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This manuscript reports the major findings of a small-scale corpus-
based analysis of the formulaic sequences used by 56 Chinese tertiary-
level English majors in monologues through four years of college
learning from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives. The study
attempts to capture the developmental trend of formulaic sequences
across four years in comparison with similar performance by 15 native
English-speaking college students, to investigate variability of the changes
in different categories and to detect learner differences in learning and
using formulaic sequences. It is hoped that the results of this study could
lead to a better understanding of the changing tendency of formulaic
sequences in second language (L2) oral production as well as of a gap in
formulaic sequence use between Chinese EFL learners and native speakers.
In particular, the study aims to address the following questions:

1. What is the developmental pattern of formulaic sequences in Chinese
»{ertiary—level learners’ monologues across four years?

2. How do different categories of formulaic sequences change in Chinese
tertiary-level learners’ monologues across four years?

3. How do the learners vary in the learning and using of formulaic

sequences across four years?

1 Motivation for the study

The present study is motivated by two reasons: the important role of
formulaic sequences in L2 learning and the controversy on the changing
patterns of language development.

1.1 Role of formulaic sequences in second language acquisition
As a significant element of language learning, formulaic sequences
refer to those fixed or semi-fixed expressions that have been stored and

I3



retrieved as a whole. Phrases such as look up and a lot of belong to this
specific lexical category. No one would deny the existence and
importance of formulaic sequences in language learning, but opinions
diverge as to their extent and degree. A vast majority of researchers view
the learning of formulaic sequences as more important than that of
grammar rules in the process of language development (Bolinger, 1976;
Fillmore, 1979; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Widdowson, 1989; Sinclair,
1991; Weinert, 1995; Skehan, 1998; Ting, 2004, 2005).

Bolinger took the most unyielding position and argued that people
learned language in terms of prefabricated chunks and that most of their
“manipulative grasp of words is by way of collocations” (1976, p. 8). He
insisted that instances of language use were much more based on lexical
items than on rules. Fillmore (1979) related the analysis of constructions
with the syntactic contexts in which they were used within the framework
of construction grammar and saw a unification of three aspects as syntax,
semantics and pragmatics in these constructions. Based on an analysis of
conversational talk by adult native speakers of English, Pawley and Syder
(1983) claimed that ordinary mature speakers of English knew hundteds
of thousands of “lexicalized sentence stems” which served to be a reper-
toire of elements used in ongoing conversations to achieve a high degree
of fluency. They even posed “two puzzles” in‘linguistic theory: native-
like fluency and native-like selection. To solve these two problems, as
they strongly advocated, one has to possess a large command of lexical-
ized sentence stems and an appropriate selection of these phrases.

Along the same line of argument, Widdowson (1989) put “lexical
chunks” in the first place while viewing rules as secondary for he firmly
believed that a great deal of knowledge of language consisted of
“formulaic chunks, lexical units completely or partially assembled in
readiness for use” (1989, p. 135). Skehan (1998) went one step further
to propose a language learning process which was composed of three
stages: lexicalization, syntacticization and relexicalization. The principal



