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ABSTRACT: Lexical chunks, as the composites of form, meaning and function, stored and 

retrieved as a whole in brain, can release the language processing burden and improve the 

fluency and idiomaticity of language output. With the advance of corpus linguistics, the corpus 

is commonly used in language teaching and language research, and its function of 

concordance and key word in context (KWIC) can promote the acquisition of lexical chunks. 

The paper aims to explore the effects of the corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction in 

students’ lexical chunks acquisition through tow-year longitudinal study. 60 freshmen of 2009 

are involved in the corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction experiment, who are divided into 

high-level, medium-level and low-level three groups according to their writing score in pretest. 

At the end of each term, the writings of the students are collected for analysis. The results show 

us a different pattern in the use of lexical chunks for these three groups of students.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Context of the Problem 
Vocabulary is such an indispensable constituent of language that it is impossible for a language 

system to manage without them. If we compare language as the human body, language 

structure can be seen as its skeleton, then vocabulary important organs, blood and flesh 

(Harmer, 1990). We can express little without grammar, but nothing can be conveyed without 

vocabulary (Wilkins, 1972). So learning a language is to learn its vocabulary first. The 

acquisition of vocabulary is the central task for second language acquisition, and the language 

learners’ vocabulary competence takes a great impact on the development and improvement of 

their ability to listen, speak, read and write (Lewis, 1993). Vocabulary takes an extraordinarily 

important position in language learning, and vocabulary teaching is more of the same in 

language teaching. However, we are often faced with such an awkward situation: the students, 

after having learnt English for so many years, still tend to forget English words, and in both 

written and spoken discourse, they coin much grammatically right but unaccepted Chinglish 

which is strange for native speakers. And the very reason is that the traditional vocabulary 

teaching pays much attention to the study of grammatical rules, ignoring the existence of lexical 

chunks, so the language learners have no idea about the frequently used collocations and 

structures by native speakers. Pawley and Syder (1983) have put forward two questions in 

second language acquisition which are truly hard nuts to crack for formal linguistics: One is 

the native-like fluency of language and the other is the ability of native-like selection. In fact, 

the memorization, storage and output are done in the form of fixed and semi-fixed idiosyncratic 
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chunks. The reason that the native speakers could speak fluently and idiomatically is that there 

are a large amount of chunks stored in their brains (Becker, 1975). 

 

With the rising of corpus linguistics and development of second language acquisition theory, 

many linguists began to describe and analyze the language in use. Many studies show that 

lexical chunks do exist in real communication, in particular, in spoken discourse (McCarthy & 

Carter, 1997). Cowie (1992), Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) proved multiword chunks 

appeared with high frequency in written discourse as well. And the research on second 

language acquisition also indicates the universal existence of lexical chunks in learners’ 

language (Wong-Fillmore, 1976). Altenberg (1998) thinks that 80 percent of naturally 

occurring speech is composed of lexical chunks, in other words, a large proportion of speech 

is realized in the form of lexical chunks that are stored in memory. The language output is not 

a process restraint by grammatical rules, but realized by retrieving phrasal units in memory 

(Zimmerman, 1997). Therefore, people came to formulate that the basic unit of language is 

lexical chunks, not individual words. The development of the study on lexical chunks has taken 

an innovative impact on people’s view of language and language teaching. We argue that 

lexical chunks provide a totally new perspective for studying and teaching language, which 

reflects the genuine features of language, deserving new thought on language teaching. 

 

Lexical chunk teaching has been always one focus of the researches on the lexical chunks 

abroad. Lewis (1993) put forward the so-called “lexical approach” centered on vocabulary, 

arguing that the emphasis should be put on such multi-word chunks as collocation, fixed 

expressions and sentence builders etc. and advocating the direct teaching of prefabricated 

lexical chunks in classroom. Lexical chunk is considered to be the center of language teaching. 

Nattingger and DeCarrico (1992) propose the lexical phrase approach, insisting that the most 

ideal unit in language teaching is lexical phrase. And some related research was done to explore 

whether the teaching of collocation could improve the fluency of language and familiarity with 

collocations. Tim Johns advocated data-driven learning, that is, to help students to summarize 

patterns from corpora in the language classroom, therefore, he was called “Mr. DDL”. 

However, the Data-driven learning (DDL) includes both deductive and inductive processes 

(Hadley, 2002); traditionally DDL focuses on concluding rules or patterns through looking at 

examples (Johns, 1991) and John’s use of DDL was typically applied to advanced-level 

language students, often highly educated post-graduates, who focused on both complex and 

minute rules of language. He did not do any research on the other level language learners or 

longitudinal study on chunk use.  

 

In China, lexical chunk instruction is a developing trend in the field of language teaching as 

well, closely following the mainstream of the world. Chinese scholars have implemented 

various kinds of experimental studies on the effect of lexical chunk teaching and have made 

fruitful achievements. Their research reveals that lexical chunk instruction is beneficial to raise 

the students’ vocabulary learning efficiency and strengthening their grammatical knowledge 

(DING Yanren and QI Yan, 2005; JIANG Yuhong, 2007; MA Guanghui, 2009; PU Jianzhong, 

2003; XIE Yongmei, 2008; JIANG Junmei, 2009; ZHAO Dan and FAN Jiacheng, 2009). 

However, their descriptive studies are mainly about theoretical exploration and experience 

recommendation, lack of empirical studies; as for the research methods, there is no good 
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combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, furthermore, seldom research are corpus-

based, let alone corpus-driven lexical chunk teaching.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

Both psycholinguists and advocates of construction grammars theory agree that lexical chunks 

play an important role in the process of second language output because they have relatively 

fixed grammatical constraints, stable collocation meaning and specific pragmatic context, 

integrating the advantages of grammar, meaning and context, which are beneficial to the 

fluency and idiomaticity of language output. With the development of corpus construction and 

its powerful concordance ability, corpora provides assistant methods and tools for data-driven 

learning and encourages students to find rules and context by themselves to facilitate 

autonomous learning. This thesis attempts to get the answers to these three questions as far as 

possible: 

(1) What is the effect of corpus-driven lexical chunk teaching on language learners’ output 

in writing? 

(2) Is there any relationship between the number of lexical chunks in writing with the 

students’ writing ability? 

(3) Are there any differences in the use of lexical chunks for high-level students, medium-

level students and low-level students? 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Part One Lexical chunks 

It is a deeply rooted view that language is composed of grammar and vocabulary, two different 

systems independent of each other. Learning a language is to master its grammar system. 

However, the recent studies, especially the corpus-based studies, show that there exist 

quantities of sections of language containing chunks that are not analyzed in the particular 

contexts. These unanalyzed chunks are called “prefabricated” language, which widely exist in 

language and play an important role in language acquisition. 

 

Definition of lexical chunks 

Although the common existence and importance of lexical chunks has attracted interest of 

linguists and many attempts have been made to define this phenomenon. Up to now, there are 

more than forty terms, such as “lexical phrases”, “formulaic sequences”, “prefabricated 

chunks”, “fossilized forms” and so forth, which have been used with no coherent, fixed and 

unanimous one because there is no clear borderline between lexical and non-lexical chunks or 

because there are much in common between different categories of lexical chunks (Hunston, 

2002). No matter which term is adopted, it is unanimous in the idea that the word of 

combination is stored and retrieved as a whole and considered to be an individual lexical item, 

rather than being generated from linguistic rules. 

 

Becker was the first man who brought forth the notion of lexical chunks in 1975, who thinks 

that lexical chunks are a particular multi-word phenomenon and presented in the form of 

formulaic fixed or semi-fixed chunks and share most of the characteristics with traditional 

grammar and lexis. Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) proposed a preliminary definition, insisting 

that lexical phrases can be defined as chunks of language with different length, like it is said 

http://www.ea-journals.org/


International Journal of English Language Teaching 

Vol.2, No.2, pp.1-36, June 2014 

Published by European Centre for Research Training and Development UK (www.ea-journals.org) 

4 

 

to be, on the one hand, law and order and so on. Lexical phrases are multi-word units, which 

are the constituents between lexicon and syntax, conventionalized form/function composites 

that occur more frequently and have more idiomatically determined meaning than language 

that is put together each time. Lewis is also one of those persons who first proposed lexical 

chunks instruction. He used “institutionalized expressions” to refer to lexical chunks. In his 

viewpoint, “institutionalized expressions” are expressions used to achieve fluent interaction 

with their pragmatic functions. In the meantime, his research also involved “polywords”, which 

are equal to collocations such as compounds, phrasal verbs and so on. 

 

“Formulaic sequence” is used to describe lexical chunks according to Wray (2002). His 

definition of lexical chunk is a string of broken or unbroken words or meaning units, which is 

seemingly prefabricated. That is to say, lexical chunk is not coined or created and analyzed 

according to the rules of grammar. It is only a sequence of words which is kept and recollected 

as a whole from memory at the same time of use. Newell take it into consideration that 

chunking was the fundamental rule of human cognition, so lexical chunk is defined as a unit of 

memory organization and the unit of memory is formed through bringing together a series of 

already-formed elements in memory and piecing them together into a larger unit (Newell, 

1990). We also should take phonological coherence into account while identifying a lexical 

chunk. Coulmas (1979) proposes two conditions if a sequence can be regarded as a lexical 

chunk: one is that the sequence must include at least two morphemes; the other is that it should 

be coherent in phonology. 

 

The above definitions are extremely useful in understanding lexical chunk from various points 

of view. According to the above definitions, the features of lexical chunk can be concluded as 

follows: 

(1) Lexical chunks are combinations of fixed or semi-fixed multi-word units which occur 

recurrently. 

(2) A lexical chunk is a sequence of words or other meaning element stored and retrieved 

as a whole without creation or invention according to grammatical rules. 

(3) A lexical chunk should at least contains two morphemes and be coherent in phonology. 

 

Classification of lexical chunks 

Lexical chunks can be defined from different perspectives so that they can also be further 

classified in different ways according to their structures, functions, semantics and the like. 

Concerning classifications of lexical chunks, the Lewis and Nattinger and DeCarrico’s is the 

most typical and representative. 

Lexical chunks are classified into four types according to Lewis (1997b): 

(1) Words and poly-words: the former is the traditional word with no space within it; the 

latter is the rather fixed combination of words, that is to say, each part of a poly-word cannot 

be replaced by others, although there is space within it. For instance, out of the question, this 

poly-word consists of four words, none of which can be changed by others without changing 

its meaning. 

(2) Collocations: collocation refers to the co-occurrence relationships between words 

because we know a word by the word it keeps. For example, vice president, deputy manager, 

associate professor etc.. We use different words “vice”, “deputy” and “associate” to express 

the same meaning of “副”. However, the relationship between words within a collocation is 
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more flexible than those within a poly-word, e.g. faulse can collocate not only with teeth, but 

also with appearance. 

 (3) Institutionalized utterances: Institutionalized utterances mainly refer to the spoken 

languages which have certain pragmatic functions. For instance, I’m afraid of…., I’m sorry 

but… 

(4) Sentence frames and heads: this sort of chunks is nearly the same as the third type. 

The only existing difference between them is that: institutionalized utterances are spoken 

languages used in oral speech while sentence frames and heads, for example, on the one 

hand…on the other hand… are written language used to organize text.  

Lexical chunks can also be divided into four types according to Nattinger and DeCarrico 

(1992): 

(1) Poly-words: Poly-words refer to those short phrases that have similar functions as an 

individual word has. They can be both canonic and non-canonic. Any part of the poly-words 

cannot be replaced with other words. They are unbroken. Poly-words can perform different 

kinds of functions, such as topic shifting, introduction and conclusion and so like. All linking 

devices in discourse are components of a special category of poly-words, which are both 

perceived and written as one individual word. They were previously poly-word phrases, but as 

time goes by, they have become single lexemes, and they are noticed by English speakers now.  

(2) Institutionalized expressions: Institutionalized expressions are those expressions 

which have the similar length as a sentence and function as independent utterances. They are 

mostly canonic with unchangeable and unbroken constituents. All the proverbs and aphorisms 

belong in institutionalized expressions, and it is proficient to memorize those chunks as 

meaning units. 

(3) Phrasal constraints: Phrasal constraints are phrases with different lengths from short 

to medium. Phrasal constraints can be canonic and non-canonic and unbroken, including a 

variety of categories of lexical phrases, E.g. noun phrases, verb phrases and adjective phrases, 

etc. 

(4) Sentence builders: Sentence builders refer to those phrasal expressions that can offer 

the outline for the whole sentences. This category of lexical phrases allows for substitutions of 

its structure to express different ideas. They can be both canonic and non-canonic, allowing 

space within them. They are made up of different kinds of phrasal and clausal elements. 

We can get the conclusion that there are not only many overlaps between the above two 

mentioned classifications of lexical chunks, but also there are some considerable discrepancy 

between them from the above analysis. On the one hand, lexical chunks can be divided into 

canonic and non-canonic according to Nattinger and DeCarrico. On the other hand, 

collocations were not regarded as lexical chunks in Nattinger and DeCarrico’s classification 

since they did not perform any particular pragmatic function. In fact, collocation, including 

both lexical collocation and grammatical collocation, belongs to lexical chunk (Pu, 2003:443). 

In this thesis, collocation is also regarded as lexical chunk. Considering the above methods of 

classification, we could make a new classification of lexical chunks, which is easy to determine 

classification in practical research. The lexical chunks could be classified into five types as 

follows: 

(1) Collocations: they refer to those lexical chunks whose components always occur 

recurrently in contexts and the most representative examples of collocation are adjective-noun, 

verb-noun and noun-verb. 
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(2) Discourse markers: they are lexical chunks concerning the structure of the discourse 

e.g. in addition, for example; 

(3) Sentence builders: it is believed that..., it is easy for me to do……  

(4) Fixed lexical chunks and idioms: better late than never,  

(5) Preposition phrases: the lexical chunks consist of substantives and prepositions, e.g. 

to some extent, of my own. 

 

Functions of lexical chunks 

Concerning the functions of lexical chunks, different professors have different views. 

According to Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992), lexical chunks have three kinds of functions: 

social interactions, necessary topics and discourse device. 

(1) Social interactions: we use the lexical phrases to perform various kinds of social 

functions and to express functional meaning that is related to the purpose of conversational. 

(2) Necessary topics: these necessary lexical phrases in daily conversations mark topics 

about which learners are often asked. 

(3) Discourse devices: lexical chunks’ function as discourse devices refer to their function 

of connecting the meaning and structure of the discourse. 

 

Lexical chunks and language teaching 

The theories of connectionism and the exemplar-based coded style of language are the 

cognitive basis of lexical chunks instruction in language teaching. 

Connectionism which is based on the study of the structure and working mechanism of the 

brain is a main branch in cognitive science. Each item of language input is regarded as an 

information node in the brain according to connectionism. “The network consists of nodes that 

are connected by pathways. Within connectionism, pathways are strengthened through 

activation or use” (Gass&Selinker, 2001). The connection between the each part of lexical 

chunks is sure to be intensified since they appear together more often than random frequency. 

Chunks are more easily to be picked up from mental lexicon while expressing one’s ideas. 

There are probably two coded styles in the course of language procession one is analytic, rule-

based; the other is formulaic, exemplar-based (Skehan, 1998) according to psycholinguists. 

Rule-based coded style is used to make sentences on the basis of grammatical rules, but its 

performance always need more computational resources, which thus cannot meet the 

requirement of immediate exchange. However, powerful accessibility is the biggest advantage 

of instance-based coded style. Lexical chunk can be picked up from memory and used quickly 

without temporary combination, which does not need many computational resources or user’s 

conscious notice of grammatical structure because it is a special word phenomenon stored as a 

whole in the brain. This can help reduce one’s pressure resulting from immediate exchange, 

save time and guarantee the smooth process of immediate exchange. The fact that people can 

make use of language fluently is not because that they master abstract grammatical rules and 

structures, but because they store a great number of experienced instances, means exemplars 

in their memory system (Ellis, 2002). 

 

Thinking of the psychological reality of lexical chunks, Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) have 

made three attempts to introduce lexical chunks in language teaching. They point out the 

priorities and roles of lexical chunks in language learning in each attempt.Michael Lewis has 

an objection to traditional English teaching, who is an enthusiastic advocate of such an idea 
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that the basic unit of language is lexical chunk, not individual words or grammatical structures, 

and lexical chunks play a key role in acquiring a language, insisting that language is not made 

up of traditional grammar and vocabulary, but multi-word prefabricated chunks (Lewis, 1997). 

So it is a very important aspect in language teaching to cultivate students’ awareness of lexical 

chunks and develop their ability to “chunk” language successfully. He comes up with a new 

approach—the Lexical Approach that is based on thought-provoking theory in foreign 

language teaching. This teaching approach which makes a distinction between vocabulary and 

lexis, as an alternative to grammar-based approaches, has received much interest in recent 

years. Lewis argues that “language consists of grammaticalized lexis, not lexicalized grammar” 

(Lewis, 1993) is the fundamental principle contributing to the lexical approach. Although he 

suggests a new paradigm of “Observe-Hypothesis-Experiment” to show his objection to the 

traditional “Present-Practice-Produce”, he does not show us how this paradigm should be 

operated in real classroom teaching. 

 

In addition to the lexical approach mentioned above, Lewis, Nattinger and DeCarrico also puts 

forward a approach of teaching lexical chunks, in their terms—lexical phrases. In their opinion, 

lexical phrases are important for language teaching because lexical phrases are the units 

between usage and use, syntax and lexicon, competence and performance, and they are proved 

to be critical for first and second language acquisition. Lexical chunks can be stored and 

retrieved as a whole, and leave room for those expressions that language users are not 

competent to create, or have no time to compose sentences so that they are thought to be helpful 

in language learning. Teaching lexical chunks can help ease learners’ frustration, promote their 

motivation and improve language fluency. The application of teaching lexical chunks is 

reflected in three aspects: speech or lecture, listening skill training, reading comprehension and 

writing. They also come up with teaching procedure in detail in each part, which doesn’t 

neglect the analysis of regular rules of syntax. Therefore, their approach, avoids going to 

extremes, and offers us some clues on how to apply lexical chunks to language teaching. 

 

Lexical chunks and language output 

It is evident that formulas—ready-made chunks such as  “I don’t know” and “what’s this?” are 

initial utterances of many learners. More creative utterances which are based on the acquisition 

of formulaic utterances are produced by learners afterwards. The basis of these creative 

utterances is the evidence that lexical chunks help with language creation. Many researchers 

have recognized that learners work on the formulas (the lexical chunks) they have learnt by 

substituting elements in term and joining them together to form complex structures (Wong-

Fillmore, 1976; Ellis, 1984) by this mean of replacing, lexical chunks are employed and 

initialized by learners. Then lexical chunks are used to create more and more complex 

structures. Therefore, lexical chunks indeed are of great importance in language acquisition 

and creation, exactly speaking, lexical chunks make language production easier, and the 

reasons are as follows: 

 

First of all, lexical chunks can help lighten the load of language processing. Psycholinguists 

and connectionist claims the reason why lexical chunks can lighten the load of language 

processing is that they can be stored as automated units in memory. The research findings in 

the field of psycholinguistics show it is likely for human mind to store vast quantities of 

information in long term memory, but not for short term memory because when we use short 
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term memory time strictly limited. It is easier for human being’s brain to think back a lexical 

chunk which is stored as a prefabricated whole and put the chunk into use because it is easy for 

learners to retrieve the pre-assembled lexical chunk from the mind and there is no need for 

learners to compose expressions through word selection and grammatical sequencing when 

using the lexical chunk. In real-time language production, a large number of the concepts and 

speech acts that we are familiar with could be expressed through using formularized languages. 

For learners, when producing language by using these formulaic lexical chunks what is needed 

is to piece them together without taking notice of the internal structure of them. This reduces 

the amount of time that is needed in planning, processing, and encoding within clauses or larger 

units. In other words, this reduces the burden of language processing.   

 

Secondly, lexical chunks are helpful in enhancing the fluency and accuracy of language output. 

Native speakers usually follow two principles when they use language: one is the open-choice 

principle; the other is the idiom principle (Sinclair, 1983). Both of the two principles are used 

by language users in language output, but the dominated one is the idiom principle. When we 

talk about the idiom principle, it means that there are quantities of semi-prefabricated phrases 

which will be used to make up single choices that are available to language learners, even 

though they may seem to be further analyzed into pieces. Hence, some parts of lexical chunks 

are paradigmatic, that is, some words in lexical chunks can be replaced by other different words 

in different situations to express different meanings. Our ability to use lexical phrases helps us 

to use language fluently and accurately. In the course of planning language output, these 

phrases which are stored in mind are used integrated with newly generated series of language. 

To attain native-like fluency and accuracy, these lexical phrases are used to compose further 

speech. 

 

In short, lexical chunks play an important role in language production. Lexical chunks are 

stored as prefabricated wholes, they can be easily retrieved. When lexical chunks are used there 

is no need composing sentences through word selection and grammatical sequencing, which 

accounts for lexical chunks’ function of lightening the load of language processing. When 

language learners use formulaic language units and sentence stems, fluency and accuracy will 

be achieved. Consequently, the basis of fluency and accuracy is to retrieve and blend lexical 

chunks. One has to command a large number of lexical chunks so as to reach the native-like 

fluency and accuracy.  

 

Part Two Data-driven Learning theory 

In order to describe language learners acting as “language detectives”, which includes both 

deductive and inductive processes (Hadley, 2002), Tim Johns (1991) coined the term Data-

driven learning. In this part, the DDL learning theory will be introduced and the relation with 

vocabulary instruction is clarified as well. 

 

Introduction to DDL 

Data-driven learning based on corpus is a kind of discovery learning pattern, in which learners 

themselves find solutions to problems via the way of observing and analyzing large amount of 

true language materials. Data-driven learning, which is originated from corpus’s application in 

foreign language teaching and learning, opens a new vision of English learning. In a strictest 

sense, it is a means of applying corpus linguistics in language teaching through exposing 
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learners to material and letting them find the rules and patterns from example concordance 

lines, or lines of text from a corpus that focus on a single word. Johns described his method of 

learning as “… the perception that ‘research is too serious to be left to the researchers’: that the 

language-learner is also, essentially, a research worker whose learning needs to be driven by 

access to linguistics data —hence the term ‘data-driven learning’ (DDL) to describe the 

approach”.  

 

The authentic language is one of the greatest advantages of DDL, in which DDL permits 

teachers and learners to learn naturally occurring language for grammatical patterns, word 

usage, semantic and pragmatic features, and textual discourse (L. Flowerdew, 2009). In 

addition to authentic language, DDL takes into account language topics that might not occur in 

a textbook or from the instances which are created in teachers’ minds, and used in vocabulary 

and grammar discussions. Lastly, when using DDL in language teaching teachers should be 

careful in providing authentic examples and encouraging “noticing,” or “awareness-raising,” 

(Romer, 2008) so as to help students of all levels develop their skills which are needed to cope 

with the language around them because they cannot change the language that the students 

encounter in English speaking environments. 

 

Considering more potential of learners’ autonomy in the classroom, less dependence on the 

teacher is another possible benefit of DDL which has something to do with the premise that 

students are regarded as a researcher suggested by Johns. Aside from inductive and deductive 

reasoning method, this autonomy provides students with “opportunities for the development of 

cognitive skills” (Boulton, 2009b). DDL’s hands-on approach also offers students who struggle 

with traditional methods an alternative approach in language learning. Students who have 

greater autonomy can also answer questions about language by themselves by using DDL 

techniques, as well as to become more independent language learners (Hunston, 2002). 

 

Though DDL and corpus-based language teaching has been received increasingly more 

attention and support in the linguistics community, it still has not become a common teaching 

approach in the classroom owing to the shortness of awareness regarding the existence of DDL, 

lack of understanding of DDL process, unwilling to try new methods, etc. However, as a 

teaching method in language classrooms, it has been proved to be useful by many studies 

(Aijmer, 2009; Boulton, 2010). 

 

DDL and vocabulary teaching 

Corpus linguistics has already influenced much of what is known about vocabulary and 

vocabulary instruction (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2000).There is a natural, close relationship 

between corpus analysis and vocabulary knowledge(Read, 2010) so that much of what we have 

known about vocabulary and vocabulary instruction has been influenced by corpus linguistics. 

What we know about vocabulary issues, for instance, grammar, idiom, and other phrase, which 

word should be chosen to teach, are specifically affected by our control of corpora and corpus 

materials. Hence, it seems intuitive to apply DDL to vocabulary instruction. DDL methods in 

classroom explore some of these issues that might have not been given great attention in new 

ways. 

Vocabulary is of great importance in language learning, and needs to be learnt effectively. 

Unfortunately, teachers give inadequate attention to vocabulary learning and overestimate how 
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much vocabulary students really understand so that they fail to teach at a level of 

comprehensible input (Folse, 2004). Recently, vocabulary acquisition in language teaching has 

received more and more attention, and our understanding of the issues involved in learning 

new words has deepened. Particularly, we now know that Vocabulary knowledge and learning 

is not only to learn the definition of a word, but a lot more than that. Meta-linguistic awareness 

is a term used to describe the knowledge of rules about language, parts of language, and how 

language works, or even a simple self-recognition of one’s own language and the forms being 

used (Koda, 2000). Meta-linguistic awareness contains the idea that knowing a word is not 

only knowing its definition, its spelling morphology, parts of speech, pronunciation, variant 

meanings, collocations, specific uses, and register related contexts of use, but also knowing its 

colligation, semantic preference, and semantic prosody. Corpus linguistics can provide us with 

valuable perspectives on many of these aspects of knowing a word in that we now understand 

that these issues are not only influenced by the vocabulary word, but also influenced by its 

surrounding context. Corpora demonstrate its usefulness in teaching various respects of meta-

linguistic awareness. Some respects of meta-linguistic awareness, such as register and 

collocation, are more accessible by the mean of corpora than other ways of learning words. 

Even though synonymy and frequency and some other aspects of vocabulary learning are not 

included as a part of meta-linguistic awareness, but they are also essential to word knowledge 

and interconnected with other aspects of meta-linguistic awareness. Teachers who are aware 

of different levels of vocabulary issues can help their students in understanding the full 

meaning of words and practicing them in the classroom. Corpus linguistics demonstrates the 

close relationship between meta-linguistic awareness and vocabulary teaching. Their close 

relationship offers us great opportunities  

 

Part Three Language input and output hypothesis 

In his comprehensible input hypothesis, Krashen (1982) points out that if the language learners 

want to move forward a little from a low level, they must understand the language input a little 

more difficult than their current levels so that understanding will be achieved when the learners 

focus on meaning not the form of language. But this is merely a necessary condition, not a 

sufficient one. However, understanding is not acquiring. Understanding language and 

producing language are two different skills. We can promote the learners’ producing language 

by pushing them to produce output, that is, to say and write things. Opposed to Krashen’s input 

hypothesis, Swain (1995) proposed the language output hypothesis, arguing that 

comprehensible output is an indispensible part in the course of language acquisition and that 

language output is a necessary but insufficient for language acquisition; to make learners 

acquire a language successfully, it is not enough to strengthen language input, but push the 

learners to do a large amount of output exercises. Comprehensible input plays a key role in 

improving language learners’ skills; language output activities help learners to check the 

idiomaticity of target language in terms of grammar structure, vocabulary and pragmatic use 

to promote the automation of language use, hence accelerating second language acquisition.  

Except the idea that language learners can improve fluency by doing output exercises, Swain 

(1995) also summarizes the three functions of comprehensible output in second language 

acquisition: the noticing/triggering function, the hypothesis testing function and the meta-

linguistic reflective function. The noticing and triggering function means that language output 

activities can urge the learners to realize the problems and deficiency in communicative 

expression so that they could consciously pay attention to the related information in language 
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input to find the gap between the target language and what they can express. By doing so, the 

cognitive processing is stimulated to create new language and consolidate previous language 

knowledge. The second function, testing function, means that language learners make 

hypothesis about target language while learning the language, and adjust their language output 

by the feedback. Second language learners see language output as a way to test their hypothesis 

on language form and structure to achieve the automation of language use by adjusting their 

language output. The meta-linguistic reflective function means that language learners think 

about the knowledge of language use, language form, structure and language system, which is 

the mediation of language learning. When the learners use reflect on their language output, the 

knowledge that they have obtained to deepen their understanding of the relationship among the 

language form, function and meaning. 

 

In conclusion, language output make sure the language learners could test their hypothesis and 

reflect on using language which probably to cultivate the learners’ awareness of forms, rules 

and form-function relationships in communicative context. (Izumi, 2003). However, the 

functions of comprehensible language output have not attracted enough attention from scholars 

and learners. The present language teaching still attached much more importance to language 

input than language output, so the creative use of language is neglected in language teaching. 

Consequently, although language learners have good ability of reading and listening, they 

could not speak or write well. Thus, in classroom teaching, the teacher should create more 

environments and provide more opportunities for students to output language, hence increasing 

their consciousness of language output and encourage them to participate in various kinds of 

activities to output language. Moreover, the teacher should also give immediate feedback on 

students’ language output, providing feedback for students to help them optimize language 

output. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Objectives 

Based on the above theoretical foundation, this study means to reveal a clear picture of the 

effects of corpus-driven lexical chunk teaching on language learners’ output, especially from 

the perspective of writing, through quantitative and qualitative methods. And the paper tries to 

answer the following questions: 

(1) What is the effect of corpus-driven lexical chunk teaching on language learners’ 

output? 

(2) Is there any relationship between the numbers of lexical chunks in writing with the 

students’ writing ability? 

(3) Are there any differences in the use of lexical chunks for high-level students, medium-

level students and low-level students? 

 

The design of the research 

The research began from Sep. 15, 2009, lasting for two years. During the experiment, five 

writing tests including the pretest and four posttests were carried out. The pretest was carried 

out to classify three groups of different language level and to prove that the students are of the 

same competence in using lexical chunks. The four posttests were used for comparison in the 
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development of lexical chunk competence between the pretest and posttest. After these tests, 

an interview and a questionnaire was carried out for qualitative analysis. 

 

Subjects 

The subjects involved a class of 60 undergraduates majoring in Flying, Environmental 

Engineering, Safety Engineering, Ecology and Geographical Information System. All the 

subjects were freshmen in 2009. 

These subjects were selected for two reasons: one is that they all have the similar educational 

background. Before they came into this university, they have been learning English for nine 

years and never knew the concept of lexical chunks and corpus; the other is that all the subjects 

have just upgraded from senior middle school to university, having strong motivation and a 

positive attitude in a new language teaching method. Moreover, they must prepare to pass the 

final exam and College English Test. So the data generated from the experiment are valid and 

convincing. 

These 60 students are divided into three groups, that is, high-level students, medium-level 

students and low-level students, according to their scores in the pretest, who are supposed to 

raise consciousness of lexical chunks and practice more lexical chunks in their writing under 

the corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction. 

 

Instruments 

This research employed such instruments as follows: (1) teaching material; (2) Corpus of 

Contemporary American English (COCA); (3) writing tasks; (4) interview and questionnaire. 

Teaching materials 

The textbook used in the class used is New Horizon College English, Book 1-4, by Foreign 

Language Teaching and Research Press. Lexical chunks are chosen from Section A based on 

the above classification of lexical chunks which we mentioned before. 

Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) 

In terms of learning vocabulary, Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) shows 

definite advantages: First, it has more than 425million words currently, and about 20million 

words are added on an annually basis. It gives us a sufficient patterning of English lexis and 

grammar without misunderstanding outliers as the norm for its large size (Davies, 2009); 

second, in terms of register, or type of language being used, it is a balanced corpus so that it 

has the benefit. The corpus is balanced equally among its five registers of spoken, news, 

academic, fiction and magazine; Third, the interface of COCA allows for easy access to non-

linguists without them requiring to know specific part of speech or codes to perform searches, 

which also includes help guides and tours to learn how to use its features, whether for 

vocabulary or for grammatical searches. In addition, COCA is free and publicly accessible on 

the internet at www.americancorpus.org. Users only need to register an email address; Finally, 

COCA’s unique interface allows for features of meta-linguistic awareness to easily be 

analyzed. The corpus is tagged for part of speech and register information, and easily searches 

for collocates, synonyms, sub-registers, overall frequency and frequency over time. For users 

interested in more than vocabulary, COCA also allows users to search for grammatical forms, 

and patterns. The variety of search options in the corpus facilitates vocabulary study well. 

Because COCA is free and accessible to all those with an internet connection, it allows for 

DDL opportunities worldwide. 

Writing tasks 
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During these two years of experiment, five writing tasks were assigned to the students. All the 

writings with at least 120 words were finished within 30 minutes and the students were told 

that the score of their writing would be related to their final assessment so that they took it 

seriously. The topics of the writing are “Online learning: good or bad?”, “What is a good 

heart?”, “How to make a good impression”, “Does love need testing?”, “Live to work or work 

to live”, all of which are familiar with the students. The compositions, with full mark 15, are 

mostly argumentations, graded by two English teachers who are experienced CET-4 raters, 

which can guarantee the reliability of the marking and the comparison of the results of the 

experiment. 

 

Interview and Questionnaire 

After the experiment, an interview and a questionnaire were carried out. The interview was to 

investigate whether this teaching method promote the students’ autonomous learning ability. 

The questionnaire was finished by the students in order to get the information about the 

students’ attitude toward corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction. This questionnaire consists 

of 20 questions, including the information about the subjects’ background, such as name, sex, 

age and time for learning English etc. The questions can be grouped into several kinds 

concerning about the subjects’ awareness of lexical chunks, strategies to memorize lexical 

chunks, their consciousness to use lexical chunks and attitudes towards the corpus-driven 

lexical teaching instruction. The questionnaire was written in Chinese so that the students could 

understand it easily. Within the set time, the questionnaire was finished and collected. 

 

Procedure 

The experiment lasted for two years, during which, the teacher adopted the corpus-driven 

lexical chunks instruction. The whole teaching process was consistent with the principles of 

constructivism, data-driven learning and discovery learning. Before the experiment, the 

students were required to write a composition entitled “Online Learning: Good or Bad”.  

The corpus-driven lexical chunks teaching activities conducted in this research are described 

in detail as follows: 

 

Step one: Improve the awareness of lexical chunks and the ability to distinguish lexical chunks, 

and introduce the use of COCA. In the beginning, the students have no idea about lexical 

chunks, so the first task is to teach them the basic concepts, classification, functions and 

characteristics of lexical chunks. At the very beginning of the experiment, the students were 

not familiar with lexical chunks, so the teacher should help the students to identify lexical 

chunks and tell them the criteria for distinguishing them. At the same time, the students are 

told the use of COCA, to be exact, how to search a word in the corpora and find its collocation 

from the context where it appears, how to read the concordances, and how to summarize the 

use of the lexical chunks. By doing so, the students’ awareness of lexical chunks will be 

enhanced, making it easier for the students to realize the differences between the native 

speakers and themselves. 

Step two: Train the students’ autonomous learning ability. Having learnt the knowledge of 

lexical chunks and the use of COCA, the students were required to pick up the lexical chunks 

in the texts and then put them into COCA to make concordances after class. The students were 

encouraged to search the lexical chunks in the corpora and asked to notice examples and 

observe their usage in the corpus. Besides, the students were also supposed to take down their 
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hypothesis about the context, collocations, writing down the samples of examples including 

the lexical chunks. During the process, the students have access to authentic language, exposed 

to a large amount of naturally occurring language. However, there are many a lexical chunks 

in each unit, so the students are divided into 6 groups, one group with ten students. Therefore, 

students in each group only have one lexical chunk to be looked up. 

Step three: Use and consolidation of lexical chunks. Every period of class time, part of students 

will make report on his collection of lexical chunks. Before the studying a text, the teacher 

designed some warming-up exercises with questions which are expected to be answered in the 

already-learnt lexical chunks. Many other activities are also conducted in order to strengthen 

the learning effects of lexical chunks learning, for example, translation exercises, substituting 

exercises and cloze, even story-telling, and so forth, which are centered on lexical chunks. 

 

Data collection 

As for the data collection, the specific procedures and methods are as follows: 

First, the writing samples, totally 300, are collected, which are marked by two English teachers 

who are experienced CET-4 raters. Second, the writing samples are annotated manually so that 

the five categories of lexical chunks will be extracted. Third, the numbers of lexical chunks 

will be counted to learn about the proportion distribution of lexical chunks. Finally the data 

needed for analysis is input SPSS17.0 for further exploration. 

Besides, the data from questionnaire is collected to explore their knowledge of lexical chunks, 

check their use of lexical chunks and COCA corpus. 

 

RESULTS 

 

In this part, the results analysis consists of five parts: the statistical results of the number of 

lexical chunks in writing, the statistical results of writing score, the relationship between the 

number of lexical chunks and writing score, the difference of the three groups in using different 

types of lexical chunks and the result of the questionnaire. 

 

Results and analysis on the number of lexical chunks in writing 

Results of pretest 

Table 1 Kruskal-Wallis Test on the number of lexical chunks in pretest 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Mean Std. Deviation Minimum Maximum 

PRETEST 60 6.0167 1.53481 3.00 9.00 

GROUP 60 2.0000 .82339 1.00 3.00 

Rank 

 GROUP N 

Mean 

Rank 

PRETEST Low level 20 32.35 

Medium 

level 
20 31.15 

high level 20 28.00 

Total 60   

Test Statistics(a,b) 

 PRETESTL 

Chi-Square .696 

Df 2 

Asymp. Sig. .706 
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From the descriptive statistics and the rank of the three groups, we can see that there is little 

difference in the number of lexical chunks. Besides, X2=0.696, df=2, and the corresponding 

p=0.706>0.05, so there is no significant difference in the number of lexical chunks in pretest 

on the whole, in other words, they are of the same level in the ability to use lexical chunks in 

writing. 

Results of posttests 

 

Table 2 The number of lexical chunks in pretest & posttests 

Group High level Medium level Low level 

Tests Mean 
Mini

mum 

Maxi

mum 
Mean 

Mini

mum 

Maxi

mum 
Mean 

Mini

mum 

Maxi

mum 

Pretest 5.75 3 9 6.05 4 9 6.25 4 9 

Posttest

1 
7.75 5 11 8.05 6 11 7.25 5 10 

Posttest

2 
9.75 7 13 10.05 8 13 6.80 5 11 

Posttest

3 
11.75 9 15 12.05 10 15 7.1 5 10 

Posttest

4 
13.75 11 17 14.45 8 19 6.95 5 11 

Table 2 shows that under the corpus-driven lexical chunk instruction, on the whole the number 

of lexical chunks used in writings of the three groups is gradually increasing. However, the 

increase of high-level and medium-level is significant, not for low-level group. 

 

Table 3 Post Hoc Tests on the number of lexical chunks in pretest and posttests 

Multiple Comparisons  
LSD 

Dependent 

Variable 

(I) 

GROUP 

(J) 

GROUP 

Mean 

Differenc

e (I-J) 

Std. 

Error 
Sig. 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

PRETEST 

Low 

level 

Medium 

level 
.2000 .48927 

.68

4 
-.7797 1.1797 

high 

level 
.5000 .48927 

.31

1 
-.4797 1.4797 

Medium 

level 

Low 

level 
-.2000 .48927 

.68

4 
-1.1797 .7797 

high 

level 
.3000 .48927 

.54

2 
-.6797 1.2797 

high 

level 

Low 

level 
-.5000 .48927 

.31

1 
-1.4797 .4797 
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Medium 

level 
-.3000 .48927 

.54

2 
-1.2797 .6797 

POSTTEST

1 

Low 

level 

Medium 

level 
-.8000 .48927 

.10

8 
-1.7797 .1797 

high 

level 
-.5000 .48927 

.31

1 
-1.4797 .4797 

Medium 

level 

Low 

level 
.8000 .48927 

.10

8 
-.1797 1.7797 

high 

level 
.3000 .48927 

.54

2 
-.6797 1.2797 

high 

level 

Low 

level 
.5000 .48927 

.31

1 
-.4797 1.4797 

Medium 

level 
-.3000 .48927 

.54

2 
-1.2797 .6797 

POSTTEST

2 

Low 

level 

Medium 

level 
-3.2500(*) .51282 

.00

0 
-4.2769 -2.2231 

high 

level 
-2.9500(*) .51282 

.00

0 
-3.9769 -1.9231 

Medium 

level 

Low 

level 
3.2500(*) .51282 

.00

0 
2.2231 4.2769 

high 

level 
.3000 .51282 

.56

1 
-.7269 1.3269 

high 

level 

Low 

level 
2.9500(*) .51282 

.00

0 
1.9231 3.9769 

Medium 

level 
-.3000 .51282 

.56

1 
-1.3269 .7269 

POSTTEST

3 

Low 

level 

Medium 

level 
-4.9500(*) .50000 

.00

0 
-5.9512 -3.9488 

high 

level 
-4.6500(*) .50000 

.00

0 
-5.6512 -3.6488 

Medium 

level 

Low 

level 
4.9500(*) .50000 

.00

0 
3.9488 5.9512 

high 

level 
.3000 .50000 

.55

1 
-.7012 1.3012 

high 

level 

Low 

level 
4.6500(*) .50000 

.00

0 
3.6488 5.6512 

Medium 

level 
-.3000 .50000 

.55

1 
-1.3012 .7012 
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POSTTEST

4 

Low 

level 

Medium 

level 
-7.5000(*) .50201 

.00

0 
-8.5053 -6.4947 

high 

level 
-6.8000(*) .50201 

.00

0 
-7.8053 -5.7947 

Medium 

level 

Low 

level 
7.5000(*) .50201 

.00

0 
6.4947 8.5053 

high 

level 
.7000 .50201 

.16

9 
-.3053 1.7053 

high 

level 

Low 

level 
6.8000(*) .50201 

.00

0 
5.7947 7.8053 

Medium 

level 
-.7000 .50201 

.16

9 
-1.7053 .3053 

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.  

 

From Table 3, it is clear that before posttest 2, there is no significant difference between any 

two groups because the p>0.05; however, since posttest2, there is always a significant 

difference between medium-level group and low-level group, and between high-level group 

and low-level group as well, because the corresponding p=0.000<0.05. There is no significant 

difference between medium-level and high-level groups because p=0.561, 0.551 and 

0.169>0.05. 

 

Table 4 Paired Samples Test on the number of lexical chunks between pretest and 

posttest4 

  

Paired Differences 

t df 
Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviatio

n 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 

PRETEST - 

POSTTES

T4 

-5.7000 3.88522 .50158 -6.7037 -4.6963 -11.364 59 .000 

Compared with pretest, in posttest 4, Std.D=.50158, p=.000<.05, so there is a big and 

significant increase in the number of lexical chunks after two years of lexical chunks teaching, 

which means a significant improvement in the application of lexical chunks for the students of 

these three groups. 
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Results and analysis on the writing score 

 

Table 5 Descriptive on the writing score in pretest and posttests 

Case Summaries(a) 

 

writing 

score in 

pretest 

writing 

score in 

posttest1 

writing 

score in 

posttest2 

writing 

score in 

posttest3 

writing 

score in 

posttest4 

GRO

UP 

low-

level 

1 52.00 55.00 57.00 58.00 59.00 

2 58.00 61.00 63.00 64.00 65.00 

3 64.00 67.00 69.00 70.00 71.00 

4 52.00 55.00 57.00 58.00 59.00 

5 54.00 57.00 59.00 60.00 61.00 

6 56.00 59.00 61.00 62.00 63.00 

7 52.00 55.00 57.00 58.00 59.00 

8 52.00 55.00 57.00 58.00 59.00 

9 58.00 61.00 63.00 64.00 65.00 

10 61.00 64.00 66.00 67.00 68.00 

11 52.00 55.00 57.00 58.00 59.00 

12 58.00 61.00 63.00 64.00 65.00 

13 53.00 56.00 58.00 59.00 60.00 

14 50.00 53.00 55.00 56.00 57.00 

15 50.00 53.00 55.00 56.00 57.00 

16 52.00 55.00 57.00 58.00 59.00 

17 52.00 55.00 57.00 58.00 59.00 

18 54.00 57.00 59.00 60.00 61.00 

19 62.00 65.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

20 64.00 67.00 69.00 70.00 71.00 

To

tal 

N 20 20 20 20 20 

Mean 55.3000 58.3000 60.3000 61.3000 62.3000 

Mini

mum 
50.00 53.00 55.00 56.00 57.00 

Maxi

mum 
64.00 67.00 69.00 70.00 71.00 

medium

-level 

1 62.00 64.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

2 68.00 70.00 73.00 74.00 75.00 

3 74.00 76.00 79.00 80.00 81.00 

4 62.00 64.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

5 64.00 66.00 69.00 70.00 71.00 

6 66.00 68.00 71.00 72.00 73.00 

7 62.00 64.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

8 62.00 64.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

9 68.00 70.00 73.00 74.00 75.00 

10 71.00 73.00 76.00 77.00 78.00 

11 62.00 64.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

12 68.00 70.00 73.00 74.00 75.00 
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13 63.00 65.00 68.00 69.00 70.00 

14 60.00 62.00 65.00 66.00 67.00 

15 60.00 62.00 65.00 66.00 67.00 

16 62.00 64.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

17 62.00 64.00 67.00 68.00 69.00 

18 64.00 66.00 69.00 70.00 71.00 

19 72.00 74.00 77.00 78.00 79.00 

20 74.00 76.00 79.00 80.00 81.00 

To

tal 

N 20 20 20 20 20 

Mean 65.3000 67.3000 70.3000 71.3000 72.3000 

Mini

mum 
60.00 62.00 65.00 66.00 67.00 

Maxi

mum 
74.00 76.00 79.00 80.00 81.00 

high-

level 

1 72.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 

2 78.00 83.00 85.00 87.00 89.00 

3 84.00 89.00 91.00 93.00 95.00 

4 72.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 

5 74.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 85.00 

6 76.00 81.00 83.00 85.00 87.00 

7 72.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 

8 72.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 

9 78.00 83.00 85.00 87.00 89.00 

10 81.00 86.00 88.00 90.00 92.00 

11 72.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 

12 78.00 83.00 85.00 87.00 89.00 

13 73.00 78.00 80.00 82.00 84.00 

14 70.00 75.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 

15 70.00 75.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 

16 72.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 

17 72.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 

18 74.00 79.00 81.00 83.00 85.00 

19 82.00 87.00 89.00 91.00 93.00 

20 84.00 89.00 91.00 93.00 95.00 

To

tal 

N 20 20 20 20 20 

Mean 75.3000 80.3000 82.3000 84.3000 86.3000 

Mini

mum 
70.00 75.00 77.00 79.00 81.00 

Maxi

mum 
84.00 89.00 91.00 93.00 95.00 

Total N 60 60 60 60 60 

Mean 65.3000 68.6333 70.9667 72.3000 73.6333 

Minimum 50.00 53.00 55.00 56.00 57.00 

Maximum 84.00 89.00 91.00 93.00 95.00 
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From Table 5, it is clearly seen that there is a significant increase in the writing score of the 

three groups in the pretest and posttests, hence an increase on the whole because the mean 

scores of the three groups rise from 55.3 to 62.3, from 65.3 to 72.3 and from 75.3 to 86.3 

respectively. And for the whole 60 students, the mean score rises from 65.3 to 73.63, which 

shows an increase in the writing score for the whole group. 

 

Table 6 ANOVA on writing score of the three groups in pretest and posttest4 
Descriptives 

   N 

Mea

n 

Std. 

Deviati

on 

Std. 

Error 

95% Confidence 

Interval for 

Mean 

Minim

um 

Maxi

mum 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

writing 

score in 

pretest 

low-level 
20 

55.3

000 

4.5433

6 

1.01

593 

53.173

6 

57.426

4 
50.00 64.00 

medium-

level 
20 

65.3

000 

4.5433

6 

1.01

593 

63.173

6 

67.426

4 
60.00 74.00 

high-level 
20 

75.3

000 

4.5433

6 

1.01

593 

73.173

6 

77.426

4 
70.00 84.00 

Total 
60 

65.3

000 

9.3669

1 

1.20

926 

62.880

3 

67.719

7 
50.00 84.00 

writing 

score in 

posttest4 

low-level 
20 

62.3

000 

4.5433

6 

1.01

593 

60.173

6 

64.426

4 
57.00 71.00 

medium-

level 
20 

72.3

000 

4.5433

6 

1.01

593 

70.173

6 

74.426

4 
67.00 81.00 

high-level 
20 

86.3

000 

4.5433

6 

1.01

593 

84.173

6 

88.426

4 
81.00 95.00 

Total 
60 

73.6

333 

10.884

55 

1.40

519 

70.821

6 

76.445

1 
57.00 95.00 

ANOVA 

   

Sum of 

Square

s df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

writing score in 

pretest 

Between Groups 4000.0

00 
2 2000.000 96.889 .000 

Within Groups 1176.6

00 
57 20.642     

Total 5176.6

00 
59       

writing score in 

posttest4 

Between Groups 5813.3

33 
2 2906.667 

140.81

3 
.000 

Within Groups 1176.6

00 
57 20.642     

Total 6989.9

33 
59       
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From the statistical results, it is clear that for these three groups, there is a significant difference 

between the pretest and posttest4 in writing score ,which shows a significant improve in 

students’ writing performance, because the Sig.=.000<.01. 

 

Results and analysis on the correlation between the number of lexical chunks and the 

writing score 

 

Result in pretest writing 

Table 7 Correlation between the number of lexical chunks and the writing score in pretest 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

Number of lexical 

chunks 

6.0167 1.53481 60 

Writing score 65.3000 9.36691 60 

Correlations 

  Number of 

lexical chunks Writing score 

Number of  

lexical chunks 

Pearson Correlation 1 -.204 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .117 

Sum of Squares and Cross-products 138.983 -173.300 

Covariance 2.356 -2.937 

N 60 60 

Writing score Pearson Correlation -.204 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .117  

Sum of Squares and Cross-products -173.300 5176.600 

Covariance -2.937 87.739 

N 60 60 

From the table, we can see that, Sig.=.117>.01, so there is no significant correlation between 

the number of lexical chunks and writing score in pretest.  

Result in posttest4 

 

Table 8 Correlation between the number of lexical chunks and the writing score in 

posttest4 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

Number of lexical 

chunks 

11.7167 3.75112 60 

Writing score 73.6333 10.88455 60 

Correlations 

http://www.ea-journals.org/


International Journal of English Language Teaching 

Vol.2, No.2, pp.1-36, June 2014 

Published by European Centre for Research Training and Development UK (www.ea-journals.org) 

22 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

Number of lexical 

chunks 

11.7167 3.75112 60 

  Number of 

lexical chunks 
Writing score 

Number of  

lexical chunks 

Pearson Correlation 1 .602** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

Sum of Squares and Cross-

products 

830.183 1449.767 

Covariance 14.071 24.572 

N 60 60 

Writing score Pearson Correlation .602** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

Sum of Squares and Cross-

products 

1449.767 6989.933 

Covariance 24.572 118.473 

N 60 60 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

From the table, we can see that, Sig.=.000<.01, so there is significant correlation between the 

number of lexical chunks and writing score. After two years of lexical chunks study, the 

students could use the lexical chunks in their writing to improve their writing performance 

consciously. 

The differences of lexical chunks used in writings for the three groups 

 
Figure 1 The number of lexical chunks used in pretest and posttests 
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From Fig 1, we can see there is hardly increase in the number of lexical chunks for low-level 

group, but significant increase for medium-level and high-level groups. And the medium-level 

group made the biggest achievement, that is, the rate of increase in the number of lexical chunks 

ranks first. 

 
Figure 2 Proportion distributions of the five categories of lexical chunks in pretest and 

posttests 

Figure 2 gives us a vivid picture about the proportion distributions of the five categories of 

lexical chunks. Sentence builders and discourse markers takes up the largest proportion, and 

then follows preposition phrases and collocations. The fixed lexical chunks and idioms ranks 

last.  
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Figure 3 Proportion distributions of the five categories of lexical chunks in pretest and 

posttests of each group 

Figure 3 gives us a clear picture for the use of different types of lexical chunks for these three 

groups. For the students of high-level group, they use more sentence builders, prepositional 

phrases and collocations than discourse markers with fixed lexical chunks and idioms least in 

grade one, but in grade two they use more sentence builders and discourse markers than 

prepositional phrases and collocations; for the students of medium-level group, they use more 

discourse markers and prepositional phrases than collocations and sentence builders in grade 

one, but in grade two they also use more sentence builders and discourse markers than 

prepositional phrases and collocations; for the students in the low-level group, they use more 

sentence builders, prepositional phrases and collocations than discourse markers on the whole 

no matter it is in grade one or grade two. 

 

The analysis of the Questionnaire 

The above quantitative analysis shows the effect of corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction on 

the students’ writing ability and the differences in using lexical chunks for these three different 

groups. The following is the analysis results about the questionnaire which tries to testify 

whether the corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction will help raise the students’ awareness of 

lexical chunks, whether the students will use lexical chunks consciously when they are writing, 

whether it will promote the students’ autonomous learning ability, and the strategies to 

remember lexical chunks. In order to collect data easily, the author give eThe first six questions 

are to test the students’ awareness of lexical chunks. Figure 4 tells us that the students have 
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increased their awareness of lexical chunks. 78.3% of the students could always notice and 

underline the lexical chunks in the text consciously while they preview the text; there are 76.7% 

of the students who attach much importance to the study of lexical chunks and 70% of the 

students could use the KWIC (Key word in context) in COCA to study vocabulary and lexical 

chunks; as is shown in Figure 4, 65% of the students could always guess the meaning of words 

and lexical chunks in using COCA and 50% of the students could always summarized the 

context where the words and lexical chunks appear. And finally, for question 6, “what will they 

do when they encounter new words and lexical chunks”, 61.7% of the students could always 

guess the meaning of the words, 16.7% will turn to the internet and another 16.7% will look 

them up in the dictionary. In a word, the students have increased their awareness of lexical 

chunks in their study to a great extent. 

 

Figure 5 describes the results of the students’ strategies to learn lexical chunks which are 

testified by Questions 7-12. Figure 5 shows that 55% of the students (Question7) frequently 

take down lexical chunks on their notebooks and 56.7% of the students (Question8) usually 

summarize the lexical phrases, sentence patterns and expressions regularly; only 40% of the 

students (Question9) can learn and remember lexical chunks as whole and 65% of the students 

(Question10) often relate the lexical chunks they have learnt with the sample sentences in 

COCA; 65% of the students (Question11) love carrying their notebooks with them to review 

the lexical chunks and only a half put the lexical chunks that shares similar meaning or have 

opposite meaning together to remember.  

 

Although various kinds of strategies are applied when they learn lexical chunks, yet a certain 

number of students could not apply proper strategies to learn lexical chunks, especially the 

students in low-level group. As is shown in Figure 5, for each question, there are a certain 

amount of students choose B and C, even D, which suggests that all students have not evolved 

good learning strategies. Figure 6 gives us a vivid picture of the use of lexical chunks in writing. 

As is shown in Figure 6, there are 61.7% and 55% of the students who frequently use lexical 

chunks to organize the structure of their writings and lexical chunks are used to express their 

thoughts. According to Question 15, discourse markers of lexical chunks are the most 

frequently used lexical chunks in 48.3% of the students writing. Therefore, for Question17, 

there are more than half students who usually use writing patterns when writing. Here one 

important phenomenon should be mentioned, that is, for Question16, 51.7% of the students 

think in Chinese and then translate what they thought into English, which happens to all these 

three groups. However, we are gratified at the fact that 76.7% of the students think learning 

lexical chunks through concordances in COCA is beneficial to their writing. 

 

Figure 7 reveals to us that 75% of the students think that corpus-driven lexical chunks 

instruction will promote their autonomous learning ability. The rest who do not think so are 

those students in low-level group, having much difficulty in learning lexical chunks and using 

the COCA. 
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low-level group medium-level group high-level group

Count 7 20 20 47

% within GROUP 35.0% 100.0% 100.0% 78.3%

% of Total 11.7% 33.3% 33.3% 78.3%

Count 13 0 0 13

% within GROUP 65.0% 0.0% 0.0% 21.7%

% of Total 21.7% 0.0% 0.0% 21.7%

Count 3 11 20 34

% within GROUP 15.0% 55.0% 100.0% 56.7%

% of Total 5.0% 18.3% 33.3% 56.7%

Count 5 7 0 12

% within GROUP 25.0% 35.0% 0.0% 20.0%

% of Total 8.3% 11.7% 0.0% 20.0%

Count 12 2 0 14

% within GROUP 60.0% 10.0% 0.0% 23.3%

% of Total 20.0% 3.3% 0.0% 23.3%

Count 2 3 19 24

% within GROUP 10.0% 15.0% 95.0% 40.0%

% of Total 3.3% 5.0% 31.7% 40.0%

Count 3 17 1 21

% within GROUP 15.0% 85.0% 5.0% 35.0%

% of Total 5.0% 28.3% 1.7% 35.0%

Count 12 0 0 12

% within GROUP 60.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0%

% of Total 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0%

Count 3 0 0 3

% within GROUP 15.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.0%

% of Total 5.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.0%

Count 4 18 17 39

% within GROUP 20.0% 90.0% 85.0% 65.0%

% of Total 6.7% 30.0% 28.3% 65.0%

Count 10 2 3 15

% within GROUP 50.0% 10.0% 15.0% 25.0%

% of Total 16.7% 3.3% 5.0% 25.0%

Count 2 0 0 2

% within GROUP 10.0% 0.0% 0.0% 3.3%

% of Total 3.3% 0.0% 0.0% 3.3%

Count 4 0 0 4

% within GROUP 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.7%

% of Total 6.7% 0.0% 0.0% 6.7%

Count 0 14 16 30

% within GROUP 0.0% 70.0% 80.0% 50.0%

% of Total 0.0% 23.3% 26.7% 50.0%

Count 13 6 4 23

% within GROUP 65.0% 30.0% 20.0% 38.3%

% of Total 21.7% 10.0% 6.7% 38.3%

Count 7 0 0 7

% within GROUP 35.0% 0.0% 0.0% 11.7%

% of Total 11.7% 0.0% 0.0% 11.7%

Count 6 14 17 37

% within GROUP 30.0% 70.0% 85.0% 61.7%

% of Total 10.0% 23.3% 28.3% 61.7%

Count 6 2 2 10

% within GROUP 30.0% 10.0% 10.0% 16.7%

% of Total 10.0% 3.3% 3.3% 16.7%

Count 0 0 1 1

% within GROUP 0.0% 0.0% 5.0% 1.7%

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 1.7% 1.7%

Count 7 3 0 10

% within GROUP 35.0% 15.0% 0.0% 16.7%

% of Total 11.7% 5.0% 0.0% 16.7%

Count 1 1 0 2

% within GROUP 5.0% 5.0% 0.0% 3.3%

% of Total 1.7% 1.7% 0.0% 3.3%

Crosstabs

Question6

A

B

C

D

E

Question5

A

B

C

Question4

A

B

C

D

Question3

A

B

C

D

Question2

A

B

C

Question1

A

B

  
 

 
GROUP

Total
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Figure 4 Analysis result on Questions1-6 

 
Figure 5 Analysis result on Questions7-12 

low-level group medium-level group high-level group

Count 4 12 17 33

% within GROUP 20.0% 60.0% 85.0% 55.0%

% of Total 6.7% 20.0% 28.3% 55.0%

Count 13 7 2 22

% within GROUP 65.0% 35.0% 10.0% 36.7%

% of Total 21.7% 11.7% 3.3% 36.7%

Count 3 1 1 5

% within GROUP 15.0% 5.0% 5.0% 8.3%

% of Total 5.0% 1.7% 1.7% 8.3%

Count 3 11 20 34

% within GROUP 15.0% 55.0% 100.0% 56.7%

% of Total 5.0% 18.3% 33.3% 56.7%

Count 5 7 0 12

% within GROUP 25.0% 35.0% 0.0% 20.0%

% of Total 8.3% 11.7% 0.0% 20.0%

Count 12 2 0 14

% within GROUP 60.0% 10.0% 0.0% 23.3%

% of Total 20.0% 3.3% 0.0% 23.3%

Count 2 3 19 24

% within GROUP 10.0% 15.0% 95.0% 40.0%

% of Total 3.3% 5.0% 31.7% 40.0%

Count 3 17 1 21

% within GROUP 15.0% 85.0% 5.0% 35.0%

% of Total 5.0% 28.3% 1.7% 35.0%

Count 12 0 0 12

% within GROUP 60.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0%

% of Total 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0%

Count 3 0 0 3

% within GROUP 15.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.0%

% of Total 5.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.0%

Count 4 18 17 39

% within GROUP 20.0% 90.0% 85.0% 65.0%

% of Total 6.7% 30.0% 28.3% 65.0%

Count 10 2 3 15

% within GROUP 50.0% 10.0% 15.0% 25.0%

% of Total 16.7% 3.3% 5.0% 25.0%

Count 2 0 0 2

% within GROUP 10.0% 0.0% 0.0% 3.3%

% of Total 3.3% 0.0% 0.0% 3.3%

Count 4 0 0 4

% within GROUP 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.7%

% of Total 6.7% 0.0% 0.0% 6.7%

Count 4 18 17 39

% within GROUP 20.0% 90.0% 85.0% 65.0%

% of Total 6.7% 30.0% 28.3% 65.0%

Count 10 2 3 15

% within GROUP 50.0% 10.0% 15.0% 25.0%

% of Total 16.7% 3.3% 5.0% 25.0%

Count 2 0 0 2

% within GROUP 10.0% 0.0% 0.0% 3.3%

% of Total 3.3% 0.0% 0.0% 3.3%

Count 4 0 0 4

% within GROUP 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 6.7%

% of Total 6.7% 0.0% 0.0% 6.7%

Count 0 14 16 30

% within GROUP 0.0% 70.0% 80.0% 50.0%

% of Total 0.0% 23.3% 26.7% 50.0%

Count 13 6 4 23

% within GROUP 65.0% 30.0% 20.0% 38.3%

% of Total 21.7% 10.0% 6.7% 38.3%

Count 7 0 0 7

% within GROUP 35.0% 0.0% 0.0% 11.7%

% of Total 11.7% 0.0% 0.0% 11.7%

Question12

A

B

C

Question11

A

B

C

D

Question10

A

B

C

D

Question9

A

B

C

D

Question8

A
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A
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low-level group medium-level group high-level group

Count 6 14 17 37

% within GROUP 30.0% 70.0% 85.0% 61.7%

% of Total 10.0% 23.3% 28.3% 61.7%

Count 6 2 2 10

% within GROUP 30.0% 10.0% 10.0% 16.7%

% of Total 10.0% 3.3% 3.3% 16.7%

Count 0 0 1 1

% within GROUP 0.0% 0.0% 5.0% 1.7%

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 1.7% 1.7%

Count 7 3 0 10

% within GROUP 35.0% 15.0% 0.0% 16.7%

% of Total 11.7% 5.0% 0.0% 16.7%

Count 1 1 0 2

% within GROUP 5.0% 5.0% 0.0% 3.3%

% of Total 1.7% 1.7% 0.0% 3.3%

Count 4 12 17 33

% within GROUP 20.0% 60.0% 85.0% 55.0%

% of Total 6.7% 20.0% 28.3% 55.0%

Count 13 7 2 22

% within GROUP 65.0% 35.0% 10.0% 36.7%

% of Total 21.7% 11.7% 3.3% 36.7%

Count 3 1 1 5

% within GROUP 15.0% 5.0% 5.0% 8.3%

% of Total 5.0% 1.7% 1.7% 8.3%

Count 8 9 12 29

% within GROUP 40.0% 45.0% 60.0% 48.3%

% of Total 13.3% 15.0% 20.0% 48.3%

Count 4 6 5 15

% within GROUP 20.0% 30.0% 25.0% 25.0%

% of Total 6.7% 10.0% 8.3% 25.0%

Count 2 1 2 5

% within GROUP 10.0% 5.0% 10.0% 8.3%

% of Total 3.3% 1.7% 3.3% 8.3%

Count 2 4 0 6

% within GROUP 10.0% 20.0% 0.0% 10.0%

% of Total 3.3% 6.7% 0.0% 10.0%

Count 4 0 1 5

% within GROUP 20.0% 0.0% 5.0% 8.3%

% of Total 6.7% 0.0% 1.7% 8.3%

Count 6 12 13 31

% within GROUP 30.0% 60.0% 65.0% 51.7%

% of Total 10.0% 20.0% 21.7% 51.7%

Count 12 3 3 18

% within GROUP 60.0% 15.0% 15.0% 30.0%

% of Total 20.0% 5.0% 5.0% 30.0%

Count 1 3 1 5

% within GROUP 5.0% 15.0% 5.0% 8.3%

% of Total 1.7% 5.0% 1.7% 8.3%

Count 1 2 3 6

% within GROUP 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 10.0%

% of Total 1.7% 3.3% 5.0% 10.0%

Count 4 12 17 33

% within GROUP 20.0% 60.0% 85.0% 55.0%

% of Total 6.7% 20.0% 28.3% 55.0%

Count 13 7 2 22

% within GROUP 65.0% 35.0% 10.0% 36.7%

% of Total 21.7% 11.7% 3.3% 36.7%

Count 3 1 1 5

% within GROUP 15.0% 5.0% 5.0% 8.3%

% of Total 5.0% 1.7% 1.7% 8.3%

Count 3 11 20 34

% within GROUP 15.0% 55.0% 100.0% 56.7%

% of Total 5.0% 18.3% 33.3% 56.7%

Count 5 7 0 12

% within GROUP 25.0% 35.0% 0.0% 20.0%

% of Total 8.3% 11.7% 0.0% 20.0%

Count 12 2 0 14

% within GROUP 60.0% 10.0% 0.0% 23.3%

% of Total 20.0% 3.3% 0.0% 23.3%

Question18
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E
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Figure 6 Analysis result on Questions13-18 

 

 
Figure 7 Analysis result on Questions19 

 

DISCUSSION 

From the above analysis, it is easily be found that corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction in 

college English classes has taken great impact on the student’ language competence, that is, it 

facilitated the students’ language output, especially writing competence. And there is a 

significant increase in the number of lexical chunks in all these three groups, with the biggest 

one of medium-level students. Meanwhile, the research also shows that there is strong 

relationship between the use of lexical chunks and the writing score. As for the reasons why 

the students made significant progress are as follows: 

 

First, with the corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction, the students have maintained 

consciousness of lexical chunks. They did not acquired language by individual words any 

longer, but by lexical chunks. And they could retrieve lexical chunks as a whole while writing, 

hence reducing the processing difficulties, which improved the accuracy and fluency of their 

compositions. The students gradually developed the ability to construct lexical chunks that are 

created and easy for students to use probably because they are memorized and extracted from 

mind as a whole. When their attention is shifted from grammatical rules to discourse 

characteristics, they can organize the structure of their compositions from the macro 

perspective of discourse.  

 

Second, lexical chunks can be acquired and applied since they are widely distributed and 

limited in the change of form. In the COCA, by looking through the concordance lines, the 

students can learn many lexical chunks in specific context, which strengthen their 

understanding of lexical chunks and how to use them in writing. Furthermore, the constituents 

of lexical chunks are restricted by both grammatical structure and semantic collocation; lexical 

chunks can be stored and retrieved as a whole without considering grammatical structure, 

though there may be some changes with the sentence builders. The changes are also limited. 

This can not only improve the accuracy of language use but make learners express thoughts 

with lexical chunks before mastering enough grammatical rules.  

low-level group medium-level group high-level group

Count 2 3 19 24

% within GROUP 10.0% 15.0% 95.0% 40.0%

% of Total 3.3% 5.0% 31.7% 40.0%

Count 3 17 1 21

% within GROUP 15.0% 85.0% 5.0% 35.0%

% of Total 5.0% 28.3% 1.7% 35.0%

Count 12 0 0 12

% within GROUP 60.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0%

% of Total 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 20.0%

Count 3 0 0 3

% within GROUP 15.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.0%

% of Total 5.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.0%
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Third, as lexical chunks are stored as a whole, beginners can put their energy on other aspects 

of actual writing, which lessen their pressure, raise their self-confidence and improve their 

writing ability. Lexical chunks provide them with the possibility to express something beyond 

their constructing range from rules. Hakuta (1976:333) believed that lexical chunks enable 

learners to express “a wide range of functions from the beginning” and if the learners cannot 

memorize the lexical chunks as larger meaning units they are incapable of using lexical chunks 

in communication. He pointed out that before the language learners use non-structural rules to 

make a speech they must learn these rules in advance, therefore they might encounter different 

kinds of difficulties in the motivation of learning a language, because the functions that the 

students want to express would be severely limited. In this case, lexical chunks may help 

learners produce a variety of functions from the beginning, which thus help ease learners’ 

frustration and motivate their confidence in writing. 

 

Fourth, as Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992:164) puts forward some basic lexical phrases serving 

as the structure (such as the opening, body, and closing of a formal essay) of certain style of 

written discourse should be offered to students for memorizing in the writing. The fluency of 

writing is mainly represented by the cohesive devices (such as the use of discourse markers). 

Since lexical chunks can be retrieved automatically, it does not take much efforts for the 

students to use them because they do not have to pay extra attention to the processing of lexical 

chunks which are always available to use so that the students could save a certain amount of 

time and effort to focus on more higher level aspects of language, such as producing special 

lexical units, organizing the next part of the speech, creating original pieces simultaneously 

and so like. In this sense, the use of lexical chunks aids fluency.  

 

Fifth, many students were accustomed to translating their thoughts form Chinese to English 

while writing, which always leaded to negative transfer of mother tongue. Actually, many 

students committed errors of Chinglish. With the right guidance, many students in the research 

could write conforming to the idiomatic usage. Lexical chunks are ideal pattern for memorizing 

words and it can avoid misusing improper register and words. Students are inclined to avoid 

making such mistakes and think in English, which was supported by the “ready to go” lexical 

chunks.  

 

Lexical chunk instruction is beneficial for learners to produce more idiomatic language and 

overcome negative transfer of mother tongue. Some sentences written by learners in their 

essays seemed to be correct without any grammatical mistakes, but these sentences were not 

very well expressed in English. For example, “with the advance of science and technology, the 

living level has been raised in recent years”, for native English speakers, this sentence should 

be “with the advance of science and technology, the living standard has been raised in recent 

years”. To some extent, the collocation errors are usually caused by negative transfer of mother 

tongue aroused by translation method. So through raising learners’ awareness of lexical chunks 

from the very beginning can learners get accustomed to the mode of thinking in English and 

expression custom, which can promote their ability of word collocation, produce more 

idiomatic discourse and avoid the influence brought by negative transfer of mother tongue. 

The students in high-level and medium-level groups have mastered a certain amount of macro 

organizers to organize their writings, such as what I want to talk about is…; as we all know; to 

sum up; one the one hand…on the other hand…. All of these phrases and structures are quite 
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simple, but we can speculate that the students can use lexical chunks to plan the structure of 

their writings consciously and exert much efforts to the coherence and unity of the content. 

They put emphasis on larger meaning units of the discourse, not on the individual words. When 

I read the writings of low-level group I strongly feel that there is no clear relationship among 

sentences in their compositions due to the lack of macro organizers.  

 

The aim of corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction is to help students to create such an 

independent environment that they can learn without teachers’ guide. The ultimate goal of our 

teaching is to make sure that the students can be put in a position where they do everything 

without the help of teachers. Having recognized the significance of lexical chunk in language 

learning, the students in high-level and medium-level group could develop good learning habits 

and strategies, such as attaching importance to lexical chunks in language practice, translating 

with lexical chunk as basic unit, taking down chunks anywhere and anytime, remembering and 

reviewing lexical chunks regularly and so on. These learning methods guarantee that the 

students in experiment can get ahead successfully. We hope that the students could become 

independent and autonomous language learners by offering them an efficient way and good 

environment of independent learning. 

 

Implication to Language Learning and Teaching 

The corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction advocated in this research provides us a promising 

direction for language learning and teaching. Some useful constructive pedagogical 

implications for our language teaching can be brought from the advocated corpus-driven lexical 

chunks instruction. 

 

First, teachers should purposefully foster the students’ awareness of lexical chunks and 

encourage them to develop good strategies of learning lexical chunks. Teachers should apply 

creative and original ways of integrating corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction with the 

language syllabus and offer students sufficient opportunities to practice in language teaching 

classroom. In addition to this, the teacher are supposed to adopt different kinds of classroom 

activities to make sure that the students could get enough exercise to use lexical chunks, such 

as matching exercises, making oral presentations, solving problems in given tasks, group 

discussion, role-playing game, and so forth, so as to make the students make less pragmatic 

mistakes when using a language in a particular context. All of theses classroom activities help 

develop good language learners with such characteristics as these: the language learners should 

have a positive attitude toward his learning and practice so that they could learn new language 

skills and automated knowledge will be created when they take part in language training 

activities. 

 

Second, one important point that language units should be taught in context should be 

mentioned here. Theoretically, we can teach vocabulary without context, but we cannot assure 

that the students can use vocabulary properly in certain context. To learn vocabulary is not 

merely to bear lexical chunks in mind, but they must be blended into the language learners’ 

knowledge hierarchy in order that they can be easily retrieved and used in language output. 

That is the reason why we prefer Contextualized teaching. Teachers can guide students to take 

advantage of context clues to improve the students’ ability to use lexical chunks, such as 

comparison, examples, definition, general knowledge, contrast, and other concerned 
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information in a text. In the meantime, the teachers should show students the typical linguistic 

environment for lexical chunks. By this mean, the students can perceive other words that co-

occur with the target words and grammatical context in which the item can occur. 

 

Third, the success of corpus-driven language teaching approach is greatly influenced by one 

important factor that is how to use the corpus because the primary focus has been looking at 

examples to induce rules or patterns. In order that teachers are able to create DDL activities, it 

is an essential requirement for both teachers and students to understand how searches and 

activities are executed from COCA, the corpus based. As the teachers, they should be familiar 

with the corpus features, aids students with cultivating intuitions and meta-linguistic 

awareness, and encourage the students’ intellectual curiosity to look for patterns by themselves. 

With the experience of performing researches, there is a possibility that students are willing 

and able to use the processes that have been practiced in their own study through patterns of 

noticing and awareness.  

 

From the above analysis, it can be concluded that an improvement in corpus-driven approach 

of teaching lexical chunks needs three requirements at least. The first one is raising students’ 

awareness of lexical chunks by employing new ways of integrating corpus-driven lexical 

chunks teaching with vocabulary learning, the second one is contextualized teaching is 

preferred in order to develop students’ ability to memorize and use lexical chunks, the last one 

is that both teachers and students must understand how to use the corpus. The corpus-driven 

approach of teaching lexical chunks is of great significance, it enables teachers to reconsider 

their present philosophy of teaching lexical chunks and innovate their ways of teaching lexical 

chunks in classroom. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this research, the Chinese non-English majors’ lexical chunks competence is explored 

through the analysis of writings of high-level students, medium-level students and low-level 

students respectively by using the method of quantitative analysis. Through the analysis of the 

data got from the designed experiment, we have got the following major findings. 

 

Firstly, compared with the pretest, the students in all these three groups have made a great 

increase in both the writing score and the number of lexical chunks, which means that the 

corpus-driven lexical chunks instruction is conducive to improving writing performance and 

the use of lexical chunks in writing. There are three reasons for this: first of all, lexical chunks 

instruction focuses on the cultivation of the awareness of lexical chunks, contributing to 

language intake to strengthen the acquisition. Only if the students could realize the differences 

between English native speakers and themselves, they can exert all their efforts to bridge the 

gap because there is no acquisition without noticing. Related research shows that it is beneficial 

to improve their second language performance by training the ability of identifying lexical 

chunks; next, the lexical chunks instruction insists that when they write or speak, the lexical 

chunks be stored as whole in the mind and retrieved as one word, not by forming the utterance 

according to the grammatical rules, which decrease the language decoding pressure and saves 

time and efforts for the brain to process information so that the fluency is improved. Just as 

what Lewis said, fluency will be easy to come after having learnt lots and lots of lexical chunks 
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which are the base for language creation. Lexical chunks, as the combination of grammar, 

meaning and context, can cut down the collocation mistakes, enhancing the correctness and 

idiomaticity of language use; finally, as the questionnaire implies, the corpus-driven lexical 

chunks instruction can train the students’ autonomous learning ability, helpful for the students 

to get into good learning habits and to develop good learning strategies, which will strengthen 

learning interests and the feeling of achievements. 

 

Secondly, it is found that the largest proportion of lexical chunks is sentence builders and 

discourse markers. Prepositional phrases take the second place, collocations the third place, 

with institutionalized expressions ranking last. There are two reasons for such distribution of 

lexical chunks: On the one hand, the students make use of sentence builders to plan their 

writings because of the function of offering the structure for a sentence and even the whole 

discourse, but on the other hand, the uses of institutionalized expressions are limited by the 

style of writing in this experiment. This indicates the English learners are aware of the 

important role of sentence builders and discourse markers and use them consciously in their 

compositions. 

 

Thirdly, on one hand, the result gotten from a between-group analysis tells us that learners at 

high level use more lexical chunks of all types with the exception of institutionalized 

expressions than medium-level students and low-level students. That is to say, learners at high-

level rely on more lexical chunks than learners at medium level and learner at low level, and 

learners at medium level use more lexical chunks than those at low level. However, the low-

level group of learners’ ability to use lexical chunks is the most average. On the other hand, it 

shows that the more lexical chunks students use in their compositions, the higher the students’ 

writing score will be. So there is a quite close positive relationship between the number of the 

learners’ lexical chunks and writing score. If the learner has a good mastery of lexical chunks 

it is pretty possible that he/she has a relatively high writing proficiency level. In a word, the 

higher the learner English level is, the higher dependence they have on lexical chunks, the 

better lexical chunk competence the learner has, the higher writing proficiency they have.  

The results gotten from the experiment shows that students of different levels have different 

competence of employing lexical chunks of each category. All the lexical chunks of the five 

categories not only have a great affect on, but also helpful for students to improve their writing 

proficiency. High priority should be given to lexical chunks in language teaching and learning 

so as to achieve both idiomaticity and fluency in language production. 

 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

This research is still in its beginning stages where some limitations exist. First, the experiment 

only included 60 students, as a small sample, which was not fully representative for language 

learners. If we have a larger size of participants, more reliable conclusions should be drawn 

and generalizability of the research will guaranteed. Secondly, the students are all non-English 

majors. Although they are divided into high-level, medium-level and low-level three groups, 

in fact, they should be considered to be medium-level students on the whole, because English 

majors are the more skilled and advanced English language learners, which may bring us the 

inaccurate conclusion that the medium-level students make the best performance in writing. 
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Thirdly, the corpus-driven language teaching method is still at the beginning stage, which 

should be improved continuously in teaching practice. 

 

There are several areas which need further exploration as a follow-up of the study. First, now 

that the research focuses on only the non-English majors at college, who are seen as 

intermediate learners, the study can also be launched in English majors and make a comparison 

between these two groups, the so-called advanced language learners and medium-level learners 

and even the low-level learners majoring in art; then, this study only investigates the use of 

lexical chunks, without any investigation in terms of grammar, pragmatic competence, and the 

errors in using lexical chunks; finally, because of the limit of time and task difficulty, the 

research data is solely from the students’ writing. There is much room for the research in 

spoken English, that is, the effect of lexical chunks instruction on the language learners’ 

speaking competence. Any small further step in this research will make a big step in language 

learning and teaching. 
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