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Abstract—In the light of Swain’s output hypothesis, the article
first analyzes the possibility of chunk application in college
English writing; introduces the types and pragmatic functions of
chunks and the extraction from corpus data. Based on the corpus
research, the strategies and approaches are discussed about how
corpora facilitate lexical chunking in English writing. Finally,
concrete advice is given on chunk application to achieve accuracy
and fluency in writing.
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In the context of economic globalization and technological
integration, the Ministry of Education in the national long-term
education reform and development plan (2010 - 2020) put
forward the task of internationalization of higher education.
China needs to cultivate a large number of talents with
international horizons to participate in international affairs in
all aspects. To meet the needs of national economic
development and foreign cultural exchange, it is necessary to
improve our international competitiveness and to enhance the
soft power of language and education, especially in the field of
writing, and enable the students to write a variety of business
letters and academic literature.

INTRODUCTION

The current problem is that few people are qualified for the
advanced writing competence. As a college teacher, in teaching
practice I find that, after two years of college English education,
writing still remains the biggest headache. Although some
students have mastered the knowledge of vocabulary, grammar
and discourse, in the writing of national CET (College English
Test) Band-1V, only 51% of them score 8 points in a total of 15,
while other students score less than 8 points. Variety of errors
and mistakes lead to the low score, among which, errors of
collocation are considered the most serious ones.

Fortunately, learner corpus analysis has been a very active
field of research since the emergence of computerized learner
corpora in the early 1990s [1]. Computer learner corpora are
systematic “electronic collections of spoken or written texts
produced by foreign or second language learners” [2].
According to "Chinese Learner English Corpus" (CLEC) by
Chinese scholars Gui Shichun, Yang Huizhong [3], Chinese
students generally have a poor performance in the acquisition

© 2014. The authors - Published by Atlantis Press

217

of lexical and grammatical collocation and chunks. Students
complain that the large number of polysemous words and
synonyms are quite confusing, let along the bundles with them.
Differentiation of the feature of the words and lexical items is
frustrating. So, to score higher points in the writing, students
need intensified and attentive learning of collocation and
chunks. As a teacher, necessary practice should be carried out
in the classroom teaching, along with the lecture of collocation
and chunk knowledge.

It is a relief that corpus can be exploited in eliminating such
errors. Through a series of language teaching and learning
activities, reforming the conventional way of writing training,
teachers can do a lot to improve writing skills of the learners
with the aid of corpus. Much has been discussed on the corpora
application in vocabulary learning and writing separately,
though, few articles specialize in the acquisition of chunks in
the context of writing. Furthermore, this paper will further
explore how English language teaching may benefit from
corpus data to improve language learners’ written output, and
how to raise the student’s awareness of the connection between
grammatical, sociolinguistic ~and pragmatic uses of
phraseological items of the English language. Through the
discussion, we expect to propose some feasible corpus-based
approaches in the sector of college English writing.

II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND OF CHUNK

The concept of chunks was first proposed by Becker [4]
and Bolinger [5] in the mid- 1970s. Chunks, different from the
phrases, are loosely integrated blocks of functions and forms,
with both vocabulary and grammatical features of language
structure. Different English terms were used to indicate such
concepts, such as formulaic sequences, chunks, unanalyzed
chunks of speech, formulas, lexical phrases, lexicalized
sentence stems, multi-word units and so on [6]. Thus we can
say chunks are usually fixed or semi-fixed pattern or structure
of multi-word units. Multi-word directly linked the
phenomenon to language teaching, emphasizing their cohesive
function in discourse, and divided into four types [6]:

A.  Polywords.

Fixed phrases composed by more than one word may be
either a typical structure of the English-type specification, such



as by the way, a piece of a cake etc., or an atypical form like as
it were, all in all etc.

B. Institutionalized expressions.

It can be expression in the form of a sentence type in
spoken language, fixed or semi-fixed form, fixed combination
of pragmatic functions of words, or complete sentences; it can
also be fixed form at the beginning of the sentence, including
proverbs, aphorisms and social formula language, like How do
you do? Where there is will there is a way, once upon a time, to
begin with, and so on.

C. Phrasal constraints.
It refers to a phrase framework constituted by certain fixed

words. You can fill in the appropriate word or phrase as needed.

Such as, a ... ago, which can generate the phrase a couple of
days ago / a long time ago; the ...-er, the ...-er structure that can
generate the sooner, the better.

D. Sentence builders.

As a means of discourse organization, it is used mainly in
written language. It is in the form of fixed or semi-fixed
phrases with syntactic features, appropriate words or clauses
can be added as needed, for example, “It is universally
acknowledged that ...”, “There is no doubt that ...”

As can be seen from the above classification, the form of
chunks, different from the idioms, is relatively free. In contrast,
Idiomatic structures are fixed expressions, whose forms seldom
change, and the meaning can hardly be guessed from the
separate words. In college textbooks, English idioms or phrases
are usually listed as fixed expressions for students to learn,
while the chunks, because of the loose combination and the
large numbers, are never given proper attention to. In addition,
the lexical chunks show a notable dual-feature: lexical and
sentential. On the one hand, discontinuous building
components are flexible in meaning expression; on the other
hand, the flexibility increases the difficulty of pragmatic
mastery. Just because of this, the learning of chunks leaves a
big space for teachers to explore for learners’ fluency.

An important part of language acquisition is the ability to
understand and output blocks of the words as a whole. These
language chunks form the original data of how people
understand the pattern. Lexical approach emphasizes that
language learners should learn and use the language in chunks,
and language production process is not constrained by the rules
of syntax, but a process of direct extraction of integrated word
units from memory.

Over the past 25 years, corpora, corpus tools and corpus
evidence have not only been used as a basis for linguistic
research but also in the teaching and learning of languages.
Computer-aided discourse and language acquisition research
also proves that chunks can be used as an ideal unit in language
teaching. This is because: First, the speed of processing for the
information stored in the human brain is limited, thus, shortcuts
must be found to improve the efficiency of information
processing in the brain. In Chinese college writing test, within
30 minutes time, students are required to write an article with
no less than 120 words, the average length usually exceeds 150
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words. In a way, writing can be a slow, painful process even in
our mother tongue, but when it is in a foreign language the
problems can be magnified. So students usually have no time
for careful thinking, and direct retrieval of chunks could save
them much time. If the word block is taken as a memory unit,
the sentence creation process can greatly reduce the
psychological burden and improve the efficiency of the
sentence output, which enhances language fluency. Second, the
word block, as a combination of form and meaning, can greatly
minimize the number of syntactic and semantic mistakes,
because the fewer language components in sentence-making
leads to a higher quality of sentence output. Third, because the
word block is stored and extracted as an integral part, students
with poor language level will confront less tension, and
accordingly build up their self-confidence in foreign language
expression. Fourth, cognitive learning of chunks conforms to
the law of language acquisition. Chunk input as a whole can
greatly increase the memory capacity with an ideal effect.
Finally, word chunk is a combination of form and pragmatic
function. In language output, learners do no have to
consciously resort to the relevant context, which effectively
avoids pragmatic failure in communication.

III. CHUNK LEARNING IN COGNITIVE AND OUTPUT THEORY

A.  cognitive basis of collocation acquisition

From the cognitive perspective of collocation analysis, it is
pointed out that verbal blunders experienced three stages:
contrastive analysis of the 1950s-60s to error analysis of the
70s, then the transfer analysis in the 1980s. As we can see,
second language acquisition has shifted from external
environmental factors to a transitional system of internal
factors related to the psycholinguistic cognition of learners.
Study shows that, in the past two decades, the study of
language transfer is no longer considered mechanical transfer
of native language structure, but an implicit cognitive
mechanism in the second language acquisition. The purpose of
the learner is to establish conceptual representation through
direct contact with chunk form and meaning. Mental lexicon is
stored in the brain as the basis of the mental representation of
lexical knowledge. Each L2 learner possesses a high-capacity
thesaurus, which is well organized and efficiently extracted
when necessary on the basis of their own second language
thesaurus. By establishing direct links to the second language
in sound and meaning, the implicit concept reconstructing
system is formed, and the learner gradually increases the
automation of his second language vocabulary extraction. This
automatic prevention of mother tongue interference constitutes
a firewall. Concerning the construction theory, many scholars[7]
[8] [9] [10] tried to expound the processing of sentences in
their own ways, which, to some extent, contributed to the
language acquisition from different perspectives, such as
construction grammar, cognitive grammar, cognitive semantics,
frame semantics, etc.

B.  Swain output hypothesis

In college English teaching, output has always been put in
the first place. Last year, paragraph translation was introduced
into the national CET (college English test) Band-IV
examination, replacing the long-existing “Cloze” item.



Together with part of writing, written output account for 30%
of the total score. From this, we can see language output is
further emphasized in college English teaching.

As to the output theory, Swain asserts if learners want to
express themselves fluently and accurately, they need to have
both comprehensible input and output, for the process of output
also serves as an opportunity for learners to reflect how well
they have mastered the target language. Beside, the output
feedback can test their own hypotheses and in turn consolidate
their knowledge. The comprehensible output (CO) hypothesis
states that learning takes place when a learner encounters a gap
in his or her linguistic knowledge of the second language. By
noticing this gap, the learner becomes aware of it and may be
able to modify his output so that he learns something new
about the language [11]. Although Swain does not claim that
comprehensible output is solely responsible for all or even
most language acquisition, she does claim that, under some
conditions, CO facilitates second language learning in ways
that differ from input and enhance input due to the mental
processes connected with the production of language.

According to her, there are three functions of the output
hypothesis:

1) Noticing functions: The learner realizes what they do not
know or only partially know. They know what they want to say
but are unable to communicate it. This is done through practice,
verbally communicating in the second language.

2) Hypothesis-testing function: It is when the learners
provide statement realizing that the grammar is not always
correct and they receive feedback in order to improve. This
enables the learners to reformulate their statements. Interaction
within the classroom with teacher and peers can assist the
learners to improve their grammar.

3) Metalinguistic function: The learners reflect upon the
language learned and this enables them to control their output
and internalize their linguistic knowledge. After the first two
functions, the students should be able to internally reflect on
what they have learned.

Under this theory, we find that corpus serves as a good
source for learners to practice their output. The fact that most
educational institutions have access to the internet has
promoted the use of the web as corpus, and large corpora such
as the British National Corpus and the COBUILD Corpus and
Collocations Sampler are now accessible, free of charge, online
and can be usefully incorporated into a process writing
approach to help develop students’ writing skills.

Compared with the conventional teaching mode, the
corpus-based teaching mode enables students to find the
underused and overused phrases or words, or even the misused
grammatical structure. The findings strengthen the
understanding of self-testing hypotheses, and knowledge of
their own language gap pushes them to recognize and
consolidate the inherent language knowledge and skills.

IV. ADVANTAGES OF CHUNK APPLICATION IN ENGLISH WRITING

A.  Strengthen the fluency of English writing

In college English teaching, writing is one of the five basic
skills to examine the students' comprehensive ability to use
language, the other four skills being listening, speaking,
reading and translation. Writing not only requires students to
have a certain vocabulary, but also requires students to be
proficient in target language. Therefore, teachers should, in the
process of writing teaching, cultivate the students' fluency in
use of word blocks. With reference to the cognitive lexical
interpretation, the focus of chunk teaching approach will be put
on the actual application. As chunks embody the dual functions
of lexicon and syntax, skillful use of chunks in writing not only
shortens the time of sentence making, but also reduces the
grammatical errors, and the latter being the biggest headache
for Chinese college students. Through constant practice of the
chunks, the writing process will be free from syntactic
constraints. The stored chunks in the brains will make it
possible for students to write error-free English. Moreover,
proper use of chunks has the function of discourse cohesion, as
a result, the textual logic and reasoning of the writing will
improve. In the course of teaching, teachers should emphasize
the importance of chunks, and raise students’ awareness of
learning strategies, thus promote students' English writing
ability.

B.  Improve the authenticity of English writing

Before going on to discuss about how to output genuine
English, we take a look at a technical term “interlanguage”.
There is a continuum from the source language through
successive learning stages to the acquisition of the target
language. At every stage there is an interlanguage. Richards
claims that interlanguage is the type of language produced by
second- and foreign- language learners who are in the process
of learning a language. In language learning, learners’ errors
are caused by several different processes [12]. These include:

1) Borrowing patterns from the mother tongue.

2) Extending patterns from the target language.

3) Expressing meanings using the words and grammar
which are already known.

L2 acquisition theory and research show that Chinese
English learners mainly use the interlanguage in the learning
process, learning from the vocabulary to grammar. When
writing articles, they rely more on grammar rules to construct
sentences instead of the chunks. However, to reach the level of
native speakers, foreign language learners must master and
store a lot of word blocks. Teachers should provide students
enough authentic input material, in the meantime, focusing
more on the output of chunks. The contact and absorption of
the chunks will lay a solid foundation for a standard expression.
Repeated practice of chunks will ensure a good command of
language, thereby enhancing the student's target language
output in a certain degree.

Exactly, the corpus offers the best solution to this problem.
Johns’ idea is to put the learner at centre stage and make
him/her “a linguistic researcher” [13] who takes on an active
role in discovering patterns around and bundles of selected
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lexical items, often related to problems that are found in
learners’ writings. By exposing to the “real language” of the
corpus, learners assimilate the authentic English quickly.

C. Strengthen the organizational capacity of discourse

Chunk is not just limited to vocabulary, but also covers a
wide scope of collocation, either lexical or syntactic. Actually,
many of the chunks have the function of discourse conjunction
and cohesion. Common modes in English writing comprise
argumentative, expository, narrative and descriptive. Whatever
the writing styles are, the various structural patterns of chunks
can be incorporated in the writing, which help to create a
comprehensive and cohesive writing. Moreover, the use of
chunks will also increase the power to reason, stimulating them
to think and write in a logic way. As a result, with the
accumulation of various topic chunks, students can not only
improve the speed of writing, but also use the relevant
discourse blocks to build a reasonable discourse framework to
improve the discourse logic and coherence.

V. CHUNK TEACHING STRATEGIES AND APPROACHES

Knowledge of lexical chunks correlates positively with L2
proficiency. Lewis’ lexical approach to language teaching calls
for a change of focus. Instead of lexicalized grammar,
concentration should be on heavily contextualized,
grammaticalized lexis [14]. Direct teaching of grammar rules,
very useful for L2 learners though, should be replaced by
pattern teaching, focusing on lexical items. Some of the
exercises he proposes cover typical phraseological types, such
as collocations.

For example, the extraction of 3- and 4-word clusters
around the word ‘way’ from a corpus results in a list of
phraseological items such as “on the way to”, “in this way”,
“by way of”, “way in which”, “in the same way”, “out of the
way”, “in such a way”, “in a way”, “gave way to” or “as a way
of (V-ing)” — items that may be very useful for students in their

own academic writing.
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FIGURE 1. COLLOCATION OF THE WORD “WAY”
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In his view, lexical approach is to focus the attention on the
word blocks to build language system. The principles of the
chunk teaching are summarized as follows: (1) Vocabulary and
grammar are not separated; language is not composed of the
grammar system, but rather consists of multiple chunks. (2)
Teachers should not analyze or translate the target language,
but to guide the students to focus on chunk learning. (3)
Hypothetical experiments are used to demonstrate the learning
process as the output process instead of practice. (4) The
vocabulary and grammar should be treated as an integrated
part to learn. Based on the above principles, we put forward
the following teaching suggestions:

First of all, teachers themselves should first update their
pedagogical notion, changing from grammatical teaching to
chunk teaching. Used to the conventional way of language
learning, the students might find it hard to accept methodology
of chunk learning. Thus, how to raise the awareness of the
students and arouse their interest becomes a problem. Besides
the regular classroom teaching, the corpora-based or corpora-
driven chunk retrieval should be carefully guided. It is
predictable that the students will meet with tremendous
difficulties. Even for professional language practitioners, the
initial use of the corpus could be frustrating, let alone the
students.

Thus, in the intensive reading class, teachers should point
out the chunks in the reading passage, and tell students what

chunks are. Generally speaking, the fixed phrases are better
mastered by the students, because they are all listed in the
Phrases and Expression. But the other loosely collocated ones
are never specially listed. So to identify the chunks in the
passage might be a good practice. From the common errors in
college writing, we can see most of them are resulted from the
negative influence of the native language. Therefore, textually
demonstrating the chunks can effectively minimize or
eliminate the errors.

For example, one of the most common errors by Chinese
college students is the “There are people do ...” pattern. By
accessing the pattern from the corpus, numerous correct
patterns are retrieved with the tool of WordSmith or AntConc.
In such a way, students might be deeply impressed by the
correct expression presented. Moreover, teachers can turn the
sentences into blank-filling exercise with the search word
blanked out. They could then be asked to complete the
concordances properly choosing from a list of words. To
develop awareness of collocations and colligations, students
could also be presented with complete concordances and asked
to study and identify patterns useful for their writings.

By demonstrating the usage of the key word “hold” from
the corpus LOCNESS, students will have direct visual
understanding about the patterns of “hold” and its lexical and
syntactic implications.
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FIGURE 2. POLYSEMOUS WORD “HOLD” IN LOCNESS
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Besides, the lexical approach does not mean that
grammatical teaching should be totally ignored. Grammar is by
far a useful way in sentence processing, especially for L2
learners. The ideal way is combine them together in classroom
teaching, so that students learn the word blocks and a variety
of sentence patterns under correct grammar rules. As a matter
of fact, chunks and grammars are vaguely integrated; many of
the chunks are grammatical blocks.

Finally, due to the large number of chunks, chunk learning
should not be limited to the classroom teaching. How to
stimulate the students’ interest of self-learning and effectively
extend outside-class learning hours is the ultimate aim.
Generally speaking, Chinese college students are more

dependable, and teacher can be more involved in their learning.

Nowadays, offline and online corpus learning becomes another
main source. What a teacher needs to do is to help students
learn to use corpus tools and introduce relevant network
resources. Need to say, popularization of corpora and their
pedagogical use also requires some basic training in accessing
corpora and in working with collocation lists. Such training is
essential because concordance output, at first glance, may
seem hard to handle, and because “a corpus is not a simple
object, and it is just as easy to derive nonsensical conclusions
from the evidence as insightful ones” [15]. Corpora may also
be used directly by learners. This application is inspired by the
concept of data-driven learning [16] [17] in which L2 learners
make their own discoveries about language. Needless to note,
using corpus techniques in the classroom has some important
advantages. Corpora imbue the learning process with
authenticity and allow learners to take control, acting as
language researchers in their own right.

VI. CONCLUSION

This paper attempts to analyze the use of chunks in college
English writing, and explores the functions of both chunk-
learning and corpus application. Based on the literature and the
practical experience of corpus-based chunk-teaching in the
classroom, some suggestions are given as to how and to what a
degree corpus can be exploited in chunk acquisition.
Improving students’ English writing ability is one of the
important goals of English teaching. Writing is the process of
output of written language. There is no doubt that many factors
contribute to a successful writing and appropriate use of
chunks play a key role. In fact, corpus-based awareness of
chunk learning also benefits other language skills, which in
turn further boost students’ writing ability. With huge amount
of chunk storage, students will greatly decrease the sentient-
making time, and produce genuine English fluently. The
negative impact by their mother tongue will be diminished to
the least degree, and instead language accuracy and fluency
will be achieved. It has to be acknowledged that corpus-based
writing practice with chunks is still a new thing, not
surprisingly, countless problems will arise in the process, yet
“real English” contact and powerful tools have already
transform the traditional pedagogy. Small self-made corpus
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based on students’ own writing is specific and tailor-made,
which is best welcomed by students in contrastive study. Word
frequency, wordlist and concordance materials offer a
powerful shortcut to decompose an article. It has to be
admitted that the potentials of direct and indirect pedagogical
corpus applications need to be further studied. 1 hereby
propose more pilot experiments be done to probe the existing
problems in corpus application, such as the development of
multi-model corpus and more powerful corpus tools with user-
friendly interface.
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