New Corpus Tools for Investigating the Acquisition of Formulaic Chunks in L2

Studies in formulaic sequences in first and second language have suggested that English learners’ uses of formulaic sequences are uncompetitive with NSs in terms of amount, accuracy, and appropriateness. A seemingly straightforward explanation is that English learners do not tend to see formulaic sequences as wholes in the first place and thus fail to retrieve and use them in production. Two premises of this paper are: (1) learner production of formulaic language is most fruitfully seen not as simply present or absent from their production (as either/or) but as also likely to include approximative uses of formulaic language. (2) Corpus linguistics can add depth and breadth to research on this relatively unexplored approximative space of learners’ less-than-perfect attempts at producing formulaic expressions. We describe a new suite of corpus tools designed to discover learners’ approximative uses of formulaic language and support research into the acquisition processes involved. 

We employ BNC as the source from which standard chunks are extracted, and a learner corpus, English TLC, which consists of 5-million words of English running text produced by learners in Taiwan in our study. Chunks extracted from BNC are not limited to strings of specific lexemes or word forms as are typical n-grams; rather, we innovate a technique for extraction of hybrid n-grams, that is, chunks comprising combinations of lexemes, part-of-speech, or even specific word forms of lexemes. For instance, the frozen chunk point of view can be added with others to form a semi-frozen string like from my/his/their point of view or from John’s point of view. On the basis of our hybrid pattern extractor, these will be stored under the pattern from+POSS+point+of+view.  

Extracted target chunks are then matched against the learner corpus. Searching a learner corpus for exact matches of the identified standard English chunks will yield successful or accurate learner uses of chunks. Such work is straightforward with widely available existing corpus tools. We propose in addition a way of identifying likely cases of learners’ approximative uses of (or less-than-perfect attempts to use) these standard formulas by implementing an edit distance algorithm. Both successful attempts and ill-formed formulaic language can then be retrieved. For instance, with the pattern from+POSS+point+of+view and the edit distance algorithm, we find from English TLC a frequent ill-formed chunk *in my point of view and assign a value to the distance of this learner string from the standard formulaic expression. Another common semi-frozen chunk is in the middle/beginning/end of the and the hybrid pattern for that is in+the+ NOUN+of+the+NOUN. With that and the edit distance algorithm, we successfully find from English TLC the approximative uses: ‘*in the middle of night’ where the second the is omitted and ‘*At the middle of the movie..’ where a wrong preposition is used. 


We show how our tool can extract exactly such data and patterns in learner output automatically without requiring the researcher to choose target formulas a priori. That is, the algorithm feeds the discovery of unanticipated instances of learners’ successful and unsuccessful uses of unanticipated formulaic language. 
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