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Abstract
Lexical bundles in academic prose were originally identified in a 5.3 million word
corpus of consisting of 75 book extracts and 33 research articles from 15 academic
disciplines (Biber et al 1999; Biber et al 2004). This talk argues that the fragmentary
nature of Biber’s corpus data – collected as a record of register – raises questions
about the pragmatic functions, such as discourse organising or attitudinal stance,
assigned to these lexical bundles. For example, would a lexical bundle which
organises the discourse of introduction sections be found more often in a corpus
containing short full texts than in a similar-sized corpus containing long or
fragmented texts? Or would the size of the corpus be sufficient for the heterogeneous
nature of the data to have no effect on the frequency of occurrence or discourse
function of the lexical bundles found?
In order to determine the effect of corpus composition on the occurrence of
contiguous word combinations similar to lexical bundles, this paper introduces a
methodology for comparing “absolute” and “pragmatic” frequencies of these word
combinations. It presents results from two versions of a corpus of research articles
from five journals in eight academic disciplines. One version contains a million
tokens from each of the five journals in each discipline, so that occurrences of lexical
bundle candidates can be compared across similar numbers of words in each
discipline. The other, parallel, version of the corpus contains 500 texts from each of
the five journals in each discipline, so that occurrences of word combinations can be
compared across similar numbers of texts in each discipline. The implications of the
results for research on lexical bundles are discussed.
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