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Abstract

Although cohesion in English as a Second Language (ESL) argumentative essays has been
explored extensively, less is known about the Colombian context. The current study employed
comparative Corpus Linguistic methods to explore the use of reference and conjunctive ties in
a corpus of IELTS simulation essays called SCOCESLE (the Small Corpus of Colombian English
as a Second Language Essays). Results suggest that Colombian ESL learners use reference
and conjunctive ties in essays in more different ways than similar compared to proficient ESL
writers. The main differences concern overuse, underuse, misuse, positioning, and a narrower
range of certain ties, while the main similarities relate to the dispersion of overused ties. The
study contributes to a better understanding of the current state of ESL argumentative essay
writing skills in the Colombian context. The paper concludes with a discussion of pedagogical
recommendations, limitations, and avenues for future research.

Keywords: cohesion in ESL essays, conjunctive and reference ties, IELTS simulation essays,
SCoCESLE (Small Corpus of Colombian English as a Second Language Essays).

Resumen

Aunque la cohesion en los ensayos argumentativos de inglés como segunda lengua (ESL) ha
sido ampliamente explorada, se sabe poco sobre el contexto colombiano. El presente estudio
emple6 métodos comparativos de Lingiiistica de Corpus para explorar el uso de vinculos de
referencia y conjuntivos en un corpus de ensayos de simulacion IELTS denominado SCoCESLE
(Small Corpus of Colombian English as a Second Language Essays). Los resultados sugieren
que los estudiantes colombianos de ESL utilizan los vinculos de referencia y conjuntivos en
sus ensayos de manera mads diferente que similar en comparacion con escritores de ESL
competentes. Las principales diferencias se refieren al uso excesivo, el uso insuficiente, el
mal uso, el posicionamiento y un rango més reducido de ciertos vinculos, mientras que las
principales similitudes se relacionan con la dispersion de los vinculos utilizados en exceso. El
estudio contribuye a una mejor comprension del estado actual de las habilidades de escritura
de ensayos argumentativos en ESL en el contexto colombiano. El articulo concluye con una
discusién de recomendaciones pedagogicas, limitaciones y lineas para futuras investigaciones.

Palabras clave: Cohesion en ensayos de ESL; Vinculos conjuntivos y de referencia;
Ensayos de simulacion IELTS; SCoCESLE (Small Corpus of Colombian English as a
Second Language Essays)
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Resumo

Embora a coesdo em redagdes argumentativas de inglés como segunda lingua (ESL) j tenha sido
amplamente explorada, sabe-se pouco sobre o contexto colombiano. O presente estudo utilizou
métodos comparativos de Linguistica de Corpus para explorar o uso de elos de referéncia e
conjuntivos em um corpus de redagdes de simula¢do do IELTS chamado SCoCESLE (Small
Corpus of Colombian English as a Second Language Essays). Os resultados sugerem que os
estudantes colombianos de ESL usam os elos de referéncia e conjuntivos em suas redagdes de
maneira mais diferente do que semelhante em compara¢io com escritores de ESL proficientes.
As principais diferencas dizem respeito ao uso excessivo, ao uso insuficiente, ao uso inadequado,
ao posicionamento e a uma gama mais restrita de certos elos, enquanto as principais semelhangas
se referem & dispersdo dos elos usados em excesso. O estudo contribui para uma melhor
compreensdo do estado atual das habilidades de escrita de redagdes argumentativas em ESL no
contexto colombiano. O artigo conclui com uma discussdo sobre recomendagdes pedagogicas,
limitagdes e caminhos para futuras pesquisas.

Palavras-chave: coesao em redagdes de ESL; elos conjuntivos e de referéncia; redagoes
de simulag¢do do IELTS; SCoCESLE (Small Corpus of Colombian English as a Second
Language Essays)
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Introduction

nglish as a Second Language (ESL) learners wishing to study at universities

in both English- and non-English-speaking countries need to demonstrate

a specific standard of written and spoken English. To do this, ESL learners

must take English examinations. Despite the array of available examinations,
IELTS is one of the most popular tests due to its worldwide acceptance and large
number of takers (IELTS, 2026a). IELTS tests a learner’s receptive and productive
English language skills on a scale from 4 to 9, mapped to the Common European
Framework of Reference (CEFR) levels. Task 2 of the IELTS writing component entails
a 250-word argumentative essay on a given topic, usually written in 40 minutes.
According to IELTS test-taker performance data (IELTS, 2026b), between 2024 and
2025, the academic mean performance of Colombian students for the writing band
score was 6.0, suggesting a developmental area in writing skills for Colombian students
wishing to succeed in Higher Education (HE) contexts locally or abroad. Data of this
sort paves the way for the current study, which aims to further investigate cohesion in
IELTS-simulation essays produced by Colombian ESL learners.

The IELTS Writing Task 2 has been researched in relation to targeted instruction
aimed at improving the organization and argumentation strategies in students’ essays
(e.g., Archibald, 2001; Ishaq & Abdulaziz, 2023; Velasco, 2015). Despite this link,
university lecturers in L1-English and L2-English contexts often express dissatisfaction
with the poor quality of essay writing skills displayed by ESL students, criticizing the
lack of cohesion and coherence found in essays (Van Geyte, 2018; Wall et al., 1988)
and calling for explicit teaching of cohesion in ESL classrooms (e.g., Ghazanfari et al.,
2018). These criticisms have not escaped the ESL writing scene in Colombia, where
various teaching approaches have been implemented in classrooms (Robayo Luna &
Hernandez Ortiz, 2013; Velasco, 2016), but there still is a general sense of dissatisfaction
with ESL students’ writing standards in English (see Cardenas Beltran et al., 2005;
Correa & Dominguez, 2014). Thus, in an attempt to lessen criticisms regarding their
essay writing skills, the aim of the current study is to analyze reference and conjunctive
ties in a corpus of argumentative IELTS-simulation essays written by Colombian ESL
students to find out how these learners connect their ideas in discourse.

The current study addresses the following research questions (RQs): RQ1. How
do Colombian ESL learners use reference and conjunctive ties in essays compared to
C2 ESL writers in terms of frequency, range and dispersion? RQ2. Do Colombian ESL
learners misuse any reference and conjunctive ties in essays? If so, what ties do they
misuse and how is misuse manifested? Observations from the study will help ESL
teachers and researchers in Colombia and similar contexts make informed decisions
about potential tools and approaches for syllabus and material design, as well as
classroom input, linked to argumentative essay writing.
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Theoretical Framework

Cohesion in Discourse

Cohesion relates to the way writers and speakers bind texts together to make them
a whole unit (Eggins, 2004). Lexical cohesion refers to how people use vocabulary to
relate a text to its field or area of focus, whereas grammatical cohesion refers to how
people use cohesive devices to tie different parts of a text (Halliday & Matthiessen,
2004). This paper focused on the latter kind of cohesion. Within grammatical cohesion,
reference ties allow writers to indicate whether something is being repeated from
somewhere earlier in the text, or it has not been mentioned before, and conjunctive ties
help writers join sentences, clauses, or larger sections in a text, allowing for encoding
of logical-semantic relations between ideas in discourse (Thompson, 2013). This paper
focused on both reference and conjunctive ties.

Literature Review

Reference and Conjunctive Ties in ESL Essays

Studies regarding reference ties in ESL essays have shown an overall lack of
competence due to cultural modesty and reluctance to establish an authorial identity
(Eun & Jeon, 2009; Lee & Deakin, 2016), lack of variety (Connor, 2009), overuse
(Hwang & Lee, 2008; Kim, 2012; Lenko-Szymanska, 2004), and misuse (Hinkel,
2001; Liu & Braine, 2005; Olateju, 2006). These studies suggest the need for targeted
instructional support, which can also be applied to the Colombian context through
pedagogical recommendations derived from the current study.

Studies regarding conjunctive ties in ESL essays have shown overreliance on and
mechanical use of exemplification devices (Su & Ye, 2023; Su & Zhang, 2020; Su et al.,
2022; Vijayakumar, 2024), underuse (Abusharkh, 2012; Cheng & Chen, 2009; Ting et al.,
2011), overuse (Kashiha, 2022; Kobayashi, 2016; Rervik & Thomas, 2013), preference
for initial positioning of ties (Ha, 2014; He, 2020; Zuraidah & Sriniwass, 2017), and
a tendency to use a wider range of ties as the students’” proficiency increases (Park &
Oh, 2018). Studies in which L2-English writing is directly compared with L1-English
writing are sometimes criticized for a lack of representativeness and comparability
between corpora (Nesi, 2022; Schleppegrell & Colombi, 2002). To address this criticism,
the current study has selected a reference corpus similar to the study corpus. Studies
on conjunctive ties in Asian contexts suggest that students’ difficulties with contrastive
and adversative connectors stem from limited rhetorical awareness (Lee, 2013; Zhang,
2021), influence from coursebooks (Leedham & Cai, 2013), and a preference for a
narrow set of familiar items (Lee, 2020). The current study can shed more light on
whether these issues may also apply to the Colombian context.
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L1-Spanish and Colombian Context

Studies with L1-Spanish learners have shown overuse of a few high-frequency
ties and underuse of functionally more complex ones (Lahuerta Martinez, 2002), L1-
transfer leading to limited rhetorical variety (Carrié-Pastor, 2013; Martin-Macho-
Harrison & Cerqueiro, 2022), misuse (Jiménez & Ojeda, 2014), and issues when
expressing stance even with advanced learners (Neff et al., 2007). Other studies have
highlighted learners’ difficulties with adversative ties (Navarro Gil & Roquet Pugés,
2020) and the formulaic use of exemplification ties, which has less functionality than
that of expert writers (Rodriguez Abruieiras, 2025). These studies suggest a range of
difficulties stemming from a restricted functional range and L1-driven preferences,
which could be targeted by focusing on the discursive functions of ties.

A close look at specialized journals in Colombia reveals that insufficient research
has been conducted on ESL argumentative essays. While Chala and Chapetén
(2013) found a positive link between genre-based activities and students’ ability to
write argumentative essays, Gomez (2011) proposed the explicit teaching of context
awareness to improve academic writing. More research is needed in the Colombian
context to support students’ essay writing skills. Only one corpus-based study by
Londofno and Rodriguez-Fandifio (2021) has investigated adversative transitions
in academic writing, comparing them with a group of university lecturers. These
researchers found statistical significance in the overuse of seven adversative transitions.
Their findings are discussed in light of the poor quality of materials used in classrooms
and the lack of students’ awareness of cohesive strategies. More Corpus Linguistics
(CL) studies are needed to better understand the nature of ESL argumentative essay
writing in Colombia. This paper is precisely trying to fill in this gap.

Research Methodology

Aim and Research Questions

The aim of the current study was to analyze reference and conjunctive ties in a
corpus of argumentative IELTS-simulation essays written by Colombian ESL students
to determine how these learners use cohesion to connect their ideas in discourse. The
study tried to answer the following research questions: RQ1. How do Colombian ESL
learners use reference and conjunctive ties in essays compared to C2 ESL writers in
terms of frequency, range, and dispersion? RQ2. Do Colombian ESL learners misuse
any reference and conjunctive ties in essays? If so, which ties do they misuse, and how
is the misuse manifested?
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Corpora

The current study adhered to Learner Corpus Research (LCR) (Granger, 2012),
in which a learner corpus, SCOCESLE (Velasco, 2023), was compared with a reference
corpus, Open CLC (2017), to identify similarities and differences between them.
SCoCESLE comprises 272 argumentative essays written by adult Colombian ESL
learners, totaling nearly 82,000 tokens. The essays average 270 words and reflect IELTS-
style topics. Writers were predominantly male and female learners whose first language
was Colombian Spanish. The unannotated corpus is divided into lower- and higher-
proficiency sub-corpora and represents about one-third of the students enrolled at
a private language school in Bogota, Colombia, during one academic term in 2022.
Essays were collected either from assessed coursework or from timed, simulated exam
conditions (Velasco, 2023). Table 1 summarizes the corpora used in the current study.

Table 1. Summary of corpora employed in the study

Corpora Tokens Texts | Description Year

Learner Corpus 81,994 272 Argumentative essays written by | 2022-2023
adult Colombian ESL learners

SCoCESLE (average length per text 270 wor-
ds). L1-Spanish.

(The Small Corpus of ) pant

Colombian English

as a Second Language

Essays)

(Velasco, 2023)

Reference Corpus 909,063 3000 | Responses taken from both the 1993-2012

(approx.) | CAE and CPE exams, with a
Open CLC C2 subset CEFR student performance at C2

level. Writings include a mixture
of argumentative essays, descripti-
ve essays and reviews

(Cambridge Learner
Corpus)

(Open CLC, 2017)

Taxonomies of Ties

The taxonomies of reference and conjunctive ties in this paper (see Appendices A
and B) were adapted from Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2004) classifications to suit the
study’s methodology. A separate category of first-personal pronouns was added to the
three original categories of personal, demonstrative, and comparative reference ties to
allow for inclusion of a writer’s own ideas and beliefs in argumentative writing. The
three original categories of elaboration, extension, and enhancement conjunctive ties
were simplified, reworded, and merged with some of Hyland’s (2005) categories to
make corpus-based searches tighter and more manageable.
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Data Extraction, Analyses, and Statistical Significance

LancsBox 6.0 (Brezina et al., 2020) was used for the extraction of frequencies, while
AntConc 3.5.8 (Anthony, 2019) was used for visualization of concordance dispersion as
box plots. Rayson’s (2008) calculator was used for statistical analyses, including the log-
likelihood (LL) and Bayes Factor BIC (Wilson, 2013) measures. Statistical significance
of overuse or underuse of ties referred to frequencies with an LL measure equal to or
higher than 3.84, equating to a p-value of p < 0.05, and frequencies with a Bayes Factor
BIC equal to or higher than 6, equating to a large effect size regarding differences in
frequencies between corpora. Range differences only included differences of n= 2 or
higher per sub-category of ties. Misuse only included at least five separate misused
concordances in the same corpus.

Ethics

Ethical approval was granted by the ethics committee at the University of
Portsmouth in England when the original study was designed. Participants signed and
dated consent forms (see Velasco, 2023, for further information about ethics when the
learner corpus SCoCESLE was originally compiled).

Findings

Overuse and Underuse of Ties

Compared to the reference corpus, there was a statistically significant difference
(LL =>3.84, p = <0.05) with a large or very large effect size (Bayes Factor BIC = > 6) in
the overuse of specific reference and conjunctive ties in the learner corpus SCoCESLE,
as seen in Figure 1. Colombian ESL learners tended to use these ties more frequently
to connect ideas in their essays. There was particular overuse of the exemplification-
particularization ties for example, for instance, and such as, and the temporal ties firstly,
secondly, thirdly, and nowadays.

additionally
thell' Ole for instance seconay

the the bettm IIl Othleh“ Watfds

S-Hn'llal equa y on the nlhu hand fir Stl}
OthE[' h d!i'fEIent f[hnd]\ in conclusion pl];\\eld ays
N1S related such as

Figure 1. Word clouds of reference and conjunctive ties overused in SCoCESLE
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A qualitative examination of concordance lines revealed that about 90% of the
overused conjunctive ties had an initial positioning (i.e., at the beginning of a sentence),
as shown in Table 2. Open CLC writers displayed slightly more variation in this respect.

Table 2. Concordance samples showing preferred initial positioning of overused
conjunctive ties in SCoOCESLE

Filename Left Node Right
05g.txt we may dg now days are Additionally, people glso claim to feel
virtual. violated and
l46s.txt €W life with a'better quality For example, in Colombla,. there aren't the
of life. opportunities to work
2437d.txt could be seen in the long In conclusion, countries should face this
run. concerns through
119t txt an effect in Government On the other hand, people as part of the society,

and people budgets. have important

Compared to the reference corpus, there was a statistically significant difference in
the underuse of some reference and conjunctive ties in the learner corpus SCoCESLE,
as shown in Figure 2. Colombian ESL learners tended to use these ties less frequently
to connect ideas in their essays. There was particular underuse of the personal-singular
ties I, me, and mine, and personal masculine-feminine ties he, him, his, she, and her.

sechithh | she undoubtedly

inefjmy: moreover

herhis l he afterwards

Figure 2. Word clouds of reference and conjunctive ties underused in SCoCESLE
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Narrower Range of Reference Ties

Writers in the lower SCoCESLE subset (i.e., A2-B1) used a slightly narrower range
of reference ties than their Open CLC counterparts, as seen in Figure 3. Open CLC
writers used two more identity reference ties (i.e., equivalent and comparable).

Identity References Range SColLow vs. Open CLC

SColow

Figure 3. Bar chart of reference ties range in SCoCESLE Low vs. Open CLC

Similarly, writers in the higher SCoCESLE subset (i.e., B2-C1) used a slightly
narrower range of reference ties than their Open CLC counterparts, as seen in Figure
4. Open CLC writers used three more identity reference ties (i.e., equivalent, identical
and comparable), two more similarity references (i.e., alike and akin), and two more
difference references (i.e., if not and differently).

References Range SCoHigh vs. OpenCLC

difference

similarity | e

identity
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 B ]

WOpenClC WSCoHigh

Figure 4. Bar chart of reference ties range in SCoCESLE High vs. Open CLC
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Narrower Range of Conjunctive Ties

Writers in the lower SCoCESLE subset used a narrower range of conjunctive ties
than their Open CLC counterparts, as visualized in Figure 5. Open CLC writers used
two more restatement-clarification conjunctive ties (i.e., to be more precise and as a
matter of fact), two more addition ties (i.e., what is more and similarly), two more
compare-contrast ties (i.e., nonetheless and in spite of), two more temporal ties (i.e.,
lastly and afterwards), five more endophoric ties (i.e., as stated, as seen, as shown, as
pointed out, and as follows), four more evidential ties (i.e., states that, claims that, believes
that, and argues that), and two more attitude ties (i.e., surprisingly and undoubtedly).

Adjuncts Range SColLow vs. OpenCLC

attitude

evidential

endophaoric

temporal

compare-contrast

addition

restatement-clarification
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
MOpenCLC WSColow

Figure 5. Bar chart of conjunctive ties range in SCOCESLE Low vs. Open CLC

Likewise, writers in the higher SCoCESLE subset used a narrower range of
conjunctive ties than their Open CLC counterparts, as shown in Figure 6. Open CLC
writers used two more restatement-clarification ties (i.e., to be more precise and as a
matter of fact), five more endophoric ties (i.e., as stated, as seen, as shown, as pointed
out, and as follows), and three more evidential ties (i.e., states that, claims that, and
believes that).
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Adjuncts Range SCoHigh vs. OpenCLC

evidential |

endophoric

restatement-clarification

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

WOpenCLC WSCoHigh

Figure 6. Bar chart of conjunctive ties range in SCoCESLE High vs. Open CLC

Dispersion of Overused Ties

Overused reference and conjunctive ties in SCoCESLE were spread fairly evenly.
Opverall, most ties showed dispersion with plots containing one, two, or three hits. The
reference tie the appeared at least once in every one of the 272 essays, but about 80%
of plots contained four or more hits. These dispersions were similar in the reference
corpus.

Misuse of Ties

There was misuse of some reference and conjunctive ties in SCoCESLE, as seen
in Figure 7. Instances of misuse of reference ties from concordances in SCoCESLE
revealed that, across 81 instances, syntax was the most frequent type, accounting for
46 instances, followed by 25 instances of misused function and 10 instances of misused
punctuation. Instances of misuse of conjunctive ties revealed that, across 73 instances,
punctuation was the most frequent type, accounting for 54 instances, followed by 17
instances of misused syntax and 2 instances of misused function.
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the

othe

o different

1TS e

Figure 7. Word clouds of reference and conjunctive ties misused in SCoCESLE

although

for exampl

nevertheless

for that reason

despite

e

Table 3 exemplifies how the reference tie it often missed the apostrophe when
contracted with the verb be; the definite article the was often used when referring to
general concepts or concepts introduced for the first time; there was frequent confusion
about parts of speech such as difference and differently deriving from the tie different;
the tie other was often used instead of another when referring to singular nouns; and
the tie less was frequently used instead of fewer when referring to countable nouns.

Table 3. Concordance samples showing misuse of some reference ties in SCOCESLE

File- Left Node Right
name
necessary to teach
172x.txt that in the education of the child, its about the safe compe-
tition
461 txt abolishing military conscription its necessary. In the essay
' whilst others claim that I'll describe the
vaccines it’s very im-
102m.txt | The global discussion around the portant nowadays. This
year
Young people now
154r.txt the most basic thinks in the life. The think that obligations
are
139p.txt Immediately Advantages, they can different between pay a rent and
feel the enormous pay them
60e.txt of .hfe because human being can different.
think
139p.txt accredltat}(')n, they haye more other property in to future
opportunities to acquire and last one,
110i.txt wgrk is distributed equally, there less problems caused to one
will be of them. If

Table 4 exemplifies how the conjunctive ties, for example, for that reason, and
nevertheless, were sometimes used without a separating comma, or with a separating
colon instead. Also, the conjunctive tie although was sometimes used with the same
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positioning as the tie however, or as part of a dependent clause without the independent
clause. The syntax of the ties despite, in spite of and despite the fact that was sometimes
confused.

Table 4. Concordance samples showing misuse of some conjunctive ties in
SCoCESLE

Filename | Left Node Right
265u.txt economics thanks to poor For example: when a poor country has
countries.
168x.txt to find opportunities to live | for that reason | it is designed to people
rhythm, steps and different studies have
18a.txt movements. For that nevertheless .
conclude that a specific
reasons,
07d.txt consequences to the natural Although, these events are occurring,
world, including humans. still many countries
we need considerer
many aspects in order
218z.txt To conclude, although to gnder.stand the job
satisfaction, and some
aren't realistic and
approachable
43q.txt lezglllv; duals can get employ despite of not having any training
could result a disadvantage . of several achievements of
228y.txt Despite .
for female students. women in terms
852 txt important to do something Despite that people have a well
that you like. earn, sometimes
Discussion

Overuse and Underuse of Ties

Overuse in the Colombian context mirrors studies in other contexts (e.g., Kashiha,
2022; Kobayashi, 2016; Rervik & Thomas, 2013). Overuse could be explained by
students’ perceptions of the advantages of using ties linked to higher IELTS scores.
It can also be the result of weakness-disguising strategies or L1-L2 transfer (Hinkel,
2001). Overuse of exemplification-particularization ties could be explained by the
IELTS Writing Task 2 instructions given to learners, or by reliance on mechanical use
of a limited set of devices as a safety measure (Su & Ye, 2023; Su & Zhang, 2020; Su et
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al., 2022; Vijayakumar, 2024). Overuse of temporal ties is not necessarily wrong, since
these ties help sequence arguments in discourse. Overall, overuse in the Colombian
context reflects strategic explicitness rather than lack of knowledge, indicating exam-
driven writing behavior.

Underuse of first-person pronouns in the Colombian context implies stance
avoidance, which may weaken argumentative authority, as evidenced by studies
showing learners’ preference for modesty, support within discourse communities,
and reluctance to establish an authorial identity (Eun & Jeon, 2009; Lee & Deakin,
2016). Underuse could be explained by potential avoidance due to linguistic intricacies
students fail to master (Abusharkh, 2012; Cheng & Chen, 2009; Ting et al., 2011) or
the direct result of teaching beliefs and textbooks used in the classroom (Leedham &
Cai, 2013; Londofio & Rodriguez-Fandifio, 2021).

Preference for initial positioning of overused conjunctive ties matches other
studies with Asian learners (i.e., Ha, 2014; He, 2020; Zuraidah & Sriniwass, 2017). This
preference suggests formulaic structuring rather than flexible discourse management,
perhaps linked to a lack of exposure to alternative placements.

Range of Ties

A general narrow range of reference and conjunctive ties in SCoOCESLE suggests
limited rhetorical nuance and restrictions when expressing relationships between
ideas. A narrow range of endophoric and evidential ties implies that Colombian ESL
writers have fewer resources at their disposal to move within their essays and to bring
in external concepts and ideas to support their arguments. These findings echo similar
results in other contexts (e.g., Carrié-Pastor, 2013; Connor, 2009; Lee, 2020; Olateju,
2006; Park & Oh, 2018).

Dispersion of Overused Ties

Even dispersion of overused ties in SCoCESLE meant that not all the overused ties
were clustered in only a few essays across the corpus. This is not necessarily a weakness,
considering that the reference corpus Open CLC also displayed an even dispersion
of ties in general. Even dispersion could be explained by previous findings claiming
that L1-Spanish learners tend to persistently overuse a few high-frequency discourse
markers and underuse more functionally complex ones (Lahuerta Martinez, 2002).
The implication in the current study is that although there was overuse of certain ties in
SCoCESLE, this overuse was not too concentrated when looking at individual essays.

No. 32 - ISSN 1692-5777

199



Misuse of Ties

Misuse of reference and conjunctive ties is not surprising, considering that
Colombian ESL students are still learning how to write in L2-English. However, many
instances of misuse of ties found in SCoCESLE involved issues with syntax, contrary
to previous findings, which had found issues with function, rhetorical awareness,
and semantic imprecision to be more common (e.g., Jiménez & Ojeda, 2014; Lee,
2013; Zhang, 2021). The finding on issues with the punctuation of conjunctive ties
in SCoCESLE was a relatively new contribution that expands on previous work
on misuse in the Colombian context (i.e., Londofio & Rodriguez-Fandifio, 2021).
According to Hinkel (2001), misuse of ties in general could be explained by students’
natural language acquisition processes, L1-L2 transfer, overgeneralization of rules, or
trial-and-error strategies. Misuse patterns in the Colombian context suggest the need
to teach connectors as form-function-punctuation bundles rather than as isolated
vocabulary items.

Conclusions

The current study set out to analyze reference and conjunctive ties in a learner corpus
of argumentative IELTS-simulation essays written by Colombian ESL students to find
out how these learners use cohesion to connect their ideas in discourse, in reference to
a corpus of similar essays written by proficient (i.e., C2) ESL students. Considering the
evidence presented, it can be concluded that Colombian ESL learners use reference and
conjunctive ties in essays in more different than similar ways compared to proficient
ESL writers. The main differences concern overuse, underuse, misuse, positioning, and
a narrower range of ties, while the main similarities relate to the dispersion of overused
ties in the study corpus compared to the general dispersion in the reference corpus.

Regarding RQI1, Colombian ESL writers overused personal-plural ties and
particularly underused personal-singular ties, indicating a reluctance to establish an
authorial identity in essays. They particularly overused exemplification-particularization
and temporal ties, displaying responsiveness to the essay instructions and keenness
to sequence the development of arguments. They mainly used initial positioning of
conjunctive ties at the sentence level, displaying a lack of awareness of alternative
placements. They used a narrower range of endophoric and evidential ties in particular,
displaying a more limited stock of resources to move within their essays and to bring in
external concepts to support their arguments. Lastly, they exhibited an even dispersion
of overused ties across the corpus, compared to the general dispersion displayed by
proficient ESL writers in the reference corpus. Regarding RQ2, Colombian ESL writers
misused certain ties in relation to wrong punctuation, function, and syntax. However,
many instances of misuse involved issues with syntax and/or punctuation, contrary to
previous findings, which had mainly found issues with function.
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Implications and Pedagogical Recommendations

The main implication of this study is its contribution towards a better understanding
and mapping of the current state of ESL argumentative essay writing skills in the
Colombian context. This paper has expanded previous work done by Londofio and
Rodriguez-Fandiio (2021), by focusing solely on argumentative essays, widening
the range of conjunctive ties, and including other areas of cohesion such as reference
ties. The study contributes not only empirical evidence on cohesion in the Colombian
context but also a functionally grounded framework that can inform context-sensitive
pedagogical interventions in ESL writing classrooms.

The pedagogical recommendations include targeted input to help students address:
the absence of authorial identity in essays; more varied positioning of conjunctive
ties at the sentence level; the narrow range of references and conjunctive ties used
to support arguments; and the misuse of certain ties in relation to incorrect syntax
and punctuation. Other more general recommendations that can aid cohesion and
argumentative strategies in essays include changes to classroom materials and syllabus
content, and greater exposure to ties through intensive and extensive reading tasks.

Limitations and Future Research

The focus in this paper was solely on grammatical cohesion, in particular the
areas of reference and conjunctive ties, and not on lexical or discourse cohesion. This
narrow focus occurred because lexis is inherently attached to topics or themes, so it
would have been counterproductive to measure lexical cohesion differences and/or
similarities between two corpora that did not map each other in terms of topics (see
Wang et al., 2023, for ways to achieve lexical homogeneity between corpora through
a content-controlled approach). Also, nominal, verbal and clausal substitution and
ellipsis of linguistic items were not included, since these ties must be presupposed by
what has been substituted and are sometimes omitted, which is something that would
be difficult to identify using the intended CL software. Finally, rhetorical cohesion, such
as parallelism, appears to be closely linked to specific genres such as poetry (see Sultan,
2011), so this type of cohesion was excluded because the current study involved only
argumentative essays. Other major limitations in the current study are the choice of ties
included in the adapted taxonomies, the relatively small size of the SCoCESLE study
corpus, the choice of statistical analyses, and the very nature of the CL methodology.
Further research could address these weaknesses in replication studies or address
other areas of cohesion to increase the understanding of ESL argumentative essay
writing skills in the Colombian context.
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Appendices

Appendix A Categorization of reference ties, adapted
from Halliday and Matthiessen (2004)

Reference Tie Sub-category Pronoun/Determiner/Adjective/
Adverb
Personal singular I, me, my, mine
. . . he, him, his
Personal singular masculine/feminine
she, her, hers
Personal neuter it, its
Personal plural we, us, ou, ours
they, them, their, theirs
Demonstrative | "€ this, these, here
. remote that, those, there
Demonstrative
Demonstrative | definite article the
Comparative identity equivalent, equal, identical
equally, same, comparable
. N likewise, alike, similar, related
Comparative similarity .
as ... as, akin
Comparative difference otherwise, unlike, else, if not
P different, differently, other, another
. better, worse, further
Comparative .
particular more, less, fewer
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Appendix B Categorization of conjunctive ties, adapted
from Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) and Hyland (2005)

Logical Relation

Sub-category / Function

Conjunctive ties (n=8 per sub-category)

Elaboration

restatement and clarification
markers

in other words, that is to say, I mean, to be
more precise, to put it another way, this
refers to, in fact, as a matter of fact

Elaboration

exemplification and
particularization markers

for example, for instance, to illustrate,
to exemplify, such as, in particular,
particularly, specifically

Extension

addition markers

also, moreover, what is more, furthermore,
additionally, in addition, similarly, by the
same token

Extension

compare-contrast markers

on the other hand, however, nevertheless,
nonetheless, although, even though,
despite, in spite of

Enhancement

temporal markers

firstly, secondly, thirdly, lastly, finally,
afterwards, nowadays, meanwhile

Enhancement

cause-result markers

therefore, so, thus, consequently, hence,
because of, as a result, for that reason

frame markers

to sum up, in conclusion, overall, in
general, generally, all in all, in short, on
the whole

Textual

endophoric markers

as mentioned, as stated, as cited, as seen,
as shown, as explained, as pointed out, as
follows

evidential markers

according to, states that, claims that,
believes that, considers that, puts forward
that, asserts that, argues that

Interpersonal

attitude markers

perhaps, probably, maybe, certainly,
definitely, obviously, surprisingly,
undoubtedly
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