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Abstract: The leveling up of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) academic writing necessitates
multiple criteria, among which clarity and coherence earn a place. Such a criterion can be fulfiled by
means of cohesive devices (CDs), tools that connect texts semantically. While numerous international
studies have examined CDs in EFL writing, research focusing on Vietnamese tertiary contexts,
especially in argumentative essays, is limited. This study, therefore, was set out to explore the use of
CDs in argumentative writing by English-majored students in a university in Vietnam. A manual
analysis was done on 30 argumentative essays written under a 45-minute time constraint during a
writing course to investigate how often CDs and their usage errors occurred. The results shed light on
the distribution of CDs, wherein grammatical CDs reigned dominance. Among these, reference devices
were the most frequently used items, followed by conjunctions. Advanced cohesive forms like
substitution and ellipsis were scant, and lexical cohesion was confined to basic reiteration,
predominantly repetition. Regarding errors, unnecessary addition occurred most often, trailed behind
by misuse, omission, and redundant repetition. Reference, especially demonstrative reference,
represented the majority of errors. These patterns are indicative of a reliance on foundational cohesion
strategies and thus suggest instructional needs for more varied CD usage to enhance writing

coherence.
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1. Introduction

In academic writing, particularly in argumentative essays, achieving coherence and
clarity is essential. This can be realized by means of cohesive devices (CDs), which have been
shown to correlate positively with writing quality (e.g., Feliks et al., 2024). CDs play a crucial
role in linking ideas, structuring arguments, and ensuring a logical flow within the text (Hinkel,
2001). These devices include various linguistic grammatical and lexical cohesion tools such as
reference, conjunctions, substitution, and lexical cohesion that help organize information and
guide the reader through complex arguments. For English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
students, the effective use of CDs is particularly important, as it enhances readability and
supports the communicative intent of academic writing (Halliday & Hasan, 1976), ultimately

contributing to writing quality across proficiency levels (Yang & Sun, 2012).

International research has extensively explored CD use among EFL students, focusing on
how CDs contribute to writing quality (e.g., Todd et al. 2007), the frequency of CDs (e.g.,
Mawardi, 2014; Zhang, 2000) and the erroneous use of these linguistic elements in EFL writing
(e.g., Ong, 2011; Rahman, 2013). However, fewer studies have examined the use of CDs in
Vietnamese EFL contexts, particularly within argumentative essays. Argumentative writing, as
a genre, often presents considerable challenges to native English speakers (Schneer, 2014),
which may be even more demanding for non-natives. This genre is conceptually and
structurally more challenging than narratives, as arguments require complex organization and
place significant cognitive demands on writers (Dastjerdi & Samian, 2011). Therefore, it
demands a higher level of cohesion to present well-supported arguments and maintain
persuasive clarity. Earlier studies in Vietnam, such as Ngo Thi Tuyet Nhung (2010) and Bui Thi
Nga (2011), analyzed CDs in translated news discourse and reading comprehension texts. More
recently, Vietnamese reseachers have shifted their focus to academic writing. Bui Phu Hung
(2022) analyzed the use of CDs and their misconceptions in academic reports by final-year
English majors, Nguyen Quoc Tuan et al. (2023) investigated CD usage in paragraph writing by
pre-intermediate learners, and Diep Gia Luat and Le Thi Ngoc Diep (2024) examined CDs and
coherence errors in academic essays by junior English majors. However, none of these studies
have specifically explored how CDs are employed in argumentative essays, leaving a gap in
understanding how Vietnamese EFL students employ CDs to map arguments in this

challenging genre.

Considering this gap, this study aims to contribute to the existing literature by exploring
the types, frequencies, and usage errors of CDs in argumentative essays written by Vietnamese

third-year English majors. It specifically aims to answer the following research questions:
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1. What types of CDs were used in argumentative essays by Vietnamese English-majored

students?
2. What errors were made in using CDs in argumentative essays by these students?

The findings of the present study point to a number of valuable practical implications for

improving cohesion in EFL writing.
2. Literature Review

2.1 Cohesive Devices

CDs are linguistic elements that link ideas, sentences, and paragraphs, a facilitation of
coherence within a text (Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). These authors
classify CDs into grammatical and lexical categories. While Halliday and Hasan’s (1976)
seminal taxonomy laid the foundation for understanding cohesion, Halliday and Matthiessen’s
(2014) work introduced several modifications and refinements, particularly in lexical CDs.
These classifications and examples are summarized in Table 1 and Table 2, which provides
definitions and examples to illustrate the sub-categories and their usage. Grammatical CDs
include reference, substitution, ellipsis, and conjunctions, which structure the text logically,
while lexical CDs, such as reiteration and collocation, enrich semantic connections, according to
these authors. Effective use of CDs is fundamental for clear and cohesive writing, particularly in

academic contexts where logical flow and readability are paramount (Rahman, 2013).

Table 1: Classification of Grammatical CDs (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, pp. 55-285)

Category Sub-category Definitions Examples

Reference to people or entities
using pronouns and
possessives (e.g., he, her, theirs).

Personal John’s house is beautiful.

Reference He had it built last year.

Demonstration of something in

Demonstrative  the text using demonstratives

Reference Reference and definite articles (e.g., this,
that, the)

I like the lions, and I like
the polar bears. These are
my favorites.

Comparison of elements in
Comparative terms  of  similarity or
Reference difference using adjectives or
adverbs (e.g., same, more,

I have never seen a more
brilliant performance than
last night’s.
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differently)
Nominal Replacerflent of. a noun with Are you planting trees
o another item using onefones or here? - 1 thought of
Substitution )
the same. planting some apple ones.
I don’t know the meaning
Substitution Verbal Replacement of a verb phrase of half those long words,
Substitution with do, does, or did. and, what’s more, I don't
believe you do either!
Clausal Replacement of a clause with Is there going to be an
Substitution S0 Or not. earthquake? - It says so.
. .. Omision of a noun while the Four other Oysters
Nominal Ellipsis . . followed them, and yet
meaning remains clear.
another four [Oysters].
. .
Verbal Ellipsis Omission of a verb or part of a Has he seen it? - He may
.. verbal phrase. have [seen it].
Ellipsis
Who was going to plant a
i ?
. Omission of an entire clause .. of poplars in the.park.
Clausal Ellipsis . . . - The Duke was [going to
while retaining meaning. .
plant a row of poplars in
the park].
My client says he does not
Additive Addition of similar or related know this witness. Further,
Conjunctions ideas (e.g., and, furthermore). he denies ever having seen
her or spoken to her.
Conjunction Adversative Indicaftion 'of contrasts or He's. not exactly , good-
. . opposing ideas (e.g., but, looking. But he’s got
s Conjunctions .
however). brains.
She felt that th
Indication of cause-and-effect - . . at There was no
Causal . . time to be lost, as she was
. . relationships  (e.g.,  because, L .
Conjunctions shrinking rapidly; so she
therefore).
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Temporal

Conjunctions

Indication of time relationships
or sequences (e.g., then, until).

The weather cleared just as
the party approached the
summit. Until then they
had seen nothing of the
panorama around them.

Table 2: Classification of Lexical CDs (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014, pp. 646-649)

Sub-category  Definitions

Examples

Repetition of the same word or
phrase for emphasis or
cohesion.

Use of words with similar
meanings to
coherence.

maintain

Use of words with opposite
meanings to create contrast.

Connection between general
and specific terms where one is
a subset of the other.

Relationship between parts
and their whole.

There’s a boy climbing that
tree. The boy’s going to fall if
he doesn’t take care.

There’s a boy climbing that
tree. The lad’s going to fall if
he doesn’t take care.

He fell asleep. What woke
him was a loud crash.

Instead of running trains as
they’re run at present as
public vehicles you hire out
individual

small trains to

drivers.

She knelt down and looked
along the passage into the
loveliest garden. How she
longed to get out of that dark
hall, and wander about those
beds of bright flowers and
those cool fountains,...

Category
Repetition
Synonymy
Antonymy
Reiteration
Hyponymy
Meronymy
Collocation

Use of words that frequently
together
conventional associations.

occur due to

A little fat man of Bombay
was smoking one very hot
day. But a bird called a snipe
flew away with his pipe,
which vexed the fat man of
Bombay.
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2.2 Cohesion Errors

Although error analysis (EA) has faced criticism for focusing on learners’ deficiencies, it
remains pedagogically valuable (Nguyen Thi Bao Trang et al., 2022). Concerning the
significance of errors, EA may come across as an efficient way to describe and explain the faulty
made by EFL learners (Sompong, 2014). Such analysis will reveal the error sources from which
teachers are able to plan pedagogical feedback on their students” writing and better their future
instructions. For instance, errors can reflect developmental stages of language acquisition,
serving as indicators of learners’ interlanguage progress. The purpose of EA, therefore, is to
examine which knowledge a learner possesses, which knowledge they are lacking in, and to
“ultimately enable the teacher to supply him not just with the information that his hypothesis is
wrong, but also, importantly, with the right sort of information or data for him to form a more

adequate concept of a rule in the target language (TL)” (Corder, 1974, p. 170).

The classification of errors is necessary for conducting error analysis (Sompong, 2014). In
the research field of cohesion, cohesion errors, according to Ong’s (2011) classification, include
four categories: 1) omission; 2) unnecessary addition; 3) misuse; 4) redundant repetition. The
following definition of each type, presented in Table 3, is taken from Ong (2011, p. 49). This
classification has been validated by studies such as Bui Phu Hung et al. (2021), who studied
expository writing by Vietnamese and Filipino EFL teachers, and Bui Phu Hung (2022), who
analyzed Vietnamese EFL students’ use of CDs, proving its relevance across diverse linguistic

contexts.

Table 3: Classification of Cohesion Errors (Ong, 2011, p. 49-55)

Types of o
. Definitions Examples
cohesion errors

The omission of CDs occurs when a She studied hard, but [becausel
Omission particular CD is expected in the text but she was nervous, she made

is not there. mistakes on the test.

This error occurs when a particular CD The world is changing rapidly, and

Unnecessary ) ) ) . o
o is used unnecessarily or redundantly in the [to omit] competition is very
addition '
the text. fierce.
Misuse The misuse of CDs occurs when a In the whole world, in every area,
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particular CD is used incorrectly. More however [whether] it is poor or
specifically, a correct form should be rich, accepting education is the

used to replace the wrong one. basical right of citizens.

When we grow up, when we are in
The redundant repetition takes place ) )
. the society, we have the same mind
Redundant when CDs are used more than once in )
to serve others, to be polite to
repetition the text but either some or all of the use
others, to be tolerant to others,
can be replaced by other words.
conflicts and trouble will reduce.

Cohesion errors can result from both interlingual and intralingual factors, as noted by
studies in EFL contexts tracing the sources of errors (e.g., Fu, 2006). According to James (1998),
interlingual errors stem from first language (L1) interference, where learners transfer structures,
idioms, or grammatical rules directly of the TL, leading to non-target-like forms. Intralingual
errors, on the other hand, arise from within the TL per se, often due to incomplete knowledge of
TL rules. These error sources may have significant pedagogical implications since
understanding whether cohesion errors are interlingual or intralingual in origin allows teachers

to tailor their instruction more effectively.
2.3  Previous Studies and Research Gap

Research on CDs has been of different focuses, with some studies addressing the
instruction of CDs and its effectiveness (e.g., Zoghipour & Nikou, 2016), while others have
explored the correlation between the use of CDs and writing quality (e.g., Crossley &
Mcnamara, 2010). This review, however, concerns itself with literature on EFL students” use of

CDs, relevant to the scope of the present study.

Regarding the frequency of CDs, earlier studies such as Zhang (2000) showed lexical
cohesion as the dominant CD type in Chinese undergraduates’ expository writings, with
conjunctions and reference ranking behind, a pattern echoed in Omani EFL students’
descriptive essays analyzed by Rahman (2013). Other studies on narrative, or computer-
mediated communication texts (e.g., Mawardi, 2014), on the other hand, consistently found that
reference was the most dominant CD employed by students, followed by lexical cohesion,
conjunctions, ellipsis, and substitution. Building on this foundation, more recently, Nirwanto
(2021) analyzed Indonesian students’ use of CDs in opinion essays, confirming the dominance
of reference and conjunctions but noting the absence of ellipsis and substitution. This is
consistent with Memar and Kamyabigol’s (2021) findings in their analysis of advanced Persian

learners’ expository texts. Other studies such as those by Khalil and Abu-Ayyash (2023) that
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focus specifically in lexical CDs have also been carried out. Khalil and Abu-Ayyash (2023)
identified repetition and collocations as the most utilized lexical CDs among Arab EFL learners’
narrative essays in the UAE. The reviewed studies as a whole demonstrate a focus on reference,
conjunctions, and lexical cohesion as dominant CDs among EFL learners in different linguistic

settings.

Genre-wise, while much of the existing literature has focused on descriptive, narrative,
and expository texts, argumentative essays have also been studied across different EFL contexts
(e.g., Dastjerdi & Samian, 2011; Yang & Sun, 2012). Nindya and Widiati (2020) identified
reference and conjunctions as the most frequently used CDs, while substitution and ellipsis
were notably rare. In contrast, Sanczyk (2010) found lexical cohesion to be the most frequent
device among Polish undergraduates, followed by reference and conjunctions. These findings
align with Dastjerdi and Hayati’s (2011) study on Iranian EFL learners, which also highlighted
lexical cohesion as the most common device. This divergence in findings may be due to
differences in learner contexts, writing instruction, or methodological approaches across
studies. Besides, Nindya and Widiati (2020) noted frequent errors, particularly in reference and
substitution, often attributed to intralingual transfer. Despite variations in focus and findings,
these studies underline the importance of reference and conjunctions in argumentative writing,

which is in alignment with studies in other writing genres.

Another strand of research has analyzed the erroneous use of CDs in EFL writing, with
researchers highlighting common issues such as underuse, overuse, and misuse across different
types of CDs (Hinkel, 2001; Ong, 2011; Rahman, 2013). Nindya and Widiati (2020) observed that
Indonesian EFL learners often misused definite articles. Similar patterns were noted by Ong
(2011), and Zhang (2000), who reported frequent inappropriate use or omission of definite
articles by Chinese EFL learners. In terms of conjunctions, Nirwanto (2021) revealed that this
category was a significant source of errors, with Hamed (2014) further specifying that
adversative conjunctions caused the most difficulty, followed by additive and causal ones. This
aligns with Kwan and Md Yunus (2014), who found that medium-level Malaysian pre-service
teachers made the most errors with reference and conjunctions, whereas high-level peers faced
challenges with lexical cohesion, ellipsis, and reference. Overall, the studies collectively
highlight persistent errors in CD usage, particularly in reference, conjunctions, and definite
articles, as well as a general overreliance on repetition and underutilization of substitution and

ellipsis.
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In Vietnam, researchers have progressively investigated CD usage in EFL contexts across
various writing genres. For example, Bui Phu Hung et al. (2021) compared expository writing
by Vietnamese and Filipino EFL teachers, identifying frequent use of reference and conjunctions
but limited lexical cohesion, alongside errors such as omission and redundancy. Bui Phu Hung
(2022) examined academic reports by final-year English majors, pointing out frequent misuse,
redundancy, and omission of CDs, often influenced by misconceptions and first-language
interference Nguyen Quoc Tuan et al. (2023) analyzed paragraph writing by pre-intermediate
EFL learners, reporting a reliance on grammatical cohesion, such as reference and conjunctions,
and limited lexical cohesion. Diep Gia Luat and Le Thi Ngoc Diep (2024) analyzed academic
essays by junior English majors, revealing persistent errors in reference and lexical cohesion,

such as overuse of repetition and insufficient use of synonyms and collocations.

Although research on CDs in Vietnamese contexts has expanded, studies focusing
specifically on argumentative essays remain limited. This uncovers a gap in understanding both
the frequency and erroneous use of CDs in argumentative writing in Vietnamese EFL context.
This study addresses the gap by investigating CD usage, focusing on both their frequency and
the types of errors observed in argumentative essays written by third-year English majors at a
Vietnamese university. It aims to inform the development of targeted instructional strategies

that enhance cohesion in Vietnamese EFL learners” academic writing.

4. Methodology

4.1 Participants

The participants were 30 English-majored third-year students at a public university
located in an urban area in Vietnam. The sampling method was convenience-based, as the
participants were enrolled in a writing course taught by the second author. This course targeted
argumentative writing as one of the writing genes in the syllabus. The participants were aged
20-22, displaying mixed proficiency levels from upper A2 to upper B2 as observed by the class
teacher, although they were expected to reach the B2 level (CEFR) by the end of the intended

writing course. They all had completed a writing course with upper B1 as the learning outcome.
4.3 Data Set

The dataset comprised 30 argumentative essays written during a timed progress test in
the writing course mentioned above. The essays were written in response to the following

prompt and they had 50 minutes to write on a paper sheet, with no access to external resources
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(e.g., dictionaries, peer/teacher assistance). In total, 30 essays made up a corpus size of 8060
words. The average length of the essays was 268.67 words (M = 268.67, SD = 47.92).

Writing prompt:
“School plays a more important role than the family in shaping one’s personality.” (Evans, 1998, p. 67)

“What is your opinion? Provide reasons and examples to support your position. You have 45

minutes to write your essay. You should write about 250 words.”
44  Data Analysis

The collected essays were first anonymized and assigned unique identifiers (E1 to E30) to
ensure confidentiality. They were manually reviewed to identify, categorize, and quantify CDs
based on the established frameworks by Halliday and Hasan (1976) and Halliday and
Matthiessen (2014) (see Table 1 and Table 2), which have been widely adopted in CD research
(e.g., Nirwanto, 2021). The frequency of each CD type was tallied and recorded in a structured
Excel sheet. Percentages of CD types were calculated to provide a quantitative basis for
identifying trends and patterns. Below are examples of each type of CDs as they were used in

the original essays of the students:
¢ Reference:
Personal reference:
Most children have a closer relationship with their parents than with their teacher. (E2)
Demonstrative reference:
School is not able to fill this blank whatever they try. (E9)
Comparative reference:

And especially, student are obey to parents, teacher and polite to the people older than them.
(E13)

e Substitution:
Nominal substitution:

In summary, school and the family are factors which decide how one’s personality is. Each one

affect in many different ways. (E9)

Verbal substitution:
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In conclusion, the school plays a certain role in shaping one’s personality but in no way a greater
one than family does. (E24)

e Ellipsis:
Nominal ellipsis:

In the process of personal development, people were affected by various environment Some

[peoplel think the role of school is increasingly become more significant... (E22)

¢ Conjunctions:

Additive conjunctions:

Furthermore, young people who study in school, are exposed to a wide several subjects. (E30)
Adversative conjunctions:

However, many family have not enough time for their children... (E26)

Causal conjunctions:

Therefore, children are better prepared many basic life skills to deal with many problems. (E20)
Temporal conjunctions:

Children are at home six year before they go to school. (E16)

e Lexical cohesion:

Repetition:

...school is a place where many people can expose to a wide variety of subjects. At school, they

know many knowledge... (E8)

Synonymy:

...shaping one’s personality includes many factors. In my opinion, both school and family are
important role in shaping one’s character. (ES)

Antonymy:

...and almost of the time we are at home. It must be have the parents management to control our

activities avoiding the bad affect from outside. (E13)

Hyponymy:
Family is the first primary group that babies reach. In the fact that people spend their life about 5

or 6 years to live in their home before (E7)
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Meronymy:

First of all, school is a place where many people can expose to a wide variety of subjects. At

school, they know many knowledge through natural and social subjects... (E8)
Collocation:

...children usually spend the first two or four years of their life at home before they go to school.
Family background also affect a little part of shaping their characteristics. (E25)

The analysis of errors was conducted after the identification of all CDs in the essays.
For consistency, the same author who identified the frequency of CDs also conducted the EA,
ensuring a systematic and uniform approach to the data. Drawing on the frameworks
established by Ong (2011) (see Table 3), the errors were classified into four categories: omission,
unnecessary addition, misuse, and redundant repetition. Each essay was meticulously reviewed
multiple times to ensure a thorough identification and categorization of errors. The frequency of
each error type was systematically recorded in a Excel sheet to identify error patterns. Examples

of errors made are presented as they were in the students’ essays as below:
¢ Omission:

In conclusion, I would agree that the school and the family have the both important role

for young people. They will not be mature if lack of one of [the] roles. (E4)
¢ Unnecessary addition:

Second, before going to school, students had had five years of their lives at home...

Their thoughs and activities of them [to omit] mostly come from family. (E10)
e Misuse:

Always make sure that children will have a great environment to grow and shape one’s
[their] personality. (E12)

¢ Redundant repetition:

Family always besides their children everywhere and every time. It is a closer

relationship with children’s parents than with children’s [their] teachers. (E4)

An experienced EFL teacher was trained to independently code 10% of the dataset. The
training was conducted by the researcher who also identified the CDs and their errors in this
study, to ensure consistency in coding practices. Discrepancies in coding were resolved through

discussion, ensuring consensus and consistency in the final results. The interrater reliability

34



Jos.hueuni.edu.vn Vol. 134, No. 6B, 2025

scores are presented in Table 4. According to Yin (2015), at least 80% agreement should be
reached and values of kappa should lie between .60 and 1.0, which demonstrate that there was

substantial agreement between the raters in this study.

Table 4: Interrater Reliability Scores

Percent Agreement (%) Cohen’s Kappa Coefficient
Grammatical CDs 84.62 .79
Lexical CDs 83.33 .76
CD errors 100 1.0

5. Findings
5.1 Distribution of CDs in Students’ Essays

As shown in Table 5, the analysis identified a total of 2,177 CDs across the 30 essays.
Grammatical cohesion made up 65.23% of the total CDs, while the remaining 34.77% belonged
to lexical cohesion. Among the former, reference was the most frequently used type, holding the
largest share of 42.03% of the total CDs, followed by conjunctions at 22.88%. Substitution and
ellipsis were minimally used, accounting for only 0.23% and 0.09%, respectively. Among the

latter, reiteration resources reigned supreme (746 tokens to 11 tokens of collocation).

Table 5: Frequency of CDs in Students” Essays

Cohesive devices Frequency Percentage (%)
Reference 915 42.03
Substitution 5 0.23
Grammatical
Ellipsis 2 0.09
Conjunctions 498 22.88
Total (1) 1420 65.23
Reiteration 746 34.27
Lexical
Collocation 11 0.50

35



Long Viet Le et al. Vol. 134, No. 6B, 2025

Total (2) 757 34.77

Total (1+2) 2177 100

The detailed breakdown of reference usage is presented in Table 6, indicating that
personal reference was the most prevalent (55.41%), followed by demonstrative reference

(31.26%) and comparative reference (13.33%).

Table 6: Frequency of Reference Devices in Students’ Essays

Types of reference Frequency Percentage (%)
Personal reference 507 55.41
Demonstrative reference 286 31.26
Comparative reference 122 13.33
Total 915 100

Substitution and ellipsis devices, detailed in Table 7, were rarely employed. Substitution
occurred only five times, with nominal substitution accounting for 60% and verbal substitution
for 40%, while clausal substitution was not observed. Ellipsis was used only twice, exclusively
in the nominal category, with no token of verbal or clausal ellipsis. However, these findings
should be interpreted with caution since there were only several tokens of these types, given the

small size of the dataset.

Table 7: Frequency of Substitution and Ellipsis Devices in Students’ Essays

Types of substitution and ellipsis Frequency Percentage (%)

Nominal 3 60

Substitution Verbal 2 40
Clausal 0 0

Total 5 100

Nominal 2 100

Ellipsis

Verbal 0 0
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Clausal 0 0

Total 2 100

The revelation in the use of conjunctions, as in Table 8 below, is that additive
conjunctions were the most frequently used (62.25%), standing before temporal conjunctions

(17.47%), causal conjunctions (11.44%), and adversative conjunctions (8.84%) descendingly.

Table 8: Frequency of Conjunctions in Students’ Essays

Types of conjunctions Frequency Percentage (%)
Additive conjunctions 310 62.25
Adversative conjunctions 44 8.84
Causal conjunctions 57 11.44
Temporal conjunctions 87 17.47
Total 498 100

As described earlier, lexical cohesion, as shown in Table 9, accounted for 34.77% of the
total CDs used in students’ essays. This category was predominantly represented by reiteration
(98.55%), while collocation was rare (1.45%), a finding that may reflect the limited scope of the
data rather than a definitive pattern in students’ writing. Further analysis in reiteration
uncovered a considerably high frequency for repetition, which held the biggest share of 69.03%
of all reiteration tokens. Other types of reiteration, in particular synonymy (14.61%), meronymy

(13.94%), hyponymy (2.15%), and antonymy (0.27%), were much less frequent.

Table 9: Frequency of Lexical CDs in Students’ Essays

Types of lexical cohesion Frequency Percentage (%)
Repetition 515 69.03
Synonymy 109 14.61
Reiteration 746 98.55
Meronymy 104 13.94
Hyponymy 16 2.15
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Antonymy 2 0.27

Collocation 11 1.45

Total 757 100

5.2  Errors in the Use of CDs in Students’ Essays

Table 10 shows the types of errors identified in the use of CDs. In total, 223 errors were
recorded across all essays. Unnecessary addition was the most frequent error type (37.67%),

followed by misuse (34.08%), omission (21.97%), and redundant repetition (6.28%).

Table 10: Types of Cohesion Errors in Students’ Essays

Types of cohesion errors Frequency Percentage (%)
Omission 49 21.97
Unnecessary addition 84 37.67
Misuse 76 34.08
Redundant repetition 14 6.28
Total 223 100

Table 11 provides an overview of the distribution of errors among different types of
CDs. The majority of errors (75.78%) occurred in reference, while errors in conjunctions (7.18%)

and reiteration (17.04%) were less frequent. No errors were observed in substitution, ellipsis, or

collocation.
Table 11: Distribution of Errors in Students” Use of CDs
Cohesive devices
Types of . )
Grammatical Lexical Total
errors
Reference Substitution  Ellipsis Conjunctions Reiteration Collocation
49
Omission 49 0 0 0 0 0
(21.97)
Unnecessary 84 0 0 0 0 0 84
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addition (37.67)
76
Misuse 33 0 16 27 0
(34.08)
Redundant 14
.. 0 0 11 0
repetition (6.28%)
169 16 38 223
Total 0
(75.78%) (7.18%) (17.04%) (100%)

As illustrated in Table 12, errors in reference accounted for 169 tokens, with unnecessary

addition being the most common type (49.70%), followed by omission (28.99%), misuse

(19.53%), and redundant repetition (1.78%). Among the subtypes of reference, demonstrative

reference errors were the most frequent (66.86%), followed by personal reference errors

(25.44%) and comparative reference errors (7.70%).

Table 12: Distribution of Errors in Students’ Use of Reference

Reference
Types of errors Total
Personal Demonstrative Comparative
49
Omission 28 19 2
(28.99%)
84
Unnecessary addition 0 84 0
(49.70%)
33
Misuse 14 10 9
(19.53%)
3
Redundant repetition 1 0 2
(1.78%)
43 113 13 169
Total o . o
(25.44%) (66.86%) (7.70%) (100%)
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Table 13 indicates that all errors in conjunctions were related to misuse, which totaled 16
tokens. Additive conjunctions represented the highest proportion of errors (62.50%). Next were
adversative conjunctions (18.75%), causal conjunctions (12.50%), and temporal conjunctions
(6.25%) in descending order. No errors in omission, unnecessary addition, or redundant

repetition were found in conjunctions.

Table 13: Distribution of Errors in Students’ Use of Conjunctions

Conjunctions
Types of errors Total
Additive Adversative Causal Temporal

Omission 0 0 0 0 0

Unnecessary addition 0 0 0 0 0

16

Misuse 10 3 2 1

(100%)

Redundant repetition 0 0 0 0 0

10 3 2 1 16

Total

(62.50%) (18.75%) (1250%)  (6.25%)  (100%)

Table 14 presents the distribution of errors in lexical cohesion, with misuse (71.05%)
being the most common error type, followed by redundant repetition (28.95%). Repetition
accounted for the majority of lexical cohesion errors (60.53%), while synonymy contributed
39.47%. No errors were observed in the areas of antonymy, hyponymy, meronymy, or
collocation. Additionally, omission and unnecessary addition were absent in the use of lexical
cohesion, which might be influenced by the small dataset and the very low frequency of these

subcategories.
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Table 14: Distribution of Errors in Students” Use of Lexical Cohesion

Lexical cohesion

Types of errors Reiteration Total
Collocation

Repetition Synonymy Antonymy Hyponymy Meronymy

Omission 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Unnecessary
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
addition
27
Misuse 12 15 0 0 0 0
(71.05%)
Redundant 1
11 0 0 0 0 0
repetition (28.95%)
23 15 38
Total 0 0 0 0
(60.53%)  (39.47%) (100%)

6. Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the use of CDs in argumentative essays by
Vietnamese EFL students, focusing on their frequency and errors. Findings revealed a reliance
on grammatical CDs, with reference (42.03%) and conjunctions (22.88%) being dominant, while
substitution and ellipsis were rarely used. Lexical cohesion was mostly reiteration, particularly
repetition (69.03%). Errors were frequent, with unnecessary addition (37.67%) and misuse

(34.08%) being most common, especially in reference and conjunctions.
6.1 Frequency of Use of CDs

The predominance of grammatical cohesion found in this study, particularly reference
(42.03%) and conjunctions (22.88%), is consistent with prior studies (e.g., Nguyen Quoc Tuan et
al., 2023). For instance, Nirwanto (2021) reported similar findings, noting the frequent use of
reference and conjunctions in Indonesian EFL learners’ opinion essays and recount texts. This
trend also aligns with Nguyen Quoc Tuan et al. (2023), who found that grammatical devices

dominated Vietnamese EFL learners’ paragraph writing. The frequent use of reference and
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conjunctions may be attributed to learners’ familiarity with these devices, as suggested by
Crossley and McNamara (2012). In reality, such CDs are often explicitly described and practiced
in the English textbooks used in lower and upper secondary schools. In this sense, frequent use
of a particular CD does not necessarily reflect proficiency but rather a possible reliance on
strategies learners feel confident using. In a broader sense, these findings reflect a consistent
trend across writing genres, possibly indicative of the paramounce of reference and

conjunctions in EFL writing.

Additionally, the minimal use of substitution (5 tokens) and ellipsis (2 tokens)
corroborates research by Memar and Kamyabigol (2021), who observed that these devices are
underutilized due to their higher complexity and limited emphasis in EFL curricula. The
underutilization of substitution and ellipsis observed in this study aligns with findings from
Rahman (2013), Nirwanto (2021), and Nguyen Quoc Tuan et al. (2023) who noted that these
devices are more common in spoken discourse and often unfamiliar to learners. Halliday and
Hasan (1976) similarly argued that substitution and ellipsis require a higher level of implicit

understanding, which many EFL learners may be lacking in.

By the same token, the high reliance on reiteration (98.55%), especially repetition (69.03%)
within lexical cohesion also echoes studies by Khalil and Abu-Ayyash (2023), Rahman (2013),
and Nguyen Quoc Tuan et al. (2023) who identified repetition as the most commonly used
lexical CDs. The infrequent use of other forms of lexical CDs, such as synonymy (14.61%) and
meronymy (13.94%), may indicate limited vocabulary range. Yet it could be because of a lack of
awareness to use lexical CDs on students’ part. This line of argument should be followed up by
stimulated recall interviews with the student writers to further understand their selection of CD

use.
6.2 Errors in the Use of CDS

In addition to examining the frequency of CDs, the present study identified 223 errors in
CD usage, with unnecessary addition (37.67%) and misuse (34.08%) as the most frequent error
types. These findings align with those of Ong (2011), who found similar patterns of reference
errors among EFL learners. The frequent errors in reference (75.78% of all errors) reflect
students’ struggle with the use of personal, demonstrative, and comparative reference, as
highlighted by Hamed (2014). This may be attributed to students’ intermediate proficiency
level, which limits their ability to apply reference accurately in complex argumentative

structures.
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To be specific in the use of reference, students in this study made the most errors in
demonstrative reference (66.86%). Notably, all tokens of unnecessary addition in this category
involved the definite article “the”, which accounted for 95.58% of such errors. The misuse of
“the” also exceeded any other CD, with 108 tokens. This result aligns with prior studies
(Nindya & Widiati, 2020; Ong, 2011; Zhang, 2000), which observed that “the” is frequently
misused by EFL learners. Crompton (2011) highlighted that definite articles are the most
frequent source of errors in English learning. This type of error is likely interlingual rather than
intralingual, as the Vietnamese language lacks an article system (Nguyen Dinh Hoa, 1997),
possibly causing students to misinterpret the function of definite articles in English. For

example, consider the following excerpts from the data:

“Talking about the advantages when going to school, can’t forget that school is where give the [to

omit] lessons in a lot of fields such as maths, language, technology, biology,...” (E30)

Vietnamese equivalent: “Khi néi vé nhitng loi ich khi di hoc, khong thé quén rang truong hoc la
noi cung cdp nhitng bdi hoc trong nhiéu linh viec nhw todn hoc, ngdn ngir, cong nghé, sinh
hoc,...” (E30)

In this example, the definite article “the” is unnecessarily added preceding “lessons”
although the intended meaning in English does not require it. This misuse likely stems from the
“article-less” language of Vietnamese (Nguyen Thi Quyen, 2018, p. 75). In Vietnamese, the noun
“bai hoc” (lessons) does not require any equivalent of “the” to specify its definiteness, as
definiteness is inferred from context. This linguistic difference may lead learners to

overgeneralize the use of “the” in English.

Conjunctions were only misused (100%) in the absence of the other three types of errors.
The most frequently misused type of conjunctions was additive conjunctions (62.50%), then
adversative conjunctions (18.75%), causal conjunctions (12.50%), and temporal conjunctions
(6.25%). This is different from Hamed’s (2014) study in which he found that Libyan students
made errors mostly in adversative conjunctions, followed by additives and causal conjunctions.
Differences aside, these errors are likely due to incomplete understanding of conjunction usage
or misanalysis of TL forms, reflective of intralingual rather than interlingual influences. An

example from the data is:

“Morevers [Moreover], we study many things and stories about the life through the teacher.”
(E22)

Vietnamese equivalent: Hon nita, chiing t6i hoc nhiéu diéu va cdu chuyén vé cudc song thong qua
nguoi gido vién.
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In this example, “morevers” is a misspelled version of the additive conjunction

“moreover”, highly likely due to the writer’s incomplete understanding of the correct form.

Interestingly, no errors were observed in substitution or ellipsis, but this does not
necessarily indicate mastery. Given the small size of the dataset, these findings might reflect a
lack of usage rather than true proficiency. Another way to explain is, as Kwan and Yunus (2014)
highlighted, learners may avoid using difficult features, a phenomenon often overlooked in
traditional error analysis (Brown, 2007). This avoidance strategy could perhaps explain the low
frequency of these devices in the dataset. However, this is just speculative and needs empirical

evidence for confirmation.

For lexical cohesion, major finding was that errors were predominantly in misuse
(71.05%) and redundant repetition (28.95%), similar to the patterns observed by Bui Phu Hung
(2022) and Diep Gia Luat and Le Thi Ngoc Diep (2024) in Vietnamese academic writing. The
overuse of repetition might reflect the students’ limited lexical variety, gaps in TL rather than
interference from L1, and ignorance of more advanced cohesive strategies, such as using
synonyms and collocations. That said, this explanation needs empirical support possibly via

students’ reflections on their own CD use.

7.  Implications and Conclusions

The present study examined the use of CDs in argumentative essays written by
Vietnamese third-year English majors and has shed more light on the frequency, types, and
errors of CD usage. The findings revealed that students predominantly relied on basic
grammatical cohesion strategies, particularly reference and conjunctions, whereas more
advanced cohesive techniques, such as substitution, ellipsis, and collocation, were seldom
employed. Lexical cohesion was also limited, with repetition being the most frequently used
type of lexical CDs, possibly indicative of a gap in students’ vocabulary and lexical cohesion
skills. The analysis of errors indicated that unnecessary addition and misuse were the most
common issues, particularly in reference and conjunctions, while repetition highlighted a lack
of lexical diversity. These patterns suggest that while students rely on basic grammatical
cohesive strategies, they face challenges in employing a broader range of CDs and using them

accurately in argumentative writing.

The findings of this study have significant pedagogical implications for teaching English
writing in Vietnamese EFL contexts. First, EFL teachers might need to place greater emphasis

on lexical cohesion, specifically by expanding students’” knowledge and use of collocations,
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synonymy, and other lexical techniques. As the assessment of second language writing partially
relies on the variety and sophistication of vocabulary employed (Crossley et al., 2014),
vocabulary-building exercises that encourage students to explore synonyms and paraphrasing
could help reduce their reliance on repetition, thereby enriching the lexical cohesion in their
writing. Nguyen Quoc Tuan et al. (2023) on this front recommend semantic mapping as a
practical pre-writing activity to help students visualize concepts and develop word networks.
These activities can enable students to reduce reliance on repetition while enriching their lexical

cohesion strategies.

Additionally, since the present study has shown that students made errors across various
types of CDs, including reference, conjunctions, and reiteration, error-focused teaching
approaches can play a critical role in improving students’ cohesion usage. Teachers can use
formative feedback and scaffolded error-analysis exercises to help students identify and correct
common mistakes. Genre-specific training, using model argumentative essays that demonstrate
effective cohesion, can further guide learners in structuring their arguments and achieving
greater coherence. Peer review activities can also be useful, allowing students to evaluate each

other’s cohesion strategies and learn from their peers’ strengths and weaknesses.

Third, exposing students to authentic argumentative texts that exhibit a diverse range of
CDs can aid in developing their understanding of effective and diverse use of cohesion, which
can address their limited use of lexical CDs and overreliance on repetition, as revealed by this
study. Annotating CDs in such texts can help students recognize and analyze how experienced
writers use CDs to create a logical and persuasive flow. Nguyen Quoc Tuan et al. (2023) and Bui
Phu Hung (2022) both emphasized the importance of integrating authentic texts and
contextualized examples to model diverse cohesion strategies effectively. This practical
exposure can serve as a foundation for students to experiment with similar strategies in their

own writing.
7.2  Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

This study has certain limitations, primarily related to its sample size and scope. With
only 30 essays analyzed, the findings may not fully represent all Vietnamese EFL learners.
Future research could involve a larger, more diverse sample to validate these findings and
allow for broader generalization. Additionally, this study did not fully address the distinction
between systematic errors and isolated mistakes as some issues identified as errors may have
been isolated occurrences rather than consistent patterns. Therefore, stimulated recall
interviews with students could be a necessary follow-up to understand their choice of CDs and
better explain the results related to errors. Next, this study focused specifically on
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argumentative essays; subsequent research might explore CD usage across different writing
genres within the same learner cohort, to identify potential genre-specific variations in CD
patterns. Further studies could also explore the relationship between students’ use of different
CD types, the errors they make and the quality of their writing to further inform writing

instruction.

Despite these shortcomings, this study has provided insights into the patterns of CD use
among Vietnamese EFL learners, identifying an over-reliance on basic grammatical cohesion,
limited application of more advanced cohesive strategies, and erroneous patterns such as
unnecessary addition, misuse, and repetition. It has contributed to our understanding of use of
CDs in EFL contexts and pinpointed erroneous use that could inform cohesion instruction in the

particular context of EFL writing.
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