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Abstract 

The objective of this paper is to discuss functions and definitions of the term Discourse Markers 

(DM) and their implications for the teaching of English as a Foreign Language, from a 

pragmatic view point, by investigating the usage of the particle like. The work is based in the 

analysis of lexical entries in a famous Portuguese-English dictionary used in Brazil and 

complemented with a pilot study carried out with in-service teachers in the country. Results 

have shown that there is a need for EFL educators to address issues such as gender, race and 

culture as social constructs which cannot be overlooked in foreign language curricula. 

Keywords: Discourse Markers, particle like, English as a Foreign Language, Teacher 

Education, Curriculum, Pragmatics. 

 

Resumo 

O objetivo deste artigo é discutir as funções e definições do termo Marcadores Discursivos 

(MD) e suas implicações para o ensino de Inglês como Língua Estrangeira, desde um ponto de 

vista pragmatico, por meio da investigação do uso da partícula like. O trabalho se baseou na 

análise de entradas lexicais em um dicionário Português-Inglês famoso no Brasil e foi 

complementado por um estudo-piloto realizado com professores em serviço no país. Os 

resultados demonstraram que é necessário que educadores em ILE abordem temas de gênero, 

raça e cultura como construtos sociais que não podem ser desconsiderados em currículos de 

língua estrangeira. 

Palavras-chave: Marcadores discursivos, partícula like, Inglês como Língua Estrangeira, 

Formação de Professores, Currículo, Pragmática. 
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Introduction 

 

The analysis of discourse markers is part of the 

more general analysis of discourse coherence - 

how speakers and hearers jointly integrate 

forms, meaning, and actions to make overall 

sense out of what is said. (Schiffrin, 1987: 49) 

 

 

There seem to be some controversies among linguistics when the issue is to 

come up with a definition for Discourse Markers (DMs). In this study, I (as a foreign 

language teacher and linguist) understand that discourse markers have a pragmatic 

function, in that, they provide “the interlocutors with clues about how to decode 

utterances so that communication is effective” (Iglesias Moreno, 2001, p.130). I also 

make mine the words of Schiffrin when she states that “language always occurs in a 

context …language is designed for communication” (1987, p. 3). 

Taking as my standpoint the idea that language is social and discourses markers 

are constructed in our relations with others in society, in this theoretical paper, I discuss 

the pragmatic function of the particle like in English and, using as my corpus the most 

famous and used Portuguese-English dictionaries used in Brazil, I discuss how such a 

particle is classified as a lexical entry and what implications this has for the teaching of 

English as a Foreign Language in Brazil. In addition, I carried out a pilot study to find 

out how in-service English teachers in Brazil view pragmatic constructions such as like 

and what implications such views have for the learning and teaching of English as a 

foreign language in the country. 

I will organize this paper in four parts: a) a brief introduction about language 

and discourse markers, b) the use of like in English taking as a basis a historically 

gender perspective discussed in the works of some sociolinguistics researchers and c) 

how the particle like is classified in the most famous bilingual dictionary in Brazil and 

d) discuss the results of my pilot study with in-service Brazilian teachers.  
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2. Language and Discourse Markers 

 

There is no neutral discourse: whenever we 

speak we have to choose between different 

systems of meaning, different sets of values. 

(Coates, 1998: 302). 

 

Socialization processes play an important role in the way we human beings 

construct language (Wardhaugh, 1993,). Our relations in society define the way we 

construct language individually and collectively. Our views of the world are greatly 

defined by the relations we share with our peers in society. In this sense, language is an 

instrument we use to be in the world. As Catalán (2005) so well elucidates, language is: 

 

Both an instrument of communication and an instrument of 

knowledge of the world around us. By means of language, we shape 

our view of society, we organize our knowledge, we learn new things 

and, above all, we assimilate the norms and social patterns of our 

community (p. 209). 

 

Society plays a significant part in defining the way we construct language and 

this construction will greatly affect the way we organize our discourse. As Litosseliti 

(2006) so well elucidates, “language does not simply reflect social reality, but is also a 

constitutive of such reality, in other words, it shapes how we see ourselves and the 

world” (p.9). As being so, language is an instrument that assists human beings to 

identify themselves or not as members of a social, cultural, religious, ethnic, and so on 

group.  In other words, it is to say that language and society are inseparable as they co-

exist together. It is in this process of coexistence that we construct our discourses and 

use language to express how we see ourselves in society.  

The way we construct our discourse greatly depend on our interaction with other 

and in English (as well as other languages) we make use of markers that “instruct 

discourse participants how to consider an upcoming utterance, proving a path toward 

the integration of different components of language” (Louwerse and Mitchell, 2003, 

202). DMs are of great importance to field of languages as they help speakers to 

construct their way of thinking. As Blakemore (1992) writes: “the gap between the 
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sentence meaning and the utterance meaning may be narrowed by the use of lexical or 

syntactic means” (p.7) 

As Blakemore state above, DMs can be used to ease the interpretation of 

utterances by providing information that are easy for the listeners to decode making 

sentences richer in meaning.  According to Andersen (2000) DMs are “a class of short, 

recurrent linguistic items that generally have little lexical import but serve significant 

pragmatic functions in conversation” (p.38). 

As Andersen (2000) stated, DMs serve  “significant pragmatic functions” and in 

being so, some of them need to be understood historically in order for us teachers and 

linguistics to learn more about the importance of social contexts in language 

construction.  In the next section, I contextualize the DM like English and argue that 

such a particle was constructed within societal relations – in this case, gender relations - 

in the United States.  

 

3. The use of the marker like in U.S. English: A Historical Perspective 

 

As mentioned above, language is social constructed and in being so it is 

impregnated with ideologies and relations of power existing in society. Here, I will 

continue making the argument that language defines who we are and will discuss how 

the particle like was pragmatically inserted in everyday language in the United States 

and will discuss – briefly - that gender issues play an important role in defining 

language.  

The Valley Girl Phenomenon that emerged in the United States during the 1980s 

and 1990s had (and still has) and impact on language in the Unites States. The term, 

Valley Girl, first emerged in California and was used to refer to white women who 

showed more interested in shopping, physical and social appearance and status than 

intellectual and personal achievement. U.S. feminists believe that such a phenomenon 

emerged as a response to the spread of feminist thinking in the country. With the 

emergence of such a phenomenon discourse markers such as like became part of young 

women´s speech.  

The Valley Girl Phenomenon is an example of how social contexts have 

significance in defining the way we communicate with others. In the case of the particle 
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like, it is interesting to note that differences among men and women have defined the 

use of it in U.S. utterances. As Siegel (2002) remarks:  

 

United States’ English speakers I have asked and newspaper 

columnists certainly seem to believe that like use is most 

prevalent among very young women, and very young women 

often seem not to be confident about their assertions (p.43) 

 

 According to Romaine and Lange (1991), the function of the particle like –

specially the quotative use – “are often associated to the so-called ´valley girl´ language, 

a caricatural stereotype derived from the English spoken by younger generation in 

California (p. 229).  

Although the particle like is currently part of the English language (not only in 

the US but in other parts of the world where English is spoken and taught) 

unfortunately, this issue has not been address in language teaching because most teacher 

believe it is not important to address language from a historical and pragmatic 

perspective.  

 There is a need for us teachers to associate DMs to the context where language 

was constructed in order for us to have a better understanding about how discourses are 

formed and in doing so provide our students with more precise information about the 

pragmatic particles we teach in our everyday classrooms.    

 In the next section, I describe how the DM like is classified in one of the most 

famous and used bilingual dictionaries in Brazil. I also briefly discuss the implications 

of this classification.  

 

4. Implications for the Teaching of English as a Foreign Language  

 

The “Michaelis - Moderno Dicionário de Português-Inglês” is widely used in 

Brazil since 1957. The dictionary, elaborated by the German lexicographer Henriette 

Michaelis, was first published in Portugal in 1893 and in the 1950´s the Melhoramentos 

Publisher updated it to fit the Brazilian Portuguese context and widely published it in 

Brazil. Nowadays, the Michaelis dictionary is one of the most sold in the country and 

adopted by language students to college professors.  
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For the purpose of this study, we will use it as our corpus and show that the 

explanation given about the particle like does not comprise in any way explanations 

about the participle being used as a discourse marker. Needless to say, it does not refer 

to the historical perspective of the particle, that is, its relation to gender and language.  

The entry like in the Michaelis dictionary is describe as a noun, adjective, 

adverb, conjunction, and preposition (like
1
)  as a verb (like

2
) as stated below: 

like
1
  

 

n 1 igual. 2 semelhante. 3 acontecimento similar. • adj 1 semelhante, 

parecido, equivalente, parelho, igual. 2 relacionado. 3 característico. • 

adv 1 provavelmente. 2 por assim dizer. 3 aproximadamente, em torno 

de. something like £ 5.00 / cerca de £ 5,00. 4 tal como. • conj como, 

como se. • prep 1 como. do not shout like that / não grite tanto. 2 

típico de, característico de, próprio de. what is he like? / como ele é? 3 

com jeito de, com cara de. and the like, etc., e assim por diante. did 

you ever hear the like of it? já se ouviu coisa igual? in like manner 

da mesma maneira. it is like enough é muito provável. like master, 

like man tal senhor, tal criado. the likes of gente como. they are as 

like as two peas são cara de um, focinho do outro. to feel like ter 

vontade de. to look like parecer. 

like
2
  

 

vt+vi 1 gostar de, achar bom. I should like you to come / eu gostaria 

que você viesse. 2 querer, desejar. 3 convir, agradar. as you like como 

queira. do as you like / faça o que quiser. he makes himself liked ele 

se faz estimado. how do you like it? o que você acha disso? to like 

better gostar mais. to like well gostar. 

 

The particle like, in the entries above, is not explained from a pragmatic point of 

view making it a little confusing for students and teachers who look for such a particle 

using Michaelis. The lack of a more pragmatic view of such a particle needs to be 

address especially in contexts where English is taught as a foreign language from a 

communicative perspective.   

Brazil was one of the first countries to adopt the Communicative Approach to 

foreign language teaching and the majority of the EFL teachers in-service in the country 

today had learned English being exposed to this approach. Michaelis does not follow 

the principles of the Communicative Language Teaching – that also considers language 



 
Revista Interdisciplinar da Universidade Veiga de Almeida 

  ISSN: 14148846 
 

Julho/Dezembro de 2014 – pág.112 
 

from a pragmatic point of view - but it is still widely used in the country by EFL 

teachers working with such an approach.  

In the next section, I describe – and discuss the results - the research study I 

conducted with in-service English teachers in Brazil.  

 

5. The Study 

In this section, I briefly describe the results of a pilot study conducted with in-

service English as a Foreign Language Teachers on the learning and teaching of 

constructions such as like and what implications such views have for the learning and 

teaching of English as a foreign language in the country. 

 

5.1 Data Collection 

 

Questionnaires (see Appendix) were sent by email to 30 students who had 

previously agreed to participate in the study. Out of the 30 questionnaires sent, only 15 

completed questionnaires returned. E-mail was chosen due to the geographical distance 

between the researched and the researcher at the time the study was conducted.  

 

5.2 Context of the Study: The participants 

 

The group of EFL teachers participating in this study was rather proficiency in 

all language skills and most of them have been teaching English for over a year. Their 

age ranged from 23 to 30 years old and 60% were female. At the time of the research 

study, all of them had recently graduated from a prestigious public university in the city 

of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Their names were preserved in anonymity due to ethical 

reasons. Ten out of the 15 participants worked for English Language Schools where the 

Communicative Approach was adopted and 13 of them believed that their main goals as 

teachers were to prepare students to be able to grammatically and communicatively 

competent.  
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In addition, since education in Brazil calls for a more transformative and critical 

view of the world, the participants of the study had very strong beliefs about how they 

saw themselves as educators. As a participant elucidated “the most important aspects 

regarding education are to use and respect the students’ knowledge and ways of 

understanding and dealing with the world, instead of discarding or demeaning them, and 

to enable the students to think and argue for themselves with linguistic tools that 

perhaps they didn’t have before.” A critical and transformative view of education was 

present in most answers given by the 15 participants and this is certainly a reflection of 

a critical and transformative pedagogy present throughout all Brazilian curricula.  

 

6. The Results 

  

6.1 Describing the Particle Like 

 

 Nine out of 15 participants have successfully identified the participle in the 

questionnaire as being a discourse marker. As one of the participants pointed out, like 

“is and discourse marker and is used to give the speaker some time to think of what he/ 

she is willing to say”. It was interesting to note that all participants referred to the 

particle like as part of colloquial English and therefore should not be taught in grammar 

classes where the standard language is the focus. Six participants were not able to name 

the participle but were able to describe that it could be used when a speaker wants to 

pause and “emphasize something”. Ten participants mentioned that like is more present 

in young speakers ´discourse and this, as one participant mentioned “could explain why 

it is informal and not used by grown-ups”. A participant mentioned that like is used by 

“teens, kids, or adults who suffer from the Peter Pan syndrome and/ or want to be 

recognized as young people”.  

 Only 5 participants were able to provide a list of words that would have the 

same function as like in the example sentences. Constructions such as you know, maybe, 

well, not really and I see were mentioned by the participants as having the same 

function as like. All the other participants answer I don´t know when asked to provide a 

list of words that would have the same function of like.  
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None of the participants viewed the use of the particle like related to gender 

issues. The idea that like is used by young people and it has a colloquial connotation 

was more present. This has not come as a surprise since gender issues are still not very 

addressed in EFL language curricula across de country. Although Brazil has a rather 

critical and transformative curricula (enforced by the Ministry of Education), relations 

of gender are still left out of the agenda and therefore not addressed educationally nor 

linguistically.  Languages – be it the mother tongue or foreign languages- are not taught 

from a historical and/or pragmatic perspective. 

 

6.2 Teaching the Particle Like 

It was rather interesting to note that although the participants were 

grammatically and communicatively competent and had experience in teaching EFL 

adopting the Communicative Approach (approach that emphasizes the teaching of all 

language skills), only 3 of them found important to address such a particle in their 

classrooms. The other 12 found it not important or did not know how to elaborate 

activity and materials to work with such a construction. One participant mentioned that 

“teaching such a particle is not important because it is part non-standard English…”.  

 The three participants who found important to address such a particle in 

language classroom believed that it should be only introduced in conversation classes 

where colloquial language was more used. When asked what kind of activities they 

would use to teach such a particle, one participant answered that “I’d probably use 

movies to teach them about it”. Another participant mentioned that “…first of all I 

would bring to class contexts in which the word/ phrase is used… songs, videos, etc”. 

 

6.3 Dictionaries and the Teaching and Learning of the Particle Like 

 Bilingual dictionaries, as history shows, have not been able to address the way 

people construct meanings orally. This has some impacts on EFL learning and teaching 

since students and teachers are left alone to decide what to do with pragmatic 

constructions used every day in different linguistic settings. The results of this study 

have also showed that teachers believe that they cannot depend on dictionaries to teach 

pragmatic construction such as like. As a participant points out “…some dictionaries 
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already bring usage, but most of them do not, so I would probably use another source of 

information to work on the topic.” 

 Michaelis, as described above, is one of the most used dictionaries in Brazil and 

was mentioned by 10 of the teachers participating in this study. A participant referred to 

dictionaries such as Michaelis being “very simple, and they generally don’t give us all 

the meanings of the words”. This, again, has not come as a surprise because such a 

dictionary is surely not a good reference in the field of pragmatic nor in the field of 

communicative language teaching.  

  

7. Final Considerations 

 

 I have briefly defended the idea that language is socially constructed in our 

relations in society. In being so, this greatly affects the field of language teaching and 

learning since we need to view language as something that was constructed in a given 

social, cultural and historical context. The Valley Girl Phenomenon has brought strong 

implications to language in the United States in the 1980s and 1990s and these 

implications are still present in everyday language (not only in the United States).   

This Phenomenon has not been addressed by many linguistic and seemed not to 

have any importance to the field of foreign language teaching. This might have 

implications for the teaching and learning of a foreign language since we deny the facts 

and the context where language is constructed. In doing so, students and teachers are 

left to only reproduce constructions that are ideological in nature or even worse do not 

address them all because they believe it is not important and are only part of the 

discourse of young and not educated people (which is totally untrue!). In doing this, we 

close our eyes to history in that we see language as something that is here to be 

reproduced and not to be discovered – and re-discovered.  

I surely understand that it is rather impossible for a dictionary to describe each 

item historically. But I believe that they could be a better source for language teachers if 

they addressed language from a more pragmatic perspective and not only from a 

prescriptive view where language is static and not constructed (and changed) throughout 

our relations in society.  This prescriptive view of teaching where grammar is the focus 
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and only “standard language” is taught is dangerous and misleading because it denies 

the very nature of language, that is, language is socially constructed. In being socially 

constructed, language belongs to communities and social groups were it emerged from 

and these communities and social groups should also be part of what needs to be taught 

in a language classroom.  

The study conducted for this short paper (although it was short and brief) gave 

me a better idea about how EFL teachers view – and teach - such pragmatic 

constructions. I learned that my participants ´answers and concerns were products of a 

teaching that is totally des-contextualized of the social, cultural and historical contexts 

where language was (and is) constructed. And this has strong implications for language 

teaching since most of them had difficulties to elaborate activities and material to work 

with a more pragmatic view of language. DMs for most of my participants were viewed 

as something separated from most of language classes and not important to address. I 

understand that my participants are products of this same kind of teaching in which 

prescriptive rules reign and DMs – among other particles – should be left out because 

their use is not part of what they understand as “language”. In addition to this, anguage 

– for them – has no association to gender, race, culture, etc.  

In conclusion, there is a need for us EFL educators to address these issues and 

focus more on pragmatics and understand that gender, race, culture, etc are intrinsically 

related to language issues because they are constructed in society and in certain 

historical periods, they define who we are and how we speak.  In defining who we are 

and how we speak, they should be an important part of the foreign language curricula 

not only in Brazil but also in other parts of the world.   
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APPENDIX – Questionnaire 

 

Thank you for participating in this initial study on Discourse Markers in English. We 

expect you to answer the questions below based on your knowledge of the English 

language and also on your experience on teaching it in Brazil. Please do not do any 

research on the topic because this might affect the results. We reserve the right to not 

inform you about the specifics of the study in order to not affect your answers. We can, 

of course, on your request share the findings of our study with you in the future. To 

maintain anonymity, you will be assigned a pseudonym in the discussion of the results 

section. 

 

 

Age: 

Gender: 

 

Part I:  

 

a) Talk about yourself as an English Teacher in Brazil (your background on 

language issues, years of experience teaching English, your views to 

education, your approach to language teaching, assessment, etc).  

 

 

Part II- Read the sentences below and answer the questions that follow: 

 

 

I haven´t seen her for ages. The last time I saw her was back in – like – October?  

  

I don’t ever discriminating against anybody. I´m – like – against all kinds of 

discrimination.  

  

They didn’t get the joke! I’m – like – laughing my head off, but they couldn’t 

see what was funny about it.  

 

My boyfriend called me to say it was all over. I said – like – you can’t do that to 

me.  

   

He was rapping away like Eminem. And I’m – like – wow! 

 

Questions 

a) How would you describe the function(s) of the particle like in the sentences 

above? Provide any description you find relevant from a syntactic, semantic, 

pragmatic/ historical/sociolinguistic etc. point of view.   

b) Provide a list of particles/words/ etc. that would have the same functions of the 

particle like in the sentences above please.  
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c) Who (or how would you) would use such a particle and in what contexts? 

Explain your answer. 

d) How were particles, such as the one above, taught to you when we were learning 

English as a foreign language in Brazil? Refer to the teaching done in public, 

private, and English Language Schools settings please.  

e) How would you respond to your students if they asked you to talk about the 

function (s) of the particle like in the sentences above? How would you teach it 

to your students? What activities would you provide them with? 

f) Would you say the bilingual dictionaries (Portuguese-English/English-

Portuguese) you have access to in Brazil help you provide a good explanation to 

your students of the use of such a particle? Explain your answer please (and if 

possible, name the dictionaries you have access to please).  

 

 

 

Thank you! 

 

 


