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THE USE OF SPOKEN LEARNER CORPORA TO DETECT
PROBLEMS WITH LEXICAL ACCURACY

Elif Tokdemir DEMIREL'
Koray SAHIN?

Oz: Bu ¢alismanmin amaci yabanci dil dgrencilerinin, 6zellikle sozciiksel
ogelerin kullanimi konusundaki problemlerinin daha kolay saptanmasi
i¢in derlem ydnteminin kullanilmasi yolunda bir 6neri getirmektir. Her ne
kadar sozlii derlem toplama aktivitesi zor ve zaman alici bir siireg olsa da,
Ingilizce’nin yabanci dil 6grencileri tarafindan kullanimi veya yanlis
kullanimi  konusuna 151k tutma potansiyeli yiiksektir. Calismada
kullamlmak iizere, bir sézlii 6grenci Ingilizcesi derlemi olusturulmustur.
Calismanin katilimcilar1 orta ve ortamin iistii Ingilizce seviyesindeki
yabanct dil 6grencilerdir. Calismada kullanilan derlem, diger bir deyisle
‘Ogrenci Monologlart Derlemi® (OMD) katilimecr  yabanci  dil
ogrencilerinin iki farklt konu {izerine 35 adet konusma kaydinin
¢ozlimlemesini  igermektedir. Ogrenci  Monologlart  Derleminin
olusturulmasi i¢in kullanilan konusma konulari IELTS (Uluslararasi
Ingilizce Dil Yeterlilik Sinavi) sinavinin konusma béliimiinde kullanilan
sorular arasindan secilmistir. Derlem igin toplanan ses kayitlar
¢oziimlenmis ve hata kategorileri yoniinden elle kodlanmistir.
Ogrencilerin yaptiklar1 hatalarin kodlanmasindan sonra, derlem 6zel bir
derlem analizi programi olan AntConc 3.2.4w kullanilarak kelime
kullanimi yoniinden analiz edilmistir. Calismanin sonuglari, dgrencilerin
konusma kayitlarindaki en sorunlu sdzciiksel grubun fiiller oldugunu
ortaya cikarmistir. Bunun disinda, yaygin olarak saptanan yanlis
kullanimlar sirasiyla zarf, isim ve sifat kelime gruplarini igermektedir.
Sonuglar ayrica yanlig kelime se¢iminin 6grencilerin sézciiksel hatalarinin
en Onemli sebeplerinin baginda olduguna isaret etmektedir. Caligsma,
yabanci dilde konusma becerisi 6gretimi alaninda oneriler igermektedir.

Anahtar Sézciikler: Derlem, Sozlii Ogrenci Derlemi, Sozciiksel Hata
Analizi.
Introduction

Analysis of corpora in language and linguistics research is not a new issue.
Nevertheless in the last fifty years, the fast developing technology and the use
of new hardware and software in this area brought corpus analysis into
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prominence in language research as it offers efficient ways of collecting and
accessing genuine data. Corpus analysis and language education has a close
relationship, when the data studied in the former is collected among products of
the latter. In this respect, the results of corpus analysis research might contribute
a lot to the field of language education.

Corpus linguistics can be defined as a method of linguistic analysis which uses
different kinds of corpora. A corpus is a collection of natural language data,
compiled from written texts and/or transcription of spoken language. Corpus
linguistics is used to analyze and research a number of linguistic questions and
offers a unique insight into the dynamics of language which has made it one of
the most widely used linguistic methodologies.

It can be said that corpus linguistics has appeared in the 1950s and 1960s, with
some leading studies such as compliation of The Quirk Corpus, the emergence
of the Brown Corpus of American English (Francis and Kucera 1964), and the
pioneering work of John Sinclair on collocation (Sinclair et al. 2004). Since the
1990s corpus linguistics has been progresively seen as an important component
of the methodological toolbox by many linguists, whereas it was a specialized
sub-field at first. Computer aided analysis of “a large and principled collection
of natural texts” comprises the basis of corpus study methods (Biber et al.
1998).

Some of the main analyses that can be done via computer are: (a) creating a
frequency word list which provides counts of words or word groups in the
corpora and (b) doing a search for all instances of a linguistic item, mostly a
phrase or a word, in the corpora. Related software programs such as AntConc
3.2.4w display the results of such searches in a window where each instance of
the items can be seen as concordance lines. Corpus-based approaches mostly
use statistical analysis- generally in handling frequencies in a corpus- however,
corpus linguistics utilizes quantitative and qualitative methods while doing the
analysis (Biber et al. 1998, p. 4). For example, concordances and frequency lists
of the words can be produced via a computer software, however, to make a
relevant discussion and draw conclusions out of these lists definitely requires
qualitative analysis on the items.

Linguistics makes use of corpus-based approaches in many areas. Lexicography
may be taken as a good exampe of one the most important fields in which
corpus techniques are now used very effectively. Recently, corpus
methodologies have started to aid analyses of the lexical dimension of language
such as lexical richness (Zhang, 2014), lexical bundles in various kinds of
language (Csomay, 2013; B. Jablonkai, 2010; Gray & Biber, 2013) or Lexical
associations (Rizzo, 2009). Corpora have also been used for following types of
studies: text- type variation, dialect variation, the methapor studies, literary
stylistics and Critical Discourse Analysis.

Currently, two main approaches exist in the status of corpus linguistics as a
discipline (Hardie and McEnery 2010). One approach sees corpus linguistics as
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an independent sub-field or theory of language (Teubert 2005, p. 2); according
to the other perspective, corpus linguistics is considered primarily as a
methodology that can be applied in various analytical and theoretical
frameworks.

Resarch in corpora has a wide range of use in language teaching and learning as
it has much to contribute to these fields. Barlow (2002) suggests that corpus
linguistics can be applied in syllabus design, materials development, and
classroom activities. Especially research in learner corpus aims to find out the
links between L2 learning and aspects of learner lexis, grammar and discourse
using the methods and tools of corpus linguistics, with the theoretical
knowledge gained from corpus linguistics and second language acquisition
(SLA) research (Tan 2005). The main objective of learner corpora studies has
mostly been to get better understanding into the language used by the learners.
Learner data research generally illustrates examples of ‘overuses’, ‘underuses’,
or ‘misuses’ of the items in target language.

Leech (1997, p. 20) recognized the importance of this type of research for SLA
studies, and highlighted its value in providing ‘authoritative answers’ for
language errors that are commonly repeated by the learners. He also proposed
that the outcomes of such studies might be applied to the language classrooms
so that overused, underused or misused structures and lexical items of the target
language by non-native learners may be taken in the actual teaching process.
The efficacy of the research on spoken corpora for the English Language
Teaching has been recognized by many reserarchers (Bennett 2010; Reppen
2014). Certain differences of spoken language have been revealed by the earlier
studies (McCarthy 1998; Koester 2001). Speech corpora chiefly shows
authentic, natural and real language use in different contexts.

Lexical errors have been a certain part of process of the second language
vocabulary learning. There has been various studies on the lexical errors in the
literature (Hemchua and Schmitt 2006; Llach 2007). Analyzing a spoken
corpora, this study aims to reveal the most common misuses of language items
of four word categories —nouns, adjectives, verbs, adverbs- by language
learners.

1. Method

1.1. Research Questions

The research questions addressed by the study are:

1- How can spoken corpora analysis be put into use in detection of the most
problematic word groups and most common word misuses in students’ speech?

2- What are the most problematic lexical items in students’ speech regarding the
four basic word categories: nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs?

1.2. Participants

In total, 35 preparatory students studying English Language and Literature
participated in the study. They were at intermediate to upper-intermediate
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proficiency level of English at the time of the research. Each participant was
informed about the study and recording process beforehand.

1.3. Materials

For the purposes of this study, a spoken corpora of learner English (Corpus of
Learner Monologues) consisting 35 monologues by language learners was
compiled. The monologues were either of two different tasks, chosen among
IELTS speaking tasks. For the first task, learners were asked to give two
minutes of speech about one of their ‘childhood memories’. Learners who chose
the second task made their two minute speech on ‘a big public event’ they had
participated. This corpus consists of 6151 word tokens and 1062 different word

types.
SPSS V 16.0 software was used to sort words according to their word categories
after the tagging process which was manually done.

In the analysis of the corpus —determining the most frequent items used in the
corpus and the sentences containing these item— AntConc 3.2.4w concordancing
software was used.

1.4. Procedure

In the compilation of the corpus, 35 students were asked to give a 2 minute
speech on one of the two topics given beforehand. Participants were given five
minutes of time to organize their thoughts before making their speech. Each
monologue was tape recorded and then transcribed into “text files” that can be
processed by the concordancing software used.

After finishing the transcription of the sound files, text files were analyzed via
AntConc 3.2.4w concordancing software in order to find out the most frequent
20 words in four word categories: nouns, adjectives, verbs, and adverbs. First,
“word list tool” was used to create a list in which frequency of each item in the
corpora can be seen clearly. Second, all the words on the list were hand-tagged
using numbers according to word categories they belong to as follows: 1- noun,
2- adjective, 3-verb, 4- adverb.

Using SPSS 16.0 software, words in the list were sorted according to the
category numbers and the most frequent 20 words in each category were noted
down for sentence level analysis. Using AntConc 3.2.4w software, all sentences
containing the words chosen in the previous stage were listed and the use of
these words was analyzed concerning speakers’ “wrong word choice”, “use of
redundant a word” and also learners’ correct uses of “tense” and ‘‘agreement’’
were examined for the ‘20 most common verbs’.

2. Findings

The results of the analysis of the most commonly used 80 words -20 from each
four lexical group- are shown in Table 1. It is found out that learners misused 22
different lexical items for 61 times in total. Analysis revealed that verbs,
forming 72 percent of total errors, is the most misused word group among the
four lexical groups examined in the corpus. 10 different verbs were misused for
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45 times. The second lexical category which was mostly misused in learner
speech is adverbs. Seven different adverbs were misused by learners in nine
different sentences. Nouns were the third group that learners had difficulty in
the correct usage. Three items were misused in six different occurrences. The
last group items of which were found to be misused is adjectives. Two single
adjectives were used in two sentences incorrectly in the learners’ monologues.

Table 1: Number and Percentages of Misused word types

Number of Total Percentages
Misused misuses
word types
Nouns 3 6 9,8
Adjectives 2 2 3,2
Verbs 10 44 72,1
Adverbs 7 9 14,7
Total 22 61 100

The most used 20 verbs that were included in the analysis were: be, do, have,
go, feel, come, see, dance, like, take, show, start, want, run, remember, tell,
know, attend and get. Participants made mistakes in the use of half of these
verbs. The verb ‘be’, different forms of which ‘-am, is, are, was, were, be, been-
were grouped and considered as one word in the analysis, showed up to be one
of two most misused verbs (Table 2). Of all nine wrong uses, five of the
misuses of ‘be’ were about subject-verb agreement, three about ‘tense’ and one
about ‘redundant use’ of the word. The verb ‘feel’ having the equal number of
misuses with the verb ‘be’ is also on the top of the list of misused verbs. Five of
the mistakes with the verb ‘feel” were about ‘wrong verb choice’, and other
mistakes are about ‘redundant’ use of the verb. It was uncovered that learners
who misused the verb ‘feel’, mostly used the past form of ‘fell” which is ‘felt’
instead of the past form verb ‘fall’. These misuses can be seen in Figure 1 below
(e.g. lines 10, 11 and 13) which shows a concordance line search screen from
AntConc 3.2.4w.

77



I N The Use of Spoken Learner Corpora to Detect Problems with Lexical Accuracy

W AmCene 32480 (Windows) 2018 -

Fle Dokl Betiings Todl Pralssances About |

Concordaics | Concordance Pl | Fie Ve | Cusiere | O Wisted Ll ¥ |""'l

Hit R Fie

Ehisk, €% That*s all bt I felt betk angey and peeud bacause
ta azoarphazs s che war caC

#ka T usn in Terasy ssd nnc JCO

y smczional foc ma becw
v imporzant for ms haresss

o marvess. Hhile sverybedy
tisbis, zelisred . Becaum

] T
i ey Band vas shakisy so ad.l
1 T
H =

It Lagce

il and 5 <ya= fEf
Ear - A5d Thah JC

3 goed. r wtmcaphsce. Thay
1n dewm af & stens. <0 Baad b
il im & wam jumping, § suddenly Delt ol Sumr Lhece Vel & veund ©
s waz holding & machize. T r¥ Anxicus becauas e sC
12 chasad ma i chs houss and T T hit my hesd. And my fars [CL
14 mash fiir Chat Then I #

g, Amal ubes They cass b |CE
2 lim crimaspba?eie wia
oy bad asd sverybody Dooksd

M UL e labas

kead i & LoT & SuARELosa.
1% o praczisizg bac I

18 e earpSedy appliuded oe I felf Ripy T mogecver Tome I ow CIMLre G40t

LM, v

el Seareh Term 7 werds [ Cowe | flages Concurdance Hits Sewrch Windinw Siee
e reld Advanced B ) £
Tolsiks 5B

wan i s Save Windew
T Procésssd Fovie Sar
st | [N | oot [ B ez [F 3 F ooz [ 3 Eet

Figure 1. Concordance lines for past tense form of ‘feel” and misuses.

Most of the misuses with the other verbs included ‘wrong verb choice’ and
‘tense’ errors. The analysis also revealed that there are collocational misuses of
the verbs stemming from L1 influence such as the use of the verb ‘feel’ along
with ‘myself” which is a collocation of ‘feel’ in Turkish but not in English. This
kind of misuse can be seen in Figure 1 above in lines 7 and 8.

Table 2: Number and Percentages of Misused Verbs

Verbs | Misuses | Percentages
Tobe [9 20
Feel 9 20
Have | 7 15,5
Say 6 13,3
Take |5 11,1
Go 4 8,8
See 2 4,4
Do 1 2,2
Come | 1 2,2
Start | 1 2,2
Total | 45 100

The nouns that were included in the analysis are: day(s), school, festival,
time(s), friend(s), year(s), people, children, home, song(s), class, match,
anniversary, father, mother, experience, teacher(s), arm, music, and sister. Table
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3 shows the misused nouns and number of mistakes. It is found out, of 20 most
frequent nouns analyzed there made six mistakes in the use of the nouns day,
time and home. 66% of these mistakes are related with the ‘redundant use of the
word’ and the rest is related with ‘wrong word choice’.

Table 3: Number and Percentages of Misused Nouns

Nouns | Misuses | Percentage
day 2 33,3
time 2 33,3
home 2 33,3
Total 6 100

The analysis of the sentences including the most commonly used 20 adverbs in
the CLM showed that the students misused seven adverbs in nine different
sentences. The adverbs that were included in the analysis are: here, very, then,
after, really, much, just, also, such, now, only, too, here, still, suddenly,
together, actually, ago, away, especially. Table 4 shows the misused adverbs
and the number of misuses of each item. Nine incorrect uses of adverbs include
five ‘word order’, three ‘redundant’ word use and one ‘wrong word choice’
related errors.

Table 4: Number and Percentages of Misused Adverbs

Adverb Misuses | Percentage
only 2 22,2
still 2 22,2
there 1 11,1
such 1 11,1
just 1 11,1
| together 1 11,1
especially | 1 11,1
Total 9 100

The following concordance lines from the CLM show the uses and misuses of
adverb ‘only’ in the CLM corpus. For example in example 1b, there is
redundant use of ‘only’ alongside with ‘just” which has a similar meaning.

1a. fileCLM.tr.002: ...yeah, that's all. This is only children festival and <um>
<> this day has a chi

1b. fileCLM.tr.002: ... It's change changable because you <um> you not only
just traditional but also western <$=> western...

1c. fileCLM.tr.006:...$=>he came and bring me to the emergency. I can't only
remember I was crying. Then <um> doctor said, mad...

1d. fileCLM.tr.022:...0of the day, I was at home. And I can't sleep <um> only
<um> While playing in the garden. my shoes go out...

le. fileCLM.tr.022:...buked him. I thought I didn't do bad thing. I just only
spend time until the school bus came. And when I...
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1f. fileCLM.tr.030:...er and I <um> went swimming to the pool <um> not only

I my <um> cousins and go to there and <um> one d...

1g. fileCLM.tr.50:...and that day we don't <um> gathering mushroom <?> only

<uhh> found there earing and <um> at the end we c...
Adjectives group contains the least ‘misuse errors’ among the four lexical
categories analyzed in this study. The twenty most frequently used adjectives in
the CLM were “all, excited, some, big, good, one, old, afraid, two, every, folk,
other, angry, bad, different, first, happy, important, last, right, and crowded”.
Table 5 shows the descriptive information about the incorrectly used adjectives
in the learner speech. One of the errors with the adjectives was related to
‘redundant use of the word’ while the other was a ‘word order’ error (e.g.
fileCLM.tr.34:...My some relatives and I went to forest for get woods...).

Table 5: Misuse of adjectives ‘some’ and ‘big’

Adjectives | Misuses | Percentage
some 1 50

big 1 50

Total 2 100

Figure 2 demonstrates the reasons lying behind the misuses. It is clear that
‘wrong word choice’ was the most important reason of the lexical errors in
learner speech (~%30). ‘Redundant word use’ (%24) and ‘subject verb
agreement related errors’ (%21) get the second and third places in the list. Tense
related errors are responsible for 19 percent of the misuses while 6.5 percent of
the misuses were the result of ‘word order’ related problems.
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Figure 2. Misuse Categories (%)
Discussion and Results

The major aim of this research was to identify the most common lexical misuses
that occur in Turkish elementary and pre-intermediate learners’ speech, and
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detect and categorize the main reasons underlying these misuses. The findings
of the study suggested that students who participated the study made errors
mostly in correct use of the verbs. Apart from the verbs, participants made
many errors in adverbs’ and adjectives’ proper use. First crucial reason for these
types of errors, especially errors in verbs’ use, might be the L1 influence. It was
understood that in many verb use- word choice based errors, learners used
translation equivalents of the verbs’ in their L1 which is Turkish. There are
some studies in the literature with similar findings (Hemchua and Schmitt
2006). In their study about lexical errors, Hemchua and Schmitt pointed out that
L1 influence is among the reasons of the errors made by Thai learners. Another
important reason for these misuses might be learners’ inadequate knowledge of
the semantic and syntactic properties of verbs. The low proficiency levels of
participants might also be added among the reasons listed.

Findings of this research showed that word choice errors came up to be the most
important reason for the misuses. One of the main reasons behind word choice
errors might be learners’ lack of lexical knowledge. It seems that learners had
problems with choosing the correct lexical options all the time while speaking.
Another reason behind this might be the anxiety factor that might have occurred
in the data collection process for the corpus compilation. As the students were
called in teacher’s room to give their speeches one by one, they might have felt
some discomfort and anxiety, which might be accounted as one of the reasons
that caused word choice errors.

One of the aims of this research was to answer the question whether a spoken
corpora analysis could be put into use in detection of the most problematic word
groups and most common word misuses in students’ speech. It is clear that
providing concordance lines and frequency lists, a corpus and methodology
based on corpus make it easy to get to the point in detecting lexical errors.

One of the implications of this study can be on teaching practices in Turkey. As
it was shown that students made mistakes while using almost one third of most
frequent lexical items, there is a need for improvement in teaching of
vocabulary at undergraduate level, especially in teaching of verbs.

Another suggestion that can be made about the corpus use in teaching and error
detection. English teachers that are teaching at secondary or tertiary level might
benefit from corpus analysis to detect the most common problems among their
students with their language use. Even it may seem as a difficult task, the results
they could get after such an analysis would provide invaluable contributions in
their teaching.

This study was conducted on the data collected from undergraduate students’
speech whose proficiency levels of English were ranging from intermediate to
upper-intermediate. Further research may be conducted with data from graduate
or high school students at different levels of English proficiency.
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THE USE OF SPOKEN LEARNER CORPORA TO DETECT
PROBLEMS WITH LEXICAL ACCURACY

Abstract: The purpose of this study is to offer a solution for the easier
and more accurate detection of speaking problems, especially with the use
of lexical items, through the use of a corpus methodology. Although the
compilation of spoken corpora is a difficult and time consuming process,
it has a great potential to shed light on the use or misuse of English by
foreign language learners. For the purposes of this study, a spoken corpus
of learner English was compiled. The participants are students at the
intermediate to upper-intermediate proficiency level of English. The
corpus used in the study, namely ‘Corpus of Learner Monologues’ (CLM)
consisted of transcriptions of 35 spoken accounts by participating foreign
language learners on two different topics. The topics assigned for the
compilation of the corpus were chosen from among IELTS (International
English Language Testing System) exam speaking section topics. The
recordings were transcribed and hand coded for error categories. After the
coding of errors, the corpus was analyzed by using AntConc 3.2.4w, a
special software for corpus analysis. The results revealed that verbs are
the most problematic lexical group in students’ speech. Other common
errors included adverb, noun, and adjective word groups. Results also
highlighted that “wrong word choice” was the most common reason for
students’ lexical errors. The study carries implications for the teaching of
speaking skills.

Keywords: Corpus, Spoken Learner Corpus, Lexical Error Analysis.
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