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Structure of today's talk 
 
Background – the phraseology terminology problem 
The lists of phraseological forms in today's talk 
A suggested framework for comparison 
Comparison of the phraseological features in the papers 
Applicability to teaching 
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The phraseology terminology problem: 
 
- same term used by different people for different things 
- same term used by one person for too wide a range of things 
- different terms used for the same thing 
 
All terms come with their own epistemological 'baggage', carrying 
along with them echoes of the contexts in which they have been 
coined, used, and/or misused by different scholars over the years 
 
Many recent papers tend to refer the reader to Wray’s (2002) list 
of 40 items and then use their own term or a previous term on 
top of this 
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The phraseology terminology problem: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The list has since become even longer:  
institutionalized expressions, lexical bundles, formulaic bundles, 
vocabulary based discourse units, meaning shift units, multi-word items, 
multi-word expressions, ngrams, p-frames, phraseologisms, polywords, 
recurrent clusters, recurrent word combinations, speech formulas 
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Term Author/ 
Article 

Definition/Use/Meaning/Means of 
Identification  

Connections to Other 
Uses of  this Term 

Connections to Other 
Terms, Definitions, 
Meanings 

lexical 
bundle 

Biber et al 
2004 

a contiguous string of n words occurring more 
than X times per million words by more than Y 
speakers/writers; corpus-identified, statistical 
 “To be classified as a lexical bundle, 
an MWU has to (a) occur frequently in a 
register, e.g. 10 times per one million 
words,3 and (b) occur in multiple texts in this 
register” (Romer, 2009) 
 “recurrent expressions, regardless of their 
idiomaticity, and regardless of their 
structural status.” (Biber et al., 1999, p. 990) 
 
"neither terribly functional nor pedagogically 
compelling" (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis 2010: 491) 

Biber et al 1999 (first 
use) 
Cortes 2006 - different 
disciplines 
Hyland 2008 - different 
written registers 
Nesi 2008 speech 

similar in form to a 
ngram but has a 
different definition and 
doesn't cross sentence 
boundaries; originally 
used for comparing 
registers; Biber et al 
(2004) gave it a 
discourse function in 
texts which it didn’t 
originally have 

formulaic 
sequence 
(1) 

Wray & 
Perkins 
2000; 
Wray 2002 

“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 the language grammar.” 

    

formulaic 
sequence 
(2) 

Boers et al 
2006 
Schmitt et 
al 2004 

An overarching term for many other items, 
specifically includes: multiword expressions (eg 
collocations), lexical phrases, multiword units, 
formulas, prefabricated chunks. 

    

The "Phraseology Terminologizer" 
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The phraseology terminology problem: 
Granger and Paquot (2008) talk about reasons for the 
‘phraseological web’ 
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Adapted from Halliday, Language as Social Semiotic (1978: 11)  
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Several recent corpus-backed lists of phraseological forms 
intended for use in EFL/EAP pedagogy: 
 
 
‘grammatical collocations’ (Durrant 2009)  100 items 
‘academic formulas’ (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis 2010) 208 items 
‘academic collocations’ (Ackermann & Chen 2011) 2,470 items 
‘phrasal expressions’ (Martinez & Schmitt 2012) 506 items 
‘multi-word constructions’ (Liu 2012)   232 items 
 
a quick look.... 
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Comparison Criteria: lexical, syntactic, semantic, pragmatic 
- Traditional "Eastern European" lexicography for identifying 'restricted collocations' 
(Aisenstadt 1981; Howarth 1996) 
- “Empirical Firthian" lexicology for identifiying 'extended lexical units' (Stubbs 2001)  
- “Usage-Based" cognitive linguistics for defining 'phraseologisms' (Gries 2008) 
 
Traditional "Eastern European" lexicography  
The semantic criterion for a ‘restricted collocation’ is that it must be partially 
semantically transparent, in which one element of the combination has a literal, 
unidiomatic meaning, e.g. stark naked 
 
“Empirical Firthian" lexicology  
The semantic criterion for an ‘extended lexical item’ is that it has an observed 
semantic preference, such as a particular lexical set, semantically related word-form or 
lemma; e.g. UNDERGO in its right-hand environment has a discourse prosody of 
“unpleasantness” (Stubbs 2001:91):  
 
“Usage-Based" cognitive linguistics  
The semantic criterion for a ‘phraseologism ‘involve an item's semantic non-
compositionality or  non-predictability – whether the meaning of the whole phrase 
can be predicted from the meanings of its individual elements e.g. kick the bucket 



About Me Handout 

Comparison Criteria: lexical, syntactic, semantic, pragmatic 
- Traditional "Eastern European" lexicography for identifying 'restricted collocations' 
(Aisenstadt 1981; Howarth 1996) 
- “Empirical Firthian" lexicology for identifiying 'extended lexical units' (Stubbs 2001)  
- “Usage-Based" cognitive linguistics for defining 'phraseologisms' (Gries 2008) 
 
Traditional "Eastern European" lexicography  
The pragmatic criterion for a restricted collocation  is that it must be institutionalized  
… somehow distinctive and memorized, e.g. stark naked rather than stark nude, stark 
unclothed, or stark bare  
 
“Empirical Firthian" lexicology  
The pragmatic criterion for an extended lexical unit involves the item's discourse 
function and its distribution in text types – e.g. UNDERGO doesn’t have a negative 
prosody in technical reports (Stubbs 2001) 
 
“Usage-Based" cognitive linguistics  
The pragmatic criterion for identifying phraseologisms is less explicit  
 
The pragmatic functions of phraseological forms are particularly important for EAP 
learners, whose linguistic choices must be appropriate to the register in which they 
will use English – several of these lists are organized according to discourse function 
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Criterion ‘Eastern European ‘ 

Perspective (e.g. 

Howarth) 

Empirical Firthian 

Perspective (e.g. 

Stubbs) 

Usage-Based Cognitive Linguistic 

Perspective (e.g. Gries) 

Lexical Limited commutability   

  

Frequent collocation of 

individual word-forms or 

lemmas  

-the nature of the elements involved  
-the degree of lexical and syntactic 
flexibility  

Syntactic Grammatically well-

formed (an adverb 

modifying an adjective); 

Observed frequent 

colligation of  word classes  

-the nature of the elements involved  
-the degree of lexical and syntactic 
flexibility  
-the permissible distance between the 
elements involved 

Semantic Partially semantically 

transparent, in which one 

element of the 

combination has a literal, 

unidiomatic meaning 

Observed semantic 

preference, such as lexical 

sets, semantically related 

word-forms or lemmas  

-semantic non-compositionality or  

non-predictability 

Pragmatic Institutionalization; 

distinctive and memorized 

Discourse prosody; 

descriptor of speaker 

attitude and discourse 

function 

 not explicit 

Data for 

identifi-

cation 

Native speaker judgments 

or observation of use 

corpus - the number of times an expression 
must be observed before it counts  
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Criterion Grammatical 

collocations 

(Durrant 2009) 

Academic 

formulas 

(Simpson-Vlach 

& Ellis 2010) 

Academic 

collocations 

(Ackermann & 

Chen 2011) 

Phrasal 

expressions 

(Martinez & 

Schmitt 2012) 

Multi-word 

constructions 

(Liu 2012) 

Lexical mostly one frequent 

word with another 

frequent word 

frequently-occurring 

multiple words 

mostly one 

frequent word 

with another 

frequent word 

frequently-

occurring 

multiple words 

frequently-

occurring 

multiple words 

Syntactic well-formed; usually 

one lexical and one 

grammatical word; 

not necessarily fixed 

or contiguous 

fixed, contiguous 

sequences of words 

which may or may 

not fit traditional 

boundaries 

well-formed; 

mostly adjective + 

noun pairs, 

presumably 

contiguous 

 

fixed, contiguous 

sequences of 

words which may 

or may not fit 

traditional 

boundaries 

fixed or 

discontinuous 

sequences of 

words and word 

classes  

Semantic not prioritized  identified as 

meaningful and 

teachable 

not specified focuses on non-

compositionality  

more 

generalized 

meanings 

Pragmatic valid across  

multiple academic  

disciplines but no 

explicit discourse 

function 

assigned spoken and 

written discourse 

functions 

valid across  

multiple academic  

disciplines but no 

explicit discourse 

function 

assigned with 

spoken and 

written discourse 

functions 

assigned with 

spoken and 

written 

discourse 

functions 

Data for 

identifi-

cation 

5m-word academic 

corpus compared 

with 85 million  non-

academic BNC 

BNC, Hyland, 

MICASE spoken & 

written 

Pearson (25m) 

International 

Corpus of 

Academic English 

BNC academic 

sections of COCA 

and BNC 
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a/the study of (det + N) 
(Liu) 

this paper (Durrant) brief overview (Ackermann & Chen) 

in order to  
(Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, Liu, Martinez & Schmitt) 

Applicability to teaching 

this paper - explore, argue, discuss, outline 
this study - find, confirm, reveal, indicate 
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The syllabus needs to 
situate phraseological 
units in the general 
scheme of things. 
 
(Oakey 2011: 187) 

 
 

So many lists, so many 
different names - very 
strong on form and 
function, less so on 
implementation for 
teachers and learners 
 
Corpus findings are still 
seen as “enthusiastic yet 
fragmented efforts” which 
are  “banked intellectual 
resources whose 
pedagogical time has yet to 
come” Swales (2002: 159). 

Closing thoughts... 
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