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Abstract—As a kind of stylized language expression, formulaic sequences
are widely used in different spoken language contexts, but the study of English
formulaic sequences has always been a difficulty in college students’ oral Eng-
lish learning in China. This paper adopts the computer corpus approach and uti-
lizes its massive storage of formulaic sequences and high-speed data retrieval
capabilities to help learners with English formulaic sequence learning. On one
hand, learners are able to truly and objectively understand the use of formulaic
sequences in English-speaking environment through the computer corpus; on
the other hand, learners can improve their memories and increase their formula-
ic sequence learning efficiency with the help of the structured and regularized
and massive amount of use cases of formulaic sequences retrieved by the com-
puter corpus. Finally, in the empirical study, through the comparative analysis
of the test group and the control group, this paper proves that the computer-
corpus-based formulaic sequences have great significance to oral English teach-
ing.

Keywords—Formulaic sequences, Computer corpus, College students’ oral
English, Empirical study

1 Introduction

The development of modern information technology has a profound impact on the
contents, methods and philosophies of foreign language teaching. Corpus linguistics
is just a new discipline emerging after the information technology was successfully
introduced into the general linguistics field, which is in turn accelerating the in-
formatization process of general linguistics and being widely applied in foreign lan-
guage teaching and research [1]. The corpus-based preliminary studies show that
language is essentially composed of a number of stylized language blocks, i.e. formu-
laic sequences. These formulaic sequences are an important part of a natural, fluent
and authentic language, reflecting three dimensions of language proficiency - com-
plexity, accuracy, and fluency [2]. In recent years, with the rise of corpus linguistics
and the rapid development of cognitive linguistics, the essence and roles of formulaic
sequences have been recognized by international scholars, and the theory of formulaic
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sequences has been playing an increasingly important role in foreign language learn-
ing and teaching research and has become a popular research topic in the field of
second language acquisition.

Through theoretical discussion and empirical research, many scholars in China find
that formulaic sequences play a positive role in improving the learners’ foreign lan-
guage communication ability and promoting foreign language teaching. Oral language
expression constitutes a big part of communicative ability, however, it has been a
traditional weakness of Chinese English learners compared with their excellent writ-
ing ability. Many Chinese scholars and educational researchers are actively seeking
for a breakthrough in order to improve Chinese students’ oral English and achieve
reform and innovation in English teaching. The application of computer corpus in the
study of formulaic semantics is just research that this paper tries to conduct to find the
breakthrough. As an auxiliary means for English learning, computer corpus is recog-
nized as being real-time, objective and accurate. In recent years, with the development
of computer network technologies and mobile network technologies, computer corpus
has been widely used in English learning. Now the most frequently used English
corpuses are usually developed and run by English-speaking countries, which provide
highly accurate interpretation and explanations for formulaic sequences. Therefore,
searching and learning formulaic sequences based on computer corpus can greatly
improve students’ oral English performance. This paper interprets and analyzes the
specific formulaic sequences through the Corpus of Contemporary American English,
and applies the corpus-based formulaic sequence learning in the actual college oral
English teaching cases. Through the comparative experiment, this paper analyzes and
compares the experimental results and demonstrate that the computer-corpus-based
formulaic sequences proposed in this paper have a positive effect on improving col-
lege students’ oral English.

2 Definition and characteristics

2.1  Definition of formulaic sequences

The concept of formulaic sequence was first proposed by British linguists Alison
Wray and Michael R. Perkins. It was defined from the perspective of mental represen-
tation as “a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other meaning ele-
ments, which is, or appears to be, prefabricated: that is, stored and retrieved whole
from memory at the time of use, rather than being subject to generation or analysis by
the language grammar [3].

Formulaic sequences, “stored as a whole in the brain” [4], are used to express in-
formation, continue and start turn-taking, indicate the attitude and ensure the smooth-
ness of communication; therefore, in order to make language expression fluent, au-
thentic and appropriate, it is important for both native speakers and foreign speakers
to master a considerable amount of formulaic sequences.
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2.2 Characteristics of computer corpus

A corpus is a database containing a large number of linguistic information that are
used in real terms. By using the statistical method to carry on scientific quantitative
analysis and the inductive method to carry on the rational qualitative analysis, it can
reveal the most typical characteristics and actual use patterns of a natural language
and reflect how to use a language in real terms. Therefore, the corpus-based approach
often delivers more objective, true, reliable and available results, and thus plays a
positive role in language teaching and research [5]. A corpus has the following three
characteristics:

1. Scientific and objective. As corpus information is all collected from the authen-
tic languages, it not only objectively and truly reflects the use patterns of all ethnic
languages, but also adopts the scientific search method to make the test results more
typical and make it easier for learners to carry out quantitative and qualitative analysis
on the use environment and characteristics of formulaic sequences systematically.

2. Self-service and open. Computer corpus is like a huge electronic data repository,
which is free from time and space constraints. Users can access the computer corpus
via the Internet anytime, anywhere as needed. The corpus provides the learning mate-
rials on formulaic sequences to help teachers and learners learn and exchange on this
independent open platform and make the data-driven English teaching possible [6].

3. Timely. Timeliness means the corpus is updated with the actual evolution of the
language. Languages are evolving with the times, so are formulaic sequences [7]. This
feature prompts a corpus to update its data constantly at real time. According to the
statistics of the Corpus of Contemporary American English, from 1999 to 2012, the
corpus needed to be updated once or twice a year to complete the expansion of 5 dif-
ferent texts at a growth rate of 200 million words a year. In this way, the corpus keeps
it always current [8].

3 Application of computer corpus in oral formulaic sequences
teaching

3.1  Case analysis of English formulaic sequences

In the popular American situation comedy “Friends”, there are many commonly
used English formulaic sequences. The oral English expressions and contextual envi-
ronments in “Friends” have always been like a text book for English learners around
the world [9]. In this paper, we search the contexts and explanations for formulaic
semantics commonly used in “Friends” in the computer corpus in order to deepen our
understanding of the formulaic sequences and apply it as a teaching case in the oral
teaching model [10]. In the script of “Friends”, there are up to 892411 words, many of
which are formulaic sequences. According to the statistics made by other researchers,
expressions which appear more than 9 times in the script are considered formulaic
sequences.
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Table 1 shows the formulaic sequences used by the person who tends to give and
receive information. They mostly use the first person pronoun “I” and the declarative
language, such as I mean, I think, I believe, and so on.

Table 1. Formulaic sequences of information exchange in the teleplay<Old friend>

Formulaic sequences Frequency

I mean 1540

I know 1289
You know 1124

I think 984

I don’t know 708
I’m gonna 690

I thought 392
How about you 9
How are you doing 9
Total Item:183; Frequency:12921 times

In Table 1, if the formulaic sequences are extended to the native English language
environment, they are also frequently used stylized phrases. If students can better
understand the context and usage of these formulaic sequences, their oral English can
be effectively improved [11].

3.2  Computer corpus COCA

Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) was released online in 2008.
In recent years, it has seen rapid development. So far, there have been over 100,000
registered users and even more unregistered users in China. With simple and concise
operating interfaces and a huge database that is updated constantly, COCA has gained
the trust of many users [12]. Figure 1 shows the search interface of the Corpus of
Contemporary American English.

The user can search relevant corpus information by entering the key words, and
better understand the vocabulary by comparing charts and key words. Figure 2 shows
the search results of the word “language”.

From the chart shown in the figure, users can clearly see the use frequency of the
word in each section and in each time period.

3.3 Application of computer-corpus-based formulaic sequences in oral
English teaching

This paper analyzes a commonly used formulaic sequence “I mean” and a less fre-
quently used “you know what” in “Friends” with the help of the corpus and applies
the result in college oral English teaching.

We take a conversation in Episode 1, Season 1 of “Friends” as an example. The
scene is that Rachel is making coffee for Joey and Chandler in Monica's apartment.
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@ Corpus of Contemporary American English ) 3y

FREQUENCY CONTEXT HELP

List Chart |Collocates| Compare KWIC @ o ez

COLLOCATES display

Collocates

See what words occur near other words, which provides great insight into
‘ * ‘ 4 ‘ 3 ‘ 2 ‘ 1 ‘ 0 . 0 ‘ 1 ‘ 2 ‘ 3 ‘ 4 ‘ * ‘ meaning and usage. For example, nouns after thick or look into, verbs before
money, or any word near crack, believe, loud, or quickly.

More information: compare to LIST display, types of collocates, direction and
O Sections Texts/Virtual Sort/Limit Options distance of collocates , variable length queries .

Fig. 1. Search page of COCA

@ Corpus of Contemporary American English &) 3

CONTEXT

SEARCH

(SSEECETL?': ;gzﬁg;‘;iﬁ%‘zig"om’ FREQ SIZE(M) | PERMIL |CLICKFOR CONTEXT (SEE ALL)
SPOKEN 8,873 109.4 81.11 I

EICTION 7.716 104.9 7356 | I

MAGAZINE 8,647 1101 78.53 |

NEWSPAPER 8,870 106.0 83.71 I

ACADEMIC 39,251 103.4 379.52 |
1990-1994 11,866 104.0 11410 | I—

1995-1999 12,831 103.4 12402 | I—

2000-2004 13,769 1029 13376 | I

2005-2009 12,295 102.0 12049 | I

2010-2015 22,596 121.6 185.87 | I
TOTAL 146,714 SEE ALL TOKENS

Fig. 2. Search result of “language”

Rachel first says, “Isn’t that amazing?” This is a question asking for information,
which completes the question function. Then Rachel says “I mean, I have never made
coffee before in my entire life. Here, “I mean” serves as an intro, which is the opening
words for giving information, and what follows it is the information. Together they
constitutes a statement, which is a supplement to the preceding question. This sup-
plement makes it easy for the recipient to quickly understand the information the
speaker is asking for and respond in a timely manner. However, what follows “I
mean” may not necessarily be information; sometimes it may also be a request for
information, i.e. a question [13].

The search result in the corpus is shown in Figure 3. For example, there is a sample
sentence - had nothing better to do. “the hell are they doing? I mean, that’s a lot of
people's hard-earned money,” said David. In this sample sentence, “I mean” is used in
the same way as in “Friends” — as a supplement to the speaker’ statement.

Next, let’s analyze a conservation between Rachel and Joey in “Friends”. Rachel:
Oh, Joey, you know what, no-one is gonna be able to tell. Joey: My mom will. In this
conservation, “you know what” is a commonly used formulaic sequence. For most
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Chinese students, the first thing that cross their minds when they hear this formulaic
sequence will probably be “Yes” or “No” because they consider it as a question [14].
However, the actual context is that when Rachel, as the initiator of the conservation,
says “Oh, Joey, you know what”, she just wants to cause the attention of the other
person and then express her own opinion. The formulaic sequence “you know what”
is just used as a stepping stone for the subsequent information. When hearing this
expression, the other person knows that Rachel is going to start a conservation and
will provide the information herself and that he does not need to respond immediately
[15]. What he needs to do is be ready to give feedbacks. We use the same method to
search “you know what” in COCA. As shown in Figure 4, this formulaic sequence is
applied in the same way as in “Friends” — as a transition word for the subsequent
information.

G;w\ Corpus of Contemporary American English ) 3

SEARCH FREQUENCY HELP

FIND SAMPLE: 100 200 500 1000
PAGE: << < 1/1000 > >>

CLICK FOR MORE CONTEXT m

1 |2015  NEWS  WashPost A|B|C| had nothing beter to do. * What the hell are they doing? | mean, that's a lot of people’s hard-earned money, * said David Forshee

2 | 2015 NEWS | WashPost A|B|C| the thing that touched the thing that put humans on anather planet. * | mean, you talk about something neat, * said Brent Anthany, who spent days
3 | 2015 NEWS | WashPost A|B|C| todoasateam, " sophomore guard Lexie Brown said. " | mean, | like my phone. But this has taught me | don't need

4 | 2015 NEWS | WashPost A|B|C| two days after Easter. It's right in the middle of Passover. | mean, we've never had a runoff before in the city of Chicago for a

5 |2015 | NEWS  WashPost A|B|C| Charlestan, S.C." The reaction of the people in that community, | mean, blew me away, * Koch recounted Monday in a rare interview with The

6 | 2015 NEWS | WashPost A|B|C| people area lot better than | am.’ Forgive this guy? | mean, it's so monstrous what he did. It just shook me.

7 | 2015 | NEWS | WashPost A|B|C| Island. " There has got to be a way to stop that. | mean, I'd let the guy go. No big deal. He's not

8 | 2015 NEWS | WashPost A|B|C| of walkup to now? " | hadn't even thought about it. | mean, I'm not really a writer. " You know there are a lot

9 | 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| place thatyou willfully ignore, a place that has already forgotten you. | mean, who are you? You hate bloggers. You make fun of Twitter.

10 | 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| People just made that up. DAD Well, | don't know. | mean, what makes you think that, that elves are any more magical than something

11| 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| magical than something like... like a whale? You know, | mean, what if | told you a story about how underneath the ocean, there

122015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| the size of a car? And you could crawl through the arteries? | mean, you'd think that's pretty magical, right? MASON Yeah. But

132015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| and those who see the power of it are pushing these agendas forward. | mean, who can say no to legislation designed to help open up capital for small
14| 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| ."Butwe're going to do the best that we can. | mean, she's my sister today. She's my sister next week. She

15 | 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A B C| Serenadoingitand s like: Lok, why not me? | mean, I'm training hard. | feel like I'm still a top-five player

16 | 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| would be rooting for Venus, " she said. And why? " | mean, she’s been through so much, " Serena said. * She's

17 | 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| Campbell, who finished 1 minute 12 seconds behind Ledecky, said, " | mean, it's tough racing her, but you know you're racing the best

18 | 2015 | NEWS | NYTimes A|B|C| ,butin this case is a morose cri de coeur ending, " | mean, face it: Would anybody even notice if | disappeared tomorrow? " Days

19 2015 | NEWS | Adanta A|B|C| t0goto Philadelphia. Thatis where | go to eat hoagies. | mean, to visit my sister, who buys me hoagies. We bring them back

20 12015 NFWS | Arlanra AIRIC| We renrecent ahnur 42 nercent of the (Renuihlican) canference and <n I mean I'm nat inta aiiaras or nercentases but if vou ook ar the numher

Fig. 3. Searched context of “I mean”

Corpus of Contemporary American English ) 3

SEARCH FREQUENCY CONTEXT
Source information:
Date 2015
Publication information 5ep2015, Vol. 316 Issue 2, p70-80. 10p. 7 Color Photographs.
Title AMatter of Black Lives
Author GOLDBERG, JEFFREY;
Source MAG: Atlantic
Expanded context:

would return them to their communities if | could. But | can't. 'm not allowed to, even if the families of their victims no longer objected. " # Hundreds of men serving life sentences have been
trained as * peer ministers " at a Southern Baptistrun seminary on the prison grounds, and these men * morally rehabilitated men, " in Cain's descriptionare of great use in the cellblocks,
cafeterias, and dormitories of Angola. " These are the guys who said | should stop using profanity, " he said, * and you know what? They were right. When | banned profanity in the prison, we
became less oppressive. " He went on, " You know what's crazy? | got more than 400 people in vocational programs here, with the peer ministers providing teaching and moral support. | got
people training as auto mechanics, in horticulture. This is a bigger vocational school than what we have on the outside. Why do we as a society wait until a guy ends up here before we give him a

Fig. 4. Research context of “you know what”
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Through the analysis of the formulaic sequences in both sitcom and corpus, we can
see that if college students think only in the Chinese language frame and do not have
deep understanding of the English formulaic sequences, they will make a lot of mis-
takes in their oral English expressions. This paper applies the formulaic sequences
teaching in college oral English teaching based on the computer corpus in an effort to
deepen college students’ understanding of formulaic sequences and improve their oral
English.

4 Application of computer-corpus-based formulaic sequences in
college oral English teaching

This paper introduces the computer-corpus-based formulaic sequences into college
oral English teaching as a teaching strategy [16]. In this paper, we select 62 freshmen
of non-English majors as the subject and tries to carry out a comparative teaching
experiment to study the effects of formulaic sequences teaching on the fluency and
accuracy of Oral English.

4.1 Teaching experiment design

Experimental subjects. We select students of two 2010 non-English-major classes
(who had similar scores in the college entrance English examination, which were all
above 100) as the subjects, with 31 in each class. The subjects are divided into the test
group and the control group.

Purpose of the experiment. Whether the computer-corpus-based formulaic se-
quences can help improve college students’ oral English, and how formulaic sequenc-
es are related to the fluency, authenticity, consistency and accuracy of oral English
and the amount of talks.

4.2  Detailed experimental procedures and result analysis

Pretest. First of all, we arrange the students participating in the teaching experi-
ment to take an oral English test, which involves a one-minute self-introduction and a
situational dialogue among three students. The focus of the test is to check how they
use formulaic sequences. After the test, we perform independent sample analysis of
the test results. The oral English pretest scores are shown in Table 2.

From Table 2, it can be seen that there is no significant difference in the oral Eng-
lish level between the control and the test class (t = 0.831, p>0.05). The score of the
control group is slightly higher than that of the test group.

Process of the teaching experiment. The textbook is the “New Horizon College
English - Listening and Speaking”. The test group, apart from receiving the routine
teaching, also learns formulaic sequences based on the corpus under the guidance of
teachers. With the help of the open corpus, students and teachers can communicate
and exchange ideas about formulaic sequences learning without time constraints. For
the test group, teachers on one hand encourages the use of formulaic sequences and
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on the other hand enhance students’ explicit input of formulaic sequences by using
PPT and other multimedia tools in class.

The control group mainly attends the conventional communicative-approach-based
listening and speaking teaching class.

Aftertest. After a semester, we arrange the students to take an aftertest in the same
way. In order to better show the application effects of formulaic sequences, we add
the comparison of the test group and the control group in the amount of talks, fluency,
authenticity, consistency and accuracy.

From Table 3, it can be seen that after one semester of formulaic sequences learn-
ing, the oral English test scores of the test group are higher than those of the control
group (t=2.681, p<0.05). It can be preliminarily concluded that the computer-corpus-
based formulaic sequences teaching has a positive effect in improving college stu-
dents’ oral English.

Table 2. Pretesting result

Class N Mean Standard deviation T value p value
Control class 31 83.74 4.936 0.831 0.730
Test class 31  82.69 5.003

Table 3. Aftertesting result

Class N  Mean Standard deviation t value p value
Control class 31 83.81 3.85 2.681 0.009
Test class 31 8647 3.96

Table 4. Different indicators of spoken english between the test group and the control group

Class Total words Fluency Authenticity Consistency Accuracy Total points
Test class 17.23 17.32 17.11 17.34 17.47 86.47
Control class 16.63 16.73 16.82 16.76 16.87 83.81
Difference 5.520 5.520 1.306 5.226 5.520 109.778
Significance p 0.021 0.005 0.209 0.005 0.010 0.009

From Table 4, it can be seen that the mean values of various indicators of the test
group are all higher than those of the control group. There are significant differences
between the amount of talks, fluency, consistency and accuracy of the test group and
those of the control group (p<0.05). In terms of authenticity, there is not much differ-
ence between the two groups.

The aftertest on the key indicators of college oral English further proves the posi-
tive effects of computer-corpus-based formulaic sequences teaching in improving
college students’ oral English. At the same time, the results show that there is a pro-
portional relationship between the application of computer-corpus-based formulaic
sequences and the amount of talks, fluency, consistency and accuracy of oral English.
Due to the limitations of the English textbooks, the authenticity of oral English is not

74 http://www.i-jet.org



Paper—An Empirical Study on the Effects of Computer-Corpus-based Formulaic Sequences on College ...

much improved. In the future, in college English teaching, the application scope of
corpus-based formulaic sequences should be enlarged to improve college students’
oral English in an all-round way.

5 Conclusions

This paper innovatively proposes applying formulaic sequences in oral English
teaching based on computer corpus. It first gives the definition and describes the
characteristics of computer corpus and formulaic sequences, then analyzes the appli-
cation of formulaic sequences in actual contexts and at last demonstrates the positive
effects of formulaic sequences in improving college students’ oral English through
empirical research. The conclusions and the innovations of this paper are summarized
as follows:

1. The computer corpus approach opens a door for the application of formulaic se-
quences in college oral English teaching and provides a sound data platform for the
combination of formulaic sequence theory and practice

2. Formulaic sequences are essential to college oral English learning, so more efforts
should be made to teach formulaic sequences in college oral English teaching.

3. The computer-corpus-based formulaic sequences provide an objective, true and re-
al-time language environment, and thus this approach should be more widely pro-
moted and applied.
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