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Abstract

In recent decades, the focus of register analysis has been on the study of word clusters and
their functions in different written and spoken genres through corpus-based studies. Lexical
bundles are one kind of multi-word expressions which appear more frequently than by chance
which seem to contribute to shaping meaning and introducing coherence in specific contexts
more vividly. As the frequent use of these discourse elements in language production has
been asserted as a sign of language proficiency, this study embarked on investigating the
question whether there is a gap between Persian and English M.A. students majoring in ELT
in terms of frequency of form and functional types of lexical bundles used in their theses. The
corpus of 847000 words consisted of 40 theses, 20 of which written by Persian students.
Another question was also raised to inspect the frequency of form and functional type of
bundles in three sub-genres of thesis, namely introduction, methodology, and conclusion in
English students’ theses. The 189000 word corpus was consisted of 60 ‘introduction’,
‘methodology’, and ‘conclusion’ parts. The findings of the first part show the higher
frequency of use of lexical bundles by English students and different ratio of functional types
in the Persian and English students’ theses. In sub-genres, the highest frequency of form was
witnessed in ‘Methodology’ part and different ratios of functional types of bundles were
witnessed in all three sub-genres. Some implications are drawn for teaching writing in

academic settings.
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1.1. Overview

In the current chapter, attempts have been made to first have a concise introduction to the
significant attention the study of lexical structures has been gained in different domains of study,
e.g. in register, genre-based and discourse analyses, emphasizing the fact that much of such
research has centered on single words rather than strings of words, namely lexical bundles. Then,
the gap to be filled between a battery of current research focusing on bundles used by English
natives and required research on the use of such bundles by English non-natives has been
accentuated. Afterwards, the research questions and null hypotheses to address the gap have been
stated. Finally, the most noteworthy terms frequently referred to in this study have been defined

and briefly elaborated on.
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1.2. Introduction

The systematic investigation of the lexical patterns and structures in different text types
goes back to early register analysis. Register analysis with an exclusive focus on the words and
sentences later gave way to discourse analysis with focus on stretches of sentences unveiled in real
language use (Widdowson, 2007). Later on, genre analysis gained ground focusing on the linguistic
characteristics of communicative events whose members share the same communicative purpose
(Swales, 1990). The study of the rhetorical structures and functional moves of written academic
genres have been prevalent in the past fifteen years (Hyland, 1996, 1998, 1999, 2004, 2005; Hyland

& Tse, 2005; Samraj, 2005; Van Bonn & Swales, 2007; Aktas & Cortes, 2008).

Most of the research in this direction has put emphasis on the study of single words or functional
moves between different academic disciplines’ genres and sub-genres and less on the strings of
words occurring in different genres, despite the fact that multi-word expressions (also called
formulaic language) play an unquestionably significant role in fluent written language production

(Hyland, 2008a).

Such multi-word expressions have been studied under many names, including ‘lexical
phrases’, ‘formulas’, ‘routines’, ‘fixed expressions’, and ‘prefabricated patterns’ (Biber, 2006). The
diversity of given names shows different underlying approaches each describing the subject under
study in specific ways, and so they offer different perspectives on the use of multi-word sequences.
As an example, some studies describe multi-word sequences that are idiomatic (e.g., idioms like in a
nutshell), whereas other studies focus on sequences that are non-idiomatic but perceptually salient
(e.g., if you know what | mean). Even though a bulk of research has been conducted into the analysis
of these multi-word expressions (all having complete structural units) under different names and

focuses of study, non of them systematically analyzed “structurally incomplete” salient strings of
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words known as “lexical bundles” which happen to occur in discourse more frequently than by
chance, and help to form the text meaning and lead to better understanding of particular genres
(Biber et al. 1999; Biber & Conrad, 1999; Marco, 2000; Biber & Reppen, 2002; Biber et al. 2004a,

2004b; Hyland, 2008; Durrant, 2009; Vongpumivitch, Huang & Chang, 2009).

1.3. Statement of the Problem

Lexical bundles have obtained much attention in corpus studies based on “frequency-
driven” approaches in general spoken and written discourse from one hand (Salem, 1987;
Aletenberg, 1998; Biber et al. 1999) and in ESP/EAP genre-based domains of study from the other
hand (Cortes, 2002, 2004; Levy, 2003; Biber et al. 2004a, 2004b; Biber, 2006; Chen, 2008; Hyland,
2007, 2008a, 2008b). Whilst most of such studies centered on the analysis of lexical bundles used in
English academic corpus, few studies have focused on the effects of L1 on the use of lexical chunks
(or bundles) in English as an L2 or the role of ESL students’ proficiency on the use of such bundles
(e.g. Levy, 2003; Prodromou, 2003a, 2003b; Lindstromberg & Boers, 2008; Tabandeh, 2009).
According to Haswell (1991), the fluent use of lexical bundles contributes directly to the native-like
performance of non-native writers and reflects their familiarity with particular genres, and as
Adolphs & Durow (2004) mention, students’ more integration to L2 environment help them acquire
and use such formulaic language more naturally. In addition, while it has been shown that lexical

bundles also vary in different sub-genre parts of research articles (Tabandeh, 2009), to probe such
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possible variations in other main academic genres, e.g. MA theses, might prove fruitful to the study

of such bundles and their functional significance in academic texts.

1.4. Significance and Purpose of the Study

On the one hand, as Hyland (2008a) suggests, research into the use of lexical bundles should
reflect on the role of writers’ L1 in the English as L2 writing performances. On the other hand,
according to Haswell (1991), the frequent use of such bundles shows how much the L2 writer is able
to speak his thought fluently and naturally in particular genres, or to what degree students are
integrated into L2 environment (Adolphs & Durow; 2004). Therefore, this study seeks to investigate
the possible variations between applied linguistics MA theses written in English by students with
Persian as their L1 (PAL1) and students with English as their L1 (EAL1) to see whether there is any
variation due to the writer’s L1. Such an analysis would throw some light on the effects of L1 on L2
writing performances and the possible need to raise L2 writers’ awareness of the use and the
functions of lexical bundles in EAP academic settings. Moreover, the study of the use of lexical
bundles and their related functions in sub-genres of MA theses, i.e. introduction, methodology, and
conclusion parts, paves the way for understanding how lexical bundles are distributed frequently

and functionally in one of the major genres of academic writing, namely MA theses.

1.5. Research Questions

The following research questions were posed to investigate in this study:
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1. Is there any significant difference between MA theses written in English by  students with
English as their L1 (EAL1) and students with Persian as their L1 (PAL1) in terms of the frequency of

the forms and functional types of lexical bundles?

2. Is there any significant difference among sub-genres of MA theses (introduction, methodology,

and conclusion) in terms of frequency of use and functional types of lexical bundles?

1.6. Null-Hypotheses

Based on the above mentioned research questions, the following null-hypotheses were

formulated:

1. There is no significant variation between MA theses written in English by students with (EAL1) and

students with (PAL1) in terms of the frequency of the forms and functional types of lexical bundles.

2. There is no significant variation among sub-genres of MA theses (introduction, methodology, and

conclusion) in terms of the frequency of forms and the functional types of lexical bundles.

1.7. Definition of the Key Terms

Sub-genre: In a genre set, a particular micro-genre that along with other related micro-genres
comprises a macro-genre or a genre-set (Samraj, 2005), like research article as a macro-genre and

abstract and introduction parts as sub-genres.
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Formulaic Language: it is “a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other meaning
elements, 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 language grammar” (Wray

and Perkins, 2000, p. 2). Some examples could be at first sight and kick the bucket.

Lexical Bundles: Defined by Hyland (2008a) as “extended collocations which appear more frequent
than expected by chance, helping to shape meanings in specific contexts and contributing to the
coherence of the text” (p. 4). Three characteristics make lexical bundles different from other lexical
chunks: they are continuous (fixed in sequence), grammatically incomplete, and identified based on
their frequency (Cortes, 2004; Biber et al. 2004; Biber et al. 2006; Hyland, 2008a). Some examples

could be in this study and the size of the.

1.8. Limitations and Delimitations of the Study

The limitation the researcher is faced with is the unavailability of more sophisticated
software created specifically to count and analyze lexical bundles. The researcher is going to analyze
the lexical bundles by “kfNgram” software, which is a semi-professional software designed

specifically to count lexical bundles in texts.

The researcher decided to exclude the review of the literature from corpora due to the point that it
may be more heavily affected by works of others because the use of quotations-which are not
writers' own language performance- is more frequent in this part compared with other parts and the
exclusion of quotations was so time-consuming. It was also decided to exclude results section from
sub-genre corpora, because the results section is full of tables and the number of words is really

small. Furthermore, as the number of native speakers’ theses that could be converted to text file
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format was limited and in some theses there was no discussion part and it was merged with

conclusion, it was decided to exclude this sub-genre from the study.

Chapter Two: Review of the

Literature
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