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ABSTRACT
While natural interaction is one of the important components that lead to successful
language learning (Vygotsky 1978, 1986), communication in classroom practice in
Thailand is mostly teacher-centered and not genuinely interactive. Online group
communication is different because it allows learners to exercise interpersonal
communicative skills through interaction and meaning negotiation, as in reciprocal speech
situations. At the same time it gives learners time to think and produce language without
having to face the kind of pressure they feel in face-to-face classroom discussion. The
language learner’s competence is thus likely to be enhanced by opportunities to
communicate online, and to be more visible there than in academic contexts, although there
is a dearth of experimental research to show this. One way of investigating the pedagogical
potential of bulletin board discussions is to focus on the interpersonal linguistic devices
used in textual interactions (Biber 1988).
The purpose of this research is to find out whether students communicating online in
bulletin board writing will exercise their repertoires of linguistic fine-tuning devices
(hedges, modals, and intensifiers) more extensively than when writing academic essays.
This was expected because hedges, modals and intensifiers are likely to be found in
interactive discussions (Holmes 1983), while academic tasks do not create such an
environment. Though hedges and modal devices are also found in academic genres
(Salager-Meyer 1994, Hyland 1998), those used tend to be academic in function rather than
communicative.
In order to compare the frequency and variety of the fine-tuning devices used by learners in
the two mediums, data was gathered from 39 Thai students of English at Kasetsart
University, from (1) their discussions in online bulletin boards and (2) their academic
essays. Tasks were assigned on parallel topics in three text types (narrative, explanatory,
argumentative) for both mediums. The amount of writing was normalized to create
comparable text lengths. Measures used in the quantitative analysis included tallying of the
types and tokens of the experimental linguistic items, with the help of the AntConc 2007
computer concordancer. Samples of written texts from the two mediums were also
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analyzed qualitatively and compared in terms of their discourse structure (stages, moves
and speech acts), to see which functional segments support or prompt particular types of
pragmatic devices.
The findings confirm that in electronic bulletin boards the students exercise their
repertoires of fine-tuning devices more frequently, and use a greater variety of pragmatic
functions than in academic essays. This is probably because online discussion fosters
interactions that are more typical of speech (Crystal 2006), and its structure allows for a
series of interpersonal moves which have no place in academic tasks. Text-type also
emerged as a significant factor: writing argumentative texts prompted greater use of
modals and intensifiers than the narrative and explanatory ones. Thus students’
communicative competence showed itself most fully in the argumentative online
assignments, and was not so evident in academic and expository essays. Frequent use of
modal and intensifying elements was also found to correlate with the students’ English
proficiency grades, and how regularly they wrote online. This incidentally shows the
importance of exposure to L2 in language acquisition, and that lower-proficiency learners
need more opportunities to exercise their L2 resources in interactive discourse, in order to
develop competence in using them.
These research findings support Long’s (1996) ‘Interaction Hypothesis’, that learners learn
best in situations that cater for interaction; and Swain’s (1985) ‘Output Hypothesis’, that
learners need the chance to exercise their language naturally in a variety of contexts –
through academic tasks as well as social interactions, which are equally important for
language education. Extended performance opportunities undoubtedly feed back into the
learner’s communicative competence.

iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
This research would not have been possible without the scholarship granted by the Royal
Thai Government for my research project in Australia, commencing in July 2005. I am also
thankful to Macquarie University Postgraduate Research award that sponsored my trip to
present my early research findings at the Association of Swedish Applied Linguistics
(ASLA) at Lund University, and the Association of Finnish Applied Linguistics (AFinLa)
at University of Helsinki. Comments and feedbacks I received from both conferences were
invaluable for my later book chapter published in the ‘Questioning Linguistics’ (Knight &
Mahboob 2008).
As for my research supervisor, Emeritus Professor Pam Peters, I am grateful for her very
strong continual support throughout these four years. Her ideas and comments always
prompted me to try several ways of analyzing data from new perspectives to discover new
possibilities and present them at conferences in Thailand, Australia and overseas. All her
efforts are greatly appreciated.
I would also like to thank my colleagues at Kasetsart University, Assistant Professor
Puntip Nuch-Ngorn, Brian Abrahams and Jason Woerner who provided me with various
forms of assistance during data collection. My appreciation also goes to the 39 Englishmajor students from the department of foreign languages at KU for their participation in
this research project.
Finally, I want to thank my friends, Assistant Professor Dr. Sakul Changmai for her advice
on statistics, Dr. Pisamai Supatranont on using corpus-concordancing tools, and Dr.
Graeme Ritchie for his final review of this dissertation. I dedicate this work to my father,
Sumet Tangpijaikul, whose dedication and support for my linguistic study has been a
source of inspiration for this research.

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Declaration
Abstract
Acknowledgements
Table of contents
List of figures
List of tables

i
ii
iv
v
x
xi

Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 English in the Thai context
1.2 Problems with ELT in Thailand
1.2.1 Teacher-centered v. communicative approaches
1.2.2 Influence of examinations and pragmatic competence
1.2.3 Reluctance to speak English in class
1.3 Computer-networked writing and ELT
1.3.1 Interaction, participation, and collaborative learning
1.3.2 Willingness to communicate
1.3.3 Communicative functions and pragmatic awareness
1.4 Objectives of this study
1.5 Structure of this dissertation

1
1
2
2
4
5
6
6
8
9
11
12

Chapter 2: Conceptual frameworks: Language competence and
the acquisition of modality
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Communicative competence
2.2.1 Approaches to competence from NS to NNS of English
2.2.2 Communicative language teaching (CLT)
2.2.3 Academic and interpersonal competence
2.2.4 Modality and pragmatic competence
2.3 Modality, degrees of intensity and interlanguage
2.3.1 Interlanguage processes of acquiring modals and intensifiers
2.3.1.1 Underuse
2.3.1.2 Overuse
2.3.1.3 Misuse
2.3.2 Psycholinguistic explanations for the acquisition of modals
and intensifiers
2.3.2.1 Avoidance v. lack of awareness
2.3.2.2 Competence and exposure to English
2.3.2.3 L1 interference
2.3.2.4 Transfer of registers
2.3.2.5 Transfer of training
2.3.2.6 Influence from ESL textbooks
2.3.2.7 Lexical dependence and repetition
2.4 Conclusion
v

13
13
13
13
16
19
21
24
24
26
26
27
28
28
29
30
33
34
35
36
37

Chapter 3: Generic frameworks: Speech, writing and
electronic communication
3.1 Introduction
3.2 Medium of communication
3.2.1 Speech and writing
3.2.1.1 Typical parameters
3.2.1.2 Pragmatic dimensions
3.2.1.3 Multi-features and multi-dimensions
3.2.2 Electronic communication
3.2.2.1 Terms and definitions
3.2.2.2 Classifications of electronic communication
3.2.3 Summary of Section 3.2
3.3 Genre and text-types
3.3.1 Concepts and definitions
3.3.2 Different use of terms
3.4 From genre to generic structures
3.4.1 The macrostructure of conversation
3.4.2 The microstructure of conversation
3.4.3 The structure of academic essays
3.4.4 Discourse structure of online bulletin board discussion
3.4.5 Generic differences in online discussion
3.4.5.1 Professional topic-oriented discussion
3.4.5.2 Pedagogical topic-focused conversation
3.4.6 Summary of Section 3.4
3.5 Conclusion
Chapter 4: Linguistic frameworks: Modality and related concepts
4.1 Introduction
4.2 Modality
4.2.1 Definitions, conceptualization and scope
4.2.2 Classifications
4.2.2.1 Grammatical and lexical categories
4.2.2.2 Epistemic and root modality
4.2.2.3 Intrinsic and extrinsic modality
4.2.2.4 Modalization and modulation
4.2.3 Indeterminacy
4.2.3.1 Ambiguity of modal verbs
4.2.3.2 Epistemic and interpersonal meanings:
Modality and hedging
4.2.4 Clusters and combinations of modal devices
4.2.5 Summary of Section 4.2
4.3 Intensity
4.3.1 Definitions and concepts
4.3.2 Classifications
4.3.3 Indeterminacy
4.4 Putting modality and intensity together
4.5 Distribution of modals and intensifiers in different types of discourse
4.5.1 Frequency of modals and intensifiers in spoken and written corpora
4.5.2 Frequency of modals and intensifiers in different academic disciplines
vi

38
38
38
39
39
41
43
45
45
45
53
53
53
54
56
57
58
61
64
66
67
68
69
70
71
71
72
72
73
73
75
76
78
80
81
83
86
87
88
88
89
90
91
96
96
97

4.6 Conclusion

99

Chapter 5: Research design and methodologies
5.1 Introduction
5.2 Participants
5.3 Corpus compilation
5.3.1 Two writing tasks
5.3.2 Topics of writing
5.3.3 Corpus size
5.3.4 Text extraction
5.4 Research questions and hypotheses
5.5 Analytical frameworks
5.5.1 Structural analysis framework
5.5.2 Pragmatic framework
5.5.3 Lexicogrammatical framework
5.5.3.1 Modality
5.5.3.2 Intensity
5.6 Criteria for the selection of FTDs
5.6.1 Modal verbs
5.6.1.1 Epistemic modals
5.6.1.2 Root modals
5.6.2 Copulars other than ‘be’
5.6.3 Adverbials
5.6.3.1 Actuality
5.6.3.2 Degrees of intensity
5.6.3.3 Doubt and certainty
5.6.3.4 Perspective
5.6.3.5 Usuality
5.6.4 Modal adjectives
5.7 Computerization and statistical treatment
5.7.1 Annotation and retrieval
5.7.2 Normalization
5.7.3 Tests of significance and correlation
5.8 Conclusion

100
100
100
102
103
104
105
106
106
108
108
111
113
113
115
116
118
118
120
120
121
121
122
122
123
123
123
124
124
126
127
128

Chapter 6: FTDs in the ACAD and BB corpora
6.1 Introduction
6.2 Preliminary findings
6.3 Frequency and variety of FTDs
6.3.1 Hypotheses 1.1 and 1.2
6.3.2 Overall frequency (tokens) of FTDs
6.3.3 Relative frequency of grammatical and lexical FTDs
6.3.3.1 Frequency of grammatical FTDs
6.3.3.2 Frequency of lexical FTDs
6.3.3.3 Quantitative summary of grammatical and lexical FTDs
6.3.4 Use of FTDs relative to their pragmatic functions
6.4 Additional factors on the use of FTDs
6.4.1 Hypotheses 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3
6.4.2 Impact of classroom English proficiency on use of FTDs

129
129
129
132
132
132
133
135
143
147
148
149
149
150

vii

6.4.3 Impact of frequent online writing on use of FTDs
6.4.4 Text-types, modes, and development over time
6.4.4.1 Effect of topic on the use of lexicogrammatical
types of FTDs
6.4.4.2 Effect of topic on use of pragmatic types of FTDs
6.5 Conclusion
Chapter 7: Learner’s use of FTDs in discoursal context and
their individual repertoires
7.1 Introduction
7.2 Speech acts and FTDs
7.2.1 Hypothesis 3 and data selection
7.2.2 Discourse organization in BB
7.2.3 FTDs in BB discourse
7.2.4 Discourse organization in ACAD
7.2.5 FTDs in ACAD discourse
7.2.6 Comparison between speech acts in the ACAD and BB schemata
7.2.7 Correlation between speech acts and FTDs
7.2.8 Variety of FTDs in different speech acts
7.2.9 Discussion of findings of Section 7.2
7.3 Students’ repertoires of FTDs
7.3.1 Hypotheses 4.1, 4.2 and data selection
7.3.2 Individual repertoires of FTDs: Lexicogrammatical types and tokens
7.3.3 Repetitiveness of the two students’ use of FTDs
7.3.4 The two students’ repertoires of FTDs in pragmatic functions
7.3.4.1 Hedging discourse
7.3.4.2 Boosting discourse
7.3.4.3 Expressing committal
7.3.4.4 Expressing inclination
7.3.5 Discussion of findings of Section 7.3
7.4 Conclusion

152
154
155
156
157

159
159
160
160
162
166
169
171
176
178
180
181
183
183
184
187
188
190
191
192
193
194
196

Chapter 8: Conclusions and implications
197
8.1 Outcomes of this research
197
8.1.1 Frequency of FTDs in different mediums and text types
197
8.1.2 Other factors relating to the greater use of FTDs
198
8.1.3 Discourse structure and speech acts in academic and electronic writing 199
8.1.4 Larger individual repertoires of FTDs shown in electronic writing
200
8.2 Implications for teaching
201
8.2.1 Implicit and explicit teaching of FTDs
201
8.2.2 Wider window on the interlanguage of Thai learners
202
8.2.3 Register awareness and exercises of social and academic skills
203
8.3 Implications for future research
204
8.3.1 Time frame and observation of the learner’s performance
204
8.3.2 Sampling effects
205
8.3.3 Argumentative text-types subsuming the diversity of topics
205
8.3.4 Teacher involvement in online discussion
206
8.4 Concluding remarks
207
viii

References

Appendices
Appendix 1:
Appendix 2:
Appendix 3:
Appendix 4:
Appendix 5:
Appendix 6:
Appendix 7:
Appendix 8:
Appendix 9:
Appendix 10:

208

Questionnaire
Frequency list of FTDs in the Kaset corpus
Concordances of FTDs in the Kaset corpus
Individual repertoires of FTDs
Speech acts and their descriptions
Move and speech act analysis
Wida and Panee’s repertoires of FTDs in ACAD and BB corpora
Wida’s writing in ACAD and BB texts
Panee’s writing in ACAD and BB texts
The influence of ‘classroom English proficiency’ and ‘exposure to
online writing in English’ on the frequency of FTDs

ix

234
234
237
239
345
349
352
376
377
383
389

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 2.1
Figure 2.2
Figure 2.3
Figure 3.1
Figure 3.2
Figure 3.3
Figure 3.4
Figure 3.5
Figure 3.6
Figure 3.7
Figure 3.8
Figure 3.9
Figure 3.10
Figure 3.11
Figure 4.1
Figure 4.2
Figure 4.3
Figure 4.4
Figure 4.5
Figure 4.6
Figure 5.1
Figure 5.2
Figure 5.3
Figure 5.4
Figure 5.5
Figure 6.1
Figure 6.2
Figure 6.3
Figure 6.4
Figure 6.5
Figure 7.1
Figure 7.2
Figure 7.3
Figure 7.4
Figure 7.5
Figure 7.6
Figure 7.7
Figure 7.8
Figure 8.1
Figure 8.2

Components of language competence
Paulston’s (1992) model of communicative language teaching
Cummins’ model of BICS and CALP
Chafe’s (1979, 1982) schematic representation of speech and writing
Mean scores of three genres in Dimension 1 (Involved-informational)
Plot of the textual relations among three genres
Baron’s (1998) ‘e-mail spectrum’ on the cline of synchronicity
Plot of the textual relations among three genres
Division between mediums, genres and text types
Schematic structure of casual conversation (Stenström 1994).
‘Conversation sequence’ v. ‘exchange structure’
Schematic and semantic views of discourse organization
Structure of interaction in online discussion (Marcoccia 2004: 119)
‘The basic electronic message schema’ (Herring 1996)
Modality framework in systemic-functional linguistics (Halliday: 1985: 335)
The two dimensions of intensity (extracted from Halliday & Matthiessen 2004)
Classification of degrees of intensity (synthesized from Quirk et al. 1985,
Paradis 2000, and Crystal 2004a, 2004b)
Relation of modality and intensity (adapted from Halliday & Matthiessen 2004)
The ‘fine-tuning discourse’ framework (synthesized from Halliday &
Matthiessen 2004, Quirk et al. 1985
The ‘fine-tuning discourse’ framework
(synthesized from Halliday & Matthiessen 2004, Quirk et al. 1985)
Sample of online BB interface in group 1, writing in topic 3
Stages, moves, and acts, synthesized from Hyland (1990),
Stenström (1994) and Herring (1996)
Pragmatic framework for fine-tuning devices (FTDs) used in this study
The overlapping area of actuality and intensity
A concordance display of Antconc 3.2.1 (2007)
Relative frequency of use of grammatical and lexical FTDs in ACAD and BB
writing
Total different types of FTDs across four pragmatic functions in ACAD and BB
corpora
The average use of FTDs per 1,000 words by all students in ACAD and BB
Grammatical and lexical types of FTDs in the three topics
Pragmatic types of FTDs in three topics
Series of turns in the third group’s BB writing
Example of the BB interaction pattern (turn 4-10 from Figure 7.1)
Stages and moves of a turn in BB
The comparative discourse structure of ACAD and BB
Comparative frequencies of lexicogrammatical types of FTDS in 13 speech acts
in five students’ writing in ACAD and BB on the argumentative topic
Total number of lexicogrammatical types of FTDs used by each student
in BB and ACAD writing
The relationship between lexicogrammatical types and tokens of FTDs for
individual students in ACAD, ordered by frequency of tokens
The relationship between lexicogrammatical types and tokens of FTDs for
individual students in BB, ordered by frequency of tokens
Cross-comparison between proficiency and online writing habits
Factors determining the students’ exercise of FTDs

x

LIST OF TABLES
Table 3.1
Table 3.2
Table 3.3
Table 3.4
Table 3.5
Table 3.6
Table 3.7
Table 3.8
Table 4.1
Table 5.1
Table 5.2
Table 5.3
Table 5.4
Table 5.5
Table 5.6
Table 5.7
Table 5.8
Table 6.1
Table 6.2
Table 6.3
Table 6.4
Table 6.5
Table 6.6
Table 6.7
Table 6.8
Table 6.9
Table 6.10
Table 6.11
Table 6.12
Table 6.13
Table 6.14

Table 7.1
Table 7.2
Table 7.3
Table 7.4
Table 7.5
Table 7.6

Lakoff’s (1979) features of spoken and written language in six dimensions
Classifications of CMC
Classification of online communication according to medium variables
Two factors determining types of CMC (simplified from Herring 2007)
Typical characteristics of e-mails as compared to typical spoken and written
language (adapted from Crystal 2006: 45, 47)
Twelve speech functions in SFL (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 108)
Schematic structure of the L2 student argumentative essay
Functions and frequencies of macro/microsegments of CMC
The intrinsic-extrinsic binary distinction of modality (Biber et al. 2002: 176)
The size of the ACAD and trimmed BB corpora in three writing topics
Total number of files shown in two modes and three topics
Outline of discourse structure at three levels in a student academic essay
Outline of discourse structure of a turn in electronic bulletin board writing
Lexicogrammatical framework of modal devices
Framework for analyzing degree adverbs (Quirk et al. 1985: 589-590)
Criteria for the selection of FTDs
FTD tagsets and their meanings
The quantities of words in students’ writing in the ACAD and BB corpora
Total frequency and density of FTDs in the ACAD and BB corpora
Total frequencies of all FTDs by grammatical and lexical categories
Epistemic and root modals in ACAD and BB data
The co-occurrence of ‘will’ with other lexical FTDs
Present, past predictive, hypothetical and counterfactual ‘might’
Present, past predictive, hypothetical, and counterfactual ‘would’
Copulars other than ‘be’ in ACAD and BB data
Adverbials expressing modality and degrees of intensity in ACAD and BB data
Modal adjectives in ACAD and BB data
Total numbers of FTDs used in ACAD and BB by the high and low
English proficiency groups
Total numbers of FTDs used in ACAD and BB by the high and low
English proficiency groups, shown in four pragmatic functions
Total numbers of FTDs used in ACAD and BB by students who used English
regularly and irregularly in online communication
Total numbers of FTDs used in ACAD and BB by students who use English
regularly and irregularly in online communication, shown in four pragmatic
functions
Comparative number of turns in BB discussion groups on topic 3.
Frequency of three stages appearing in different parts of the BB forum
Speech acts and types of FTDS in the five students’ writing in ACAD and BB
argumentative topics
Lexicogrammatical types and Tokens per person in ACAD and BB
Frequency, variety and diversity of FTDs in Wida’s and Panee’s writing
Relative lexical diversity of FTDs in Wida and Panee’s writing in four pragmatic
functions

xi

