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Abstract 
In this paper, the notion of lexical priming (Hoey 2005) for achieving ‘nativeness’ and 
‘naturalness’ will be mainly investigated using a Corpus Query System known as the 
Sketch Engine which automatically produces ‘Word Sketches’ (Kilgarriff 2009). The 
application of Word Sketches will be demonstrated by investigating the top two words 
(i.e. part-time job, smoking) that make up the topics written by college/university 
students in the International Corpus of Asian Learner English (ICNALE).  Such Word 
Sketches can be used to examine the statistically ‘salient’ verbs and other 
grammatical/collocational information associated with these two top nouns in a few of 
the learner corpora from countries such as Japan, Singapore, and Hong Kong.  A 
further comparison can be made with the native-learner (ENS1) and native-speaker 
(ENS2) corpora gathered for the ICNALE project. 
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I Introduction 

 
This paper discusses the central notion of ‘lexical priming’ (Hoey 2005) and examines 

aspects of its acquisition among Asian learners of English, The term ‘Asian learners’ 
needs clarification in terms of its reference to geography, nationality, or ethnicity 
(leaving aside the philosophical notion of what constitutes ‘Asian’).  In this paper, we 
utilize the ICNALE corpus (Ishikawa 2011) as the main source of linguistic evidence. Its 
associated website, http://icnale.por.jp/login.php, offers standard features of a 
concordancer, i.e. Keyword-in-Context view, Collocation, Wordlist, and Keywords.  
Therefore, ‘Asian learners’ is operationally used to refer more to the nationality of 
learners in those countries that have participated in the project.  

Besides the highly motivating online website with its corpus tools (just referred to), 
another Corpus Query System known as the Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff 2009, Kilgarriff 
and Tugwell 2002) will be used to produce ‘Word Sketches’. A wordsketch is ‘a one-page, 

Mesthrie, Rajend & Bhatt, Rakesh (2008) World Englishes. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Mollin, S (2006) English as a lingua franca: a new variety in the new expanding circle? 
Nordic Journal of English Studies 5 (2): 41-57 

Mufwene, Salikoko (2009) Some offspring of colonial English are Creole. In Vernacular 
Universals and Language Contacts: Evidence from Varieties of English and Beyond. 
Edited by Markku Filppula, Juhani Klemola and Heli Paulasto. London: Routledge,  
280-303. 

Pakir, Anne (2000). Singapore. In Language Policies and Language Education. Edited 
by Ho Wah Kam & Ruth Wong. Singapore: RELC, 259-284. 

Patkin, J. (2011) The ACE manual: Data Collection and Transcription for the Asian 
Corpus of English. Hong Kong: Research Centre for Language Education and 
Acquisition in Multilingual Societies, Hong Kong Institute of Education. 

Prodromou, Luke. (2007) Is ELF a variety of English?’ In English Today 23,2, 47-53. 
Saraceni, M. (2011) The Relocation of English. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Seidlhofer, B. (2011) Understanding English as a Lingua Franca. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 
Seidlhofer, B. (2007) Common property. English as a lingua franca in Europe. In 

Cummins, J. and Davison, C (eds.) The International Handbook of English Language 
Teaching, New York: Springer, 137-153. 

Seidlhofer, B. (2004) Research perspectives in teaching English as a lingua franca. 
Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 24, 209-239. 

Szmrecsanyi and Kortmann, B. (2009) Vernacular universals and angloversals in a 
tpological perspective. In Vernacular Universals and Language Contacts: Evidence 
from Varieties of English and Beyond. Edited by Filppula, M., Klemola, J, and 
Paulasto, H. London: Routledge, 33-53. 

Thomason, S. G. (2009) Why universals versus contact-induced change. In Vernacular 
Universals and Language Contacts: Evidence from Varieties of English and Beyond. 
Edited by Markku Filppula, Juhani Klemola and Heli Paulasto. London: Routledge 
pp. 349- 364. 

Tono, Yukio (2010) Corpus-Based research and its implications for second language 
acquisition and English language teaching. In Tien-en Kao and Yaofu Lin (Eds.)  A 
New Look at Language Teaching and Testing: English as Subject and Vehicle. The 
Language Training and Testing Center, pp.155-173. 

 

31



automatic, corpus-derived summary of a word’s grammatical and collocational 
behaviour’ that saves both the researcher and the learner time and effort in calculating 
the necessary frequencies of usage. 

In this paper (and oral presentation), the analysis will therefore be largely lexical in 
nature. Owing to constraints of space, this paper version will be limited to a few 
examples which will nevertheless make clear the direction of the presentation. Also, 
while we use corpus evidence as the main source of linguistic evidence, let us not forget 
that we should also emphasize the central social sciences notion of ‘triangulation’ in 
which findings are corroborated based on two or more types of linguistic evidence: 
introspection, citations, surveys, dictionaries, grammar books etc. 

 

II Lexical priming 
 

Why should we focus on ‘lexical priming’?  The reason for this is that lexical priming 
is centrally related to ‘naturalness’ and ‘nativeness’ – the twin notions that underscore 
standard English as the goal of language learning and teaching.  Achieving 
‘naturalness’ (while eschewing ‘clumsiness’) is equally as – if not more -- important, in 
terms of how ‘native’ the sentence or linguistic expression might be.  In turn, 
‘nativeness’ has to be contextualized in terms of the target native variety, of which the 
two main benchmarks are standard British English and standard U.S. English.   

In recent years, there has been a growing realization that the key to achieving these 
objectives of naturalness and nativeness is a good grounding in linguistic primings.  
Let us introduce a few basic assumptions underscoring the notion of lexical priming 
(Hoey 2005): 

 
(p. 2): “[Lexical priming] is concerned, in part, with how naturalness is achieved and 

how an explanation of what is natural might impinge on explanations of what is 
possible.” 

(p. 11) “Primings may crack, and one of the causes of cracking is education. If, for 
example, a word is primed for someone as collocating with a particular other word 
and a teacher tells that person that it is incorrectly primed (e.g. you and was) the 
result is a potential crack in the priming.  Cracks can be mended either by 
rejecting the original priming or by rejecting the attack on the priming.” 

(p. 14) “A corpus, whether general – like the British National Corpus or the Bank of 
English – or specialised...represents no one’s experience of the language....the 
computer corpus cannot tell us what primings are present for any language user, 
but it can indicate the kinds of data a language user might encounter in the course 
of being primed.  It can suggest the ways in which priming might occur and the 
kinds of feature for which words or word sequences might be primed.  In other 
words, it can serve as a kind of laboratory in which we can test for the validity of 
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claims made about priming.” 
(p. 183) "..the learning of a second language (L2) is necessarily a very different 

experience from learning a first one (L1)...In the first place, when the vocabulary of 
the first language is primed, it is being primed for the first time.  When the second 
language is learnt, however, the primings are necessarily superimposed on the 
primings of the first language." 

(pp. 185-186) "...priming is the result of a speaker encountering evidence and 
generalising from it....Language teaching materials and language teachers can 
provide essential shortcuts to primings...[this range includes] usage notes, drilling 
exercises, texts or tapes with repeated instances of a word sequence, collocational 
observations and illustrations or just drawing a class's attention to a feature all 
may speed up the process, as may judicious use of corpus-based monolingual 
dictionaries and corpus-based descriptive grammars." 

(p. 186) "[However], unhelpful primings may result from a textbook's overemphasis on 
certain features of the language..or on its fabricated illustrations of grammatical 
points.  At best, unhelpful primings will result in cracks in the priming when the 
learner encounters authentic instances of the language away from the teaching 
context.  This may lead to insecurity or distrust of the value of what has been 
learnt in the classroom.  At worst, [unhelpful primings] may inhibit the 
development of helpful primings and stunt language growth." 

 
As a concrete illustration of what lexical priming entails, let us consider the following 

sentences in Hoey (2005: 5): 
 

In winter Hammerfest is a thirty-hour ride by bus from Oslo though why anyone 
would want to go there in winter is a question worth considering. 

 
Through winter, rides between Oslo and Hammerfest use thirty hours up in a bus, 

though why travellers would select to ride there then might be pondered. 
 

As you may guess, the first sentence (from Bill Bryson’s travel book Neither Here Nor 
There) is natural while the second sentence (deliberately made up by Hoey) is clumsy.  
But why is so?  A close corpus inspection will show that the chances of co-occurrence for 
words such as in and winter occur more frequently than through and winter; similarly 
by bus occurs much more frequently than in a bus.  One can continue with this 
reasoning for the other sequences in the sentence. 

Simply put, we have our respective ‘mental frequencies’ for various types of phonetic, 
grammatical and discoursal knowledge that prime us to use language in particular 
ways. 

In turn, our collective ‘frequencies’ are aligned to the corpus that is said to be 
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maximally representative of the linguistic question that we seek to answer.  In order to 
discover these frequencies more precisely, we need access to appropriate corpora and 
software tools that help us in calculating textual patterns that would take too long for 
us to analyze using a ‘pen-and-paper’ approach.  Such textual patterns afforded by 
corpus tools can include frequency lists, concordances, semantic annotations, and ‘Word 
Sketches.’ 
 
III The learner corpus and the ICNALE project  
 

At first sight, a learner corpus seems to be an unsavoury object, given that it may be 
linguistically error-ridden and contains unnatural expressions.  However, Flowerdew 
(2009: 343) reminds us that ‘frequency data drawn from learner corpora can show how 
learners may over- or under-use certain patterns of the target language’ and that such 
data allows us to identify ‘discrepancies between different stages of interlanguage and 
between L2 and L1 users on the basis of “errors”.’   

While there are proponents who emphasize the spoken component of learner 
language first (e.g. Tarone and Swierzbin 2009), Ishikawa (2011: 3) also appropriately 
focuses on the written component for the ICNALE project in order to achieve similar 
central objectives: i) studies of “interlanguage” and ii) identifying learner errors, 
overused and underused patterns.  ‘Interlanguage’ is a concept embraced perhaps 
especially by EFL countries which construe their own production of this second/foreign 
language as neither their first language nor ‘perfectly native’.  The comparison of a 
learner corpus with an equivalent native one (and, for that matter, between various 
learner corpora collected in a similar manner) is also a worthwhile enterprise. Learner 
errors can be identified so that language teachers and students can focus on reducing 
their production and reception of these features more commonly occurring in their 
respective linguistic environments. 

The International Corpus Network of Asian Learners of English (Ishikawa 2011) is a 
one-million-word learner corpus open to the public. According to the updated website 
(http://language.sakura.ne.jp/s/icnale.html), it collects essays written by ‘college 
students in 10 Asian countries and areas as well as by English native speakers.’  The 
topics are controlled for “(non-)smoking” and “part-time job”.   
 
IV The Sketch Engine/WordSketch 
 

We now turn to the Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff 2009, Kilgarriff & Tugwell 2002),  ‘a 
corpus tool which takes as input a corpus of any language and a corresponding 
grammar patterns and which generates Word Sketches for the words of that language. 
A Word Sketch is a ‘one-page, automatic, corpus-derived summary of a word’s 
grammatical and collocational behavior.’  The idea of the Word Sketch is motivated in 
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part by those learners who find it difficult and confusing to inspect concordances 
manually. As Kilgarriff (2009) puts it, many language learners are ‘scared off ’ by 
concordances too difficult to analyse.   

Support for the automatic analysis of concordances also comes from Cheng (2012) who 
cites the following responses from corpora-list subscribers in April 2008: 

i) “Concordances are too difficult for learners”; 
ii) “Data-driven learning is inaccessible to many teachers for lack of know-how 

or resources”; 
iii) “Data-driven learning is inaccessible to many learners, as it presupposes an 

introspective, reflective approach to study, using new and relatively difficult 
technology, by learners and teachers who may not be highly motivated. 

In this regard, the Sketch Engine allows the entire input text to be first annotated 
and relevant frequencies automatically derived from the corpus.  For instance, in the 
case of smoking (which constitute one of the two topics that students write about in the 
ICNALE corpus), a partial Word Sketch for the construal of the term for native speakers 
in the Collins Cobuild Database (‘WordBanks Online’) of approximately 550 million 
words (see Figure 1) is as follows: 

 

Fig. 1 Word Sketch for smoking (n) (from WordBanks Online) 
 
The top 5 salient verbs that precede smoke tend to be the following: quit (320 instances), 
ban (476 instances), stop (660 instances), outlaw (39 instances) and prohibit (55 
instances).  These results are not dissimilar to the native-speaker corpus in the 
ICNALE project, of which the top verbs include ban, allow and prohibit (Fig. 2) 
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Fig 2. Word Sketch for smoking (n), from the ENS2-Native speaker ICNALE corpus) 
 
V Results and Discussion (for verbs that precede smoking and part-time job in 
non-native Asian countries) 
 

Extending the discussion on smoking in the preceding section, the following (Figures 
3,4 and 5) show the respective frequencies for the salient verbs preceding smoking in 
the Singapore, Hong Kong and Japanese components of the ICNALE project 
respectively. 
 

 
Fig 3. Word Sketch for smoking (n) (from the Singapore ICNALE corpus) 
 

 
Fig. 4 Word Sketch for smoking (n) from the Hong Kong ICNALE corpus) 
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Fig 5 Word Sketch for smoking (n) (from the Japan ICNALE corpus) 
 
Arguably, greater ‘nativeness’ can be said to include the use of verbs such as quit, ban 
and prohibit before the term smoking.  The use of the verb think that occurs in the top 
few positions for some of the corpora is intriguing, though, and a closer inspection of the 
term is as follows (Figures 6 and 7): 

 
Fig 6. Edited concordance of smoking (n) from the Hong Kong ICNALE corpus) 
 

 
Fig 2. Word Sketch for smoking (n), from the ENS2-Native speaker ICNALE corpus) 
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Fig. 4 Word Sketch for smoking (n) from the Hong Kong ICNALE corpus) 
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Fig. 7 Edited concordance of smoking (n) (from the Japan ICNALE corpus) 
 

The term think mostly occurs within the phrase I think smoking, thus inviting not 
only a first-person style which learners tend to like but also the corresponding formulaic 
phrase should be (completely) banned/prohibited. Of course, phrases such as is very 
unkind thing (Fig 7, Line 9) and does not have to ban (Fig 7, last line) indicate personal 
priming patterns that are out of sync with the majority of instances. 

Turning now to the term (part-time) job, consider the following Word Sketches for 
Japanese, Hong Kong and Singaporean undergraduate/college students (see Figures 8, 
9 and 10 respectively): 

 
Fig. 8 Word Sketch for (part-time) job (n) (from the Japan ICNALE corpus) 
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Fig. 9 Word Sketch for (part-time) job (n) (from the Hong Kong ICNALE corpus) 
 

 

Fig. 10 Word Sketch for (part-time) job (n) from the Singapore ICNAL Corpus) 
 

The verbs preceding the term (part-time) job for Figures 8, 9 and 10 are better 
compared with the figures generated for both the native learner (ENS1) and native 
speaker (ENS2) corpora in the ICNALE project (see Figures 11 and 12 respectively): 
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Fig 11. Word Sketch for (part-time) job (n) (from the ICNALE ENS1-native learner 
corpus) 

 

 

Fig 12. Word Sketch for (part-time) job (from the ICNALE ENS2-native speaker corpus) 
 
VI Conclusion 
 

The preceding sections have hopefully demonstrated the usefulness of the 
WordSketch software for automatically calculating and facilitating the frequencies of 
usage associated with (or ‘prime’) the top words job and smoking in the writing of college 
students in a number of the countries that have participated in the ICNALE project. 
Lexical priming is important for second language acquisition; global (native speaker) 
patterns of co-selection should be compared and contrasted with local (non-native 
speaker) ones in order to promote greater linguistic awareness and facilitate better 
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language learning. 
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