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ABSTRACT

A CORPUS-BASED APPROACH TO ESL:

TEXTBOOK AND MATERIALS DEVELOPMENT AND EVALUATION

By

Angela Komsic Super

Taking both the advantages and limitations of using a corpus-based approach in

language learning into account, I make the claim that corpora are most suitably utilized

only if they are used for the purpose of curriculum and textbook development and

evaluation. I focus this claim by providing the results of three studies that I have

conducted.

The first study provides evidence for one way that corpora may most effectively

be utilized (based on empirical data) for the purpose of textbook evaluation. The second

study focuses on the ways in which ESL teachers and researchers may develop textbooks

based on information (e.g. idioms) gathered from simple corpus concordance searching in

relevant corpora, and how to most effectively transform basic search results into

communicative teaching materials. The third study focuses on the ways in which a

corpus-based approach may be used for the purpose of materials development in an ESP

classroom.

Each study is introduced with justifications based on prior research done on

communicative teaching methods in ESL. Each study is concluded with further

implications and elaboration on how language teachers can easily and most effectively

use corpora in their classrooms.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this thesis is to provide various models and guidelines to illustrate

the many ways in which a corpus-based approach can most effectively be utilized in the

TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) field in general, and in ESL

(English as a Second Language) textbook and materials development and evaluation in

particular.

While much literature is available in the field of corpus linguistics, there is a

paucity of materials that illustrate how corpora may most effectively and efficiently be

used for communicative purposes in the language-learning classroom. Research that has

been conducted most recently has focused on the use of corpora in the classroom by

demonstrating the many ways in which corpus-searching can benefit second language

learners independently (outside of the classroom) by guiding language students and

teachers to conduct extensive searches which may provide information about collocation

and phrase patterns, collocation and synonymy, connotation and semantic prosody,

syntax, cohesion in texts, metaphor, and frequency. While such research has created a

useful base for the incorporation of corpora in the classroom, it also has its limitations

since such extensive data-driven searching is not only time-consuming and not always

accessible, but also reserved for only the most motivated of language learners and

teachers.

Taking both the advantages and limitations of using a corpus-based approach in

language learning into account, I conclude by making the claim that corpora are most

suitably utilized only if they are used for the purpose of curriculum and textbook



development and evaluation. 1 focus this claim by providing the results of three studies

that I have conducted which demonstrate 1.) The ways in which corpora may be used for

textbook evaluation, 2.) The ways in which corpora may be used for textbook

development, and 3.) The ways in which corpora may be used for ESP (English for

Specific Purposes) materials development.

The first study provides evidence for one way that corpora may most effectively

be utilized (based on empirical data) for the purpose of textbook evaluation. This study

compared an academic speech textbook, Discussion and Interaction in the Academic

Community (Madden & Rohlck, 2000), with a corpus of academic speech, the Michigan

Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE). Frequencies of expressions and

collocations were compared, and the results suggested that the textbook was not in fact

representative of academic speech, as it had previously claimed. The MICASE corpus, as

well'as the COBUILD corpus, were then utilized in order to update the textbook and

provide more realistic data and content for the textbook authors.

The second study focuses on the ways in which ESL teachers and researchers may

develop textbooks based on information gathered from simple corpus concordance

searching in relevant corpora, and how to most effectively transform basic search results

into communicative teaching materials. This study specifically looked at which idioms

are most common in academic speech. Two other researchers and I read through the

entire MICASE corpus and noted all idiomatic expressions based on our criteria for the

term “idiom”. What were found were 600 occurrences of idioms in the MICASE,

providing empirical evidence of idioms in academic speech, should any researcher

choose to develop a textbook focusing on this topic. This study provides a substantial



amount of evidence for language teachers in academic environments who would like to

teach idioms, without relying solely on idiosyncratic intuition. Furthermore, this study

sets a methodological framework as to the most efficient and productive searching

techniques (as well as limitations) for language researchers choosing to create textbooks

using an empirical corpus-based approach.

The third study focuses on the ways in which a corpus-based approach may be

used for the purpose of materials development in an ESP classroom. In this study, I

created a written corpus of writing taken from 14 native speaker graduate students in the

M.A. TESOL program at Michigan State University for the purpose of providing a tool

with which non-native speakers in the M.A. TESOL department may improve their

writing in English in their graduate classes. Some of the sub-corpora that were created

from the master corpus include various corpora for each core TESOL course. This study

serves solely as a model, and introduces the many ways in which corpora may best be

utilized to create a specific curriculum that best fits the needs of the students, as well as

considerations and limitations that need to be taken into account if creating corpora for

materials development (e.g. what data to collect, how to collect it, what to do with it,

etc.).

Each study will be introduced with justifications based on prior research done on

communicative teaching methods in ESL. Each study will be concluded with further

implications on how language teachers can easily and most effectively use the methods

described in their classrooms.

Overall, it is assumed that, if found effective, the methods studied could be

adopted by many teachers without special training.

 



CHAPTER 1

BACKGROUND: CORPUS LINGUISTICS

Taking a ‘Corpus-Based Approach’

Corpus linguistics is currently a growing discipline that is slowly integrating itself

into various spheres of language analyses and applied linguistics. Corpus linguistics

technology requires a computer that can store a collection of natural text files (the

corpus), and then apply software to those files to produce frequency lists, lists of key

words, and, most importantly, strings of words showing which words co-occur (or

collocate) with others in natural language. Therefore, to take a ‘corpus-based approach’

means to utilize a corpus or various corpora as a means of conducting language research

based on empirical data. A corpus allows one to analyze actual usage patterns in natural

texts, thereby making extensive use of computers for analysis, saving much time on

behalf of the researcher. Often it is possible for a computer to analyze language through

simple programming methods, rather than spending extensive periods of time reading

through texts and trying to find language patterns or real-world examples of language in

various contexts. The text files in a corpus may consist entirely of written texts (as in the

Helinski Corpus of English Texts), entirely of transcriptions of speech (as in MICASE —

the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English), or of both (as in the Bank of English

/ COBUILD).l These corpora are typically constructed on certain principles that lead to

appropriate sampling, and they can vary greatly in size. The Bank of English corpus

roughly contains over 400 million words from various sources (i.e. newspapers,

magazines, books, etc.) taken from both American and British media, whereas small

specialized corpora, especially those devoted to single genres, such as telephone calls or



British teen slang, can be significantly smaller. The pros and cons of large diffuse

corpora and small narrow ones is a matter of current debate (Simpson & Swales, 2001 ).

However, from a more global and historical perspective:

Many of the developments in corpus linguistics over the last 15 years are due to

the work of European scholars, with particularly active groups in the United

Kingdom and Scandinavia. Despite the work of Douglas Biber at Northern

Arizona, Michael Barlow at Rice University, and important corporist groups at

the University of California, Santa Barbara, and the University of Pennsylvania,

North America has generally lagged behind. For many years now, for example,

the Europeans have had several annual or biennial conferences on corpus

linguistics, under such acronyms as ICAME (International Computer Archive of

Modern English) and TALC (Teaching and Language Corpora). In North

America, the first national symposium devoted to this kind of linguistics was held

at the University of Michigan in May 1999. (Simpson & Swales, 2001, p. 2)

The various areas of applied linguistics that are currently implementing a corpus-

based approach are: lexicography, grammar analysis (e.g. syntax, semantics, pragmatics),

sociolinguistics (e.g. dialects, registers, etc.), language acquisition, style (e. g. writing),

and various pedagogical applications (e. g. language teaching).

Corpus Linguistics and Language Learning

Given the recent emergence of corpus linguistics in North America, one particular

area that has just recently been gaining attention is the area of corpus linguistics and

language teaching. There has been a paucity of materials that illustrate how corpora may

most effectively and efficiently be used in the language learning classroom, and many

language teachers are not even aware of the infinite possibilities that the corpus-approach

may offer to language learners. Nevertheless, as technology in the classroom increases at

a steady rate, the use of corpora may prove to be extremely useful in the development of

language teaching materials in the future, given the appropriate guidance.



In the past 15 years of corpus linguistics and language learning research, there

have been two general approaches to using corpus-based materials: Teachers can either

analyze the corpora themselves for materials design or assessment, or they can decide to

introduce them into the classroom and train students in their use. In the first case:

...teachers might use corpus-based investigations to (i) determine the most

frequent patterns in a particular domain; (ii) enrich their knowledge of the

language, perhaps in response to questions raised in the classroom’ (iii) provide

“authentic data” examples; and (iv) generate teaching materials. (Barlow, 1996, p.

30)

In the second case:

...teachers may also wish to have their students explore corpus materials, either in

following a path of investigation determined by the teacher (so that the students

come to understand a particular pattern of usage such as say versus tell or the

collocations of bright) or in exploring an issue in a more open-ended way.

(Barlow, 1996, p. 30)

Furthermore, one early study conducted by Johns ( 1991a, 1991b) has described a number

of ways teachers can create materials and exercises for use in the classroom, and he has

also developed a theory of what he calls “data driven learning” (DDL). The basis of this

kind of learning is inductive acquisition on the part of students “through the process of

analyzing the patterns of language use of specifically selected items as revealed through

corpora” (Tribble & Jones, 1990; Johns, 1991a). Advocates of this method argue that

this provides a more meaningful context in which to learn grammar (as opposed to simply

being taught grammar rules) and appropriate word usage. Johns outlines three general

effects of adopting the DDL approach:

[It] can have a considerable influence on the process of language learning,

stimulating enquiry and speculation on the part of the learner, and helping the

learner also to develop the ability to see patterning in the target language and to

form generalizations to account for that patterning. The second main effect of

DDL is on the role of the teacher, who has to learn to become a director and
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coordinator of student-initiated research... The third... is a revelation of the place

of grammar in language learning and language teaching... The DDL approach

makes possible a new style of “grammatical consciousness raising” (Rutherford,

1987) by placing the learner’s own discovery of grammar at the center of

language learning. (Johns, 1991a, p. 2-3)

Taking the possibilities of data-driven language learning into account, Aston (1997)

follows up by suggesting that approaches to using corpus resources in the classroom can

be divided into two general areas, those for reference and those for browsing: .

On the one hand, they might be treated as a reference tool, which could be looked E

up to provide examples and therefore clarify doubts on particular problems which 7

had arisen in other language activities. From this perspective the corpus could be

seen as complementing the grammar, the dictionary, and the encyclopedia. On

the other hand, a corpus might be treated as a course of activity in itself, a

hypertext to be browsed in, where the user passes from one text or concordance to

another, and where, rather then being determined by a preselected goal,

progressive discoveries occur on a negotiated step-by-step basis. (as cited in

Partington, 1997, p. 7)

 1
?

Nevertheless, while it is true that such research has created a useful base for the

incorporation of corpora in the classroom, it also has its limitations since such extensive

data-driven searching is not only time-consuming and not always accessible, but also

reserved for only the most motivated of language learners and teachers.

Some core researchers who have contributed to developing the area of corpus

linguistics and language learning beyond DDL include Partington (1998), Biber, Conrad,

Reppen (1998), and Kennedy (1998), who have focused their implementation of the use

of corpora in the classroom by demonstrating the many ways in which corpus searching

and concordancing can benefit second language learners independently (outside of the

classroom) by guiding language students and teachers to conduct extensive searches

which may provide information about collocation and phrase patterns, collocation and

synonymy, connotation and semantic prosody, syntax, cohesion in texts, metaphor, and



frequency, all of which may be used to create language learning materials and textbooks.

Collectively, their work has greatly contributed to corpus linguistics and language

learning research being conducted today.

Partington’s book, Patterns and Meanings: Using Corporafor English Language

Research and Teaching (1998), was considered a breakthrough when it was first

published since it bridged the gap between previous corpus-based studies and the

possibility of taking a corpus-based approach for more communicative language learning.

Partington focused his early research by going beyond data-driven language learning, and

offering various demonstrations of how it is possible to interrogate a medium-sized

corpus for purposes such as those described above (DDL), but also for purposes of

enriching the teacher’s awareness of language (e.g. with concordance searching), refining

and developing syllabi and materials (e.g. developing authentic materials based on

empirical data), as well as creating activities as a means of developing students’ study

skills and understanding of the target language (in this case, English). While these

techniques had been speculated upon for years, this text was the first to publicly bring

attention to instruction for language teachers when looking at various concordance

searches and the illustration of how search results may easily be developed into general

communicative language learning materials.

Another researcher who has contributed to the shift from DDL to using corpora to

develop communicative language learning materials is Kennedy (1998). According to

Kennedy (1998), there are a number of ways the language in a corpus can influence

language-teaching pedagogies:

However valuable may have been the focus on learning language as

communication (particularly in increasing language fluency), there has been

 



growing recognition that systemic accuracy is also relevant, and consequently

there has been a more recent revival of interest among language teachers in what

is being learned: the content of language teaching... Curriculum designers and

classroom teachers need to have access to this information through better

reference materials and syllabuses. .. First it can influence the content of language

teaching by affecting the selection of what to teach, the sequencing of pedagogy,

and the weight given to items or parts of the language being taught, thus

contributing directly to the content of instruction. Secondly, through the

consciousness-raising of teachers about language and language use, it can show

that likelihood of occurrence, or frequency of use, is an important measure of

usefulness. (Kennedy, 1998, p. 281)

Most notably, Kennedy was one of the first language researchers to use a corpus for

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) (see Chapter 4 Background), as well as one of the

first to integrate corpora for the purpose of developing teaching pedagogy, noting not

only the importance of teaching the collocations of highest frequency for ESP, but also

noting the importance of teaching those collocations which teachers have known to cause

the greatest difficulties among their students. Kennedy’s contribution to corpus

linguistics and language learning, apart from numerous specialized studies, has been in

the area of teaching pedagogy and teaching objectives, illustrating how easily (and

abundantly) corpora provide natural texts that may be used to create language-learning

materials for every specialized classroom.

Lastly, another group of pioneer researchers who have contributed to the

development of corpus linguistics in communicative language learning are Biber, Conrad,

and Reppen (1998). Their contribution to the area of corpus linguistics and

communicative language learning over the years focuses primarily on register variation

and ESP, and language acquisition and development. More specifically, various studies

that they have conducted have illustrated the creations of various corpora made up of

student writing. Until the time of their research, it was most common for teachers to



analyze specialized published corpora, rather than create corpora on their own from

students’ work for analysis. Some particular studies conducted by Biber, Conrad, and

Reppen (1998) include the creation of corpora to compare the writing of third grade

students with the writing of sixth grade students in order to examine development during

a three-year time span, as well as the creation of corpora to compare the writing of native

speakers with that of non-native speakers. The idea that teachers could create their own I

corpora (whether for ESP or in order to analyze their own students’ writing) was not a

new idea, but Biber, Conrad, and Reppen ( 1998) focused on illustrating how easily this

 
task could be accomplished given the right software, as well as some justifications for t

why language researchers and teachers should consider this option.

In the last five years, there has been yet another breakthrough in the field of

corpus linguistics and language learning, simply in that taking a ‘corpus-based approach’

has become more accepted in the field of language learning, and more accessible (with

most university libraries now subscribing to various core corpora, and still other corpora

becoming available online). Due to the increase in distribution and accessibility, teachers

are increasing their use of corpora in the classroom (See Appendix A for samples of

communicative language learning materials using corpora). However, while taking a

‘corpus-based approach’ has been proven to be empirically sound and data reliable, many

researchers and language teachers question whether or not taking a ‘corpus-based

approach’ is more time-consuming than it is worth. It is true that teachers can create

quick exercises for students to do in class, focusing on data-driven language learning,

although it is difficult to say whether the use of corpora in this manner will ever become

the prevailing method of implementation. However, it may be possible to summarize the

10



background research in corpus linguistics by stating that one common advantage of using

corpora lies in textbook and materials development and evaluation. Many currently-used

textbooks contain only invented examples and their descriptions are based apparently

upon intuition or second-hand accounts, whereas other books, such as the books produced

by the Collins COBUILD project, are explicitly empirical and rely for their examples and

descriptions upon corpora and other sources of real life language data (McEnery &

Wilson, 1996). Therefore, while the majority of language teachers may not choose to

incorporate corpora directly into their own classrooms, how would they respond to

textbooks based on corpora?

Motivated teachers and students who choose to use corpora for DDL can surely

benefit in their language studies if they successfully take on the “learners as researchers”

persona, but realistically this may include only a small percentage of people. Therefore,

taking both the advantages and limitations of taking a ‘corpus-based approach’ in

language learning into account, and in an attempt to increase corpora use in the

classroom, I conclude by making the claim that corpora are most suitably utilized only if

they are used for the purpose of curriculum and textbook development and evaluation,

rather than for the purpose of data—driven language learning. In this case, corpora are

utilized for the purpose of including natural texts into language textbooks based on

empirical data, thereby improving the textbooks empirically. Following are three studies

that demonstrate this possibility.

 

Notes:

1For more information, see http://wwaing.upenn.edu/midcng, http://wwwhti.umich.edu/micase.

http://titania.cobuild.collins.co.uk/boe info.html
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CHAPTER 2

TEXTBOOK EVALUATION

Background

Teachers of English as a Second Language are often encouraged to increase their

use of authentic materials in the classroom and to deviate from using their course

textbook as a sole means of providing input to their students. However, there are several

definitions of authenticity in materials. Rogers and Medley (1988) use the term

‘authentic’ to refer to all language samples that “reflect a naturalness of form, and an

appropriateness of cultural and situational contexts that would be found in the language

as used by native speakers” (p. 468). Porter and Roberts (1987) state that authentic texts

are those “whose instances of spoken language were not initiated for the purpose of

teaching... not intended for non-native learners” (p. 176). It is well known that there are

varying degrees of authenticity in TESOL literature; however, their pedagogical purpose

remains relatively the same.

Within the TESOL field, it is possible to summarize the use of authentic materials

in stating that authentic materials are consistently believed to be more effective in the

ESL classroom (as opposed to non-authentic materials developed for the purpose of an

activity), at the same time providing a more communicative and realistic base for any

classroom activity. For example, there may be some correlation between the

effectiveness of a task-based activity in the ESL classroom and its degree of authenticity

- the underlying explanation for this being that students who are using authentic

materials successfully during a task-based activity will be more equipped to perform a

particular task outside of the classroom (as the result of the classroom task being duly

12



representative of what the student may encounter outside the classroom). Another reason

a language teacher may choose to use authentic materials in the classroom regards

student motivation. Authentic materials, while having a pedagogical rationale, are also

more popular among language learners in that their implementation contributes to

improved motivation in the language classroom. While it is possible to create suitable

non-authentic materials, there is always the risk that those materials may not be

representative of real-world encounters with language and/or that students may realize

their non-authenticity and experience a decrease in motivation as a result of a lack of

incentive for something that is not based on “real-world language”. While these are just a

few examples of why a language teacher may choose to use authentic materials in the

classroom, the benefits of authentic materials clearly subjugate the use of non-authentic

materials.

Taking the multiple benefits of using authentic materials in the classroom into

account, it would be a shame to ignore the abundancy with which corpora provide

authentic materials of many genres to language teachers and learners. Corpus examples

are important in language learning as they expose students at an early stage in the

learning process to the kinds of sentences and vocabulary that they will encounter in

reading genuine texts in the language or in using the language in real communicative

settings (McEnery & Wilson, 1996).

Justification & Research Questions

While teachers frequently use authentic materials in the classroom, and may even

use corpora for data-driven learning exercises in or outside the classroom, it seems that

13



they do so in hopes of supplementing a textbook, or providing more communicative input

for their students. However, what is overlooked in this case is that it is often textbooks

that need supplementing (with authentic materials) and teachers spend endless hours

trying to come up with new ways to provide such a medium for their students. While this

supplementationl has been proven to be effective in language learning classrooms, it is

still important to look at the broader picture. That picture states that textbooks can in fact

be updated with more authenticity through the use of a corpus-based approach, and if a

corpus of a corresponding nature exists, then there is no reason a textbook cannot be

based solely on authentic pieces.

One particular study I conducted focused on the dynamics of comparing academic

teaching materials to a corpus in order to assess the suitability of materials being taught

(What is accurately represented? What is misrepresented?), as well as to look at how a

corpus could be used in order to update teaching materials with authentic materials for

speakers of English as a second or foreign language. Specifically, this study compared

Madden and Rohlck’s (2000) textbook Discussion and Interaction in the Academic

Community (created without the assistance of a corpus) to the Michigan Corpus of

Academic Spoken English (MICASE)2. Both the textbook and the MICASE were

created at the University of Michigan and therefore have some relationship with one

another. The particular features that were assessed were the colloquial and idiomatic

expressions taught in the textbook, as well as the context in which they occurred. Lastly,

this study looked at suggestions for the textbook according to various corpora. The

research questions that will be discussed in regards to this study are: How can a corpus be

used in order to create better ESL teaching materials (i.e. textbooks)? What is the

14

 

 



frequency of expressions and idioms taught in Madden and Rohlck’s (2000) Discussion

& Interaction in the Academic Community as found in MICASE? How do these

frequencies compare to the COBUILD corpus? Are there variations of these expressions

and idioms in MICASE? Are there enough variations to be significant? (i.e. Are these

expressions outdated?) In what contexts are the expressions being taught and are they

‘context-appropriate’? Are there idioms in MICASE that are frequent enough to be P

taught? What about other idioms “From the News” (COBUILD) that might be

applicable? What are some other ways in which the textbook could be improved, ‘

 
according to empirical corpora analysis?

Methodology

As noted previously, the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English

(MICASE) was utilized for the purpose of this study. MICASE was established at the

University of Michigan in 1999. It is compiled of 20 different speech event types and

consists of approximately 1.6 million words overall (Table 1). Moreover, MICASE is

representative of various discourse modes, genders, academic roles, and academic

divisions (Tables 2 — 4).

Table l: MICASE speech events
 

 

 

 

 

Speech Transcripts Speakers Words % of % % % %

Event Total Male Female Faculty“ Students”

Type Corpus

Advising 5 20 58,817 3.5 43.5 56.5 14.2 37.2

Colloquia 13 118 151,639 8.9 52.9 47.1 76.9 10.8

Discussion 9 1 12 74,904 4.4 36.8 63.2 33 66.7

Sections

Dissertation 4 26 56, 837 3.4 55.1 44.9 36.5 62.7

Defenses           
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Table 1 (cont’d).
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       
 

 

 

Interviews 6 13,015 0.8 82.6 17.4 56.0 44.0

Labs 42 73,815 4.4 69.8 30.2 15.1 67.9

Large 31 217 257,311 15.2 52.6 47.4 93.5 5.9

Lectures

Small 31 289 320,893 18.9 43.8 56.2 74.0 22.6

Lectures

Meetings 6 60 70,038 4.1 65.8 34.2 15.8 61.6

Office Hours 8 79 120,629 7.1 32.1 67.9 26.9 72.8

Seminars 8 79 151,071 8.9 60.2 39.8 58.8 34.9

Study 8 36 129,725 7.7 31.7 68.3 0 100.0

Groups

Student 11 146 143,369 8.5 23.9 76.1 15.4 77.6

Presentations

Service 2 90 24,691 1.5 40.6 59.4 .02 60.2

Encounters

Tours 2 19 21,768 1.3 58.4 41.6 0 60.9

Tutorials 18 27,014 1.6 35.4 64.7 15.9 80.9

Table 2: MICASE gender and academic role distribution

Speaker Total Total Words % of Total

Categiry Speakers Corpus

Gender Male 729 786, 487 46%

Female 842 909, 053 54%

Academic Faculty 160 825, 829 49%

Role

Male 84 446, 925 26%

Female 76 378, 904 22%

Students 1, 039 742, 348 44%

Undergraduates 782 368, 433 22%

Male 336 142, 102 8%

Female 446 226, 331 13%

Graduates 257 373, 915 22%

Male 121 158, 696 9%

Female 136 215, 219 13%

Language Native Speakers 1, 449 l, 493, 586 88%

Status

Non-native 122 201, 954 12%

Speakers

Totals 1, 571 l, 695, 540

Table 3: MICASE academic divisions distribution

Academic Speech Speakers Words % of % % % %

Division Events Total Male Female Faculty Students

Corpus

Humanities 36 349 434, 26 56 44 63 29

& Arts 669          
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Table 3 (cont’d).

Social 35 452 420, 347 25 25 63 44 55

Sciences &

Education

Biological 32 257 325, 347 19 19 59 55 42

& Health

Sciences

Physical 36 314 358, 776 21 21 45 44 52

Sciences &

Engineegg

Other/NA 13 199 156, 292 9 9 63 20 41

Totals 152 1, 571 1,695,540 !

Table 4: MICASE discourse mode distribution

Primary Speech Speakers Words % of % % % %

Discourse Events Total Male Female Faculty Students

Mode Corpus

Monolqgic 61 472 554, 335 33 50 50 84 14

Panel 9 133 141, 505 8 27 73 16 76 .

Interactive 57 643 715, 333 42 46 54 26 63 L

Mixed 25 323 284, 367 17 51 49 54 39

Totals 152 l, 571 1,695,540            
*Note: In these tables, percentages for faculty and students do not add up to 100% because of other speaker

roles (e.g. staff, researchers, visitors) not included in these counts.

The Wordsmith and MonoConc Pro programs were used almost entirely for the purpose

of this research. Within Wordsmith and MonoConc Pro, both concordances and

wordlists were created in order to analyze the information from various perspectives.

The MICASE online version was also used for a portion of this research, primarily for the

examination of contextual representativeness, as the online version allows one to browse

the texts easily and look directly at particular occurrences of idiomatic expressions in

specific environments. COBUH.D online was also examined for a portion of this

research.

My methodology for collecting and analyzing data began by first compiling the

various lists of words being taught in Madden and Rohlck’s Discussion and Interaction

in the Academic Community (2000), as well as noting the contexts in which they were

17



being taught. There were two long lists of idioms that I was particularly interested in

analyzing, namely one list called “Idioms from Geometry”, another list called “Idioms in

the News”, the latter consisting of baseball idioms that were said to occur with great

frequency in various newspapers (See Table 5).

Table 5: Idioms from Madden and Rohlck’s Discussion & Interaction in the Academic Community (2000).
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Idioms in the NewsQ. 42) Idioms from Geometry (p. 94)

Playing hardball Give (me) a straight answer

Threw (him) a curve Going around in circles

Out of left field Drew a blank

Pinch hit Gone off on a taflent

Strike out Get to thepoint

Hit a home run Read between the lines

Start at square one

To draw a parallel
 

The next step was to collect other words and colloquial expressions being taught

throughout the text. Some of the more specialized expressions can be seen in Table 6

below. (Note: The complete version of all expressions can be found in Appendix B).

Table 6: Sample colloquial expressions from Madden and Rohlck’s Discussion & Interaction in the

Academic 2000

& 1

Come on That’s

I ’t follow I don’t think so

What are

Are

 

Overall, these idioms and phrases served as the initial base of this research. Note: The

textbook offered more phraseology than what is merely being analyzed in this project.

The choice ofwhat was analyzed will be discussed later on.

Expressions (including all variations thereof) were assessed using a concordance

search in MICASE. Once the frequency data were recorded, I then searched the

COBUILD in order to examine the frequency of “Idioms in the News”. In order to
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maintain comparable data, I only examined U.S. newspapers and news in COBUILD,

which resulted in a corpus of approximately 15 — 16 million words, inclusive of both

spoken and written news. The purpose of this comparative search was to see whether or

not the “News” idioms were appropriate representations of common idioms in US.

newspapers and news broadcasts as the textbook claimed.

The research then separates into different branches as follows: For the idioms

that were not found in MICASE, other possible “more modem” or “common” idioms

(according to A Dictionary ofAmerican Idioms (2001)) were then searched in the

concordance in order to act as possible suggestions for updating the textbook. Moreover,

COBUILD was searched a second time in order to discover what idioms occurred with

greatest frequency, possibly illustrating alternatives to the “Idioms in the News” which

were not represented in the COBUH.D. This approach to searching served the purpose of

possibly updating the textbook, while still maintaining the appropriate context of idioms

being taught (i.e. “Idioms in the News”). Furthermore, I also looked at contexts of the

various colloquial expressions in the MICASE in order to examine what common 2-

word, 3-word, 4—word, and 5-word clusters occurred with greatest frequency, in order to

reveal common idiomatic expressions (as possible suggestions for updates as well).

Results

My initial prediction regarding overall frequency of occurrences of the selected

idioms was that these idioms would be found in MICASE, perhaps illustrating minor

variations. It was these variations that I was planning on examining in order to suggest

revisions for the textbook. However, when I did search for the idioms (and all variations

l9



thereof), what I found was that all but two of the idioms did not occur in the MICASE at

all! The two idiomatic expressions that did occur in one form or another were “Gone off

on a tangent” and “Get to the point”. The occurrences are as follows in Table 7.

Table 7: Frequency results (per 1 million) of the idioms found in MICASE.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Gone off on a Occurrences Get to the point Occurrences

tangent

Gonna go off on a 1 Going to the point 1

flgent

Go off on a 2 Got to the point 1

flgent

Go off on such a 1 Gotten to the point 1

flent

Getting to the point 1

Get to the point

Other “to the point” 14

exmessions    
Note: Only occurrences are given, as the frequencies ofthese idioms were less than 1%.

Since the occurrence of overall idioms was surprisingly low (or non-existent for that

matter), it was necessary to search the COBUILD in order to make sure the “Idioms from

the News” were, in fact, common, up-to-date idioms from the news. These results

showed variation from the MICASE corpus, in that some of the idioms that did not occur

in MICASE did occur with some frequency in the COBUILD (See Table 8).

Table 8: Frequency results of “Idioms in the News”, as found in COBUILD.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Idioms in the News Occurrences

Playing hardball 23

Threw (him) a curve 0

Out of left field 4

Pinch hit 0

Strike out 50+*

Hit a home run 0    
*The most common definition meaning “to strike out in anger”, rather than the definition of “to fail”, as

given in the textbook.

As can be seen in the data above, both “playing hardball” and “strike out” occurred in the

COBUILD with some frequency, yet they did not occur in the MICASE. This supports
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the textbook in that these may be considered to be common idioms in the news, therefore

being duly representative. However, “threw (him) a curve”, “pinch hit”, and “hit a home

run” still did not occur.

In order to suggest alternatives to the idioms that did occur, I used my intuition to

come up with more modern versions of particular idioms and searched these expressions

in MICASE (See Table 9).

Table 9: List of alternative idiomatic expressions searched
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Idiomatic alternative Instead of:

To be frank To give a straigflnswer

To go off To floff on a tangent

Cut to the chase Get to the point

Start from scratch Start from square one

Threw (him) for a loop Threw (him) for a curve

Out of nowhere/out of the blue Out of left field

To score/To hit the jackpot To hit a home run
 

However, of the alternative idioms, the idioms in Table 10 were the only ones that came

even remotely close to having alternatives.

Table 10: Alternative idiomatic expression results
 

 

 

 

 

Textbook Idiom New idiom Frequency of New Idiom

Start from square one Start from scratch 4

Threw (him) for a curve Threw (him) for a loop 3

Out of left field Out of the blue 2    

While the new idioms offer possible revisions of the idioms in the textbook, a new

problem arises because these new idioms are of a different context/theme. For example,

while “start from scratch” may be a revision of the outdated idiom “start from square

one”, it does not comply as being an idiom from geometry. This in mind, I then compiled

a list of geometry idioms, as found in A Dictionary ofAmerican Idioms (2001), that could

serve to fill the position of deleted idioms (due to infrequency)(See Table 11).
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Table 11: List of geometric expressions searched

Geometry Possibilities

Count me out

To come full circle

A vicious circle

Fair and square

A square deal

To square an account

Take care of number one

Safety in numbers

One-sided

Put two and two together

Draw the line

Pluses outweigh the minuses

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
The search had to be limited to idioms from geometry, as alternative baseball idioms

could be not found. However, of all of the above geometric idioms searched, the

following are the only idioms that offer possible alternatives (See Table 12).

Table 12: Alternative geometric expressions results
 

 

 

 

 

Geometry Idiom Occurrence in MICASE

Safety in numbers 6

One-sided 4

Draw the line 2

“Come full circle” idioms 4    
 

Since the baseball idioms proved to be infrequent in both the MICASE corpus and

the COBUILD, and there were no alternative baseball idioms found in either corpus, I

then searched for common idioms in the COBUILD in order to satisfy the “Idioms in the

News” contextual requirement. However, this proved to be more problematic than

originally planned, since the amount of idioms found in the COBUILD was so extensive

that it was difficult to narrow the results down to a concise list of practical idioms to

include in the textbook. Therefore, this would depend on what the authors of the

textbook would be interested in teaching (i.e. instead of a baseball theme, another theme

would have to be chosen). Therefore, this portion of the research proved to be indefinite
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since anything would be possible, and it was difficult to judge what the “good” themes

would be without factual reasoning.

The next step of this study was to examine the various colloquial expressions (as

seen in Table 6 and Appendix B). This portion of the research was reassuring on behalf

of the textbook in that the majority of the expressions in the textbook were found in the

MICASE corpus in some form or another, and with adequate frequency. However, there

were discrepancies since the expressions proved to be difficult to search for due to the

length of the phrases. However, it was worth doing the searches in order to see the list

actually represented in MICASE, as this was a large portion of the textbook’s teachings.

However, as a sample (and due to the more specific nature of these phrases), we will go

back to the Table 6 expressions, and look at the sample colloquial expressions given and

their results in detail (See Table 13).

Table 13: Occurrences of sample colloquial expressions from MICASE — results from Table 6
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Colloquial Expressions Occurrences

Come on 42

I don’t follow 1

What are you gettingat? 0

Are you suggesting...? 0

That’s typical 0

I don’t think so 21 
 

Again, there are discrepancies in these data since the longer phrases are exhibiting zero

occurrences. “That’s typical” has zero occurrences as well, however, this may be due to

being an outdated idiom. What to maintain and what to alter according to these results

would be dependent on the author’s objectives in creating the textbook, although these

results offer a base with which to begin any alterations.

In order to examine how the “Colloquial Expressions” section of the textbook

could be further supplemented, I then created wordlists in order to examine the most
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commonly used word cluster expressions in order to offer that material as alternatives to

certain colloquial expressions, if alternatives were being looked for at any point in the

future. In doing so, 2-word, 3-word, 4-word, and 5-word clusters were then filtered out

in order to see what counted as colloquial or not. Again, it is important to keep in mind

that there will always be discrepancies in these data, as this is a subjective method open

to interpretation. The most common 2-word, 3-word, 4-word, and 5-word colloquial

expressions in the MICASE are as follows (See Tables 14 — 17).

Table 14: Frequent 2-word clusters in MICASE
 

 

 

 

 

 

   

2-word clusters Occurrences Frequency (per 1 million)

Kind of 1,996 15%

Sort of 1,672 12%

A lot 1,424 11%

A little 1,108 8%

Lot of 1,060 8%
 

Table 15: Frequent 3-word clusters in MICASE
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

3-word clusters Occurrences Frequency (per 1 million)

A lot of 1,024 8%

A little bit 542 4%

The fact that 218 2%

In other words 185 1%

In order to 166 1%

A couple of 147 1%

Point of view 1 18 <1 %

A bunch of 95 <1%

 

Table 16: Frequent 4-word clusters in MICASE
 

 

 

 

 

 

    

4-word clusters Occurrences Frequency (per 1 million)

At the same time 114 1%

A little bit of 78 <1 %

A lot of the 78 <1%

In terms of the 71 <1%

On the other hand 54 <1 %

It turns out that 42 <1%
 

Table 17: Frequent 5-word clusters in MICASE
 

 

 

 

 

 

   

S-word clusters Occurrences Frequency (per 1 million)

You know what I mean 54 <1%

As a matter of fact 16 <1%

From the point of view 11 <1%

Soonand soon 11 <1%

In a number of ways 6 <1 %
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Discussion

It is difficult to suggest what should be changed in Discussion and Interaction in

the Academic Community (2000), as this is an obvious decision only to be made by the

authors, according to what they want to work with and what they have had the most

success with in teaching in the past. However, these data may be useful in updating the

textbook in order to better represent actual speech in the University of Michigan’s

academic community, if that is in fact an objective of the textbook. In trying to suggest

what should remain the same and what should be changed, it is important to take into

account the need for a structural format. For example, prior to doing this particular

research study, I spoke with Theresa N. Rohlck, co-author of the textbook. Upon my

inquiring about what they (the co-authors) chose to go into the textbook, she commented

on the notion that students need some type of structural format, or pedagogical norm, for

conversation for example, regardless of the words chosen to go into that format. For

example, it is necessary to teach a language learner the basic format of conversation (i.e.

Hello, How are you? I’m fine, How are you?), regardless of how many times people

actually strictly comply with this format and word-usage in everyday conversation.

Perhaps while the most common form of greeting around campus may be “Wassup?”, it

would not necessarily be appropriate to teach this to an academic student, as this may not

be the most professional form of the greeting, nor the most effective for the students’

academic purposes. Therefore, while we may see great frequencies of certain words or

idioms within a corpus, it is still necessary to have a human evaluator who decides what

is textbook-appropriate and what is not (based on what students’ objectives are for taking

an English for Academic Purposes course). This in mind, I would suggest maintaining
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the colloquial expressions used throughout the text, as these seem to be general

structural-context-appropriate phrases and significantly represented in the MICASE.

Furthermore, another suggestion I would make regarding this textbook would be to

modernize some of the idioms. This could be done through the analysis of some of the

clusters given, or through the modernization of the present idioms in the textbook

according to the alternative suggestions given.

Overall, while this study provides one way in which a corpus may be used to

evaluate a textbook, what is important are the implications for textbook evaluation in

language learning for language teachers and future textbook editors. For example, while

I have looked at how a textbook may be updated according to empirical data and only

provided suggestions for the textbook, it is important to note that sometimes (despite the

lack of empirical data), language researchers may choose to continue to teach particular

idioms and expressions if they have been proven effective in their own classrooms.

Therefore, how can the continuation of teaching idioms and expressions not found in the

MICASE be justified? When should a language teacher/textbook editor choose materials

based only on empirical data from a corpus, and when should they teach what they deem

intuitively appropriate for their students?

One important and unique characteristic of a corpus-approach is that it

incorporates both empirical quantitative data and qualitative human analytical techniques.

Therefore, despite the credibility of a corpus, I conclude that it is still necessary for

language teachers to utilize some type of filtering and selection based on their language

teaching goals and on the needs of their students.
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Therefore, here are some guided questions to take into consideration for teachers

interested in assessing their own textbooks through the comparison of their textbook to a

corresponding corpus:

1.) What is the credibility of the materials being taught? Are the chosen materials

based on empirical research or teachers ‘intuition’?

2.) What is the frequency of idioms and expressions being taught in the textbooks, as

found in corpora?

3.) Are there variations of these expressions, and are there enough variations to be

significant?

4.) In what contexts are the expressions being taught and are they context-

appropriate?

5.) Are there high frequency expressions and idioms that occur in the corpus, but not

in the textbook?

6.) What are your language teaching goals? What are the specific needs/interests of

your students?

7.) How do you justify teaching expressions that do not occur in any corpus?

 

Notes:

I It is important to note the distinction between authentic materials as texts in the language classroom and

authentic materials as a basis for deciding what to teach. In the former case, it is possible to take whole

texts and simply use them as authentic reading/comprehension material. However, in the latter case, it is

possible to create a corpus or implement an existing corpus, and teach the vocabulary and structures from

that corpus, but never actually use the whole texts themselves. This particular study, and other studies in

this thesis, focuses solely on the latter use of authentic materials.

2 While this is the first time that a corpus has been used in order to assess Madden and Rohlck’s textbook

(2000), the MICASE has been analyzed in the past in order to assess and create teaching materials and

textbooks. Data collected for MICASE have already been used for the purpose of creating instructional

materials projects. Elizabeth Axelson, University of Michigan English Language Institute (ELI) Lecturer.

used transcripts and sound files to develop training materials for International Teaching Assistants,

focusing on “linguistic aspects of interactive teaching” (MICASE online:

http://www.hti.umich.edu/m/micasc). Susan Reinhart of the University of Michigan’s ELI has also

incorporated MICASE data in a textbook on oral presentations (U-M Press). Furthermore, the testing

division, the major sponsor of MICASE, has been using the database as a resource for test development and

validation (MICASE online). Word frequency information based on MICASE has been employed in the

development of new items for the listening section of the Examination for the Certificate of Proficiency in

English (ECPE). Moreover, there have been numerous other studies done and papers published using

MICASE for the purposes of analyses ranging over many topics and fields.
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CHAPTER 3

TEXTBOOK DEVELOPMENT

Background

While there has been an increase in the number of teachers using authentic

materials, one area of instruction that is largely overlooked in ESUEFL classrooms is the

development of pragmatic awareness. Specifically, there is a need to provide students

with pragmatically appropriate conversational models, especially in English speaking

classes. Tanaka (1997) best explains this need by relating L2 pragmatics to the

effectiveness of speaking with native speakers of the target language. For example,

Tanaka mentions that although native speakers of a language tend to be tolerant of

grammatical errors, they are less tolerant of pragmatic errors. Therefore, there is a

present need for pragmatic instruction in our ESUEFL classrooms for the main reason

that students desire to speak with native speakers of their target language (in this case,

English) in order to continue to improve their L2 proficiency, and will more likely feel

comfortable doing so once they have received some type of input in the classroom.

Therefore, the issue at hand regards the best way to teach speaking pragmatic proficiency

in an L2.

In an early study, Bardovi-Harlig, Hartford, Mahan-Taylor, Morgan, and

Reynolds (1991) explore the concept of the need to increase the role of pragmatics in

English-language instruction. Their assumption is based on the lack of “natural”

materials provided in many ESL textbooks, as well as the lack of natural examples of

“pragmatically-appropriate” conversational models for learners (Bardovi-Harlig et al.,

1991). They provide some background of this assumption, stating:
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Language learners interacting with speakers of a target language must be exposed

to language samples that observe social, cultural, and discourse conventions — or

in other words, which are pragmatically appropriate. Speakers who do not use

pragmatically appropriate language run the risk of appearing uncooperative at the

least, or, more seriously, rude or insulting (Bardovi-Harlig et al., 1991, p. 4).

This possibility of seeming rude or insulting is the basis of their argument for the need to

develop pragmatic awareness in ESL conversation classrooms. Furthermore, they

explore the notion that teaching pragmatics in an L2 is easier said than done for the main

reason that there are infinite amounts of speech events, and it would be impossible to

teach/give input about all situations that students are likely to face. Furthermore, they

offer methods to teach pragmatic awareness in conversation classrooms, not only to

advanced learners, but to learners at lower levels as well. This research is based on the

notion that it is more beneficial to the L2 learners if teachers make students aware of

pragmatics in speech, rather than giving them specific input on specific speech acts.

There are four steps to the pragmatic-awareness model:

Four steps to integrating pragmatically appropriate language into the classroom:

1. Identification of the speech act

2 Data collection and description

3. Text and materials evaluation

4 Development of new materials (Bardovi-Harlig et al., 1991, p. 5)

It is believed that the reason that it is so important to allow students to come to their own

assumptions about pragmatics in L2 speech is because directly teaching pragmatics is

based on the intuition of the instructor or the textbook and this intuition may not always

be accurate as well.

The main argument that Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1991) maintain is the notion that it

is more important for L2 learners to know the structure of conversation (as previously
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mentioned in Chapter 2 of this thesis), rather than being taught explicitly words or

phrases to use in conversation since all conversations differ. They go on to offer specific

exercises that L2 learners can benefit from if pragmatic awareness in conversation is their

language goal. Some of these exercises are: practice with a native speaker, structured

model approaches, classroom role-play, and data collection by students.

The article concludes with the statement that teaching pragmatics “empowers

students to experience and experiment with the language at a deeper level” (Bardovi-

Harlig et al., 1991, p. 13). Therefore, creating pragmatic awareness in English

conversation classrooms will allow L2 learners to overcome cultural boundaries and to

equip them with not only the structural aspects of the language, but with the pragmatics

as well.

Tanaka (1997) also explores this same issue of pragmatics in the L2. Tanaka

begins his argument for the ESL student’s need for pragmatic competence by offering his

understanding of someone who is “communicatively competent”, which is someone who

is able to use not only grammar structures effectively, but also someone who has acquired

pragmatic knowledge of the sociocultural rules of speaking (Tanaka, 1997, p. 14).

However, because this pragmatic competency is most likely to take a very long time to

achieve, Tanaka believes that it therefore should be an inclusive part of English

conversation curricula so that English learners will obtain the necessary input and

interactional opportunities.

The method that Tanaka encourages is the “leamers-as—researchers” approach,

which is similar to Bardovi-Harlig et al.’s ( 1991) conclusions about the most beneficial

ways to encourage pragmatic awareness in the classroom. Tanaka, however, also
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acknowledges the notion that ESL and EFL learners of English often have limited access

to native speakers in order to obtain real-world data of speech pragmatics. Therefore,

Tanaka offers a solution to this dilemma by providing possible classroom activities and

homework assignments for students to interact with native speakers of English and to

make these activities optimal opportunities to obtain pragmatic data in order to develop

their own pragmatic competence.

However, while Tanaka (1997) and Bardovi-Harlig et a1. (1991) offer the

background regarding the necessity to teach pragmatic awareness in the classrooms,

neither acknowledges the usefulness of teaching idioms in this feat. Fernando (1996)

states: “No translator or language-teacher can afford to ignore idioms or idiomaticity if a

natural use of the target language is an aim” (p. 234). Furthermore, these sentiments are

echoed by Wray (2000), although somewhat less prescriptively.

Gaining full command of a new language requires the learner to become sensitive to

native speakers’ preferences for certain sequences of words over others that might

appear just as possible. From the bizarre idiom, through the customary collocation, to

the turns of phrase that have no apparent linguistic merit than that ‘we just say it that

way’, the subtleties of a language may floor even the proficient non-native, not so

much because of a non-alignment between interlanguage and target language forms,

as because the learner lacks the necessary sensitivity and experience that will lead

him or her unerringly away from all the grammatical ways of expressing a particular

idea except the most idiomatic. (p. 463)

There is certainly a great deal of truth to these claims. Learners often have an

insatiable desire to learn idioms, as this knowledge is related to a heightened level of

fluency in a language. In fact, according to the Longman Advanced English Dictionary,

the term “idiomatic” is defined as “typical of the way in which someone using their own

language speaks and writes.” In response to such statements implying native speaker

competence (along the same lines as Tanaka’s notion of ‘pragmatic competence’), many
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ESL textbooks dealing with spoken English include idioms and idiomatic expressions in

their content, to varying degrees. However, as most language teachers will agree,

teaching idioms is by no means an easy task.

Duquette (1995) proposes that idioms, culturally embedded and grouped into units of

speech, are helpful in developing communicative and pragmatic competence. According

to Duquette, it is necessary to gain knowledge of background cultural information in

order to use language skills properly. He explains that language proficiency requires

more than just being able to speak the target language. Duquette focuses on three

principles of language acquisition:

1.) Language comprehension and language performance requires socio-cultural and

“context-defined cues” in order to be meaningful and communicative.

2.) “Comprehensible input” plays a large role in increasing comprehension and

promoting the acquisition process.

3.) Target group motivation, integration, acceptance, and identification are important

factors in developing communicative competence. (Duquette, 1995, p. 37)

Therefore, one reason that Duquette suggests that the use of idioms by L2 learners should

help to increase communicative and pragmatic competence is that the acquisition of

idioms and other commonly used expressions give self-confidence to the L2 student

(Duquette, 1995). Since cultural meaning may vary from one group to another, and

meaning is already ‘built-into’ these expressions, the L2 student has the opportunity to

enable him/her to be well understood in a particularly reliable manner. “Idioms seem to

‘bridge the barrier’ because they are simple to grasp, frequently used, semantically and

culturally loaded, and embedded into the target culture” (Duquette, 1995, p. 37).

Duquette goes on to offer suggestions for language learners and teachers in order

to demonstrate ways in which idioms may be taught so that they are more meaningful, or
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communicative. One step is to combine idiom teaching with real-life experience. For

example, presenting sensory input to the class in the form of a video, a guest speaker, a

visit to the supermarket, etc., in order to provide students with concrete background

information. This information can then be applied to classroom activities that exercise

these task-based idiomatic expressions (Duquette, 1995). These suggestions are directly

correlated to the prior background articles on developing pragmatic awareness; therefore,

idioms are in fact a possible means of developing competence in L2 speech, as well as

developing pragmatic awareness in speech overall.

Justification & Research Questions

What do we as language teachers teach in the classrooms when achieving

pragmatic competency is our goal as ESL language teachers? It is well known that

students have an insatiable desire to have pragmatic awareness, and a part of that includes

a desire for “the idiom”. While teaching idioms is by no means an easy task on the part

of the language teacher, there are methods that are believed to be more empirically sound

than others. For example, many textbooks teach idioms in a special ‘idiom’ section of

the text, but do we know where these idioms were obtained and who decided that these

idioms were significant enough to be taught? Furthermore, many instructors teach

idioms as an integrative part of their teaching curricula. However, how do the teachers

decide which idioms are most frequently used, and how does this account for speaker

idiosyncrasies? In response to such inquiries, Ibelieve that it is necessary to go beyond

basic teacher intuition and begin to base our teaching on empirical data obtained through

research. Therefore, one response to this is to collect such empirical data through a
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corpus-based approach to the development of an “idiom” textbook. The research

questions that are addressed in this study are: 1.) Do any idioms occur in academic

speech for use in academic language learning classrooms/textbooks? 2.) What idioms

occur in academic speech (MICASE), and with what frequency? 3.) Are there enough

idioms found to compose, supplement, or replace existing “idiom” textbooks based solely

on intuition? 4.) How can the idioms found in MICASE be taught communicatively, if

their collection is to be used to create a textbook?

Methodology

The second study began out of an interest in which idioms occurred in academic

speech. The methodology that we followed for finding all of the idioms was to first

manually search through the MICASE (Michigan Corpus of Academic English) and read

through all of the transcripts (Simpson, Mendis, & Komsic, 2002). The MICASE corpus

is made up of over 1.6 million words, and over 20 speech events. Often there would be

two readers per transcript. All idioms and idiomatic expressions were then recorded into

a Microsoft Access Database based on our guidelines/criteria for the term “idiom”. Our

rationale/criteria for selecting idioms for our list included:

1. Idioms

a.) Multiword expressions which cannot be understood by taking the meaning

of individual components

b.) Semantic opacity of the whole

c.) Compound words which are metaphoric, and are either semantically

opaque or cannot be understood by individual components (e.g. oddball,

full-fledged)

2. Phrasal Verbs

a.) 3-part phrasal verbs, e.g. verb+prep+prep or verb+prep+noun (e.g. fall

into place)
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b.) 2-part phrasal verbs in which the VP is more commonly known as a noun

(and thus requires additional semantic processing on the part of the

listener/learner) (e.g. breeze through, flesh out)

However, we rejected the following two categories:

1. 2-part phrasal verbsl (e.g. get up, wake up)

2. Single verb phrases used metaphorically

Results

After one year of reading through transcripts and recording idiom data, our results

showed over 600 occurrences of idiomatic expressions in the MICASE, which constituted

over 200 different idiomatic expressions! These idioms should prove to be very useful to

language teachers who desire to incorporate idioms into their academic classrooms.

Some of the most frequent idioms in the MICASE follow in Table 2 (See Appendix C for

a complete list). This list gives all idioms occurring three or more times in the MICASE:

Table 18: Most frequent idiomatic expressions, as found in MICASE

IdiOmatic Expressions Occurrences

Bottom line 17

Come into play 16

What the hell 14

Down the line 12

Pros and cons 1 1

Flip a coin, flip side of a/the same coin 10

Pick up on s.th.

Hand in hand

_R_ight off the bat (strfiht = 1)

What the heck

Draw a/the line (between)

On target

Out the door

The% picture

Thumbs up

Fall back on

On track

Rule/s of thumb

Take (s.th) at face value

Beat to death

Fall in love
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Table 18 (cont’d).
 

 

 

Get around (to doings_.th)

Put the heat on

Caught up in s.th.
 

Come out of the closet

Fall intoplace

Full-fledged

Get a handle on

Goes to show

Line of attack

Nitty-gritty

On the same page

Ring a bell

Splitting hairs

Take my word for it

Truck alog on

Catch up with

Cutting edge

Drive me crazy/bananas

Fall/throw by the wayside

Fine tune

For all intents and purposes

Get a head start on

Give and take

Have/has the foggiest notion/idea

Hit the wall, hittinga (rock) wall

In a nutshell

In line with s.th.

Lined up in advance

On the right track

Pick (a) fight

Plug and chug

Rears its ugly head

Run into a wall

Steering clear of

The kitchen sink
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Discussion

The above list is just a small portion of the culturally loaded idioms found in the

MICASE. These data are significant because they supply not only authentic materials

(texts) with which to teach the context of particular idioms in class, but also an empirical

collection of idioms that are not solely based on teacher intuition, providing not only the

cultural information with which to improve pragmatic awareness, but in the appropriate
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register as well. The implications for teaching these idioms are endless since the

creativity of language learning teachers may also be non-finite.

However, the issues that are important to address at this stage are whether or not

data (in this case, idioms) based on empirical data are worth more than data (idioms)

based solely on intuition for textbook development, and if one chooses to use data

collected through a ‘corpus-based approach’, what would the best way be to teach these

communicatively? In this first case, there seems to be no question that empirical data

should outweigh idiosyncratic data in textbook development if authenticity and true

pragmatic awareness are our goals, and therefore I hope this study and others provide

support of that stance. In the latter case, there is a question regarding the best way to

include idioms in textbooks and how to teach them most effectively. In this case, if one

chooses to take a ‘corpus-based approach’ for textbook development, it will change

textbooks in two ways. The first way is that textbooks will be able to contain natural

texts (e.g. for reading), which can contain the idiomatic expressions. In this case, there

may‘still be communicative activities that are found in many textbooks, but rather the

only thing that will change will be that all of the materials in the textbook are authentic,

taken from natural language occurrences. The second way that textbooks will change

will be in terms of how they may be updated. In the past, if a particular “idiom” textbook

needed to be updated, it would be a matter of starting completely over to create a new

textbook with the “newest” expressions. However, by implementing a ‘corpus-based

approach’ for textbook development, it would be possible simply to do concordance

searches (similar to those done in Study 1 of this thesis) to validate the credibility of the

idioms being taught, and checking which idioms are still frequently used, and which are
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in need of updating. This assumption is based, however, on the belief that corpora are

kept up to date.

The overall implications that corpora and textbook development have for

developing communicative curricula in the ESL classroom will be addressed in the final

chapter of this thesis. However, what is important to note about this study is the evidence

provided for the abundancy of idioms in academic speech (serving as a substitution for

previously developed textbooks based only on intuition). It also acts as a model for

future textbook developers wishing to create textbooks based on empirical data.

 

Notes:

1The above list was based on various literature reviews of the term ‘idiom’. The reason that we chose to

omit regular 2-part phrasal verbs from our study was due to the great frequency of phrasal verbs within the

MICASE. On an interesting note, most newer textbooks teach only 2-part phrasal verbs which may solve

the problem of having outdated idioms in their textbooks.
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CHAPTER 4

ESP MATERIALS DEVELOPMENT

Background

Until this point, I have looked at the ways in which a corpus-based approach may

be utilized in order to evaluate and develop textbooks. However, one particularly useful

application of a corpus—based approach that should not be overlooked is the use of

corpora in the development of ESP (English for Specific Purposes) materials and

curricula in general, and ESP for university graduate students in particular, which will be

the focus of this chapter.

The creation of a corpus to accommodate a specific population is an emerging

application that has only been done in a relatively small number of documented instances,

most often in the cases of teaching “content” in language classrooms. According to

Kennedy (1998), there are a number of ways the language in a corpus can influence

language-teaching pedagogies.

However valuable may have been the focus on learning language as

communication (particularly in increasing language fluency), there has been

growing recognition that systemic accuracy is also relevant, and consequently

there has been a more recent revival of interest among language teachers in what

is being learned: the content of language teaching... Curriculum designers and

classroom teachers need to have access to this information through better

reference materials and syllabuses. .. First it can influence the content of language

teaching by affecting the selection of what to teach, the sequencing of pedagogy,

and the weight given to items or parts of the language being taught, thus

contributing directly to the content of instruction. Secondly, through the

consciousness-raising of teachers about language and language use, it can show

that likelihood of occurrence, or frequency of use, is an important measure of

usefulness. (Kennedy, 1998, p. 281)

In this case, it seems that the ESP classroom (e. g. ESP teachers and their curricula) could

greatly benefit from the use of corpora, since corpora are a specialized means of
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accessing specialized vocabulary in specialized texts. While I also agree that corpora

may be used in any general language classroom or EAP classrooms (for the purpose of

incorporating authentic materials into the curricula), the fact remains that if a teacher was

interested in creating corpora (and hence, using that corpora) for their own class

objectives (e.g. curricula), it would be an easier feat to do so for the purpose of using it in

an ESP classroom rather than in an EAP or general English classroom due to the fact that

there would be no confusion as to what texts to input into the corpus, and why those texts

should be analyzed.

For example, Sutarsyah and Kennedy (1994) illustrated one study where a corpus

was made to accommodate a specific population, thereby examining the usefulness of

EAP vocabulary for particular university graduate students. As Sutarsyah and Kennedy

have shown, advanced learners of English (university graduate students) wishing to study

English only for the purpose of undertaking business studies or economies are unlikely to

have received exposure to relevant vocabulary if they are part of a general English for

Academic Purposes (EAP) course. Sutarsyah and Kennedy compared a corpus consisting

of texts from many academic fields with one of roughly the same size consisting of a

single economics text. They found almost two-and-a-half times as many different types

of words in the general text as in the specialized text, suggesting that as far as vocabulary

is concerned, the learners working through the general academic texts meet new words

that would rarely recur, and that EAP courses that go beyond the 3,000 most common

words in English may be of little value for learners with specialized needs for learning

English. Table 19 shows that learners exposed to the economics specialized text get
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about five times as much exposure to the most frequent content words in that text that

they would in a corpus consisting of texts from general academic sources.

Table 19: Rank order of the 20 most frequent words used in an economics text compared with their

occurrence in general academic English (adapted from Sutarsyah and Kennedy, 1994

 

 

Rank Order Freguency

Word Economics General Economics General

academic academic

English English

price 9 479 3, 080 90

cost 14 471 2, 251 91

demand 17 411 1,944 102

curve 21 525 1, 804 83

firm 23 991 1, 743 4]

supply 24 509 l, 590 86

quantity 25 807 l, 467 53

margin 27 * l, 427 24

economy 29 224 l, 353 172

produce 31 234 1, 237 167

income 33 442 l, 183 96

market 36 372 1, 104 110

labour 40 313 1, 004 131

increase 41 113 1, 002 277

consume 42 623 995 70

total 47 362 946 114

change 48 92 927 316

rate 49 104 915 293

capital 5 1 842 907 50

work 52 58 906 480

 

* = not in the first 1, 000 words of general academic English

Therefore, the above results show the specificity of language material that an

ESP/content-specific corpus may offer, as well as the various ways that students need

subject/field-specific vocabulary and language attention.

However, one important thing Kennedy notes following this study is that corpora

should be used “judiciously for pedagogical purposes, informing instruction rather than



determining it as to avoid the risk of a return to prescriptivism” (Kennedy, 1998, p. 290).

Furthermore, he states:

Frequency of occurrence in corpora should be only one of the criteria used to

influence instruction. Sometimes, according to the goals of the learners, less

frequent items or processes in a language may deserve more attention than the

most frequent, simply because they are known to be learning problems with a

wide range of uses. (Kennedy, 1998, p. 290)

This idea leads to the next topic of EAP, a case in which there is usually a class

full of university students, each with individual language needs (e.g. students from

different academic departments), and it is not possible to address vocabulary in such a

specialized way. This EAP situation is more common at universities in the United States

than the idealized environment which Sutarsyah and Kennedy (1994) describe, in which a

teacher could simply choose to teach only vocabulary that will most benefit the students

based on their field of study. Therefore, it is also necessary to understand how corpora

may be used for more general academic populations as well.

Graduate students face a variety of writing tasks as they work toward their chosen

degrees, although these tasks will vary from one degree program to another. Swales and

Feak (1994) give a general account of how university students at the graduate level may

improve their academic writing, focusing on the structure and vocabulary of academic

writing. In doing so, they focus on academic writing as a type of genre, the expectations

that are involved in becoming a successful writer within that genre, and how students

should learn more procedural or discourse organizing vocabulary for the aim of writing

academic texts in a structured format. The areas that Swales and Feak address are

academic organization (e.g. introduction, main body paragraphs, conclusion, etc.),

academic style (e.g. vocabulary shift), flow (e.g. general to specific), and presentation
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(e.g. paragraph formatting, etc.). The work resembles the multitude of EAP textbooks

available, and does not address the use of taking a corpus-based approach in this

particular text. However, what is interesting to note about their text is that it addresses

the specialized needs of university students, and looks at the ways in which they may

work on improving their genre-specific vocabulary. This may be done in conjunction

with the MICASE corpus. In this sense, EAP is a type of ESP, since EAP teachers must

address the needs of their students not in terms of their academic fields, but as

participants in the academic community/genre.

However, taking both the work of Sutarsyah and Kennedy ( 1994), and Swales and

Feak (1994) into account, a potential debate arises regarding the type of curriculum that

is most effective for graduate students. Are more common “procedur ” and “discourse

organizing” vocabulary items most effective, or are more specialized vocabulary items

most commonly found in a students’ own field most effective? A corpus-based study by

Liu and Nesi (1999) addressed this issue by investigating the best type of corpora that

would meet the needs of graduate students in engineering - common vocabulary or

technical, field-specific vocabulary. The first corpus contains the most common English

words (generally taught in EAP classrooms) labeled as “subtechnical” vocabulary items,

and the second corpus contains the most common English words in the electrical

engineering field (based on engineering texts that were being used in their academic

program) labeled as “technical” vocabulary items. While it has been a widely accepted

practice that EAP teachers concentrate on vocabulary that is neither technical nor general,

Liu and Nesi (1999) speculate that the choice of words to fit this category varies. In their

study, they created a list of the most common “technical” vocabulary items taken from
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the engineering corpora, as well as a list of the most common “subtechnical” vocabulary

items. They chose a group of advanced (upper level) graduate students in engineering

and had the students choose which words they found familiar, in hopes of testing to see

which words they were most likely to encounter in engineering, therefore illustrating

which words should be taught to this select group. What they found was that both the

‘technical’ and ‘subtechnical’ words were recognized with the same degree of frequency,

and that the ‘subtechnical’ words that were recognized were procedural or discourse

organizing. In their analysis, they noted that it seemed as though the students should

have recognized a higher number of common technical words specific to engineering,

and that their findings suggested that the subjects had not acquired all the essential

technical vocabulary through course work, even though these students were at the end of

their study period and were about to return to their countries of origin as qualified

engineers! These findings challenge the opinion regarding the type of vocabulary that

needs to be taught in EAP classes, since it illustrates that these particular students were

not taught (or did not learn) the most important vocabulary for their field. While this

particular study did have its weaknesses in terms of the way that the words were tested

out of context, ignoring the subjects’ ability to produce or recognize words in context, it

raised the question of whether graduate university students have the appropriate

opportunities (apart from EAP classes) to learn specialized vocabulary for their chosen

fields. While the answer to this question is beyond the scope of this particular study, I

believe that it is still important to address the possibility of ESP for graduate students,

given that opportunity. In other words, while it may not be possible to have ESP classes



at universities for all academic departments, there may be some universities where it is a

possibility, at least to some degree.

Justification & Research Questions

Therefore, this particular study looks at the various ways corpora may be used in

the ESP language classroom as well as the teaching applications and benefits of taking a

corpus-based approach when creating ESP teaching materials. More specifically, this

study looks at a small population of M.A. TESOL students at Michigan State University

(MSU) and the ways in which corpora may benefit their English writing needs.

To give some background for the justification for this study, non-native speakers

of English entering the M.A. TESOL program often complain about the lack of

advanced/mastery level EAP courses offered at MSU. Many of these students are far too

advanced in their English language skills to take most of the existing EAP courses;

however, many have voiced that they would like some means of improving their English

skills (both written and oral) in order to help them excel in their TESOL courses, as well

as in their futures in teaching English.

One way of improving the writing skills of this select population is through the

utilization of a corpus-based approach. The purpose of this research was to find a

realistic tool for the improvement of the writing skills of students in the M.A. TESOL

program; therefore, I have designed and developed various written corpora based on

papers collected from native speakers of English in the M.A. TESOL program at MSU.

It was then possible to look at the various teaching applications of the corpora frequency

data for both non-native (and native speakers) of English, as well as what these data
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imply about the various core TESOL courses. The questions that will be explored in this

particular study based on the empirical data found are: 1.) What can be implied from the

data frequencies of the corpora? 2.) What are some of the various teaching applications

of these corpora in this ESP situation? 3.) How can the corpora be used to help students

improve their writing skills? 4.) What do the corpora say about the writing skills of the

native speakers? and 5.) What are the benefits and limitations of taking a corpus-based

approach in this situation, namely using this approach for ESP curriculum and materials

development?

Methodology

As previously mentioned, I designed and developed various written corpora based

on papers collected from native speakers of English in the M.A. TESOL program. Papers

from M.A. TESOL core courses (See Table 20 below) were collected from 14 native

speaker participants.

Table 20: M.A. TESOL core courses at MSU
 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Course Number Course Name

LLT 461 Introduction to Second Language Acquisition

LLT 807 Introduction to TESOL

LLT 808 Advanced Studies in TESOL

LLT 841 Siecial Topics in Langtgge Teachitg and Learning

LLT 896 Practicum
 

The criteria for the papers to be incorporated into the corpus were that they had to have

been written in the past four years (Fall 1999- Spring 2003)‘, and to have received a

grade of 3.5 or higher (on a 4.0 scale)2. A total of 99 papers were included in the

corpora, each as a separate text file. The papers which were incorporated into the corpora
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included: 461 and 808 summary papers, 461 topic papers, all term/research project

papers, project proposals, book reviews, 896 reflective journals, all 841 papers, 807

classroom teaching observation papers, 896 peer reviews, and also various miscellaneous

papers/essays written in 461 and 807. Lesson plans were not included, nor were papers

from the core course 8722. All texts then had to be marked up or tagged accordingly, and

submitted into the corpus. Software used for analyses were Wordsmith and MonoConc

Pro.‘ One Master TESOL Corpus was developed, as well as various smaller corpora (one

for each course).

Results

As noted in Table 21 below, six corpora were initially created overall: 1 corpus

per TESOL core course, as well as a Master Corpus that contained all texts combined:

Table 21: Corpora Created
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corpus Number of Text Number of words % of Master Corpus

Files

LLT 461 21 50, 132 35.4

LLT 807 21 28, 912 20.4

LLT 808 12 16,045 11.3

LLT 841 9 15, 622 11.0

LLT 896 36 31, 058 21.9

Total = Master 99 141, 769 100

Corpus     
 

The Master Corpus contained 141,769 words based on the above-mentioned 99 text files.

This is a relatively large corpus when taking the size of the M.A. TESOL population and

the (only) 14 native speaker participants into consideration. At this point it is important

to note the word counts and proportions of each of the smaller corpora in the Master
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Corpus. For example, the LLT 896 corpus ended up having the most text files, while it

was only ranked second in overall word frequency. Similarly, the LLT 461 and LLT 807

corpora contained the same amount of text files, yet a large discrepancy was seen in the

comparison of their word tokens. All frequency data results per corpus may be seen in

Appendix D. These frequency data results include most frequent word tokens per each

corpus3.

Discussion

There are numerous conclusions that one may make from the data frequency

results, all of which are dependent on the interest and needs of the language learner or

teacher who is analyzing the corpus. However, it is important to note that the list of

possibilities is endless, and the implications and applications discussed below are only

some examples of these possibilities. In this case, let us begin by looking at the initial

research questions of this particular study.

I. ) What can be impliedfrom the datafrequencies of the corpora?

Analyzing the smaller corpora, we see that there is a large difference between

various core courses. For example, the word “I” is used 629 times in the LLT 896

corpus, whereas it is only used 41 times in the LLT 808 corpus (refer to Appendix D).

This may be in part because the LLT 896 corpus included many reflective journals,

which were of a more informal nature than the skills summary papers of LLT 808. Can

we conclude that native speakers in the M.A. TESOL program are more likely to use the

first person in informal writing, but not in formal writing? Can we conclude that LLT

48



896 has more informal homework assignments than 808? Possibly. Other examples of

comparisons between TESOL core courses are between the LLT 807 corpus and the LLT

808 corpus. The two courses are similar, as 808 is a more advanced, theoretical

continuation of 807. The frequency lists are similar, both containing words “students”,

“language”, and “vocabulary” in their high frequency words (refer to Table 22 and

Appendix D). However, the word “exercises” is a high frequency word in the LLT 807

corpus, yet not in the LLT 808 corpus (refer to Table 22 below). Similarly, the word

“pragmatic” is a high frequency word in LLT 808, yet it does not occur at all in the LLT

807 corpus (nor do any derivatives of the word).

Table 22: Frequencies
 

 

 

 

 

       

LLT 807 LLT 807 % LLT 808 LLT 808 %

tokens (per 28, 912 tokens (per 16, 045

words) words)

Students 433 1.50% 1 19 0.74%

Language 144 0.50% 176 1.10%

Vocabulary 156 0.54% 73 0.45%

Exercises 122 0.42% 8 >.01%

Pragmatic 0 0% 58 0.36%
 

Therefore, depending on one’s objectives in analyzing the content of coursework

(formality, length of papers, bibliographies, grammar usage, etc.), it can be as simple as

comparing two lists of frequencies. While these assumptions from simple word

occurrences are speculative, this provides an example of one of the possible analyses one

may do with language in the corpora in general.
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2.) What are some of the various teaching applications of these corpora in this ESP

situation?

In Table 22, we see only frequency lists of extremely common words which

students in the M.A. TESOL program are likely to already know. However, if we look

more carefully, it would be possible to take the most common words in each course and

have students study those particular content words that are specialized for the TESOL

field, either on their own or in a highly specialized, advanced ESL course for the non-

native speakers in the M.A. TESOL program. In other words, the applications of taking a

corpus-based approach in an ESP classroom are similar to those in any language

classroom where communicative competence in a particular area is crucial. However,

some specific potential teaching applications of the TESOL corpora are:

1.) Using collocations to teach correct word usage and “TESOL” vocabulary for

incoming TESOL students (e. g. feedback vs. metalinguistic feedback vs.

corrective feedback, etc.)

2.) Creating pre-reading exercises for non-native speakers based on vocabulary in

context (of research articles, for example)

3.) Obtaining access to real-world examples of academic writing for the purpose

of improving the writing skills (in LLT 841, etc.) of all TESOL students (both

native and non—native speakers), and

4.) Analyzing various written assignments and writing styles and looking at how

to write effectively in the TESOL field in general (e. g. looking at introductions

and conclusions from TESOL Quarterly, etc.).

This list is virtually endless, and may depend on the needs of the students. However, in

whichever case one chooses to utilize the corpus for the purpose of language materials,

the corpora will be available for analyses. Furthermore, as with any language tool, the

use of corpora in the classroom will only improve with teacher piloting and time.
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3. ) How can the corpora be used to help students improve their writing skills?

Some examples of how M.A. students in the program could use the corpora to

improve their writing skills on their own are:

1.) Students could examine collocations in order to understand correct word usage

and grammar

2.) Students could read other past student essays to understand vocabulary for

future classes, and

3.) Students can become familiar with the structure of various writing styles as

well as with various written assignments for their courses (e. g. Book reviews,

Summary Papers, Reflective Journals, etc.)

In other words, it would be relatively simple to create a specific “Introduction” corpus, as

well as a “Book review” corpus (or virtually any type of corpus depending on student

interests); however, given the small amount of papers used for this research and the fact

that there was such a variety of papers submitted (resulting in only 2 or 3 of each

assignment type), this was not possible, but is a future research possibility. With such

specialized corpora available, TESOL students could use these corpora to focus on

writing styles and techniques that they are expected to master in order to finish the M.A.

program", even though the writing techniques may not be explicitly taught in the various

TESOL core courses. Furthermore, students could examine essays together in class in

order to gain insight on how to write effectively (since essentially the essays submitted

into the Master Corpus have received a grade of 3.5 or above). Again, these are just a

few of the ways that the M.A. TESOL students may use these specific corpora, yet the

list is endless.
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4. ) What do the corpora say about the writing skills of the native speakers in the M.A.

TESOL program ?

My initial assumptions about the nature of the corpora would be that the

frequency lists would contain more complex and intricate vocabulary words which would

prove useful for non-native speakers looking to improve their breadth of vocabulary use

in their writing. However, looking at the top 1000 most frequent words in each corpus, I

do not believe that there are words that current non-native speakers in the M.A. TESOL

program do not currently use themselves in their own papers. Therefore, while I would

have to create a corpus of non-native speaker papers in the M.A. TESOL program to

confirm this supposition, I think it is possible that there is a high correlation between

vocabulary usage of native speakers and non-native speakers. Perhaps one way that the

lists could prove to be useful would be for incoming students (both native speakers and

non-native speakers) who wish to familiarize themselves with the program, as well as the

expectations of graduate academic writing. However, it is at this point that it is important

to address the limitations encountered in this study.

5.) What are the benefits and limitations of taking a corpus-based approach in this

situation, namely using this approach for ESP curriculum and materials development?

One possible limitation of this particular research study is the size of the corpus.

One million words are considered to be “standard” for a total size of a corpus. However,

while size does not necessarily matter since corpus design is partially defined by research

goals, I still would have liked to create a larger corpus (250,000 words). However, the

number of native speakers in the M.A. TESOL program, those who were willing to
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participate, and the issue of finding where we saved our papers limited this inquiry. Also,

in order for the TESOL Master Corpus to be more representative of student writing, there

should have been more balance between courses (e.g. each course being 1/5 of the total

corpus). However, because of the total number of text files, it was necessary to include

all files in the corpus, therefore contributing to the disproportion between courses.

Another potential problem, which may arise by making the corpora available to all

students, is plagiarism. Therefore, professors would have to implement some type of

system to check for this.

Overall, these studies looked at a variety of issues in and applications of a corpus-

based approach when creating ESP teaching materials and curricula. This research is

relatively new; therefore, I hope to have offered a broad enough background for the

reader. Also, I hope that the guidelines provided in the text for the implementation of a

corpus in the classroom were supported well enough to have proven how useful a corpus-

based approach might be for language teachers. Finally, and most importantly, I hope to

have contributed to one possible means of creating some type of language improvement

medium that may be used in improving the writing skills of the M.A. TESOL students in

the future.

 

Notes:

1Within this particular time frame, the TESOL core courses were taught by the following:
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

LLT 461 LLT 807 LLT 808 LLT 841 LLT 896

Fall 1999 Professor 1 Professor 2 N/A N/A Professor 4

Spring 2000 N/A N/A Professor 1 Professor 1 Professor 1

Fall 2000 Professor 1 Professor 2 N/A N/A Professor 4

Spring 2001 N/A N/A Professor 1 Professor 2 Professor 2

Fall 2001 Professor 1 Professor 2 N/A N/A Professor 4

Spring 2002 N/A N/A Professor 1 Professor 1 Professor 1

Fall 2002 Professor 3 Professor 2 N/A N/A N/A

Springflm N/A N/A Professor 1 Professor 2 Professor 2
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2Although the course “872: Research Methods” is a core course of the M.A. TESOL program at MSU, I

decided not to include these particular papers because the majority of papers from this course were article

reviews and research papers whose topics were chosen by the students based on their individual interests,

and therefore were not papers which could be deemed as “typical of “an 872 paper since everyone was

working on separate topics.

3Most frequent word tokens per corpus include any word types that occur in the corpus 5 or more times.

4For example, in order to matriculate from the M.A. TESOL program, one must complete either a Masters

Thesis or a Teaching Portfolio (which includes various works of writing, including a personal statement of

teaching philosophy and a textbook review).
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CHAPTER 5

WHY TAKE A ‘CORPUS-BASED’ APPROACH?

Discussion

This thesis looked at the many ways in which a corpus-based approach can most

effectively be utilized in the TESOL field in general, and in ESL textbook and materials

development and evaluation in particular.

Chapter 1 gave the reader a background on corpus linguistics and the research that

has been done to-date in corpus linguistics’ application to language learning. From this

background literature, I concluded that corpora could best be utilized for the purpose of

textbook and materials development and evaluation, rather than simply data-driven

language learning.

Chapter 2 provided evidence for one way that corpora may most effectively be

utilized (based on empirical data) for the purpose of textbook evaluation. The study

compared an academic speech textbook, Discussion and Interaction in the Academic

Community (Madden & Rohlck, 2000), with the MICASE. Frequencies of expressions

and collocations were compared, and the results suggested that the textbook was not

representative of academic speech, as it had previously claimed. The MICASE corpus, as

well. as the COBUILD corpus, were then utilized in order to update the textbook and

provide more realistic data and content for the textbook authors.

Chapter 3 of this thesis focused on the ways in which ESL teachers and

researchers may develop textbooks based on information gathered from simple corpus

concordance searching in relevant corpora, and how to most effectively transform basic

search results into communicative teaching materials. This study specifically looked at
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what idioms are most common in academic speech. Findings revealed 600 occurrences

of idioms in the MICASE, providing empirical evidence of idioms in academic speech,

should any researcher choose to develop a textbook focusing on this topic. This study

provided a substantial amount of evidence for language teachers in academic

environments who would like to teach idioms, without relying solely on idiosyncratic

intuition. Furthermore, this study set a methodological framework as to the most

efficient and productive searching techniques (as well as limitations) for language

researchers choosing to create textbooks using an empirical corpus-based approach.

Lastly, Chapter 4 focused on the ways in which a corpus-based approach may be

used for the purpose of materials development in an ESP classroom. In this study, I

created a written corpus of writing taken from 14 native speaker graduate students in the

M.A. TESOL program at MSU for the purpose of providing a means with which

incoming non-native speakers in the M.A. TESOL program may improve their writing in

English in their graduate classes. This study served solely as a prototype model, and

introduced the many ways in which corpora may best be utilized to create a specific

curriculum that meets the needs of the students, as well as considerations and limitations

that need to be taken into account if creating corpora for materials development (e. g.

what data to collect, how to collect it, what to do with it, etc.).

However, while I have focused mostly on the advantages of using a corpus-based

approach in textbook and materials development and evaluation, there are multiple

limitations to take into consideration as well before wholeheartedly accepting this new

approach.
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One criticism is that corpora can never replace the grammarian’s intuition. Many

language teachers may say that only the language teacher can know what is appropriate,

or not appropriate. Furthermore, many teachers may complain that a corpus-based

approach takes too long to find empirical data — they would rather ‘make do’ with what

they already have. However, while some say that this is a limitation to creating language

exercises in the classroom, it is not a limitation when creating or assessing textbooks, or

when creating corpora to accommodate the content material of a particular population,

which is what I have attempted to show in this thesis.

There are some other limitations of using a corpus-based approach when creating

teaching materials, including that a computer cannot account for speaker idiosyncrasies.

It is time-consuming to create corpora, and also the computer cannot do all of the

language analyses; therefore, human qualitative input is always necessary to check for

computer errors. While it may be relatively easy for a teacher to skim through and check

the corpus materials for suitability (considering the amount of time that they would

normally spend creating non-authentic materials or finding authentic materials anyway),

the amount of time it takes to create corpus-based materials does seem to remain the

biggest downfall of the technique. However, again, while the initial time it may take to

evaluate or develop materials using this approach may be relatively great, the

teacher/researcher does save time in the long run since they can easily return to the

corpus to update their materials, rather than starting “from scratch” (a model for this has

been shown in Chapter 2 of this thesis).

Lastly, there does seem to be another limitation of using a corpus-based approach

in that it should not be used all of the time, nor should it completely replace
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communicative curricula or textbooks that have proven to be effective for any language

teacher. Rather, it is more important that the methods described in this thesis be used

strategically and with empirical purpose. Owen (1993) has argued that over-dependence

on a’corpus as a basis for the development of pedagogical grammar can lead to

“irrelevance, oversight and misrepresentation” (p.185). However, it could be argued that,

at a developmental stage, of course corpus-based approaches to pedagogy may contain

inaccuracies and lack of balance, but that it is already believed that “these shortcomings

already exist in curricula based on intuition, traditional descriptions, tasks or other bases”

(Kennedy, 1998, p. 290).

Conclusion

Overall, this thesis has looked at a variety of issues in and applications of a

corpus-based approach when creating and assessing ESL teaching materials. This

research is relatively new, and therefore I hope to have offered a broad enough

background for the reader. Also, I hope that the guidelines provided in the text for the

implementation of a corpus in the classroom were supported well enough to have proven

how useful a corpus-based approach might be for language teachers.

In conclusion, what is most important to have gained from this research is the fact

that a corpus-based approach allows one to obtain empirical data from language analyses

in an efficient and effective manner. I recommend that this be for the purpose of

evaluating a textbook, developing a particular textbook in some genre, or creating ESP

materials for a select population, instead of simply data-driven language learning

practices. In each of these cases, there are both advantages and limitations involved in
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whether or not someone should choose to implement a corpus-based technique in the

future; however, it should be clear that a corpus-based approach may be the solution to

finding unlimited real-world scenarios and vocabulary in context, as well as

pragmatically-loaded contexts that may be used in the ESP classroom. The applications

of corpora in language teaching should not be any different from other communicative

methods that have been proven to be effective in the classroom; however, the main

difference in adopting this approach is that it will provide an authentic medium to

motivate student learning, provide empirical data (that was not available before) with

which to develop textbooks, and provide justification for teaching more specialized

vocabulary to university graduate students that they may not receive in their own EAP

courses. Lastly, and most importantly, the methods described in this thesis are not

reserved simply for the computer-oriented, but rather may be adopted, using the models

described, for most teachers without special training, thereby further promoting their

accessibility, and leaving no reason that these methods should not be considered.
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APPENDIX A

SAMPLE ACTIVITIES USING A ‘CORPUS-BASED APPROACH’

1. (taken from an MSU Colloquium handout presented by L. Zwier and C. Mazak of MSU’s ELC

(4/11/2002))

 

Vocabulary Detectives

Learning vocabulary is not just memorizing definitions, or even being able to use the word in a sentence.

Really learning vocabulary involves learning the kinds of words that are used with the vocabulary word,

and the situations that you are likely to find the vocabulary word in. For example, you might know that

“scrutiny” means “looking closely at”. But you might not know that you would hardly ever hear a native

English speaker saying to a friend ‘I watched the TV show with a lot of scrutiny.”

So, how do you learn more about how and when to use a new word? Become a vocabulary detective!

Look at the list of sentences [taken from a corpus]. Then, work on these questions in groups.

What part of speech is this word?

Look at the sentences. What comes before the word?

What comes after the word?

Make a few formulas for using this word. What kinds of things usually go with the word?

Practice making sentences with the word..
U
‘
P
P
’
N
E
'
"

 

Words that come before... SCRUTINY Words that come after...

scrutiny

scrutiny

scrutiny

scrutiny

 

 

 

 

     

Sample Practice and Test Items Based on Above Class Exercise

 

Directions: Look at the sentences below. Circle the one where the word in bold is used

incorrectly. Then explain WHY it is incorrect.

1. The rock star is under intense scrutiny.

2. The teacher is under scrutiny for doing a wonderful job.

3. The mayor was under scrutiny for doing a bad job.

 

 

Sample response: Number 2 is incorrect because “scrutiny” should be used in a negative

context only, and the context of number 2 is positive.    
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I will give you a situation. You write a sentence using the word.

Situation: The President of MSU has been stealing money from the university.

Scrutiny:
 

 

   

2. (taken from an MSU Colloquium handout presented by Dr. R. Simpson of U of M’s ELI

(ll22l2002))

Focus: so +ADV/ADV +that clause

Directions: Match the sentence fragments on the left with the corresponding that-clause on the right.

 

1. We liked science and engineering so a. that dealers don’t want to touch crack.

much

b. that even in sending them through the

2. The bird is nestled so deep inside there earth the probability of them doing

anything on the way was, practically nil.

3. Now, typically you guys are so close

together 0. that de decided to import those two

pillars himself.

4. The faculty in this area are so good

d. that in order to get to it you usually have

5. We want to see the penalties so stiff to destroy it.

6. They collided so rarely e. that there are many areas that cannot be

cultivated at all.

7. He thought it was so cool, and, he was

so rich f. that you can’t even distinguish between

the four of you.

8. In Chiapas, the topography is so steep

g. that we don’t want to lose them.

h. that we were willing to put up with this.    
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APPENDIX B

COMPLETE LIST OF PHRASES, COLLOQUIAL EXPRESSIONS, AND

IDIOMS, FROM MADDEN AND ROHLCK’S DISCUSSION & INTERACTION IN

THEACADEMIC COMMUNITY (2000), CATEGORIZED BY CONTEXT

 

UNIT 1: INTERACTING IN THE ACADEMIC COMMUNITY
 

 

Colloquial Challenges (p.15)

Come on

I don’t follow

What are you getting at?

Are you srggesting. . .?

I don’t quite understand

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Rapport and Complaining (p.16)

That’s typical

1 don’t think so

 

 

 

 

Nggotiating the Office Hour (p. 24)

I’m going to take...

I need to take...

 

 

 

Listenng to the News: Idioms in the News (p. 42)

Playing hardball

Threw (him) a curve

Out of left field

Pinch hit

Strike out

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hit a home run
 

 

 

UNIT 2: PARTICIPATING IN THE ACADEMIC COMMUNITY
 

 

Opinions and Discussions: Getthg Started (pp. 46)
 

What do you think about. . .?
 

How do you feel about. . .?
 

Doyou agree with. . .?
 

Areggou opposed to. . .?

What is your country’s position on. . .?

 

 

 

Givingind Gettfig Opinions (pp. 47 - 49)

What do you think/feel about. . .?

Would you agr_ee/say that. . .?

What’sjOUl‘ opinion on/about. . .?

I believe/think/feel (that)...

I’m convinced (that)...

It seems to me (that)...

I don’t feel strongly either way

Actuall , I can see both points of view/both sides

I’m not sure, I haven’t really thought about it
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I don’t know

R1 ’5

’5 true

I think so too...

I kind of

I’m much in

’re ' ..

W ma but...

W I don’t ' with that

I see it somewhat differentl

I see what ’re sa but...

You’re

and

The ' of this article is...

The 'nt is that...

This article information about...

Most '

Not

This article focuses on...

More Work on and

That’s not ri ..

That’s not what I meant...

You’re but what I mean is...

We all that...

We discussed the

Most of us that...

the Discussion 64 -

T I would like to...

I want to .

T I’m to talk about...

As we know...

As we have seen...

As we have all read...

It’s clear that...

however...

I would like to discuss...

in Discussions 71

have to add two

want to sa .

I for a moment. ..?

is this situation the same as in

with what *** 'ust said?

what is of this?

a Discussion 72

to conclude...

conclusion...

me summarize what we’ve talked about 



 

We’re just about out of time so I’d like to conclude by saying...
 

 

MMeDiscussion: Feedback (pp. 75 - 76)
 

Are you saying that...?
 

I don’t guite understand what you are saying
 

Could you regeat that?
 

Are you followiflme?
 

Is that clear?
 

Is everyone with me?
 

Excuse me, but...
 

Ah, I think we need to move on to...
 

Perhaps we can get back to your point after we hear from...
 

 

 

UNIT 3: PRESENTING DATA IN THE ACADEMIC COMMUNITY
 

 

Idioms from Geometry (pp. 94)
 

Give (me) a straight answer
 

Going around in circles
 

Drew a blank
 

Gone off on a tangent
 

Get to the point
 

Read between the lines
 

Start at square one
 

To draw a parallel
 

 

Difficult Questions: Asking and Answerirg (pp. 105 - 109)
 

In other words...
 

What I’m saying is...
 

I mean...
 

What do you mean. . .?
 

I’m sorry, what exactly is your question?
 

I ggess I just don’t see your point. Could you clarify?
 

That’s a very interesting question. What I have looked at it is...
 

That’s good Question, but in my case. ..
 

I don't have the data (jet), but...
 

That’s our next step
 

We haven't thought much about it yet, but if you would like to talk afterward we can...
 

I’d like to hear more about what you’re saying
  I feel I’ve answered the question, but we could continue our discussion later  
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APPENDIX C

COMPLETE LIST OF IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS, AS FOUND IN MICASE

 

Idiomatic Eeressions Occurrences

A dry run

All in my head

All wet

Au oddball

_83g of tricks

Ball game

Bang for your buck

Beat around the bush

Beat into theflound

Beat the system

Beat to death

Bent out of shape

Blow by blow

Blow the whistle/whistle blower

Bottom line

Bouncing off of walls

Break even

Breathing down our neck

Breeze thrggh

Can’t win for low

Catch up with

Catch you on (another day...)

Catch-22

Catght up in s.th.

Chicken and egg question

Child’s play

Clean slate

Clean-cut

Clear cut

Come into play

Come out of the closet

Crash and burn

Creek without a paddle

Cry wolf

Cut a deal with

Cut so. off

Cut to the chase

Cutting edge

Dancifl to that tune

Dead end

Does the trick

Doesn’t cut it

Down and out

Down the line

Draw a/the line (between)

Drive me cruflananw

Drop in the bucket
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Fall back on
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6

Fall in love 5

Fall into place 4

Fall/throw by the wayside 3

Feather in their cap 1

Fine tune 3

First-come first-served l

Flesh out 2

Flip a coin, flip side of a/the same co 10

Floodigg the markets
 

Foot in the door
 

For all intents and purposes
 

For good
 

Full-fledged
 

Garden variety
 

Get a grasp of
 

Get a handle on
 

Get a head start on
 

Get around (to doing s.th)
 

Get to the bottom of things
 

Give and take
 

£0 back on your word
 

Goes to show
 

Going to town
 

Good heavens
 

Goodnessgracious
 

Hand in hand
 

Hand wavirg
 

Happy camper
 

Have/has the foggiest notion/idea
 

Having the world at his doorstep
 

Hit the wall, hitting a (rock) wall
 

Hit you over the head
 

I see the error of my ways
 

Ice breaker
 

In a nutshell
 

In bed with
 

In limbo
 

In line with s.th.
 

In the dark
 

Igyour wildest dreams
 

It’s all downhill
 

Jump to conclusions
 

Just for the hell of it
 

Just trying to get by
 

Keep an eye on
 

Keep it up
 

Keep tabs (on)
 

Lay in on the line
 

Learning curve
 

Let the cat out of the bag/cat was...
 

Line of attack
 

Line to walk (fine?)  I
—
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A
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n
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Lined up in advance
 

Litmus test
 

Live to tell about it
 

Long road
 

Makirg out like bandits
 

Million dollar question
 

Neck and neck
 

Nitttgritty
 

No holds barred
 

No mean feat
 

__Q_dds and ends
 

Off guard
 

Off the deep end
 

Off the wall
 

On a targgent,floff
 

On target
 

On the ball
 

On the fringe
 

On the right track
 

On the same page
 

On the same wavelength
 

On track
 

One catch
 

One fell swoop
 

One nit to pick
 

Open door
 

Out of this world
 

Out of whack
 

Out on a limb
 

Out the door
 

Pain in the neck
 

Pick (aflht
 

Pick up on s.th.
 

Pick up where the last one took off
 

Pie in the sky
 

Play devil’s advocate
 

PluLand chpg w
N
H
N
S
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u
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N
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Pros and cons H fl

 

Pulls the rug out from
 

Put a spin on
 

Put the heat on
 

Put them in their place
 

Rears its tidy head
 

Revolving door
 

Riding piggyback
 

Right off the bat (straight = 1)
 

Right on the dot
 

Right smack between
 

Ring_a bell
 

Ripe for the picking
 

Rule/s of thumb
 

Run into a wall
  Run it by you   N
W
O
‘
F
-
‘
n
h
-
‘
F
‘
l
e
—
U
J
—
M
N
N

 



 

Run of the mill
 

Scared to death
 

Send chills up and down the spine
 

Set his sights on
 

Shadow hanging over them
 

Shift gears
 

Sick of, sick (to death) of
 

Smack dab in the middle of
 

Smack up against
 

Splittirg hairs
 

Stand out like a soar thumb
 

Steering clear of
 

Stick (their) neck out
 

Straight face
 

Strike a happy medium
 

Strike fear into the heart
 

Strike out on his own
 

Struck (such) a chord
 

Take (s.th) at face value
 

Take (something) to heart
 

Take him to task
 

Take it on faith
 

Take my word for it
 

Take on a life of its own
 

Take the plunge
 

Tall order
 

The big picture
 

The ivory tower
 

The kitchen sink
 

The saving grace
 

Thick of somethifl
 

Thorn in your side (side in your thorn)
 

Throw off guard
 

Throw someone for a loop
 

Thumb you nose
 

Thumbs up
 

Time on Lour/his hands
 

Tipped your hand
 

Tongue in cheek
 

Touch base
 

Truck alog on
 

Turn a blind eye
 

Turn a deaf ear
 

Turn a profit from
 

Turn of events
 

Turn of phrase/speech
 

Turn the tables/tables are turned
 

Upper hand (get/got the)
  

What the heck
 

What the hell
 

Which way to turn  M
i
m
i
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APPENDIX D

COMPLETE WORD FREQUENCY LIST FOR CREATED CORPORA

Master Corpus

99 files; 141, 769 words

8444 5.9562% the 438 0.3090% which

4421 3.1 185% to 433 0.3054% second

4240 2.9908% and 423 0.2984% what

4159 2.9336% of 419 0.2956% had

3330 2.3489% in 416 0.2934% but

3014 2.1260% a 397 0.2800% one

2026 1.4291 % that 393 0.2772% these

1455 1.0263% for 390 0.2751% will

1391 0.9812% language 378 0.2666% also

1384 0.9762% is 378 0.2666% she

1217 0.8584% students 369 0.2603% can

1201 0.8472% on 353 0.2490% learners

1087 0.7667% this 351 0.2476% grammar

1057 0.7456% as 348 0.2455% age

1023 0.7216% they 346 0.2441 % may

101 1 0.7131% i 346 0.2441 % reading

1006 0.7096% it 344 0.2426% use

1003 0.7075% be 330 0.2328% vocabulary

1002 0.7068% with 327 0.2307% teacher

959 0.6765% their 298 0.2102% time

8 15 0.5749% are 294 0.2074% some

801 0.5650% not 292 0.2060% acquisition

782 0.5516% or 290 0.2046% how
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