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Overuse of Discourse Markers in Turkish English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) Learners’ Writings:

The Case of ‘I Think’ and ‘in My Opinion’
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ABSTRACT This study tries to dwell on overuse of two discourse markers I think and in my opinion in Turkish
EFL learners’ written productions. The data was collected from 161 Turkish EFL learners and a corpus of 58.046
words was compiled and it was compared with a native English corpus of 54.285. The focus of the comparison was
the frequency of the phrases I think and in my opinion. A raw frequency calculation of the phrases revealed that the
Turkish EFL learners actually used a considerable amount of them when compared with the written productions of
native speakers of English. In the inferential analysis process, the variances of these phrases in the two corpora
were calculated and since the calculations yielded statistically significant differences, a non-parametric test, Mann
Whitney U-test, was employed. The results validated the obvious difference of the phrases in terms of frequency,
which means that there is a plethora of the phrases of I think and in my opinion in Turkish EFL learners’ written
productions.
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INTRODUCTION

Written or spoken productions of learners
of English as a foreign language (EFL) have been
analyzed from different aspects with different
concerns. Throughout years, data gleaned from
EFL learners from many different L1 backgrounds
have been subject to numerous quantitative
analyses. These analyses focused on issues
such as perspectives on grammar (Biber and
Reppen 1998; Meunier 2002), error analysis (Dag-
neaux et al. 1998; Flowerdew 1998; Granger 1999;
Flowerdew 2000; Abe and Tono 2005), chunks
and phraseology (Granger 1998b; De Cock 2000),
pragmatic developments (Flowerdew 1998; Belz
and Vyatkina 2005; Callies 2009;) discourse
(Aarts and Granger 1998; Mulak 2000; Aijmer
2001; Pulcini and Furiassi 2004; Gilquin 2008)
and even  on very specific concerns like punc-
tuation marks (Celik and Elkatmis 2013). When
the registers are taken into account, it is not
surprising that written collections of L2 produc-
tions outnumber those of spoken ones (O’Keeffe
et al. 2007).

Common Features of EFL Written Productions

In a well-known meta-analysis, Silva (1993)
compared L1 essays with L2 written productions
collected from EFL learners coming from differ-
ent language backgrounds such as Arabic, Chi-
nese, Japanese and Spanish. L2 writing appeared
to be distinct from and less effective than L1
writing. Moreover, L2 writings appeared to have
certain organization issues. Similarly, Hinkel
(2001) compared essays of native speakers of
English with writings collected from speakers of
Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, and In-
donesian. Frequency rates of overt exemplifica-
tion markers in the texts such as (as) an exam-
ple, for example, for instance, in (my/our/his/
her/their) example, like, mainly, namely, such
as ..., that is (to say) were calculated and ana-
lyzed via non-parametric statistical techniques.
The results showed that the non-native group
employed far more example markers (conjunc-
tions), first person pronouns, and past tense
verbs in their academic texts. Again, in another
study Hinkel (2002) analyzed 68 lexical, syntac-
tic and rhetorical features of L2 text. The related
corpus included texts written by advanced learn-
ers of English from six different L1 backgrounds:
Arabic, Chinese, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean
and Vietnamese. The results of the study indi-
cate that L2 writers have a severely limited lexi-
cal and syntactic repertoire. This led the learn-
ers to produce simplistic texts which are rooted
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in conversational discourse in English language.
The results revealed a big gap between L1 and
L2 texts in terms of basic academic writing.

Features of EFL written productions have
been discussed extensively, and the differences
between L1 and L2 writing was summarized in
terms of micro and macro features (Hinkel 2005).
Macro features refer to the global aspects of
texts such as cohesion, coherence and organi-
zation of ideas. Textual features that have the
function of marking discourse organization fall
under the category of micro features. In terms of
micro features, compared to texts written by na-
tive speakers of English, L2 texts naturally ex-
hibit less lexical variety, fewer idioms, shorter
sentences, more repetitions, fewer passive con-
structions and more personal pronouns (Hinkel
2011).

Discourse Markers

It could be argued that, since there has been
a paradigm shift from form-focused language
instruction to a communicative-focused one,
second language learning studies have chal-
lenged the building block method by making
use of the developments in discourse analysis
(Celce-Murcia and Olshtain 2005).  In linguistics
terms, the term discourse refers to the macro-
level aspects of language. Macro-level is actu-
ally what happens beyond sentence level, which
means that in the process of communication,
either spoken or written, language is not a set of
small separate fragments but rather a whole con-
trolling these small fragments. This whole is gen-
erally referred to as discourse. Below is a more
elaborate definition.

... an instance of spoken or written language
that has describable internal relationships of
form and meaning that relate coherently to an
external communicative function or purpose
and a given audience/interlocutor. Further-
more, the external function or purpose can only
be determined if one takes into account the
context and participants (i.e., all the relevant
situational, social, and cultural factors) in
which the piece of discourse occurs. (Celce-
Murcia and Olshtain 2000: 4)

A discourse marker, on the other hand, is a
word or phrase that does not change the mean-
ing of the sentence, and has an almost empty
meaning (Moder and Martinovic-Zic 2004). Some
examples of discourse markers are firstly, how-

ever, so, in other words, in summary, actually
and I mean (Parrott 2000). Some of these dis-
course markers are mostly used in managing
conversations. These include actually, anyway,
by the way, I mean, OK, now, right, so well, yes,
you know and you see. This feature of spoken
register is maintained naturally during the course
of communication and, the language used in
online social networks set aside, it is unusual to
see these markers in written productions of na-
tive speakers of English. The interesting issue
at this point is that the transfer of spoken dis-
course units into written discourse seems to be
one of the universal micro features of EFL writ-
ing (Hinkel 2011).

In a corpus-driven study, Trillo (2002) focus-
es on the discourse markers in native and non-
native spoken registers. In the study, he dwells
on pragmatic fossilization which he defines as
the phenomenon by which a non-native speak-
er systematically uses certain forms inappropri-
ately at the pragmatic level of communication.
After comparing four groups including children
and adults (two native, tow non-native), he sug-
gests that the development for the grammatical
and the pragmatic aspects of language in L2
show different rates. Furthermore, since non-
native speakers lack the pragmatic resources that
the native speakers enjoy, pragmatic markers go
through a process of fossilization both in quali-
ty and diversity and this situation is likely to
cause, in terms of pragmatics, unfitting linguis-
tic elements used in communication.

Spoken Register of English Language

By making use of the data gathered from the
Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse
in English (CANCODE), O’Keeffe et al. (2007)
analyzed common two-word chunks such as you
know, really and I think and came to the conclu-
sion that these chunks actually “occur with
greater frequency than some everyday single
words”. The following figure, which makes a
comparison among everyday single words and
two-word chunks, makes the point clear
(O’Keeffe et al.  2007: 69).

As is illustrated in the Figure 1, the two-word
chunk I think is the third most common phrase
in CANCODE preceded by you know and real-
ly. The insight readily available in this situation
is that chunks are actually as crucial as single
most frequent words in communication. In addi-



OVERUSE OF DISCOURSE MARKERS IN TURKISH ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE 577

tion, we can assume that EFL learners are ex-
posed to these chunks as much as single words.
Among these high-frequency chunks and sin-
gle words in spoken register, hedging could be a
topic of concern. Hedging, a term coined by La-
koff (1972), generally refers to an effort to miti-
gate the directness of an utterance and actually
is an important part of spoken discourse. By
some, it is regarded as a pragmatic marker (Cart-
er and McCarthy 2006) and helps the speakers
in avoiding to sound blunt and assertive. For
example, if we consider the phrase I think in the
above figure, there seems to be a considerable
amount of difference in terms of pragmatics be-
tween the utterances ‘I think you should stop
smoking.’ and ‘Stop smoking.’, which is actual-
ly in line with the less direct is politer rule (Sa-
dock 2006).

The Overuse Issue in EFL Written Production

Discourse markers in EFL production have
been studied from various aspects. Some words
or phrases have been reported to be overused
by EFL learners. For example, Tanko (2004), in
order to analyze Hungarian EFL learners’ writ-
ings, built an original corpus consisting of 93
argumentative essays written in an examination
environment. The texts consisted of 500 words
in average. The essays were compared with a
reference native corpus, and the results of the
analysis showed a comparative overuse of ad-
verbial connectors in their essays. The explana-
tion for this was that the Hungarian language
does not require the overt marking of relations

between linguistic units of the text. Another at-
tempt to analyze connectives in EFL learners’
was Altenberg and Tapper’s (1998) study. They
investigated how advanced Swedish EFL learn-
ers use connectives in argumentative essays in
comparison with American university students’
usages. The data was collected from the Inter-
national Corpus of Learner English (ICLE): the
Swedish sub-corpus and the control corpus of
American university student essays. The aim of
their study was to examine the use of three types
of connectives: adverbial conjuncts (for exam-
ple, therefore, in particular); certain style and
content disjuncts (for example, actually, indeed);
and some lexical discourse markers (for example,
result, compare). The results implied that ad-
vanced Swedish EFL learners tended to over-
use adverbial connectives and more types of
connectives compared to the native group. So,
there was not only a quantitative difference be-
tween the two groups in terms of connectives
but also a difference in variance was present.
Similarly, Schleppegrell (1996) analyzed ESL writ-
ers use strategies for the conjunction because.
The participants in this study were students who
were mainly Asian immigrants and had been liv-
ing in US for different periods. The analysis of
their essays revealed that there was a signifi-
cant overuse of the conjunction because in the
learners’ essays; non-native essays included
twice as many instances of because compared
to the native essays.  Another important point is
that there was an obvious parallelism between
uses of because clauses in spoken English and
ESL essays, which was interpreted as an indica-

Fig.  1. Two-word chunks and common single words
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tion of how ESL writers draw on spoken regis-
ters inappropriately in constructing their aca-
demic essays.

The Overuse of ‘I think’

As was mentioned before, native speakers
of English tend to use the phrase I think in spo-
ken register mostly. After analyzing London
Lund Corpus of Spoken English (LLC) Aijmer
(1997) proposed that the recurrent phrase I think
has evolved into a discourse marker or a modal
particle. Such discourse markers, she goes on to
explain, are pragmaticalized as they tend to in-
volve the attitude of the speaker to the hearer.
It’s usage without the clause marker that is ac-
tually much more frequent among the native
speakers. She also mentions that I think has a
structural flexibility which provides it with a va-
riety of positions in an utterance, which means
that it could occur in the front, mid or end posi-
tion. Again, this interpretation is based on the
spoken register of English. In addition to this,
native speakers tend to use I think with that
with a ratio of 7 % and the rest of the occurrenc-
es (97 %) appear without a that clause (Thomp-
son and Mulac 1991).  The reason for this could
be related with the issue of omission of that,
which makes it possible for this phrase to be
used without a clause in the end position. How-
ever, in order to make deductions about the func-
tions of I think in a context, we need to know its
most frequent collocations. To serve this pur-
pose, the spoken version of the British National
Corpus (BNC), which is a corpus involving data
collected from native speakers of English, was
used. Table 1 provides relevant information.

Potential collocations of I think in spoken
section of the BNC are presented in Table 1.
These collocations of I think are calculated by
taking into account its 2287 incidences in 1 mil-
lion words, which comes to a percentage of 0.23
%. It is clear from the table that the insight at-
tributing a pragmatic functions to this phrase
(Aijmer 1997; De Cock et al. 1998) seems reason-
able as its strongest collocations are spoken dis-
course markers or fillers (er, erm, well, mm etc…).

 In previous studies concerning EFL learn-
ers from different backgrounds, an overuse of  I
think (that) as a universal phraseology have
been reported (Aijmer 2001; Ishikawa 2009; and
Yong 2010), and according to Granger (1998b)
there is a tendency among EFL learners from

different L1 backgrounds to make use of active
discourse frames more than passive ones. The
following examples of active frames used by EFL
learners illustrate this point (Granger 1998b).
 we/one/you can/cannot/may/could/might

say that: 75 occurrences (vs 4 in NS cor-
pus)

 I think that: 72 occurrences (vs 3 in NS
corpus)

 we/one can/could/should/may/must notice
that: 16 occurrences (vs no occurrences in
NS corpus)

 we/one may/should/must not forget that:
13 occurrences (vs no occurrences in NS
corpus)

Among the active discourse frames men-
tioned above, the phrase I think appears to have
been used by the non-native speakers of En-
glish with a ratio of 72 to 3, which is obviously
excessive. The reason for this overuse is claimed
to be the indication of learners’ lack of the ap-
propriate repertoire to introduce arguments.

By taking into account the related literature
mentioned so far, this study tries to deal with
the following research questions.

Table 1: Potential collocations of ‘I think’ in the
BNC spoken corpus

N Word      f

  1) think 241
  2) Yeah 238
  3) er 233
  4) erm 208
  5) know 137
  6) Well 137
  7) Yes 112
  8) O h 108
  9) got 105
10) all 9 8
11) M m 9 2
12) well 8 9
13) just 8 2
14) mean 7 7
15) very 7 7
16) Erm 7 5
17) really 7 3
18) can 7 1
19) yeah 6 9
20) like 6 8
21) get 6 4
22) go 6 0
23) people 6 0
24) probably 5 8
25) quite 5 7
26) time 5 6
27) right 5 4
28) gonna 5 3
29) now 5 2
30) said 5 2
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1.  Is there a quantitative difference of the
phrase I think between the texts written by
native speakers of English and Turkish EFL
learners?

2. What are the potential collocations of the
phrase I think in texts written by Turkish
EFL learners?

3.  Is there a quantitative difference of the
phrase in my opinion between the texts
written by native speakers of English and
Turkish EFL learners?

METHODOLOGY

The Participants

The learner data was collected from univer-
sity freshman engineering students at a state
university in Turkey. In order to meet the re-
quirements for a learner corpus (Granger 2003),
proficiency levels of these EFL learners were
determined using a valid and reliable placement
test (Allen 1992) and their English proficiency
levels varied from A2 (elementary) to B2 (upper-
intermediate). To keep homogeneity, elementary
level learners were removed from the study and
a total of 161 EFL intermediate and upper-inter-
mediate learners composed the learner data.  As
for the native data, the native corpus created by
Granger’s (1998a) LOCNESS (Louvain Corpus
of Native English Essays) was used. This dataset
was gathered from the essays of native speak-
ers of English and includes 300,000 tokens. In
order to obtain a quantitative balance between
the learner and the native corpora, one of the
subsets of LOCNESS was selected. The ratio-
nale for this selection can be seen in Table 2.

It’s clear from the table that although the to-
tal numbers of the subjects in the groups are
very different, the total numbers of the words
produced by the two groups are quite similar.
What we have is actually 58,046 words produced
by 161 Turkish EFL learners and 54,285 words
produced by 46 native speakers of English. The

essays are all argumentative on topics like eu-
thanasia, controversy in the classroom, capital
punishment, money and school systems. On the
other hand, the essay prompts are different; the
learners produced their essays in a strictly con-
trolled exam environment, whereas the native
essays are untimed and written outside the class-
room. The exams whereby the texts were collect-
ed lasted 50 minutes; dictionaries weren’t al-
lowed and the learners were asked to write es-
says of about 250 words.

Software and Statistics

The data gathered as explained above was
analyzed by using the software package Word-
Smith tools, version 6.0 (Scott 2012). As the first
step, the essays in the corresponding datasets
were extracted into separate files so as to make
statistical computations possible. In other words,
since each piece of writing needs to be assigned
a value in terms of the target words and phrases,
each essay was processed individually. With the
rationale explained before, queries concerning
two phrases, I think and in my opinion, were
carried out. While doing so, in order to include
every incidence of the phrase I think, the relat-
ed query was performed as I*think. Consequent-
ly, incidences such as I don’t think, I never think
or I sometimes think were also taken into ac-
count in the analysis process. The results were
transferred into SPSS (version 21), another soft-
ware package for statistical computations.

Normally, when the sets of corpora to be
compared are of different sizes, raw and normal-
ized frequencies are analyzed. That is to say, if
the total number of words in a corpus is so dif-
ferent as to distort the statistical calculations, a
normalization process is required. For example,
it would be mistake to compare a set of corpus
made up of 40.000 words with a corpus contain-
ing 100.000 words because the raw frequency
calculations would not reflect the real propor-
tions of lexical items, in which case relevant in-
terpretations would not be valid. However, as
can be clearly seen in Table 1, the native and
learner corpus used in the current study are so
similar in terms of the total number of words
used that normalization is not required.

RESULTS

The results of the statistical analyses men-
tioned before and their interpretations are pre-
sented in this section. First of all, descriptive

Table 2: Comparison of L1 and L2 corpora

      N      N Essay Prompt
(Subjects)  (Words) type

Learner 161 58.046 Argumen- Exam/
tat ive Timed

Native 4 6 54.285 Argumen- Untimed
tat ive
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statistics and the related Mann U-test results of
the phrase I think are given. Its different posi-
tions in learner texts and potential collocations
with their word classes are analyzed next. In ad-
dition, the phrase in my opinion is compared
with the native corpora in terms raw frequency.
To begin with, descriptive statistics concerning
the frequency of I think is presented in Table 3.

As is clear from Table 3, in the learner corpus
161 EFL learners used the phrase I think 104
times with an average of .65 and a standard de-
viation of .97, whereas their counterparts used it
9 times with an average of .20 and a standard
deviation of .58. From these results, one can
conclude that the learner group outnumbered
the native one about the use of this phrase. In
order to validate this insight, an inferential sta-
tistical calculation is to be applied. Since there
are two independent groups a t-test is required,
but the results of Levene’s test of variance indi-
cate that the group variances are significantly
different (p<.01). Therefore, a non-parametric
equivalent of t-test, Mann Whitney U-test, was
employed (Field 2009:540). The results are pre-
sented in Table 4.

Table 4 exhibits the results of the Mann
Whitney U-test results for the phrase I think.
Learner groups mean rank appears to be 110.93
and the native group scores 79.75 in the same
calculation. The results indicate that there is a
statistically significant difference between the
two groups (U=2587, p< .01). It means that Turk-
ish EFL learners tend to make use of the phrase
I think significantly more than the native speak-
ers of English. As was mentioned previously,
the place of I think is quite flexible in spoken
register. Table 5 provides a descriptive compari-

son of the two groups about the different posi-
tions of I think.

It is clear from the above table that both learn-
ers and the native speakers tend to use I think
in the mid position more (Learner= 56.73 %; Na-
tive= 66.66 %). However, the end use of it ap-
pears to be nonexistent in both groups. This
situation might be related to the fact that the
end use of I think is a peculiarity of spoken
register of English language (Petch–Tyson 1998)
with a very low percentage of 3.2  (Mullan 2010).

The next concern of the current study is re-
lated to the potential collocations of I think.  In
order to be able to make deductions about a
phrase or a single word, one needs to be familiar
with the words and structures surrounding it,
which means frequent constructions that relates
to the level of language between the lexicon and
grammar (Turan 2010). Table 6 provides the po-
tential collocations for I think along with their
word classes, frequencies (f) and mutual infor-
mation scores (MI).

 Table 6 presents the potential collocations
of I think in the learner corpus with their word
classes, frequencies and mutual information
scores. Word class refers to the lexical category
to which an item belongs. Lexical items such as
nouns, verbs and adverbs all belong to content
words category while words with no or ambigu-
ous meanings and serve to express grammatical
relationships fall under the category of function
words. In the third column, raw frequencies of
the related items are given. In the last column,
mutual information scores of the items, which
show the probability that the two items occur
together and they belong together McEnery and
Wilson (2001), are exhibited. Items with MI
scores equal to or greater than 3 are taken into
consideration because typically, scores of about
3 or above show a semantic bonding between
the two words (Davies 2008).  From the data
presented in the above table, it is clear that in
the learner corpus the phrase I think has a ten-
dency to co-occur with function words like is,

Table 4: Mann Whitney U-test Results for ‘I
th in k’

Group  N Mean Sum of    U       p
rank ranks

Learner 161 110.93 17859.50      2587.50 .000
Native  46 79.75 3668.50

Table 3: Descriptive results for  ‘I think’

Group N f  Means    sd

Learner 161 104 .65 .97
Native 4 6 9 .20 .58

Table 5: Positional distr ibution of ‘I think’ in
learner corpus

     Learner                      Native
Position   f    %      f        %

Front 4 5 43.27 3 33.33
Mid 5 9 56.73 6 66.66
End 0 0 0 0
Total 104 9
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that and but.  Table 7 presents the related fre-
quencies and percentages.

A quick analysis of the above table will make
it clear that the phrase I think in learner corpus
have a greater tendency to co-occur with func-
tion words (ffunction words=144, %=58.78). When this
outcome is compared with the one presented
previously in Table 1, there seems to be a re-
markable difference in the use of I think between
Turkish EFL learners and native speakers of
English. No statistical comparison can be car-
ried out between these two data as the former
was collected from learner texts while the latter
comes from spoken register and the learner cor-
pus consists of 58.046 words and the reference
corpus, the BNC, consists of 1 million words.
However, when we consider that I think mainly
belongs to spoken register of English (Aijmer
1997) there seems to be a twofold problem: Turk-
ish EFL learners transfer the phrase I think from
spoken register to the written one, and they seem
to be using it with a very different orientation
from the native speakers of English who mainly
use it in their conversations for pragmatic con-
cerns mostly (Aijmer 1997). The same procedure
couldn’t be carried out for the native essays as
there were only a small number of incidences of
I think in the corpus (see Table 3), which made
statistical computations meaningless.

Another problem concerning texts produced
by Turkish EFL learners is the seemingly over-
use of the phrase in my opinion. From observa-
tions, it was noticed that Turkish EFL learners
make use of this phrase abundantly both in writ-
ten and spoken productions; however, its inci-
dences seemed to be rarer in native productions
of English. In order to validate this observation,
statistical analyses were carried out and descrip-
tive statistics about this phrase is presented in
Table 8.

Table 8 presents the frequency, mean and
standard deviation for in my opinion. As is clear
from the table, the learner group used in my opin-
ion 39 times in their essays with a mean of .26
and a standard deviation of .48. The native
group, on the other hand, used it only 3 times
which comes to a mean of .07 and a standard
deviation of .25. These figures alone denote that
there is an overuse of the phrase in learner cor-
pus. In order to make statistical inferences about

Table 8: Descriptive results for ‘in my opinion’

Group N   f   Means      sd

Learner 161 3 9 .26 .48
Native 4 6 3 .07 .25

Table 6: Collocation candidates of ‘I think’

N Word Class    f     MI

1) is function 1 9 3.25
2) that function 1 7 3.62
3) but function 1 4 4.32
4) i t function 1 4 3.35
5) should function 1 3 5.19
6) are function 1 3 3.18
7) we function 1 2 3.26
8) be function 1 1 3.48
9) media content 9 3.39
10) important content 8 4.48
11) have function 8 3.36
12) more function 6 3.99
13) so function 6 3.61
14) must function 5 4.74
15) technology content 5 4.06
16) there function 5 3.13
17) mass content 4 3.84
18) don’t function 4 3.64
19) use content 4 3.15
20) consequently content 3 7.11
21) practical content 3 5.69
22) two content 3 5.30
23) harmful content 3 5.23
24) benefits content 3 5.02
25) reason content 3 5.02
26) dreaming content 3 4.71
27) enough content 3 4.60
28) science content 3 4.20
29) radio content 3 3.50
30) shouldn’t function 2 5.46
31) develop content 2 5.41
32) really content 2 5.41
33) works content 2 5.35
34) those function 2 5.30
35) practice content 2 5.20
36) reasons content 2 4.94
37) role content 2 4.82
38) right content 2 4.79
39) sometimes content 2 4.52
40) being function 2 4.52
41) conclusion content 2 4.43
42) then function 2 4.41
43) industrialization content 2 4.33
44) affect content 2 4.18
45) education content 2 3.68
46) first content 2 3.66
47) n o function 2 3.48
48) bad content 2 3.27
Total 245

Table 7: Frequency and percentage of collocation
candidates for ‘I think’

Word class   f    %

Function 144 58.78
Content 101 41.22
Total 245
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it, statistical comparison of the two groups is
required. However, as was the case with the
phrase I think, the results of Levene’s test of
variance indicated that the group variances are
significantly different (p<.01). That’s why, a non-
parametric test, Mann Whitney U-test, was con-
ducted and the results are revealed in Table 9.

Table 9 reveals the mean and sums of ranks
of the two groups. It is obvious from the table
that there is statistically significant difference
between the two groups in terms of the use of in
my opinion (U= 3043, p< .01). This means that
the obvious difference between the two groups
is statistically validated. The interesting point
here is that, although the related literature
abounds with discourse marker studies (see the
introduction), there seems to be no study con-
cerning the use/overuse of this phrase by EFL
learners.

DISCUSSION

The findings of the current study provide a
clear answer to the first research question relat-
ed to the quantitative aspect of I think in Turk-
ish EFL learners’ texts. There actually is a statis-
tically significant difference between the learner
and native texts. Turkish EFL learners tend to
use this phrase more than necessary and with
different concerns from the native speakers of
English. This finding is in line with the related
literature (Aijmer 2001; Ishikawa 2009; Yong 2010).
The addition of Turkish EFL learners to the re-
lated discussions could be counted as the new
perspective that this study brings.

As for the second research question, I think
in Turkish EFL texts tend to co-occur with func-
tion words mostly. Among these, function words
mainly used to introduce a new clause in a sen-
tence like but, that, so and then attract atten-
tion. This result might indicate that Turkish EFL
learners might be using this phrase in their writ-
ings for reasons other than pragmatic ones,
which is noteworthy because unlike EFL learn-
ers, the native speakers of English use its prag-
maticalized version as it involves the attitude of

the speaker to the hearer (Aijmer 2001). The re-
sults of the current study also suggest a refer-
ence to Trillo’s (2002) pragmatic fossilization
concept. As was mentioned before, since non-
native speakers lack the pragmatic resources,
pragmatic markers might go through a process
of fossilization leading to unfitting linguistic el-
ements. Also, Kjellrner’s hypothesis (1991: 124)
that learners’ foreign-soundingness may be due
to the fact that ‘[their] building material is indi-
vidual bricks rather than prefabricated sections’.
This means that, Turkish EFL learners have the
phrase I think as a brick, but they seem to be
having problems when it comes to creating co-
herent contexts with them.

As was indicated previously O’Keeffe et al.
(2007) since the phrase I think is statistically
among the most frequent phrases used in En-
glish, EFL learners are very likely to be exposed
to these chunks as well, which might be one of
the reasons behind  its overuse. However, one
could raise the following question: Why don’t
EFL learners use the most frequent phrase you
know in their texts?

The results related to the third research ques-
tion trying to determine whether there is a sig-
nificant quantitative difference between the texts
written by native speakers of English and Turk-
ish EFL students concerning the phrase in my
opinion seem to validate the observation that
these learners use this phrase more than the
native speakers. Since the related literature lacks
studies about this issue, no interpretations or
comparisons can be made at this point.

One interesting study points out that a non-
traditional writing practice in which the learners
write to their peers rather than to the teacher
yields better results than traditional ones (Kin-
gir 2013). From this perspective, the current study
could be repeated after collecting written data
from EFL learners that are written to their peers,
but not to the teacher. It is a strong assumption
that there should be significant differences in
terms of discourse markers along with other
points. Such a study, for higher impact, could be
backed up with a qualitative approach as well
(Hos and Topal 2013) by adapting it into a multi-
cultural framework, which is a globally increas-
ing trend these days (Aydin 2013; Tok and Kar-
akus 2013; Demirli 2013).

 CONCLUSION

The main question to be asked here is wheth-
er the overuse of I think and in my opinion ful-

Table 9: Mann Whitney U-test results for ‘in my
opinio n’

Group  N Mean Sum of    U       p
rank ranks

Learner 161 108.10 17404 3043 .008
Native 4 6 89.95 4121
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fills a pragmatic function as suggests for the
native speakers of English or a transfer of spo-
ken register into written by EFL learners which
means that they try to write like they speak. Al-
though the current study provides some insights
about this issue to an extent, it is apparent that
further studies, both quantitative and qualita-
tive, are needed for further and clearer answers
to this question.

All in all, the researcher holds the opinion
that, although this study reveals how non-na-
tive Turkish EFL learners’ texts look like, the main
concern should not be training learners to write
like native speakers but to promote the notion
of ‘successful language learner’ because lan-
guage is deeply interwoven with people’s na-
tive cultures and it wouldn’t be appropriate for
language teachers to expect their students to
suppress what is in them while producing in a
target language, because after all, there is a great
possibility that EFL learners might actually be
writing in their own languages just by using the
English lexicon.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Now that it has been statistically proven that
Turkish EFL learners use some spoken discourse
markers significantly more than the native speak-
ers of English, it would be interesting to see
Turkish EFL learners’ situation with discourse
markers in spoken register. In order to make val-
id interpretations about this issue along with
many others, a spoken corpus of Turkish EFL
learners is of immediate need.
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