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Abstract

This article presents a case study concerning the use of discourse markers (fur-
ther — ‘DMSs’) in the writing of status updates on Facebook by a group of early
balanced English/Italian bilinguals (further — ‘participants’), who were born in
Australia in the families of Italian immigrants. The corpus of the participants’
status updates on Facebook was analysed by means of the WordSmith soft-
ware for linguistic analysis (Scott 2008) in order to identify the frequency of
DMs used by the participants in the English and Italian languages, respectively.
The results of the data analysis indicated that the participants employed, pre-
dominantly, English DMs (for instance, and, but, though, and yep), while the
repertoire of the Italian DMs was limited to diciamo (English equivalents, e.g.
let’s say, [ mean), ecco (English equivalents, e.g. here, well), and ma (English
equivalents, e.g., but, yet). These findings are further presented and discussed
in the article.

Keywords
English/Italian early bilinguals; discourse markers; bilingual writing; written
discourse on social media sites

1. Introduction

This article focuses on a case study aimed at exploring how early balanced English/
Italian bilinguals use discourse markers (further referred to as ‘DMs’) in writing on
Facebook, a social medium platform. The case study is informed by the following
notions, 1) DMs, ii) early balanced bilingualism, and iii) bilinguals’ written discourse
on social networking sites. In the introductory part, I will provide an overview of
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DMs and early balanced bilingualism, respectively, whereas bilinguals’ written
discourse on social networking sites will be outlined in section 1.3 of the article.

DMs are regarded as linguistic elements that “signal relations between units
of talk by virtue of their syntactic and semantic properties and by virtue of their
sequential relations as initial or terminal brackets demarcating discourse units”
(Schiffrin 1987: 40). By explaining this definition, Heine (2013: 1208) argues
that in the English language DMs are illustrated by such words and phrases as
anyway, however, indeed, I mean, you know, you see, etc. The literature in lin-
guistics (Bazzanella et al. 2007; Orsolini 1993; Waltereit 2002) indicates that
typical examples of DMs in Italian are allora (translated into English as “then”,
“therefore™), diciamo (“let’s say”), and insomma (“in conclusion”, “finally”). In
the present case study, DMs are considered to be utterance-initial elements whose
use is syntactically independent and sequentially dependent (Maschler and Schif-
frin 2015; Schiffrin 1987).

As noted by Maschler (2000: 437), bilingual discourse provides unique per-
spectives on DMs, since the use of DMs by bilinguals involves code-switching,
code-mixing, and pragmatic transfer of DMs from the bilinguals’ L1 into their L2
(Hlavac 2006: 1870). In terms of the acquisition of DMs by bilinguals, Fox Tree
(2010: 273) claims that “the meaning of discourse markers has to be learned, both
in first and second language acquisition.” This statement echoes Sankoff et al.’s
(1997) claim, emphasising that DMs are “of particular interest because they con-
stitute an aspect of the language not taught in school” (Sankoff et al. 1997: 193).
While bilingual children’s repertoire of DMs is limited, it may grow concurrently
with an increase of the bilinguals’ proficiency in their two languages. Accord-
ing to Matras (2000), a repertoire of DM enjoyed by bilingual individuals may
expand due to the use of DMs from their primary language in their secondary
language and vice versa (Matras 2000). Arguably, there is a possibility of cross-
fertilisation of the bilingual’s repertoire of DMs by means of accessing the DMs
stored in the bilingual’s lexicon.

Certain DMs in the bilingual’s lexicon are liable to pragmatic transfer between
the bilingual’s languages (Hlavac 2006). Pragmatic variables are thought to be
involved in the use of DMs (Matras 2000). Specifically, prior research indicates
that DMs are used in accordance with pragmatic purposes and genre conventions
that are expected in a given communicative situation (Matras 2000). To illustrate
the point, Fox Tree (2000) indicates that a number of DMs (for instance, / mean,
you know, you see) are typically associated with unprepared speech, or with spon-
taneous writing in chatting and messaging online (Fox Tree 2015).

Recently, we have witnessed a growing research attention to the use of DMs by
bilinguals (Goss and Salmons 2000; Paculanang 2018; Trillo 2002). Traditional-
ly, the term ‘bilingual’ is thought to refer to individuals, who use two languages in
their everyday lives (Grosjean 1994) “for different purposes, in different domains
of life, with different people” (Grosjean 2010: 29). Within the context of this case
study, bilinguals are regarded as individuals, who know “the second language to
such an extent that he/she is able to communicate in this language freely, both
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in speaking and writing, irrespective of the context of acquisition” (Majchrzak
2017: 9). Whilst the present study does not aim at providing an exhaustive theo-
retic account of bilingualism (see Cieslicka 2015 for a meta-analysis of the state-
of-the-art theoretical premises of bilingualism), it, nevertheless, deals with the
notion of an “early balanced bilingual”.

Early balanced bilinguals are those bilingual individuals, who perform equally
well in both languages (Meisel 2007: 496). Research in linguistics, psycholin-
guistics, and psychology shows that early balanced bilingualism involves a host
of variables (Dunn and Fox Tree 2009; Foursha-Stevenson and Nikoladis 2011;
Heredia and Cieslicka 2014). One of the variables is associated with the bilin-
guals’ personal language histories that are reflective of the age of their second
language (L2) acquisition. Other variables involve, for instance, the bilinguals’
dominant language, and the use of their languages (Nikoladis 2006; Van der
Linden et al. 2018; Wang 2013; Yow and Li 2015). Heredia and Cieslicka (2014:
22) point out that based upon the age of L2 acquisition, “it would also be possible
to fine-tune the early bilingual distinction into early child, late child, and early
adult bilingualism, respectively”. Specifically, Heredia and Cieslicka (2014) dis-
tinguish between “early bilinguals, whose L2 is learned early in life (i.e., early
childhood), and late bilinguals, whose L2 is learned late in life (i.e., after child-
hood)” (Heredia and Cieslicka 2014: 22).

As far as the use of the early balanced bilinguals’ languages in writing is con-
cerned, previous research focuses on bilinguals’ offline writing in their two lan-
guages (Francis 2005; Torres 2002). In contrast, little attention has been awarded
to online writing by early balanced bilinguals (Yang, Yang, and Hartanto, 2019).
The present case study seeks to provide new insights into the use of DMs in
online writing by a group of English/Italian early balanced bilinguals (hence-
forth - ‘participants’), who acquired their two languages before the age of five. In
particular, the case study aims to establish how the participants use DMs in the
writing of their status updates on the social platform Facebook.

The article begins with an overview of previous research associated with the
use of DMs by bilingual speakers (section 1.1). This is followed by an outline
of previous research involving writing by bilinguals (section 1.2). Thereafter, in
section 1.3. I will provide an overview of previous studies associated with written
discourse on social networking sites. Having introduced the background notions
and literature review (sections 1.1-1.3), I will present this study, its corpus and
methodology in sections 2—2.4. The results and discussion of the results in the
present study will be outlined in section 2.5. The article concludes with a sum-
mary of the findings (section 3).

1.1 An Outline of Previous Research Associated with the Use of DMs by
Bilinguals

DMs in bilingual discourse have received scholarly attention in linguistics and
psycholinguistics. There are papers comparing DMs in such language combinations
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as Cebuano/English (Paculanang 2018), English/Croatian (Hlavac 2006), Eng-
lish/French (Sankoff et al. 1997), English/German (Fuller 2001), Hebrew/English
(Maschler 2000), and Spanish/English (Andersen et al. 1999; Flores-Ferran 2014;
Torres 2002). These studies are based, predominantly, upon oral bilingual data that
are analysed from different perspectives, e.g. longitudinal (Andersen et al. 1999;
Maschler 2000), pragma-communicative (Flores-Ferran 2014; Fuller 2001; Hlavac
2006; Sankoff et al. 1997; Torres 2002), and psycholinguistic (Paculanang 2018).

The longitudinal perspective on the use of DMs by Spanish/English bilinguals
residing in USA is investigated by Andersen et al. (1999). They have found that
while the use of DMs is not significant among the youngest children, there is an
increase of DMs that is concurrent with age. Specifically, by the age of six and/
or seven, bilingual Spanish/English children demonstrate variation in their use
of DMs. Andersen et al. (1999) argue that pre-school bilingual children exhibit
awareness of the pragma-discursive context of the DMs use. In a longitudinal
study, Maschler (2000) investigates how English/Hebrew bilinguals use DMs in
their everyday communication in Israel. Maschler (2000) found that two Eng-
lish/Hebrew bilinguals increased their use of Hebrew DMs over time. The in-
crease of Hebrew DMs is observed in the bilinguals’ writing (Maschler 2000:
556). Maschler (2000) indicates that the increase in L2 proficiency contributes
to a polyphony of discursive voices associated with the use of DMs by Hebrew/
English bilinguals. In this regard, Maschler (2000) suggests that the bilingual He-
brew/English interlocutors use DMs in order to construct either a voice of another
person in oral discourse or to correct the voice of the speaker.

From a pragma-communicative perspective, Fuller (2001) explores a prag-
matic dimension of the use of DMs by English/German bilinguals in the US.
She found that the borrowing of DMs from German into English by the bilin-
guals is pragmatically motivated. In particular, the presence of both German and
English DMs in the bilinguals’ speech signals convergence in the contact situa-
tion involving these two languages. Fuller’s (2001) findings lend support to the
hypothesis involving pragmatic detachability as a motivation for borrowing of
DMs. Similarly to Fuller (2001), Torres (2002) examines a bilingual situation in
USA, where the focus of the investigation is on the linguistic contact of English
and Spanish DMs in oral discourse by New York Puerto Ricans. She argues that
DMs are prone to borrowing (2002: 66). Torres (2002) identifies English DMs
that are present in the bilinguals’ oral discourse in the Spanish language irrespec-
tive of language dominance. She concludes that the borrowing of English DMs
takes place in synchrony in the cohort of bilingual Puerto Ricans residing in New
York. Torres (2002: 78) observes that the New York Puerto Rican bilinguals re-
tain the use of Spanish DMs in their speech. Analogous results are reported by
Flores-Ferran (2014), who investigates DMs in Spanish/English bilingual speech
production by New York City-born Puerto Ricans and Puerto Rico Islanders. Her
findings reveal that those Spanish/English bilinguals who were born in the US
prefer the use of Spanish DMs. Moreover, they exhibit a restricted pragmatic use
of DMs (Flores-Ferran 2014: 57).
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The pragma-communicative perspective is present in the studies that were car-
ried out by Hlavac (2006), and Sankoff et al. (1997), respectively. Hlavac (2006)
investigates the use of DMs by the second generation Australians who are speak-
ers of Croatian and English. Specifically, the study examines the frequency and
functionality of English DMs in comparison to Croatian DMs in speech recordings
of 100 Croatian/English bilinguals. Hlavac (2006) found that English DMs tend
to generally co-occur with Croatian DMs. However, Croatian DMs are displaced
by English DMs when they are polyfunctional. For instance, younger Croatian/
English bilinguals exhibit a tendency to use a statistically significant number of
English DMs, for example, yeah, in their speech in Croatian. Similarly to Hlavac
(2006), Sankoff et al. (1997) analyse the use of DMs by Anglophone speakers
of French in Montreal (Canada) from the pragma-communicative perspective.
They found that oral discourse by late English/French bilinguals is characterised
by a significant variation of the use of DMs. The frequent use of French DMs has
been identified in speech production by those bilinguals, who possess substantial
knowledge of French grammar. Their finding shows that a higher frequency of
DMs is an index of the bilingual’s speech fluency in French L2.

A psycholinguistic perspective is employed by Paculanang (2018), who inves-
tigates the use of DMs by Cebuano/English bilinguals. Paculanang (2018) inves-
tigates the role of anxiety in the classroom speech by bilingual teacher trainees,
whose weaker language is English. She observes that the teacher trainees’ anxi-
ety maps onto the instances of code-mixing that involve Cebuano, a language
spoken on the Philippines. Interestingly, she notes that code-mixing in English is
associated with the use of Cebuano DMs, when the bilinguals experience anxiety
in their classroom speech.

1.2 An Overview of Background Notions Associated with Writing by
Bilinguals

As observed by Ardila etal. (2017: 387), “written bilingualism represents a particular
type of bilingualism that is not frequently approached”. I agree with Gort (2006:
324), who argues that “a review of published literature revealed little research on
early bilingual writing development...”. A similar view is shared by Bongartz and
Torregrossa (2017: 1), who suggest that while there are cognitive and linguistic
benefits of balanced bilingualism, “the research on balanced biliteracy is still in
its initial stages”. Studies of early balanced bilinguals’ writing are still rare.

Writing is a process that involves a cognitively taxing set of components. This
article follows the model of writing proposed by Chenoweth and Hayes (2001),
which, arguably, appears to be applicable to mono- and bilingual writing. The
model consists of the following components: the Proposer, the Translator, the
Transcriber, and the Reviser (Chenoweth & Hayes 2001), where

The Proposer is associated with conceptual processes such as generating and
organizing content. The Translator is associated with linguistic processes, such
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as lexical access and syntactic frame construction, which convert concepts
into language. The Transcriber turns the language generated by the Transla-
tor into written form. The Reviser evaluates both proposed language that has
not yet been transcribed and transcribed language, identifies problems and
inadequacies, and, if deemed necessary, initiates changes. The component
processes of writing require online management and coordination at differ-
ent levels. (Stevenson, Schoonen and de Glopper 2006: 202)

Paraphrasing Francis (2006: 77), the components in this model, that is, the Pro-
poser, the Translator, the Transcriber, and the Reviser may be affected by the
bilinguals’ language-specific knowledge, language-specific abilities, individual
characteristics, non-linguistic knowledge and skills, and “the ability to decode
and encode meaning in the written texts in two languages” (de la Luz Reyes
2012: 249). Presumably, to be able to perform a written task, an early balanced
bilingual should possess a substantial degree of the executive control in every of
the above-mentioned components. According to Yow and Li (2015: 1), executive
control is defined as a “set of skills required for cognitive processes such as inhi-
bition, switching attention, and working memory”. Previous research in psychol-
ogy provides evidence of the bilinguals’ inhibition of non-relevant information,
which is “consistent with the notion that bilinguals recruit the executive control
system in order to manage the simultaneous activation of their two languages”
(Tao et al. 2011: 1). The notion of inhibition is of particular relevance to the pro-
cess of writing by bilinguals. In the light of Green’s (1998) Inhibitory Control
Model, bilinguals need to inhibit the activation of their another language while
producing written output in the target language.

Assuming that inhibition is compromised due to one of the numerous vari-
ables, such as, for instance, attention, insufficient writing skills, and/or working
memory constraints, a piece of writing by an early balanced bilingual might,
potentially, be associated with instances of code-switching and/or code-mixing.
According to Olshtain and Blum-Kulka (1989: 60—61), code-switching involves
instances when a bilingual alternates grammatical clauses or sentences, whilst
in code-mixing words or idiomatic expressions from one language are inserted
into the sentence written in another language. The afore-mentioned definition
is further specified by MacSwann (2008), who argues that in code-switching
“alternation occurs below sentential boundaries, is known as intrasentential code-
switching, whereas switching between sentences is known as intersentential
code-switching ” (MacSwann 2008: 323).

It should be noted that bilinguals “often code-switch from one language to
another, especially when both languages are used in the environment” (Heredia
and Altarriba 2001: 164). Goss and Salmons (2000: 470) indicate that a common
result of bilingual situations, or the bilingual environment in the sense expressed
by Heredia and Altarriba (2001), is interference in DMs, or in other words, code-
mixing as far as the use of DMs is concerned. In this regard, Dailey-O’Cain
and Liebscher (2006) suggest that there is a dynamic continuum involving code-
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switching and code-mixing as far as the use of DMs is concerned. This con-
tinuum may encompass the borrowing of DMs from one language to another,
the insertions of DMs from the bilingual’s language into another, and, possibly,
novel coinages of DMs in bilingual discourse. Presumably, code-switching and/
or code-mixing would be represented in the bilinguals’ writing on social net-
working sites, since this type of discourse is typically characterised as facilitative
of codeswitching (Reershemius 2017). This assumption is echoed by Androut-
sopoulos (2015), who argues that computer-mediated communication (CMC)
and, in particular, social networking sites are a rich arena of multilingualism and
code-switching (Androutsopoulos 2015: 187). In the next section, I will provide
an overview of previous studies associated with written discourse on social net-
working sites.

1.3 An Overview of Previous Research Associated with Written Discourse Pro-
duced by Bilinguals on Social Networking Sites

Prior studies associated with written discourse on social networking sites (SNS)
are widely represented (Androutsopoulos 2014; Blommaert, Collins and Slem-
brouck 2005; Christiansen 2018; Pérez-Sabater and Moffo 2019; Riley 2015).
SNS are typically regarded

as offering users a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system;
an articulated list of other users with whom the user shares an interest, and
the ability to traverse the list of connections made by themselves and others
within the system (Page 2010: 425)

Recent research literature indicates that written discourse on SNS involves such
variables as 1) semiotic materiality, ii) access to online media networks, and iii)
a networked audience (Androutsopoulos 2015). Written discourse on SNS is
theorised to be concomitant with variability in both linguistic form and in terms
of pragmatic functions that are associated with the creation of online social iden-
tities and relationships with the networked audience (Androutsopoulos 2014).
Writing on SNS often includes multimodal modes of expression, such as music,
photos, YouTube videos, hyperlinks to the Internet resources, streaming services,
etc. (Androutsopoulos 2014; Blommaert, Collins and Slembrouck 2005).
Whereas the literature suggests that writing on SNS is characterised by vari-
ability due to the varied resources and the writer’s identity (Androutsopoulos
2014; Blommaert, Collins and Slembrouck 2005), recent studies argue that
variability appears to be a frequent phenomenon in online writing by bilinguals
(Christiansen 2018; Pérez-Sabater & Moffo 2019; Riley 2015), who code-switch
while online. Written discourse on SNS involves such variable as a bi- and mul-
tilingual public audience that is characterised by a varied social distance to the
bilingual writer (Androutsopoulos 2015). In particular, an online bilingual writ-
er’s public audience on such SNS as Facebook may involve family, close friends,
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acquaintances, work colleagues, people who follow the writer on Facebook (fol-
lowers), and any user of Facebook provided they have access to the public up-
dates and/or public posts by the Facebook writer (Christiansen 2018; Pérez-Sa-
bater and Moffo 2019; Riley 2015). Presumably, the variation in the audience as
well as the social distance within the members of the social networks map onto
a bilingual writer’s choice of the linguistic code while writing on SNS. In this
regard, Riley (2015) argues that when writing online, bilinguals do not seem to
arbitrary switch from one language to the other. Instead, they exhibit awareness
and control of the reasons that prompt their choice of the language (Riley 2015).

There is a burgeoning line of research that explores written discourse produced
by bilinguals on SNS, in particular, on Facebook (Christiansen 2018; Pérez-Sa-
bater and Moffo 2019; Riley 2015). Arguably, there are several research themes
that provide a common denominator for the studies conducted between 2015 and
2019. These themes are the bilinguals’ online identity and language mixing strat-
egies (often referred to in the literature as ‘translanguaging’), respectively. In
a recent study, Pérez-Sabater and Moffo (2019) examine language choice and
code-switching on Facebook pages by bilingual football fans in Cameroon and
Spain, respectively. Pérez-Sabater and Moffo (2019) indicate that code-switch-
ing in the form of translingual written exchanges is frequently adopted by the
participants in the study. They argue that code-switching serves to establish iden-
tities and create in-group language styles.

Written discourse on Facebook by English/Spanish bilinguals is investigat-
ed by Christiansen (2018), who contrasts US-born and Mexico-born bilinguals’
writing on Facebook in order to establish how bilinguals construe and view their
identity depending on whether they communicate in Spanish or English. Chris-
tiansen (2018) argues that Facebook offers an empowering discursive space for
the bilinguals in her study. Specifically, she has found that when US-born and
English dominant bilinguals interact among themselves in Spanish on Facebook,
they tend not to code-mix and use the standard variety of the Spanish language.
However, when the same US-born bilinguals interact in Spanish with their Mexi-
can counterparts, their use of Spanish regardless of proficiency is not credited by
the Mexican-born bilinguals.

Similarly to Christiansen (2018), Riley (2015) explores written discourse on
Facebook produced by a group of Mexican-born English/Spanish bilinguals. The
focus in her study is on cognitive processes involved in the bilinguals’ writing
of Facebook status updates in English and Spanish, respectively. The findings
in the study suggest that regardless of the language, the bilinguals make a series
of decisions as they select the content, choose the language, formulate the text
and type the status updates (Riley 2015: 11-12). The findings lead Riley (2015)
to suggest that the bilinguals’ higher language proficiencies result in increased
automaticity of writing on the social media platform Facebook. It should be noted
that the study by Riley (2015) addresses the process of the bilinguals’ writing on
Facebook and not the Facebook status updates as a final product of writing.
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2. The Present Study

Whereas the use of “DMs plays a fundamental role in spoken interaction” (Fung
and Carter 2007: 410), analyses of the use of DMs in written discourse produced
by bilinguals are still rare. The present study focuses on DMs in written discourse
on SNS produced by a group of early balanced English/Italian bilinguals resid-
ing in Australia. In the study, attention will be paid to the frequencies of DMs in
a corpus of writing by English/Italian bilinguals on the SNS Facebook. The DMs
are investigated as a product of writing and not as a process of writing.

It has been assumed in this study that the writing of status updates on Facebook
would be reflective of the participants’ spontaneous writing. The assumption was
tested in a pilot questionnaire distributed to the participants in order to explore
whether or not they would typically write their Facebook status updates sponta-
neously or with prior preparation that, for instance, might involve editing before
posting on Facebook. It is evident from the pilot questionnaire that, while the par-
ticipants write spontaneously on Facebook in the majority of instances, they, nev-
ertheless, post edited status updates at irregular intervals that are mostly related
to either political, volunteer, and/or professional activities. Hence, we refer to the
participants’ writing of status updates on Facebook not as a case of spontaneous
writing, but rather online writing.

Our hypothesis is based upon a contention that early balanced bilinguals should
possess a substantial degree of executive control involving inhibition, attention
switching, and working memory in order to perform a written task in a multi-
modal environment afforded by Facebook (Riley 2015). Given that previous re-
search provides evidence of the bilinguals’ inhibition mechanism (Green 1998),
bilinguals need to inhibit the activation of their another language while producing
written output in the target language. Hence, it is assumed that the participants
would produce online writing on Facebook that is characterised by the presence
of their own language, for instance, English, when they write for the English-
speaking audience. We also assume that the participants would write on Face-
book in Italian, if their addressees are Italian-native speakers. In other words, the
hypothesis factors in the use of Facebook that involves producing public written
statements that are influenced by multiple addressees concurrently with being
embedded into social narratives afforded by the technology. By extending this
assumption further, we argue that the participants become public personas on
Facebook and, presumably, manage their profiles and Facebook statements (for
instance, status updates) for multiple audiences. Consequently, the heterogeneity
of audiences impacts upon the participants’ linguistic choices.

However, we also hypothesise that writing on SNS is cognitively demanding
(Stevenson, Schoonen and de Glopper 2006), since it involves the bilinguals’
online management of their two languages in the SNS multimodal digital envi-
ronment. Assuming that the cognitive costs of writing on SNS are exacerbated
by such variables, as, for instance, mono- and bilingual audiences, it is not pre-
cluded that the participants’ use of DMs would be subject to code-switching and/or
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code-mixing. Based upon the above hypothesis, our aims in this study are: 1) to
identify DMs in the participants’ status updates on Facebook; 2) to establish the
frequencies of use of DMs in English and Italian, respectively, in the partici-
pants’ status updates on Facebook in order to examine whether or not they are
associated with English or Italian DMs, respectively, or both English and Italian
DMs.

2.1 Participants

Three early balanced English/Italian bilinguals were recruited for the present case
study. The participants (females, Mean age = 40,6 y.o., standard deviation = 2,5)
were born in Australia in the families of Italian immigrants, who immigrated
from Italy to Australia as young adults (between the age of 20 - 25). The partici-
pants indicated that they were fluent in both English and Italian before the age of
five. The participants indicated that they used the Italian language at home when
communicating with their parents in Australia. Additionally, they reported using
predominantly Italian during their sojourns in Italy. The participants indicated
that they had extended family members in Italy, who they visited at relatively reg-
ular intervals between one and two years within the last ten years. All participants
resided in a large city in Australia. I knew the participants personally and made
contact with them through social networks. To ensure confidentiality, the partici-
pants’ real names were coded by means of the codes BLP 1, BLP 2, and BLP 3,
respectively, where BL stands for bilingual and P for participant. The participants
gave their consent to access their online writing on Facebook for research pur-
poses, provided that all identifying data that involved names, locations, and other
personal information would not be used in the illustrative examples in the article.

2.2 Procedure

The procedure in the study involved two main steps. First, the participants were
asked to fill out a questionnaire involving their socio-linguistic background. The
major findings of the questionnaire were summarised in the participants’ descrip-
tion in section 2.1 above. In addition to the socio-linguistic data, the questionnaire
consisted of questions associated with the participants’ language proficiency in
English and Italian, respectively. In accordance with Gollan et al. (2012: 594),
the questionnaire consisted of questions indicating the bilinguals’ self-ratings of
the command of their two languages, where the participants were asked to rate
their abilities in the English and Italian languages, respectively. Based upon pre-
vious studies (Gollan et al. 2012), the participants’ self-ratings of their bilingual
proficiency were deemed to be a reliable measure of their language proficiency.
Following Hlavac (2006: 1873), no attempt was made to test proficiency in either
English or Italian by means of the language tests. In accordance with Hlavac
(2006), second generation of bilingual Australians reported a regular functional
use of the English language in the most areas of life. The analysis of the socio-
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linguistic questionnaire under investigation yielded similar findings, concurrently
with the use of Italian on a regular basis in several domains, for instance, work,
home, and family life. Based upon the participants’ self-ratings, and the meth-
odology employed by Hlavac (2006), we found that the participants were func-
tional, fluent, and competent users of English and Italian, respectively. After the
participants filled out the questionnaire, I collected the participants’ writing on
Facebook in the form of their status updates written by the participants on Face-
book within six months. Following Kapranov (2014) and Reershemius (2017),
the period of time of six months was deemed sufficient and representative of the
participants’ writing on SNS. In addition, a post-hoc questionnaire was distrib-
uted to the participants after the data collection was completed (see Table 4 in
section 2.5.1).

2.3 Methods

The methodology of data collection was based upon the methodological premises
described by Reershemius (2017). Her data collection involved gathering screen-
based and user-based data on Facebook. As regards the methodology of the DMs
analysis I adopted a corpus-assisted method, since DMs were “usually studied
from the vantage point of corpora analyses” (Fox Tree and Schrock 1999). The
status updates on Facebook by each individual participant over the period of time
of six months was collapsed into one file per participant (thus, making it three
files in total) and analysed quantitatively using the WordSmith software (Scott
2008) in order to identify frequencies associated with the use of DMs in Eng-
lish and Italian, respectively. In addition to the quantitative analysis of DMs in
WordSmith (Scott 2008), the present methodology involved a post-hoc qualita-
tive analysis of the occurrences of DMs.

2.4 The Corpus

The corpus is comprised of 237 status updates on Facebook (Mean = 79, standard
deviation = 27) that were written by the participants. The present research follows
the definition of the status update on Facebook that was proposed by Page (2010),
who indicates that status updates appear in the individual’s profile in a standard-
ised template and after being posted on Facebook are distributed into the news
feeds of the user’s friends (Page 2010: 425). Following Page (2010), status up-
dates on Facebook are regarded in this research as an ongoing narrative of the
user’s life experiences (Page 2010: 425). The corpus of the participants’ status
updates consists of 4,287 words in total (Mean = 1429, standard deviation = 522).
The descriptive statistics of the corpus were calculated in the statistical program
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) and summarised in Table 1 below:
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Table 1. The Descriptive Statistics of the Corpus per Individual Participant
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Statistical Measure BLP1 BLP2 BLP3
Total N of FB status updates per par- | 79 112 46
ticipant per 6 months
Total N of words in FB status up-|1 841 1754 692
dates per participant per 6 months
Range of words in FB status updates | I (min.) — 88 |1 (min.)—83 |1 (min.)—50
per participant per 6 months (mini- | (max.) (max.) (max.)
mum) — (maximum)

Explanation of the abbreviations: N = number, FB = Facebook; BLP 1, BLP 2,

BLP 3 = participants’ codes

2.5 Results and Discussion

Table 2 below summarises the frequency of English and Italian DMs per 1000 per

each individual participant.

Table 2. The Frequencies of DMs per 1000 Words in the Corpus per Individual Participant

N | Discourse Marker (DM) | Participant Participant Participant
BLP1 BLP2 BLP3

1. |And (Eng.) 33(2,2%) 56 (3,2%) 22 (2,4%)

2. |As (Eng.) 3 (0,2%) 4 (0,2%) —

3. |Because (Eng.) — 2 (0,1%) —

4. |But (Eng.) 2 (0,1%) 7 (0,4%) 3 (0,3%)

5. | Diciamo (It.) 1 (0,1%) —

6. |Ecco (It.) — 1 (0,1%) —

7. |Hmm (Eng.) 1 (0,1%) 1 (0,1%)

8. |If(Eng.) 2 (0,1%) — 7 (0,8%)

9. |Just (Eng.) 1 (0,1%) 4 (0,2%) 4 (0,4%)

10. | Ma (It.) — — 1 (0,1%)

11. |OK (Eng.) — 1 (0,1%) —

12.|Or (Eng.) — 5(0,3%) 2 (0,2%)

13. |Really (Eng.) 3 (0,2%) 2 (0,1%) —

14.|So (Eng.) 1 (0,1%) 6 (0,3%) 2 (0,2%)

15. | Still (Eng.) 3 (0,2%) — —

16. | Then (Eng.) — - 2 (0,2%)

17. | Though (Eng.) 1 (0,1%) 2 (0,1%) 1 (0,1%)

18. | Well (Eng.) 2 (0,1%) 4 (0,2%) -

19. | Wow (Eng.) 1 (0,1%) 1 (0,1%) —

20. | Yep (Eng.) 2 (0,1%) 1 (0,1%) 2 (0,2%)

Explanation of the abbreviations: BLP 1, BLP 2, BLP 3 = participants’ codes;

Eng.= English; It. = Italian; N = number
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As seen in Table 2, 20 English and Italian DMs in total have been identified in
the corpus. It is evident from Table 2 that the participants tend to employ English
DMs (17 DMs out of 20), while the repertoire of the Italian DMs is limited (three
DMs, such as diciamo, ecco, and ma). Each participants uses one Italian DM in
their status updates they post on Facebook. In the next sub-sections, I will de-
scribe the use of the English and Italian DMs by the participants.

2.5.1 The Use of the English DMs by the Participants

As the data in Table 2 show, the participants use informal English DMs con-
currently with stylistically neutral DMs. Following Rysova and Rysova (2018),
neutral DMs can be in opposition to stylistically formal DMs (for example, the
neutral DM thus and the formal DM herewith) and be used both in positive and
negative contexts (Rysova and Rysova 2018: 24). Typically, the range of stylisti-
cally neutral DMs in the English language that can be used both in oral and writ-
ten discourse involves DMs, such as and, because, if, just, etc. (Kapranov 2019).
In this data set, all participants seem to use the following stylistically neutral
English DMs: and, but, just, so, and though. In addition to the afore-mentioned
DMs that are common to all the participants, such neutral English DMs are used
by individual participants, as as (BLP 1 and BLP 2), because (BLP 2), if (BLP
1, BLP 3), or (BLP 2, BLP 3), really (BLP 1, BLP 2), and s#i// (BLP 1), and then
(BLP 3).

In terms of the most frequent English DMs, the results point to the participants’
proclivity to use the stylistically neutral DMs. This tendency is illustrated by
Figure 1 that summarises the accumulative use of the English DMs by the partici-
pants. Figure 1 is based upon the written data by the participants, where stylisti-
cally neutral and informal DMs in the English language have been presented per
each individual participant, thus representing the frequency of use of stylistically
neutral and informal DMs per 1000 words per participant.

Frequency per 1000 words

BLP 3

BLP 2

BLP 1

o

20 40 60 80 100 120

m Neutral English DMs ~ ® Informal English DM

Figure 1. The Frequency of Stylistically Neutral and Informal English DMs
per Participant per 1000 Words
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As seen in Figure 1, the participants’ online writing on Facebook is characterised
by a predominant use of stylistically neutral English DMs, while the informal
DMs are substantially less numerous. Arguably, Figure 1 and Table 2 illustrate
the participants’ tendency to employ stylistically neutral DMs. Let us consider the
use of the stylistically neutral DM so in examples (1) — (3) below:

(1) So today I got the bargain of the day. (BLP 1)
(2) So after an hour of searching I found my car parked outside ... (BLP 2)
(3) So, off to work (BLP 3)

These examples illustrate a typical use of the stylistically neutral English DM
so that has been identified in online writing by all three participants. As evident
from examples (1) — (3), all participants employ the DM so in order to introduce
and summarise an event in their day lives, such as buying something at a rea-
sonable price, finding the car eventually after having searched for it for a long
time, and starting the day by going to work, respectively. Arguably, the use of the
DM so in examples (1) — (3) would be indistinguishable from oral and written
modes of discourse produced by any monolingual English L1 speaker. Presum-
ably, these findings lend further support to the contention formulated by Sankoff
et al. (1997), concerning DMs as “an accurate indicator of the extent to which
a speaker is integrated into the local speech community” (Sankoff et al. 1997:
193). Given that all participants frequently use a set of English DMs, it can be as-
sumed that their frequency could reflect the participants’ proficiency in the Eng-
lish language. The assumption concerning the use of English DMs as an index of
the English language proficiency is supported by previous research findings (Fox
Tree 2010; Fox Tree and Schrock 1999), where informal English DMs in speech
and in spontaneous writing have been discovered in English L1 monolinguals
residing in the US. In particular, Fox Tree and Schrock (1999: 280) find a fre-
quent use of DMs, such as well, [ mean, like, and oh. Fox Tree (2010) indicates
that similar informal DMs are often used by native speakers of English in unpre-
pared, spontaneous writing. My results echo those of Fox Tree (2010) on the use
of informal DMs in spontaneous writing. In particular, it is evident from Table
2 that the participants use informal DMs, such as #mm (used by BLP 1 and BLP
2, respectively), OK (BLP 2), well (BLP 1 and BLP 2, respectively), wow (BLP
1 and BLP 2, respectively), and yep (used by all three participants). It can be
argued that the use of informal DMs by the participants in this study is reflective
of their English languages competencies that are identical to English L1 speakers,
given that English L1 monolingual speakers are likely to employ well, wow, or oh
in their speech as well as in informal writing (Fox Tree 2015).

The post-hoc qualitative analysis of the data was conducted in order to exam-
ine the qualitative types of DMs in accordance with the classification of DMs
proposed by Fraser (1999; 2015). The results of the qualitative analysis indicate



that the DMs in the present corpus are comprised of the following types, e.g. 1)
contrastive, ii) elaborative, iii) implicative, and iv) temporal. The types of DMs
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both in the English and Italian languages are summarised in Table 3 below.

Table 3. The Qualitative Types of English and Italian DMs in the Corpus per Participant

N | Participants Contrastive Elaborative | Implicative Temporal
DMs DMs DMs DMs
1 |BLP1 But And Hmm Just
Still As If
Though Diciamo So
Really Well
Yep Wow
2 |BLP2 But And Because Just
Or As Ecco
Though OK Hmm
Really So
Yep Well
Wow
3 |BLP3 But And So Just
Ma Yep Then
Or
Though

It is evident from the data presented in Table 3 that the elaborative DMs in Eng-
lish and Italian appear to be substantially represented, whereas the temporal type
of DMs is underused by the participants. Figure 2 below illustrates this observa-
tion. Figure 2 involves the total sum of occurrences of DMs per 1000 words per
participant in accordance with the aforementioned qualitative types of DMs in

English and Italian.

The Distribution of Types of DMs per Participant

40

30

20

10 I

. -I. .I- — -

Contrastive DMs Elaborative DMs Implicative DMs

EBLPl mBLP2 mBLP3

Temporal DMs

Figure 2. The Distribution of the Qualitative Types of DMs per Participant
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As illustrated by Figure 2 and Table 3, the elaborative DMs appear to be qualita-
tively and quantitatively well represented. Specifically, there are 42 elaborative
DMs in total in the status updates written by the participant BLP 1, 64 elabora-
tive DMs in the writing by BLP 2, and 24 elaborative DMs in total in the writing
by BLP 3. The participants’ predominant use of elaborative DMs in English and
Italian could be explained by a descriptive nature of the Facebook status updates
writing. As indicated by Page (2010), status updates on Facebook seem to adhere
to the personal narrative style that reflects everyday routines of an individual.
The data in this study support the observation made by Page (2010) in the sense
that the status updates consist of descriptions of everyday events, including
the weather, the participants’ mood, their travel, leisure activities, and domes-
tic chores (Page 2010: 426). The participants’ status updates as mini-narratives
typically involve a certain elaboration of ideas. Arguably, the elaboration of ideas
presupposes the use of elaborative DMs that reflect this relationship in the mini-
narrative. To illustrate this finding, let us consider the following status update
written by the participant BLP 2, e.g. “More rain! And there’s worse to come
tomorrow”. In this status update, which provides a mini-narrative of the weather
report, the participant communicates the weather forecast (e.g., “More rain!”’) and
elaborates upon it by adding the next sentence that starts with the elaborative DM
and, e.g. “And there’s worse to come tomorrow” (BLP 2).

Unlike the elaborative DMs used by the participants, the contrastive DMs ap-
pear to be less numerous in the participants’ status updates, e.g. BLP 1 uses 6 con-
trastive DMs over the total observation period, whereas 14 contrastive DMs are
found on BLP2’s status updates and 7 contrastive DMs are employed by BLP 3.
Whereas the contrastive DMs are used by the participants within the discursive
space of mini-narratives that reflect their everyday routines, these DMs seem
to signal that “there is a sense of dissonance” (Fraser 1988: 30; Povolna 2012).
For instance, when the participant BLP 3 writes about going out to see a film
with the actor Russell Crowe, she indicates that “I’m not a fan. But giddy up
anyways” (BLP 3). As seen in this status update that involves the participant’s
pastime event, the dissonance in the sense expressed by Fraser (1988) is associ-
ated with the use of the contrastive DM but. This contrastive DM is pragmatically
employed in the mini-narrative to convey the idea that whereas the participant
does not consider herself a fan of Russell Crowe, she, nevertheless, intends to see
the recent film where the actor stars.

Similarly to the group of contrastive DMs, the implicative DMs in the participants’
status updates are less numerous than the elaborative DMs. The implicative DMs
in the corpus are represented by 7 DMs in the status updates by BLP 1, 15 DMs by
BLP 2, and 4 DMs by BLP 3. Let us examine the participant BLP1’s status update
with the implicative DM so, e.g. “So today I got the bargain of the day” (BLP
1). Following Fraser (2015), the implicative DM so in the aforementioned status
update could be taken to indicate a mini-narrative that involves a certain continua-
tion of the situation with the bargain. For instance, the bargain may imply that the
participant is satisfied with it, or, alternatively, another possible scenario with the
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implicative DM so might involve an implication that is associated with the sug-
gestion to other Facebook friends to make a similar purchase at a discounted price.

In contrast to the previously discussed three types of DMs, e.g. elaborative,
contrastive, and implicative, the group of temporal DMs is under-represented in
the corpus of the participants’ status updates. Specifically, BLP1 uses 1 tempo-
ral DM, whereas BLP 2 and BLP 3 employ 4 temporal DMs each. Notably, all
participants use the temporal DM just, which, according to Fraser (1999), signals
that an event is temporally related to the piece of discourse in the preceding sen-
tence (Fraser 1999). For example, the participant BLP 2 writes in her status up-
date about a pump that was needed after heavy rainfall and proceeds by indicating
that “Just went to the nearest Bunnings Warehouse (BLP 2). As evident from the
afore-mentioned quote, the temporality associated with the DM just is related to
the preceding description of the heavy rain on that day and the need to purchase
a pump so that in the next sentence the DM just links it to the participant’s going
to the retail chain Bunnings Warehouse in order to buy the pump.

2.5.2 The Use of the Italian DMs by the Participants

While the participants use a range of qualitatively different English DMs, they
employ a limited repertoire of the Italian DMs. Specifically, each of the partici-
pants uses only one Italian DM in their status update writing on Facebook within
the period of time of six months. These DMs are diciamo (used by BLP 1), ecco
(employed by BLP 2), and ma (identified in the writing by BLP 3). In terms of
the style conventions of the Italian language, the DMs diciamo, ecco, and ma are
deemed to pertain to stylistically neutral DMs (Bazzanella et al. 2007). It should
be noted that unlike the English DMs used by the participants, for instance, the
temporal DM just, there are no DMs that are common to all three participants.
Examples (4) — (6) illustrate the contextual background of these DMs:

(4) Diciamo cosi ... questi cannoli sono perfetti. (English: Let’s say that
these cannoli are perfect) (BLP 1)

(5) Ecco, sei bravo bello! (English: Well, good on you, handsome!) (BLP 2)
(6) Ma vaffanculo! (English: But piss off!) (BLP3)

In (4), the participant writes her status update while enjoying her sojourn to Italy.
The evidence of her stay in Italy is provided by the participant herself, who indi-
cates it by marking a location in Italy on her status update. The participant writes
that she is staying with the extended family and comments about cannoli, Italian
pastries. The DM diciamo (English: lets say) is used within the whole sentence
written in [talian. Presumably, the participant’s stay in Italy facilitates the writing
of the Facebook in Italian. Another possible explanation of the use of Italian in
(4) is associated with the participant’s audience. Arguably, the participant aims at
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addressing an Italian-speaking audience, for instance Facebook friends, who are
either Italians residing in Italy, or Italian-speaking Australians.

Examples (5) and (6,) respectively, are written by the participants in Australia.
In (5), the participant writes a short text about her male cousin, who is an Italian
Australian. It could be assumed that the participant’s message in the Italian lan-
guage reflects the participant’s proximity to the addressee in terms of the social
distance and signals ethno-linguistic affiliation with the addressee or, possibly,
with a group of Italian-speaking addressees. In (6) the participant writes about
a day out at a winery outside of Melbourne and describes excessive drinking and
eating that compromises her diet. Set against the background of a family week-
end out at the winery, the participant composes her status update on Facebook by
resorting to the Italian language, which is understood by her family and, presum-
ably, by some of her Facebook friends, who are either Italian-Australians or Ital-
ians residing permanently in Italy. The common denominator of the Italian DMs
used in (4) — (6) involves Italian-speaking addressees, who are either in Italy, as
seen in (4), or in Australia. It can be assumed that all participants are aware of
the communicative purpose of choosing the Italian language in the writing of
status updates on Facebook. Aiming at the Italian-speaking addressees, the par-
ticipants resort to Italian and employ DMs that would typically be used by Italian
L1 speakers and/or other English/Italian bilinguals. This assumption is further
supported by the post-hoc questionnaire that involves questions associated with
the language use on Facebook by the participants. The post-hoc questionnaire is
summarised in Table 4 below:

Table 4. The Post-Hoc Questionnaire with the Participants Concerning Their Language Choices
on Facebook

N Questions in the Post-Hoc Questionnaire The Participants’ Answers
1. | Are you aware of the choice of the language you | 66,6% YES

use in writing your status updates on Facebook? |33,3% NOT SURE

Please, answer YES, NO, or NOT SURE
2. |When you write your status updates on Face-|100% YES
book, do you consider the people (your Facebook
friends and/or followers) you are writing for?
Please, answer YES, NO, or NOT SURE

3. | When you write your status updates on Facebook, | 100% YES
do you consider the language that the people who
you are writing for speak? Please, answer YES,
NO, or NOT SURE

4. | Which language would you use in writing your | English and Italian 100%
status updates when you are in Australia?
5. | Which language would you use in writing your | English and Italian 100%
status updates when you are in Italy?
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It follows from Table 4 that the participants’ awareness of their audience, in these
cases, [talian-speaking addressees, maps onto their choice of the Italian language
and the micro-discursive elements, such as Italian DMs. Arguably, these find-
ings lend further support to the observation by Foursha-Stevenson and Nicoladis
(2011: 522), who argue that “bilinguals have extensive experience choosing the
appropriate language for the context.” Presumably, the afore-mentioned DMs are
deemed to be appropriate micro-discursive means in those communicative situa-
tions that involve Italian speakers irrespective whether or not the Italian-speaking
audience is physically located in Italy and/or Australia.

3. Conclusions

This article involves a case study that examines the use of DMs by early balanced
English/Italian bilinguals in their writing of status updates on Facebook. The
case study contributes to a growing body of research on SNS and on writing prac-
tices by bilingual individuals. Arguably, the focus on new media ideologies and
SNS practices is highly relevant, since SNS form an inseparable part of everyday
routines of a substantial number of bilingual individuals. Seen from the vantage
point of the present journal volume, the study addresses the English language
and Anglophone contexts with respect to communicative practices by bilingual
individuals in SNS environments.

Judging from the findings in the present case study, it can be concluded that the
participants predominantly use English DMs. The English DMs employed by the
participants can be further classified into two categories in accordance with the
notion of style of the English language, in particular, stylistically informal DMs
(for example, yep), and stylistically neutral DMs, such as so. The analysis of the
findings has revealed that the participants exhibit preferences for the stylistically
neutral English DMs, such as and, as, but, etc. Amongst the qualitative types
of DMs the participants appear to employ elaborative DMs whose use is deter-
mined, arguably, by the descriptive character of the participants’ status updates
that involve mini-narratives of their everyday routines.

In addition to the English DMs, the participants use Italian DMs in those limited
instances when they address the Italian-speaking audience, when the participants
are either in Italy, or in a family-related episode in Australia. It has been found
that the Italian DMs are used in grammatically appropriate Italian sentences that
seem to be pragmatically correct in the context of SNS writing. This observation
could be taken to lend indirect support to the prior studies (for instance, Sankoff
et al. 1997) that point to a correlation between a bilingual’s language proficien-
cy and the appropriate use of DMs in the bilingual’s two languages. Given that
the participants appear to construct their status updates on Facebook by making
relevant socio-cultural and linguistic choices, we suggest that their writing on
Facebook is characterised by strategic code-switching in the sense of the term
proposed by Gort (2006: 325). Strategic code-switching is exemplified in the pre-
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sent findings by those instances, when the participants employ full-formed Italian
sentences that involve Italian DMs in order to address Italian-speaking audience
irrespective of whether or not the audience is physically located in Italy.

Strategic code-switching could be, presumably, explained by the bilinguals’ in-
hibition of their another language, in this case English, in order to produce written
output in Italian. Arguably, the mechanism of inhibition is present in each of the
components of the model of writing proposed by Chenoweth and Hayes (2001),
namely the Proposer, the Translator, the Transcriber, and the Reviser. While the
present data are focused upon the analysis of the final product of writing, and not
as a process thereof, it is beyond the scope of this case study to offer robust gen-
eralisations concerning the interface of the bilinguals’ inhibitory mechanism with
the components of the model of writing formulated by Chenoweth and Hayes
(2001). Arguably, the inhibitory mechanism should be activated at the Proposer
mode, since the participants in this case study seem to be aware of the addressees
of their messages and the addressees’ language. This assumption appears to be
supported by the results of the post-hoc questionnaire (see Table 4) which indi-
cates that all participants are aware of their audience and the language choices to
be made in order to address the audience. Supposedly, this awareness maps onto
the participants’ choice of one of their languages in the composition of a status
update on Facebook aimed at the members of a specific linguistic community, be
it the English-speaking community in Australia, or Italian speakers in Italy and
in Australia.

Obviously, the present findings should be regarded with caution, since this
case study involves a limited number of participants. Amongst other shortcom-
ings of the case study one should observe that it focuses on the DMs as the final
product of writing and not as a process thereof. Arguably, further avenues of re-
search involving the use of DMs by early balanced bilinguals should explore the
components of the writing process rather than the final product. However, this
case study offers some insight into online writing by early balanced bilinguals.
Given that the majority of studies involving DMs used by bilinguals address oral
discourse, this study can serve as an exploratory endeavour into the use of DMs
by bilinguals in writing, specifically in writing on SNS. Another possible direc-
tion in future research should involve a focus on the process of writing by bilin-
guals. That direction might involve the application of the Think-Aloud protocols
(TAPs) that might help elucidate the linguistic choices made by bilinguals in SNS
digital environments.
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