential errors in automatic assisted writing processor. The 

writing tool that we may find in the semiautomatic arText system supports this idea that 

connectors help to explicitly look for rhetorical relations, like, for example, cause-effect 

relations (da Cunha & Escobar, 2022). We will briefly discuss the system arText in section 3. 

In this study we attempt to focus on a taxonomy of connectors like those found in arText to 

test whether their teaching can help students to identify rhetorical relations in a particular 

text, as we will fully explain when we present the case study in section 4. 

 

2. Rhetorical Structure Theory 

The textual coherence and organization provided by the Rhetorical Structure Theory 

(RST) represent different relations between several parts of a text (Mann and Thompson, 

1988). However, such relations are argued not to take place in a flat structure but in a 

hierarchical order, where one may find a logical system of events and discourse segmentation 

may take place. 

Discourse segmentation is the process of decomposing discourse into elementary 

discourse units (EDUs), which may be simple sentences or clauses in a complex 

sentence, and from which discourse trees are constructed. (Tofiloski, Brooke y 

Taboada (2009: 77) 

A RST- sketch grammar is very useful for linguistic engineering. Note that one can separate 

and annotate each part in one connected whole. For this purpose, a diagram can be 

constructed where each element plays a role. There are two ways to join these relations 

within the diagram: in an implicit way, by expressing different levels postulating apparent 

writer’s interpretation.  Alternatively, one can mark those relations in a more explicit manner, 

by using specific connectors as discourse markers to join those parts in the same diagram 

under a more objective perspective. Following Taboada (2006), most studies on rhetorical 

relations make use of discourse markers as those discussed by Fraser (1999). Less attention 

has been paid to other possible linguistic signals for text cohesion like mood, modality or 

intonation (da Cunha y Iruskieta, 2010; da Cunha, San Juan, Torres-Moreno, Cabré & Sierra, 

2012). 

For the purpose of teaching connectors, at first sight it seems easy to identify rhetorical 

relations by using them overtly. Note that overt connectors signal rhetorical relations 

explicitly. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to test such prediction. That is, we raise the 

question whether students may identify rhetorical relations by using a taxonomy of discourse 

connectors in their formal tasks. Before dealing with the study we may check which 

discourse connectors work best in an automatized writing system. 

 

3. Discourse Marking and Linguistic Engineering  

The methodology for improved discourse marking that is implemented in arText follows the 

above discussed Rhetorical Structure Theory (Mann y Thompson (1988). A recent study has 
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examined this specific way to use discourse markers to identify rhetorical relations in a 

system of linguistic engineering (da Cunha & Escobar, 2022).  

The methodology used in that study included several phases. First, the arText tool was 

programmed to detect long sentences in texts written by users. A number of 25 words was 

considered to be the threshold for a sentence to be long, following Mari’s (1998) definition of 

long sentences, although this number is indicative and could be modified.  The average 

number of words per sentence could vary depending on the textual genre and the text scope. 

Second, a discourse segmenter was integrated into the tool, namely,  Spanish DiSeg (da 

Cunha, SanJuan, Torres-Moreno, Lloberes & Castellón, 2012), with the aim of automatically 

dividing a long sentence into discourse segments. This way, the user could create other 

shorter sentences. Third, a database of discourse connectors was incorporated into the tool. 

For this, eight discursive relations of the RST were selected: Antithesis, Cause, Concession, 

Condition, Contrast, Purpose, Reformulation and Summary. In order to identify the most 

frequent and most marked relationships, some connectors were analysed following the RST 

Spanish Treebank (da Cunha et al., 2011). 

Next, the connectors that were usually used in Spanish to show these relationships were 

chosen. Finally, the authors classified them into two groups: inter-sentence (connectors that 

establish relationships between different sentences) and intra-sentence (connectors that 

establish relationships within the same sentence). For example, to mark the relation of 

Antithesis, one can use the intra-sentence connector “but” or the inter-sentence connectors 

“However”, “Notwithstanding” or “Anyway”, among others. 

Finally, the aforementioned database was inserted into the tool, including inter/ intra-sentence 

connectors associated with each of the eight selected discursive relationships. In this way we 

could observe that the tool automatically detected them in the texts written by users. It would 

also perform alternative connector recommendations. Finally, once the tool was developed 

with all the resources mentioned, its operation and usefulness were evaluated. 

In the following section we present new research where we implement the same methodology 

carried out in da Cunha & Escobar’s (2021) study but in a formal setting with university 

students enrolled in the Degree of Tourism. 

Rather than using the traditional grammar methodology found in most traditional textbooks, 

we attempt to introduce a combined methodology with electronic tools and materials that 

could provide greater dynamism and variety to the learning process, as predicted by (Conroy, 

2010). 

We assume that university students today are digital natives and, therefore, the use of new 

technologies in the classroom can stimulate and motivate them in their learning process: 

Students could be guided and encouraged towards making use of these resources as 

much as possible, since they are used to working with technology nowadays and 

therefore they might feel more motivated. (Escobar and da Cunha (2018: 3). 
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4. The Study 

Following Cerdá Redondo (2002), grammatical knowledge is key for communication 

purposes. It seems especially relevant in formal or academic contexts, where specialised 

language is used. The main hypothesis to test through the didactic proposal in this study is 

whether teaching grammar through discourse will help learners perceive the structures of the 

academic texts. If learners are given discourse markers sin context, they will be able master 

the discourse relations presented in that text in a better way. In sum, teaching discourse 

markers in context will help learners to acquire new knowledge.   

4.1 A didactic proposal 

For our purpose, we provided students with explicit knowledge of the most commonly used 

constructions in English in relation to discursive connectors in the ESP subject of "English 

for Tourism" included in the second year of the Degree of Tourism at the Spanish Distance 

Education (UNED, Spain). For this purpose we used the already mentioned linguistic 

engineering knowledge implemented in arText. In addition, we provided students with an 

explicit knowledge of the most commonly used constructions in English in relation to 

discursive connectors found in textbook for the course where other more specific contents are 

provided for the course (Escobar-Álvarez, 2011). Note that these discourse relations are 

comparable to the rhetorical relations proposed by the RST. 

Thus, the proposal is based on the idea that connectors can be learned from three points of 

view: 

1. Considering the following discourse markers and their position in the text, 

following the methodology discussed in arText: 

a. Intrasentential connectors to connect clauses, such as: and (“and”), but (“but”), 

so (“for that reason”), because (“because”), then (“then”); 

b. Intersentential connectors to connect sentences, such as: Furthermore ("Also"), 

Moreover ("In addition"), However ("However"), Therefore ("For both"), In 

conclusion ("In summary"). 

2. Identifying Spanish/English taxonomies regarding discourse relations like those 

usually found in textbooks as in Escobar-Álvarez (2011): 

a. Time relations: after (“after”), as (“al”), as soon as (“as soon as”), before 

(“before”), once (“once”), since ( “since”), until (“until”), when and whenever 

(“always that”), while (“while”).  

b. Place relations: where (“donde”), wherever (“donde quiera que”). 

c. Cause-effect relations: as (“because”), because (“because”), since (“since”). 

d. Comparison relations: as if (“igual que”), as though (“como si”) 

e. Condition relations: as long as (“siempre que”), if (“si”), in case (“en caso 

de”), provided (“siempre y cuando”), unless (“a menos que”). 

f. Purpose relations: in order to (“con el fin de”), so that (“para que”). 
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g. Concessive relations: although (“aunque”), as long as (“siempre que”), even if 

(“incluso si”), whereas (“mientras”), while (“a pesar de”).  

3. Finally, students were also provided with some information regarding punctuation 

and syntactic distribution of discourse connectors in English, also as in Escobar-

Álvarez (2011): 

a. Connectors that precede a clause, such as: even (“even”), even though (“even 

if”), although (“despite”).  

b. Connectors that require the presence of a noun phrase below, such as: despite 

(“in spite of”), in spite of (“in spite of”). 

 

For the purpose of our study, we wanted to answer the following research questions: 

4. Research questions 

a. Is explicit teaching essential to learn how to use discourse connectors in 

the foreign language? 

b.  Should we find better results with explicit teaching of discourse 

connectors? 

c. Are writer’s intentions relevant for the use of discourse connectors? 

4.2 Procedure: a double task  

In order to test whether explicit teaching of discourse connectors favours the acquisition of 

discourse relations in English as a foreign language in a formal setting, we used the approach 

discussed above, and prepared an initial lesson plan to teach students how to use connectors 

in a sentence (see Appendix I for the lesson plan).  Later on, we provided the students in the 

case study with a double task to test their explicit or implicit knowledge acquired (see 

Appendix II for both tasks). 

The first task was a gapped text based as part of a reading comprehension activity. It 

consisted of completing a text with gaps using the appropriate connectors that were discussed 

in the previous lesson plan, which included a list of connectors along with information about 

them: position in the text: intersentential or intrasentential connectors, as in (1) above; type of 

discourse relation, as in (2). 

The second task was based on written production. It consisted of a short-essay writing, in 

which they also had to use connectors but at their own choice, which assumed implicit 

knowledge of discourse relations. For the purpose of our study, we wanted to examine the 

results of both tasks to be able to answer the research questions in (4) above. 

In the first case, the reading-comprehension task students were explicitly given a number of 

specific connectors to complete a gapped text. Thus, if explicit teaching is the key factor for 

learning discourse relations, we expect to find better results in the reading-comprehension 

task. 

However, another important difference between these two tasks was that the reading 

comprehension task involved an external writer in the first task. In this case we can also 
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compare results to answer the question whether discourse relations are implicit in the 

production of texts written by students in the second task. 

The double task was voluntary but the qualifications of those who participated were part of 

their continuous evaluation of the course, which accounted for 20% of their final grade. In 

this way, we were able to have a sample of students who freely participated in the study. Like 

any other online task of this nature, there was a limited delivery period, as well as precise 

instructions. The task instructions were quite precise, with a presentation, a controlled 

practice and the final activation, which allowed to control the performance of the first explicit 

task. The two tasks were evaluated by seven tutors who collaborated with the teaching team. 

They also assessed the final test that included content questions regarding Tourism in Europe 

and beyond. This final test was then also considered as an independent variable to test 

language proficiency at the end of the course. 

4.3 Results  

For the correction of each task, not only the number of connectors used was assessed, but also 

whether these were correctly used, according to the discourse or rhetorical relation to be 

identified in each case, either in the gapped text of the first task or in the creative writing 

exercise of the second task. To evaluate the use of connectors, we consider two criteria: first, 

the number of connectors employed, and, second, the type of discourse relation established in 

the text. 

In the first task there were 10 gaps in the text and therefore it was easy to control the first 

criterion. Secondly, we could also easily accept or reject the use of each particular connector 

for each of the 10 gaps. In order to offer a similar assessment for the second task, both criteria 

were also used for the second task, although this could apparently be more difficult to 

evaluate. 

Figure 1 includes the total number of correct connectors (according to the criteria explained 

above) both in the first task including a “gapped text” (texto mutilado in Spanish) and in the 

second task devoted to “free writing”: redacción turística in Spanish). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

276 

 

Figure 1 Number of correct discourse connectors per task 

 

 

As can be seen in the previous figure, the students had more difficulty with the use of 

connectors in the first task (gapped text), with an average of slightly more than 5 correct 

connectors, compared to the written production, which they performed better, producing 

more correct discourse connectors. In a nutshell, students had more difficulty with the use of 

connectors in the first task than in the second task.  Although students had some difficulty 

with the use of connectors in the first task (gapped text), with an average of slightly more 

than 5 correct connectors out of 10, students did better in the second task, producing more 

than 7 correct discourse connectors in a shorter piece of text.  

 

In order to check if there was any significant difference between the means of connector use 

in the two tasks, we performed a single sample t-test. The results are shown as in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: T-test results 

 Tasks  Number Means SD  Significance 

 Gapped text 47 5,48 2,22 t =16,91; p= ,000 

 Writing task  47 7,67 2,53 t= 20,77; p= ,000 

 

As indicated in Table 1, the result of the t-test for both task variables (gapped text of writing 

task) indicates a result of p < 0.05, so the null hypothesis that there are no differences 

between tasks is rejected.  

Therefore, we can conclude that there is a significant difference in the use of connectors in 

both tasks. We would like to suggest that this difference might be interpreted in the following 
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way. While students were aware of the importance of connectors when writing a text, even if 

they only used those they know, they might not have understood the writer’s intention of the 

reading in the first task and this could lead them to use the wrong connectors. Therefore, the 

teaching of new connectors has a positive effect especially on their writing. In fact, they 

showed to produce better results when they freely chose the connectors on their own to 

express their own intentions.  

We ran a statistical study to test whether there is a positive correlation between the use of 

connectors and the evaluation of the final test (the independent variable). In other words, we 

wanted to test if the good performance of connectors in the tasks had a positive correlation 

with students’ final marks (language proficiency). In this way, we attempted to answer the 

question whether the knowledge of discourse relations has a positive impact on students’ 

language learning. For this purpose, we considered the final course evaluation by the tutors 

who graded the final tests which included specific course contents. 

To this end we carried out some Person and Spearman tests. The results of the first test are 

given in Table 2, where we observed that there is a significant correlation between the 

number of correct connectors used and the final grades obtained by students. 

 

Table 2: Pearson test 

Variables     Total conectores  Proficiency 

Use of conectores  Pearson    1,00  ,915** 

    Sig. (bilateral)    ,000 

    N   47  47 

Final test   Pearson   ,91  1 

   Sig. (bilateral)   ,000  

    N   47  47 

**The correlation is significant, level 0,01 (bil). 

 

In addition, given the large number of students in the class under study, we carried out a non-

parametric Spearmen test, and the results are given in Table 3, They also show that there is a 

significant correlation between the number of correct connectors used and the final marks 

obtained by students. 
 

Table 3:  Spearman test 

 

 Total conectores Evaluación 

Rho de Spearman Total use of 

connectors 

Corr. Coef. 1,00 ,922** 

Sig. (bilateral) . ,000 

N 47 47 

Final assessment  

by tutors 

Corr. Coef. ,922** 1,00 

Sig. (bilateral) ,000 . 
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N 47 47 

**. Significant correlation level 0,01 (bilateral). 

 

Finally, Figure 2 illustrates such a significant correlation between the correct use of the 

connectors and the final evaluation of the course.  

 

 
Figure 2: Correlation of task performance and final grades 

 

 
 

 

 

Hence we would like to conclude that students performed better after the lesson plan of 

explicit teaching of discourse connectors. Given the results, the more connectors used in the 

task the better their final marks at the end of the course. 

5. Conclusion  

In this paper, a number of research questions have been addressed concerning the teaching 

of discourse connectors to improve reading and writing tasks within a formal setting for 

university students. On the assumption that the RST works for linguistic engineering, we 

have adopted a similar methodology employed in an automatized writing system like arText, 

to teach a number of discourse markers to signal rhetorical relations in an explicit manner.  

Regarding the two-task results discussed in the previous section we would like to conclude 

that the explicit teaching of discourse markers helped students to write in a more cohesive 

way. As for reading comprehension, students showed to have some difficulty to identify the 

writer’s intention, which might explain why they did not obtain the same good results in this 
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task. Note that the gapped text in the first reading-task was longer that the text produced by 

the students in the writing text. Presumably, students could also make use of their implicit 

knowledge to write their texts. This could explain why students performed even better when 

they carried out the first writing task. Note that in this case, they could employ all their 

previous learning. They had to describe their own intentions and use their connectors in a 

more natural way. Hence, we may conclude that the explicit teaching of connectors seem to 

facilitate both tasks.  

Finally, the implications of this study is that teaching other rhetorical relations through other 

mechanisms like morphology, syntax, or intonation may have a similar positive impact on 

student’s linguistic performance. Moreover, we focused our case study on English for 

Tourism. We should also extend it to other subjects like English for Social Science, or 

English for Science, where discourse connectors may also play a relevant role to express 

knowledge in a cohesive manner. Further research is therefore required to replicate our study 

in all these other cases.   
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ANNEX I: ENGLISH CONNECTORS (LESSON PLAN) 

Linking devices vary in two main ways:  

1. Position in the text.  

a) INTRASENTENTIAL CONNECTORS (within the same sentence): and, but, so, because, 

then, until, such as.  

b) INTERSENTENTIAL CONNECTORS (between the same text but in the initial position 

of  different sentences with capital letters: Furthermore, Moreover, However, Nevertheless, 

Therefore, In conclusion,  

2. Discourse Relations (using both intrasentential and intersentential connectors)  

 

2.1. RESULT.  

a. It was raining, so we decided not to go to the 

beach.  

b. We decided not to go to the beach because it was 

raining.  

c. It was raining. Therefore, we decided not to go to 

the beach.  

 

2.4. TIME REFERENCE  

a. It's 10 o'clock and John's still in bed.  

b. He hasn't finished the report yet. 

c. Have you finished already?! I thought it would take 

you longer!  
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2.2. CONTRAST  

a. I like going to the beach, but I never go at midday.  

b. I've always enjoyed going to the beach. However, I 

never go there at midday.  

 

2.5. DURATION  

a. I went to Rome during my holiday in Europe.  

b. I went there while I was on holiday in Europe.  

c. This report must be finished by 6pm.  

d. By the time we get there the party will have 

finished.  

e. They stayed in Rome for two weeks.  

f. They've been in Barcelona since last Friday.  

g. They stayed in Barcelona until last Friday.  

 

2.3.  CONCESSION 

a. Although it rained a lot, we enjoyed the holiday.  

b. We enjoyed the holiday although it rained a lot.  

c. In spite of the rain, we went to the beach. 

d. We went to the beach in spite of the rain.  

 

2.6. COMPARISON 

a. In 1998, as in 1997, inflation in Brazil fell steadily.  

b. We all worked together as a team.  

c. She worked as a manager in the Human Resources 

Department  

d. As the weather was so bad, we didn't go to the 

beach  

e. I bought her some flowers as she had been so kind 

to me.  

f. As the door opened, she saw him standing by the 

wall. 

 

 

ANNEX II: ENGLISH CONNECTORS PRACTICE (TWO TASKS ) 

TASK 1: Gapped text (325 words) 

Instructions: Include the 10 missing connectors (considering position and discourse 

relations as explained in the lesson plan).   

 

THE ANTARTIC UNDER THREAT 

The natural wilderness of the Antarctic is under threat ____________ (1) the increasing 

number of tourists who are visiting the area. As many as 30,000 are expected to come to 

Antarctica this year to observe penguins, seals and seabirds. Scientists worry that this 

curiosity to see the Antarctic area before the ice melts away will only hasten its deterioration. 

They believe that the growth in tourism could increase the risk to the marine environment and 

land ecosystems. A major concern is that cruise ships are increasingly visiting the area and if 

there was an accident, they could cause major pollution__________ (2), a Norwegian cruise 

ship recently ran aground on Antarctica’s Deception Island, spilling diesel fuel. _________ 

(3), the Norwegian ship was ice-strengthened _______ (4) it only spilled a small amount of 

fuel, which quickly dispersed in water. _______(5), some bigger cruise ships do not have 
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super-strengthened hulls _____ (6) use heavy fuel oil. This would be very difficult to clean 

up in the event of a serious accident ____ (7) thousands of penguins and other marine life 

could become coated in oil.  

 ___________ (8), there have been several proposals for dealing with the problem. One 

idea is that there should be a ban on ships which have not been specially strengthened to deal 

with sea ice. Another suggestion is that there should be a buddy system for large ships so that 

if one gets into trouble, there would always be another vessel nearby, which it could call for 

help. A more radical suggestion is that only small research vessels should be allowed into the 

Antarctic area. Whatever the solutions, any action would be difficult to implement 

_________ (9), unlike in the Arctic region, there are no state or international laws governing 

tourism practices in the Antarctic. _________ (10), the owners of the cruise ships do not 

seem to be able to agree on what sort of checks and controls are needed in the region. 

 

KEY 

The natural wilderness of the Antarctic is under threat because (1) of the increasing 

number of tourists who are visiting the area. As many as 30,000 are expected to come to 

Antarctica this year to observe penguins, seals and seabirds. Scientists worry that this 

curiosity to see the Antarctic area before the ice melts away will only hasten its deterioration. 

They believe that the growth in tourism could increase the risk to the marine environment and 

land ecosystems. A major concern is that cruise ships are increasingly visiting the area and if 

there was an accident, they could cause major pollution. For instance (2), a Norwegian 

cruise ship recently ran aground on Antarctica’s Deception Island, spilling diesel fuel. 

Fortunately (3), the Norwegian ship was ice-strengthened and (4) it only spilled a small 

amount of fuel, which quickly dispersed in water. On the other hand (5), some bigger cruise 

ships do not have super-strengthened hulls and (6) use heavy fuel oil. This would be very di-

fficult to clean up in the event of a serious accident and (7) thousands of penguins and other 

marine life could become coated in oil.  

As a result (8), there have been several proposals for dealing with the problem. One idea 

is that there should be a ban on ships which have not been specially strengthened to deal with 

sea ice. Another suggestion is that there should be a buddy system for large ships so that if 

one gets into trouble, there would always be another vessel nearby, which it could call for 

help. A more radical suggestion is that only small research vessels should be allowed into the 

Antarctic area. Whatever the solutions, any action would be di cult to implement because (9), 

unlike in the Arctic region, there are no state or international laws governing tourism 

practices in the Antarctic. Moreover (10), the owners of the cruise ships do not seem to be 

able to agree on what sort of checks and controls are needed in the region. 

Adapted from:  

http://product.pearsonelt.com/newlanguageleader/docs/nllbook1.pdf 

 

Task 2: Writing 

 

Instructions: 

http://product.pearsonelt.com/newlanguageleader/docs/nllbook1.pdf
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You have to write an article for a travel magazine. The topic: special spots (places) 

around the world. Write about one special spot for you: you can give details about its 

location, features, traditions or reasons why this spot is special for you, etc. Between 

120-150 words (4 points). Make use of the English connectors discussed in the lesson 

plan.  

 

 


