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Formulaic sequences in native and non-native 
argumentative writing in German

Sylvia Jaworska, Cédric Krummes and Astrid Ensslin
University of Reading / Coventry University / Bangor University

The aim of this paper is to contribute to learner corpus research into formulaic 
language in native and non-native German. To this effect, a corpus of argumen-
tative essays written by advanced British students of German (WHiG) was com-
pared with a corpus of argumentative essays written by German native speak-
ers (Falko-L1). A corpus-driven analysis reveals a larger number of 3-grams 
in WHiG than in Falko-L1, which suggests that British advanced learners of 
German are more likely to use formulaic language in argumentative writing 
than their native-speaker counterparts. Secondly, by classifying the formulaic 
sequences according to their functions, this study finds that native speakers 
of German prefer discourse-structuring devices to stance expressions, whilst 
British advanced learners display the opposite preferences. Thirdly, the results 
show that learners of German make greater use of macro-discourse-structuring 
devices and cautious language, whereas native speakers favour micro-discourse 
structuring devices and tend to use more direct language.

Keywords: formulaic language, n-grams, argumentative writing, German native 
speakers, advanced British learners of German

1.	 Introduction

The aim of this study is to compare the use of formulaic sequences identified in 
two corpora of German argumentative writings, the first corpus comprising ar-
gumentative essays produced by native speakers and the second one comprising 
comparable texts by advanced British learners of German. Following Biber et al. 
(2004), De Cock (1998) and Chen & Baker (2010), the analysis adopts a corpus-
driven, frequency-based approach in order to investigate the frequency and the 
functions of 3-grams.
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Quantitative and qualitative learner corpus research — as pioneered by the 
International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) team led by Sylviane Granger 
(Granger 1998a, 1998b) — has provided invaluable insights into patterns of learn-
er language, thus allowing for a systematic understanding of its lexical and gram-
matical idiosyncrasies. One aspect of learner corpus research which has attracted 
considerable research attention in recent years is formulaic language. This interest 
was prompted by Sinclair’s (1991) pioneering work on corpus-driven lexicography, 
which highlighted the significance of the ‘idiom principle’ — a principle which 
provides evidence for the saliency of recurrent and semi-preconstructed chunks in 
language use (Granger 1998b). More recent studies into formulaic sequences have 
indeed demonstrated that formulaicity is a far more ubiquitous phenomenon than 
generative accounts lead us to believe (Altenberg 1998, Erman & Warren 2000). 
As studies in learner corpus research have shown, formulaic language seems to be 
frequently underused, overused or misused in learner language (Granger 1998b; 
De Cock 2000, 2004; Nesselhauf 2005), and hence it is increasingly seen as the ele-
ment distinguishing advanced L2 learners from native speakers.

Despite the rapid development of learner corpus research, most studies have, 
to date, focused predominantly on English as a Second or Foreign Language (L2 
English hereafter). We now have a solid body of results demonstrating typical lexi-
cal and structural patterns of L2 English acquired in a variety of linguistic and cul-
tural contexts. In recent years, learner corpora for languages other than L2 English 
have been compiled, mostly for L2 Spanish and L2 French. Yet, published research 
in this area is, as compared with L2 English, still scarce.

As a result, there is little corpus evidence of typical lexico-grammatical pat-
terns of other L2s. German is a good example. Most research on German as a 
Second or Foreign Language (L2 German hereafter) has been preoccupied with 
cognitive mechanisms or selected syntactical and morphological phenomena un-
derlying the acquisition process and has been based on traditional manually-en-
coded error analysis (Wend 1998). While this research provided valuable insights 
into the development of L2 German, the findings were often based on small data 
sets, collected in an L2 environment (i.e. in German-speaking countries), mak-
ing generalisations about other, instructed learning L1 environments problematic. 
At present, there is little empirical evidence for the existence of typical patterns 
of overuse or underuse as produced in instructed learning settings, which is a 
serious gap, given the importance of L2 German in language classrooms outside 
German-speaking countries. German is, for example in Europe, the second or 
the third foreign language after English (see Education, Audiovisual and Culture 
Executive Agency 2008) and the vast majority of learners acquire German in in-
stitutional contexts, such as schools and universities. Neuner (2004) estimates the 
total number of German language learners in the world to be between 15 and 
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20 million, of whom three-quarters are based in Europe, including Central and 
Eastern Europe.

However, with a few exceptions (Belz 2004, Möllering 2004, Maden-
Weinberger 2008), there has been, up to now, very little systematic corpus-based 
research into the lexico-grammatical patterns of L2 German in linguistic and cul-
tural contexts outside German-speaking countries. This is partially due to a lack 
of systematically compiled German learner corpora. It was only recently that this 
shortcoming has been recognised. In this respect, the Falko project led by Anke 
Lüdeling at Humboldt University Berlin is pioneering, as it is the first large corpus 
of advanced learner German with data collected from learners of various L1 (49 
languages as L1 in total) (Lüdeling et al. 2008).

Whereas previous learner corpus research has concentrated on formulaicity in 
L1 and L2 English, this paper examines the use of recurrent sequences produced 
by native and non-native speakers of German. The data under scrutiny consists of 
two corpora: the first being a corpus of argumentative essays written by advanced 
British students of German (WHiG) and the second being a corpus of compa-
rable argumentative essays written by German native speakers (Falko-L1). Both 
corpora are part of the aforementioned Falko project. Argumentative essays are 
worthwhile to investigate as they form an inherent part of any advanced foreign 
language learning programme.

Drawing on previous corpus-driven and frequency-based research on formu-
laic language (De Cock 2004, Biber et al. 2004, Juknevičienė 2009, Chen & Baker 
2010), our aim is to identify quantitative and qualitative similarities and differ-
ences in the use of formulaicity by native and advanced non-native speakers of 
German. In so doing, this research attempts to contribute to the slowly growing 
body of learner corpus research on formulaic language in L1 and L2 varieties other 
than English.

The issue of comparing learner language with native output has been a matter 
of much debate in research literature. Given that the percentage of L2 learners who 
achieve native-speaker competence is nil to 5% (Han 2011), some researchers ar-
gue that using the target language as a benchmark for comparison is not adequate. 
Following Kramsch (1997) and Cook (1999), we agree that, from a pedagogical 
point of view, using native speakers as role models is a problematic issue and that 
native speaker norms are not necessarily appropriate in an L2 context. However, at 
the same time, it cannot be ignored that the native norm is something many learn-
ers aspire to, and it would be equally unfair to disrespect their ambition even if the 
target may be achievable for only a few (Timmis 2002).

We begin our investigation by providing an overview of previous research 
into formulaicity in learner language. We focus in particular on studies that have 
been based on learner corpora. This is then followed by a methodological section 
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presenting the data collection procedures and research methods adopted in this 
study. Our results shed important light on the specific linguistic and discursive 
challenges facing advanced British learners of German. In our concluding section 
we offer some suggestions as to how the research findings can be used for the de-
velopment of teaching and learning materials for L2 German, pitched specifically 
at advanced British learners.

2.	 Learner corpus research into formulaic language

The term ‘formulaic language’ is normally used to denote multi-word sequences 
in language that appear to be stored in the mind as holistic units and retrieved as 
complete chunks from memory (Wray 2002: 9). Formulaicity has been described 
by a wide range of terms including ‘collocations’, ‘recurrent word combinations’, 
‘clusters’, ‘n-grams’ and ‘lexical bundles’. In her extensive overview of formulaic 
language, Wray (2002) identifies more than 60 various labels. In learner corpus 
research, the terminology depends largely on the methodological procedures ad-
opted to study formulaicity. For example, studies that favour a category-based ap-
proach tend to use the term ‘prefabricated pattern’ (Granger 1998b) or ‘collocation’ 
(Nesselhauf 2005, Laufer & Waldman 2011), while corpus-driven frequency-based 
research adopts mostly the notion of ‘lexical bundle’ associated with work by Biber 
et al. (2004) or the term ‘n-gram’ taken from computational linguistics (O’Donnell 
et al. 2013). As highlighted recently by McEnery & Hardie (2012: 110), the terms 
‘lexical bundle’ and ‘n-gram’ are methodologically and technically the same, al-
though the former is more often associated with retrieval procedures and the latter 
with a functional and structural interpretation of n-grams. Since this study fol-
lows the corpus-driven frequency-based methodology and involves an automatic 
retrieval of recurring sequences of n words, we will use the term ‘n-gram’ to refer 
to our procedures and results. When referring to formulaicity in general, we will 
adopt, following Wray (2002), the most neutral term ‘formulaic language’.

Traditionally, linguists have employed the term ‘formulaic language’ to de-
scribe fixed phrases such as idioms, proverbs and sayings that are rare in language 
use (Granger & Paquot 2008). Recent corpus-driven evidence has demonstrated, 
however, that formulaicity is a much more salient and ubiquitous linguistic phe-
nomenon than previously thought and includes sequences ranging from com-
pletely fixed strings of words (idioms and fixed expressions such as e.g. happy 
birthday) to far more flexible structures with a greater morphological and/or lexi-
cal and syntactical variability, for example collocations such as exert/wield influ-
ence or phrase-frames such as if you look at * or I don’t know what *. Erman & 
Warren (2000) estimate that nearly 60% of spoken English and more than 50% of 
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written English consists of such diverse formulaic sequences. The frequent use of 
formulaic sequences is driven by the principle of economy of effort. Wray (2002) 
suggests that because formulaic sequences are stored and retrieved as single units, 
their use ensures a considerable reduction of the processing time needed to de-
code and encode information. In doing so, they guarantee communicative effi-
ciency, fluency and smoothness (Kuiper & Haggo 1984). They are not necessarily 
complete or well-defined linguistic structures but rather lexico-grammatical frag-
ments, which “function as basic building blocks of discourse” (Biber et al. 2004: 1) 
ensuring cohesion and coherence of speech and writing.

Parallel to the corpus research on formulaicity in L1 English, there have been 
a number of learner corpus studies into formulaic sequences in L2 English. In 
learner corpus research on formulaic language, two methods are commonly used 
to detect formulaic sequences. Some researchers favour a category-based ap-
proach, which identifies formulaic sequences on the basis of linguistic categories 
set a priori, for example, combinations of selected parts of speech, commonly re-
ferred to as collocations. A corpus is then searched for instances of the predefined 
structures. Studies following the category-based approach suggest that L2 learners 
tend to underuse native-like expressions as compared with native speakers. For 
example, Granger (1998b) has shown that L2 learners tend to underuse native-like 
expressions, yet overuse those word pairs which have direct L1 equivalents. They 
often produce overlaps, i.e. sequences blending native-like with non-native strings 
of words and tend to have a smaller repertoire of collocations, with restricted col-
locations being particularly problematic items to learn (Nesselhauf 2005), even at 
advanced levels (Laufer & Waldman 2011).

The second approach, referred to as distributional, frequency-based or lexical 
bundle approach is associated with work by Altenberg (1998), Biber et al. (2004) 
and De Cock (2000) and is based on the automatic retrieval of n-grams, that is, 
recurrent strings of two, three or more words. Although sequences extracted in 
this way are not necessarily complete structural units but rather constitute incom-
plete lexico-grammatical fragments, they are recognised as important routinised 
building blocks of discourse (Altenberg 1998, Biber at al. 2004), markers of L2 
fluency (Hyland 2008a) and a possible quantitative measure of L2 lexical develop-
ment (Groom 2009). For example, by analysing quantitatively a larger corpus of 
native and non-native speech and writing, De Cock (2000, 2004) demonstrates 
that learners tend to overuse recurrent word combinations in both written and 
spoken registers and that there is a less marked difference between writing and 
speech in L2 output, pointing to a stylistic deficiency.

In comparing essays written in English by native speakers and Lithuanian 
speakers, Juknevičienė’s (2009) findings confirm that L2 speakers use more lexical 
bundles than L1 speakers and rely more on “frequent repetition of “safe” phrases” 
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(Juknevičienė 2009: 65). More precisely, her study reveals that L1 speakers use 
fewer different lexical bundles (types) and a lower number of lexical bundles (to-
kens) than L2 speakers. Juknevičienė (2009) further observes that, structurally 
and functionally, her L2 corpora reveal lexical bundles which are more typical of 
spoken than written English, whereas the L1 corpus bears stronger resemblances 
to expert academic writing.

In a similar vein, Chen & Baker (2010) retrieve 4-grams from three corpora 
of academic writing: the first including native expert writing, the second native 
student writing and the third L2 student writing (L1 Chinese). In contrast to pre-
vious research, Chen & Baker (2010) have demonstrated that non-native speakers 
produce fewer formulaic sequences than native speakers. The authors also observe 
that both native and non-native student essays exhibit features that distinguish 
them from professional native expert prose. L1 English student essays show more 
“control of cautious language” (Chen & Baker 2010: 44) by using significantly more 
hedges and other low-modality formulations, such as the sequence is likely to be. 
This kind of language is not present in the L2 essays of advanced Chinese EFL 
learners, which in contrast tend to be “stylistically more verbose” (Chen & Baker 
2010: 43) using repetitions or tautologies — a set of features which many scholars 
see as a common trait of L2 academic writing.

The results emerging from the above studies do seem to be somewhat incon-
sistent. While studies using the category-based approach point to the pattern of 
underuse, the frequency-based methodology delivers results indicating overuse. 
Undoubtedly, the method used will have an impact on results. Both approaches 
yield empirical quantitative insights. The category-based approach is a corpus-
based type of research and as such interrogates a corpus for the existence of se-
lected patterns (Tognini-Bonelli 2001). It offers insights into the use of the se-
lected category and any findings can be generalised to that selected pattern only, 
for example Verb-Noun collocations. Corpus-driven research, on the other hand, 
takes the available data as a whole and claims to use very little theoretical presup-
position about grammar and lexis. For this reason, some prefer the corpus-driven 
methodology over the corpus-based because of its inductive, bottom-up nature, 
which purportedly reduces biases. While in theory the whole data should be inter-
rogated, in practice this is rarely the case, as corpus-driven research often applies 
frequency as a filter to eliminate some sections of the data (Groom 2009). Also, 
the bias- and theory-free claim does not necessarily hold. Corpus-driven results 
often yield thousands of patterns that are subsequently categorised by referring 
to pre-existing theoretical models of grammar and lexis. Hence, both approaches 
have certain advantages and limitations and at times, the difference between the 
two seems to be blurred (McEnery & Hardie 2012). For investigating formulaic 
patterns, the definition of what constitutes formulaicity should guide the choice 
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of method. If formulaic sequences are defined on the basis of pre-existing lexico-
grammatical categories such as parts of speech, then the corpus-based approach 
is more appropriate. If formulaicity is understood as sequences of recurrent word-
combinations, then a corpus-driven methodology seems more suited.

For the purpose of this research, formulaic sequences are defined as a series 
of automatically retrieved sequences of n words identified on the basis of fre-
quency that have customary pragmatic and/or discourse functions (Biber at al. 
2004). Hence, a corpus-driven design was adopted with the aim of examining 
the distribution and functions of the most frequent 3-grams produced by native 
and non-native speakers of German in argumentative writing. To our knowledge, 
there have been no published studies that examine recurrent word sequences in 
German, native or non-native, and this study is the first of this kind. The main 
research questions that this study addresses are:

i.	 How many 3-grams (types and tokens) are found in native and non-native 
corpora?

ii.	 What are the most frequent 3-grams and how do the corpora differ?
iii.	 What are the functions of the most frequent 3-grams?
iv.	 Can any functional differences be detected between the use of 3-grams by na-

tive and non-native speakers of German?

An in-depth quantitative and qualitative examination of 3-grams that are attest-
ed in the German native speaker corpus but absent or modified in the corpus of 
British learners of German will contribute to a better understanding of lexico-
grammatical patterns used by advanced British learners of German compared to 
native speakers. Our results also provide a number of suggestions for the design of 
evidence-based teaching and learning materials for advanced Anglophone learn-
ers of German.

3.	 Corpora and methodology

In this section, we discuss the main steps that were involved in compiling our 
unique corpora. This is followed by the discussion of the analytical procedures 
used to retrieve and analyse 3-grams.

3.1	 Data collection

The data for the present study comes from two German corpora, Falko-L1 and 
WHiG, from which formulaic sequences were automatically retrieved (see 
Section 3.2). Both corpora are part of the parent project Falko (Lüdeling 2011). 
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The native-speaker corpus Falko-L1 consists of 116 essays and 77,357 tokens. The 
L1 German speakers are secondary school leavers from in or around Berlin. The 
learner corpus WHiG (“What’s Hard in German?”) consists of 173 essay files and 
90,883 tokens. The essays were composed by British students from six universities 
in England and Wales who were — at the time of the data collection (February 
2010 to November 2011) — undergraduates studying German as Single Honours 
or in combination with another subject. Participants were given a choice of four 
topics1 and 90 minutes to write approximately 500 words without the aid of any 
German grammar spellchecker. Table 1 provides a breakdown of the number of 
tokens and types in Falko-L1 and WHiG.

Table 1.  Composition of Falko-L1 and WHiG
Falko-L1 WHiG

number of essays 116 173
mean tokens per essay 666.87 525.33
tokens   77,357   90,883
types     9,996     7,463
TTR   12.99     8.23
standardised TTR   44.26   43.70

Because the parent project Falko focuses on advanced learners of German, 
only data from learners who have reached at least the B2 level on the Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) scale was considered, as 
B2 is the required German L2 entry level for German universities. To determine 
the participants’ level of proficiency, WHiG respondents had to complete a C-test 
(Raatz & Klein-Braley 1982), a statistically approved type of cloze test widely used 
in the context of German as a Foreign Language to determine the proficiency level. 
A participant achieving a C-test score of between 60 and 79, for instance, was as-
signed the level B2, whereas C1 was between 80 and 89, and C2 speakers had a 
score of 90 or above (see Table 2).

1.  The four topics were: (i) Kriminalität zahlt sich nicht aus “Crime does not pay”, (ii) Die 
meisten Universitätsabschlüsse sind nicht praxisorientiert und bereiten die Studenten nicht auf 
die wirkliche Welt vor. Sie sind deswegen von geringem Wert “Most university degrees are not 
hands-on and do not prepare students for the real world. They are therefore of little value”, 
(iii) Die finanzielle Entlohnung eines Menschen sollte dem Beitrag entsprechen, den er/sie für 
die Gesellschaft geleistet hat “A person’s financial reward should be commensurated with his/
her contribution to society”, and (iv) Der Feminismus hat den Interessen der Frauen mehr ge-
schadet als genützt “Feminism has done more harm to the cause of women than good”.
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Table 2.  C-test scores and their CEFR level equivalent
C-test Score CEFR level
90–100 C2: Mastery
80–89 C1: Effective Operational Proficiency
60–79 B1: Vantage
40–59 B2: Threshold
30–39 A2: Waystage
0–29 A1: Breakthrough

The present study is based on an analysis of argumentative essays (“Erörterungen”). 
These are normally not recognised as fully fledged academic texts, since they 
lack references or a rigid mesostructure. They can contain elements of everyday 
spoken language such as shorter sentences, more paratactic and fewer hypotac-
tic sentences, conditional constructions with the würden auxiliary and personal 
statements in the first person singular ich (Sieber 1998: 194). At the same time, 
argumentative essays share a number of linguistic and conceptual features with the 
style of German academic writing such as: Nominalstil “nominalised style”, lon-
ger argumentative structures and critical analysis (cf. Fix 2008). Most importantly, 
however, argumentative essays function as a pre-stage to academic writing and, 
particularly from a lexical point of view, can be useful in assisting novice writers 
in the development of academic literacy.

3.2	 Procedures of data analysis

Two word frequency lists were retrieved from Falko-L1 and WHiG by using 
WordSmith Tools version 5 (Scott 2008). The software search was set to retrieve 
only 3-grams and 4-grams that occurred at least 5 times in at least 3 texts or 2.5% 
of the texts in the sample. We agree with Biber et al. (2004: 376) that the param-
eters set to identify lexical bundles are “somewhat arbitrary”. Earlier research that 
utilised large corpora including millions of tokens suggests a cut-off of 40 times 
per million words (Biber et al. 2004) or an occurrence in at least 10% of texts (e.g. 
Hyland 2008b). Our data sets are too small (below 100,000 tokens) to adopt a 
cut-off based on x occurrences per million words, as this would inflate the rate of 
occurrences (Biber & Barbieri 2007); 10% of all texts as a cut-off for our corpora 
would produce a very small number of ngrams. We felt that having the cut-off 
point set at 5 times in at least 3 texts offers a sufficient measure to guard against 
idiosyncratic uses in our smaller specialised corpora.

After the retrieval of 3-grams and 4-grams, it became apparent that the number 
of 4-grams was too small (see Table 3) to offer any insights into lexico-grammatical 
patterns of learner and native German and most of them were sequences copied 
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directly from the essay topics. This is an interesting result given that previous cor-
pus-driven research sees 4-grams as the most productive units to examine (Biber & 
Barbieri 2007, Hyland 2008a). However, this may only be suitable for analytic lan-
guages such as English that exhibit a reduced inflectional morphology and a more 
rigid syntactic order. German, which is a synthetic language, allows a greater flex-
ibility of syntax. Intuitively, this may have an effect on the retrieval of fewer 4-grams 
when using the corpus-driven approach, which proceeds in a linear manner with-
out taking into account syntactic variability. For example, the 4-gram there are many 
examples, which is represented by only one syntactic structure in English, can have 
3 syntactic variants in German declarative sentences (“es gibt viele Beispiele”, “viele 
Beispiele gibt es”, “[…], gibt es viele Beispiele”). Because the variants may occur 
with different frequencies, 4-grams may not capture all of them. The fact that more 
3-grams were obtained could suggest that sequences of three items reflect formulai-
city better in German. As can be seen below, 3-grams also seem to capture syntactic 
variability adequately, because the items which they contain are often high frequen-
cy words. The decision was thus taken to examine in more depth 3-grams only.

Table 3.  3-grams and 4-grams with two cut-off points
Falko-L1 WHiG
types tokens types tokens

3-grams 202 1,499 457 4,197
4-grams   32 242   80   726

Following the taxonomy proposed by Biber et al. (2004), the formulaic sequenc-
es were then categorised according to their function. The functions included: (i) 
reference markers, that is, sequences naming physical and abstract objects, spa-
tial and temporal references, qualities, and quantities; (ii) discourse-structuring 
markers understood as bundles that organise the text; (iii) stance markers that 
express the writer’s attitude or an evaluation of a proposition in terms of certainty 
or uncertainty. In addition, the 3-grams directly copied from the essay topics were 
described as a separate “topic” category. A smaller number of formulaic sequences 
had no distinctive function or meaning and were labelled as “unclassified”.

4.	 Results

This section reports on the main quantitative and qualitative results obtained in 
the present study and it is divided into two subsections. Whereas the first part 
focuses on the most frequent 3-grams attested in both corpora, the second part 
offers qualitative insights into the functions of the retrieved sequences.
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4.1	 Quantitative analysis

Table 4 shows a breakdown of the 3-grams (by types and tokens) found in the two 
corpora. A distinction is made between 3-grams that were directly copied from 
the essay topics (e.g. für die gesellschaft “for society”, kriminalität zahlt sich “crime 
[does not] pay”) and those that were not (marked as “topic” and “non-topic” in 
Table 4). To ensure that all 3-grams are captured, all words were treated as lower-
case and are represented as such in the tables.

As can be seen in Table 4, the WHiG corpus contains a much higher frequency 
of 3-grams. Learners are on average three times more likely to use these sequences, 
with regards to both tokens and types.

Table 4.  3-Grams (cut off point 5; normalisation per 10,000 tokens)
Falko-L1 WHiG
raw norm. raw norm.

non-topic tokens 1,033 133.54 2,946 324.15
types 139 139.05   334 447.54

topic tokens 466     8.14 1,246 137.09
types 63   63.02   123 164.81

This seems to confirm the results obtained in previous studies (De Cock 2000, 
2004; Juknevičienė 2009) that learners tend to rely more on formulaic sequences 
than native speakers. However, the results contrast with Chen & Baker’s (2010: 33) 
findings, where it is the expert English-L1 writers (FLOB-J corpus) that produce 
more types and more tokens. Hypothetically, this discrepancy may be due to the 
fact that Chinese learners of English (as reported in Chen & Baker 2010) are fac-
ing a far greater linguistic difference between L1 and the target language and are 
therefore more likely to use a smaller yet overused set of formulaic sequences. 
Moreover, the texts examined in their study were examples of complex academic 
register such as academic essays and published academic work that possibly relies 
on fewer lexical bundles than the type of argumentative essays analysed in the 
present study.

Table 5 shows the twenty most frequent 3-grams in Falko-L1 and WHiG. As 
can be seen, many of the most frequent 3-grams in both corpora are sequences 
copied directly from the essay topics (in italics). If we omit them, it becomes ap-
parent that there are only three 3-grams in the lists that are shared by both groups: 
meiner meinung nach “in my opinion”, der meinung dass “of the opinion that”, man 
sagen dass “one say that”. Otherwise, both sets include different combinations. For 
example, the most frequent 3-grams in Falko-L1 are prepositional phrases includ-
ing prepositions requiring the dative and accusative case. These are less frequent 
in the WHiG data. The use of prepositions with the dative and accusative case 
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is one of the stumbling blocks for learners of German and the smaller number 
of such constructions in WHiG might suggest that learners tend to avoid them. 
In contrast, the WHiG data contains more clause fragments, of which the most 
frequent are combinations containing the existential es gibt “there is/are”. These 
are: es gibt auch “there is/are also”, es gibt viele “there are many” and its syntactical 
variant gibt es viele “are there many”. Such constructions are not very frequent in 
the counterpart corpus. For example, in FALKO-L1, there are only seven types of 
3-grams (39 tokens) with the existential es gibt/gibt es, whereas there are 34 types 
in WHiG amounting to 300 tokens (see Table 6).

The higher frequency of 3-grams with es gibt and gibt es in the WHiG corpus 
suggests that texts produced by British learners rely heavily on existentials. The 
combinations also include lexical elements not observed in the native data, for 
example jedoch gibt es “however, there is”. To further test this hypothesis, we also 
examined the use of another typical existential of German in both corpora, namely 
es ist “it is” and its syntactical variant ist es “is it”. The analysis too demonstrates 
the overuse pattern of this existential. Whereas there are only four 3-grams with 

Table 5.  The 20 most frequent 3-grams in Falko-L1 and WHiG

Falko-L1
Raw
freq.

Norm.
freq. WHiG

Raw
freq.

Norm.
freq.

meiner meinung nach 42 542.93 an der universität 45 495.14
beitrag für die 28 361.95 kriminalität sich nicht 40 440.12
in den letzten 21 271.46 meiner meinung nach 38 418.12
dass sich kriminalität 18 232.68 in der gesellschaft 37 407.11
in den meisten 17 219.76 an der uni 35 385.11
in der gesellschaft 17 219.76 der meinung dass 35 385.11
in unserer gesellschaft 17 219.76 dass der feminismus 32 352.10
auf jeden fall 16 206.83 es gibt auch 32 352.10
der meinung dass 16 206.83 feminismus den interessen 31 341.10
ich denke dass 15 193.91 sich nicht auszahlt 30 330.09
sich kriminalität nicht 15 193.91 der anderen seite 28 308.09
den ganzen tag 14 180.98 der feminismus den 28 308.09
der feminismus den 14 180.98 der wirklichen welt 28 308.09
den letzten jahren 13 168.05 nicht praxisorientiert sind 27 297.08
die frage ob 13 168.05 dass kriminalität sich 26 286.08
in der heutigen 13 168.05 ist es nicht 26 286.08
wie zum beispiel 13 168.05 man sagen dass 26 286.08
kriminalität nicht auszahlt 12 155.12 auf der anderen 25 275.08
rolle der frau 12 155.12 es gibt viele 25 275.08
dass der feminismus 11 142.20 zu sagen dass 25 275.08
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es ist/ist es in Falko-L1, we find 31 such sequences in WHiG (see Table 7). Overall, 
the learners in the context under study are 13 times more likely to use a combina-
tion with es ist/ist es than native speakers. The data also reveals a variety of items 

Table 6.  3-grams with the existential es gibt/gibt es

WHiG
Raw 
freq.

Norm.
Freq. Falko-L1

Norm.
Freq.

es gibt auch 32 352.1 es gibt viele 8 103.4
es gibt viele 25 275.08 natürlich gibt es 6 77.56
gibt es viele 19 209.06 dennoch gibt es 5 64.64
aber es gibt 14 154.04 doch es gibt 5 64.64
gibt es immer 14 154.04 es gibt auch 5 64.64
und es gibt 14 154.04 gibt es noch 5 64.64
es gibt aber 11 121.03 und es gibt 5 64.64
es gibt noch 11 121.03
es ist auch 11 121.03
gibt es ein 9 99.028
heutzutage gibt es 9 99.028
gibt es auch 8 88.025
gibt es eine 8 88.025
gibt es die 7 77.022
gibt es noch 7 77.022
gibt es so 7 77.022
es gibt ein 7 77.022
es gibt viel 6 66.019
gibt auch viele 6 66.019
es gibt die 5 55.016
es gibt eine 5 55.016
es gibt jedoch 5 55.016
es gibt natürlich 5 55.016
es gibt nicht 5 55.016
auch gibt es 5 55.016
deutschland gibt es 5 55.016
es gibt die 5 55.016
es gibt eine 5 55.016
es gibt jedoch 5 55.016
es gibt natürlich 5 55.016
es gibt nicht 5 55.016
gibt es viel 5 55.016
jedoch gibt es 5 55.016
seite gibt es 5 55.016
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in the left or right co-text of the existential including adjectives, conjunctions and 
adverbs — something which is not matched by the Falko-L1 data.

All in all, the quantitative analysis reveals that learners use more formulaic 
sequences than native speakers. However, if we take a closer look at the syntacti-
cal constructions on which some of the most frequent combinations are based, 

Table 7.  3-grams with the existential es ist/ist es

WHiG Raw freq.
Norm.
Freq. Falko-L1 Raw freq.

Norm.
Freq.

es ist nicht 18 198.1 so ist es 7 90.49
und es ist 18 198.1 es ist also 6 77.56
aber es ist 16 176.1 es ist ein 5 64.64
ist es klar 14 154 ist es auch 5 64.64
es ist auch 11 121
es ist ein 11 121
es ist eine 10 110
deshalb ist es 10 110
es ist klar   9   99.03
deswegen ist es   9   99.03
ist es wichtig   9   99.03
ist klar dass   9   99.03
vielleicht ist es   9   99.03
es ist oft   8   88.03
heutzutage ist es   8   88.03
ist es aber   8   88.03
ist es sehr   8   88.03
jedoch ist es   7   77.02
es ist ganz   6   66.02
es ist sehr   6   66.02
also ist es   6   66.02
ist es möglich   6   66.02
es ist aber   5   55.02
es ist wichtig   5   55.02
heute ist es   5   55.02
ist es auch   5   55.02
ist es eine   5   55.02
ist es ganz   5   55.02
ist es oft   5   55.02
ist es schwer   5   55.02
ist für viele   5   55.02
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it becomes obvious that many of them are composed of repetitive and simple syn-
tactical fragments, mainly existentials.

4.2	 Functions of formulaic sequences

Table 8 and 9 list all 3-gram types and tokens categorised according to their main 
function. As some sequences may have more than one function, concordance 
lines were carefully checked in order to identify the dominant function of each 
sequence — a procedure also applied in previous research (Biber et al. 2004, Chen 
& Baker 2010).

Table 8.  Functions of 3-gram (types) in Falko-L1 and WHiG
Falko-L1 WHiG
Raw Freq. % Raw Freq. %

discourse-structuring 60 29.70 114 24.95
referential 36 17.82   61 13.35
stance 34 16.83 124 27.13
topic 63 31.19 123 29.91
unclassified   9   4.46   35   7.66

Table 9.  Functions of 3-grams (tokens) in Falko-L1 and WHiG
Falko-L1 WHiG
Raw Freq. % Raw Freq. %

discourse-structuring 397 26.48 1,018 24.28
referential 296 19.75 641 15.29
stance 286 19.08 1,080 25.76
topic 466 31.09 1,246 29.72
unclassified   54   3.60 207   4.94

As shown in Table 8, “topic” sequences are the largest category and have a similar 
proportion in both data sets suggesting that both groups rely on the sequences 
used in the topic prompts. Interestingly, more types of discourse-structuring de-
vices are found in Falko-L1 (29.70%) than in WHiG (24.95%), whereas stance 
expressions are more common in WHiG (27.13%) than in Falko-L1 (16.83%). The 
difference in the use of referentials is much smaller, though there is a slightly high-
er proportion in Falko-L1 than in WHiG. In the WHiG data, we have more types 
of 3-grams that could not be assigned any of the functions because they consisted 
of grammatical words only. These include sequences such as: sie in der “they/she in 
the”, ist und es “is and it” or ist weil es “is because it”.
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A token distribution yielded similar results (see Table 9 above). Still, there is a 
higher proportion of discourse structuring-devices in Falko-L1. These sequences 
constitute the second largest category after topic-related expressions. In contrast, 
the WHiG data demonstrates a higher proportion of stance expressions, which in 
this data set rank second.

A chi-square test for both types and tokens shows that there is a significant dif-
ference in terms of the functional distribution between the two data sets, for types: 
x2(4, N = 659) = 12.3655, p = 0.01483, and for tokens: x2(4, N = 5,691) = 40.9911, 
p = 2.699e-08.

It can, therefore, be concluded that underuse of discourse-structuring devices 
and overuse of stance expressions seem to be a typical feature of argumentative 
writing composed by advanced British learners of German as compared to the 
native counterparts.

A chi-square test comparing topic 3-grams and all other 3-grams in both cor-
pora shows no significant results, for types x2(1, N = 659) = 1.2628, p = 0.2611, and 
for tokens: x2(1, N = 5,691) = 0.9769, p = 0.323.

In a next step, we examined the different types of the most frequent 3-gram 
in the following three categories: discourse-structuring devices, stance and refer-
ence expressions (see Tables 10, 11 and 12). As most of the topic sequences were 

Table 10.  The 20 most frequent discourse-structuring devices (raw frequencies)
Falko-L1 WHiG
die frage ob (13)
wie zum beispiel (13)
sich die frage (11)
auch wenn sie (10)
den meisten fällen (10)
doch was ist	 (10)
wenn man sich (10)
auf der anderen (9)
es sich um (9)
gibt es auch	(9)
ob es sich (9)
zu tun haben (9)
der anderen seite (8)
es gibt viele	(8)
alles in allem (7)
an dieser stelle (7)
es stellt sich (7)
frage ob sich (7)
zu diesem thema (7)
zum beispiel die (7)

es gibt auch (32)
der anderen seite (28)
auf der anderen (25)
es gibt viele (25)
in bezug auf (22)
wenn man ein (22)
gibt es viele	(19)
wenn man eine (19)
wie zum beispiel (15)
aber es gibt	(14)
gibt es immer (14)
im vergleich zu (14)
und es gibt (14)
zum beispiel wenn (14)
in diesem aufsatz (13)
wenn man etwas (13)
auch wenn man (12)
dass wenn man (12)
man zum beispiel (12)
und wenn man (12)
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combinations of words appearing in the titles of the essays, these were excluded from 
further analysis. The unclassified formulaic sequences were not considered either.

As can be seen in Table 10, most of the discourse structuring devices in WHiG 
contain the existential es gibt “there is” or the clause fragment wenn man “if one”. 
Most of them tend to be topic or argument initiators: they structure larger units 
of text or text as a whole (macro-discourse). The cluster in diesem aufsatz “in this 
essay” is a paramount example of a device structuring the macro-text, the essay as 
a whole. There are in total 3 types of combinations with Aufsatz “essay” in WHiG 
including dieser aufsatz wird “this essay will” and aufsatz werde ich “essay will I”, 
which is part of a larger sequence in diesem essay werde ich “in this essay I will”. Such 
devices are, interestingly, absent in Falko-L1. In the latter, we find many instances of 
discourse-structuring combinations whose function is to ensure cohesion and co-
herence at the micro-level of discourse such as question markers (die frage ob “the 
question whether”), summarisers (alles in allem “all in all”), contrast markers (doch 
was ist “however what is”; auf der anderen/der anderen seite “on the other hand”), 
exemplifiers (wie zum beispiel “as for example”) and text-deictic expressions such 
as an dieser stelle (“at this point”). Apart from the use of the contrast marker (auf) 
der anderen seite “on the other hand” and exemplifiers containing the phrase zum 
beispiel “for example”, we do not find many instances of such devices in the WHiG 

Table 11.  The 20 most frequent reference-marking sequences (raw frequencies)
Falko-L1 WHiG
in den letzten (21)
in den meisten (17)
in der gesellschaft (17)
in unserer gesellschaft (17)
den ganzen tag (14)
den letzten jahren (13)
in der heutigen (13)
der ganzen welt (10)
die menschen die (9)
in der schule (9)
auf der welt (8)
an der gesellschaft (7)
auch heute noch (7)
auf der ganzen (7)
der heutigen gesellschaft (7)
in den köpfen (7)
nicht so viel (7)
die meisten menschen (6)
erst in den (6)
in der politik (6)

an der universität (45)
in der gesellschaft (37)
an der uni (35)
in der arbeitswelt (23)
die leute die (19)
dass die meisten (16)
in der vergangenheit (16)
für die zukunft (14)
in unserer gesellschaft (14)
man in der (14)
bei der arbeit (13)
für viele leute (13)
in der heutigen (13)
nach dem studium (13)
die mehrheit von (12)
in der welt (12)
nach der uni (12)
nicht so viel (12)
die mehrheit der (11)
in den letzten (11)
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corpus. For example, the sequence an dieser stelle does not occur in WHiG at all 
and there. The higher frequencies of such devices in Falko-L1 suggest that native 
writers do indeed favour micro-discourse-structuring devices as opposed to the 
macro-discourse-structuring devices preferred by British learners of German.

Table 11 reveals that both native speakers and learners of German use a range 
of reference-marking sequences, of which the most frequent are place and time ex-
pressions. However, whereas native speakers seem to prefer expressions that point 
to shorter and more specific time periods, for example, den ganzen tag “the whole 
day” or in den letzten jahren “in recent years”, the learners tend to use more fre-
quently sequences expressing longer and less specific times such as in der vergan-
genheit “in the past” and für die zukunft “for the future”. Another striking feature 
revealed here is that British learners frequently use a range of colloquial expres-
sions such as Leute “people” as in für viele leute “for a lot of people” and Uni as 
in an der uni “at uni”. In contrast, German speakers tend to use the more formal 
Menschen “human beings”, as in die meisten menschen “most human beings”.

Table 12 shows the 20 most frequently used stance expressions. As can be seen, 
both groups rely on a range of personal and impersonal phrases, of which the most 
frequent are personal stance expression containing the noun Meinung “opinion” 
as in meiner meinung nach “in my opinion” and the verb sagen “to say” as in kann 

Table 12.  The 20 most frequent stance expressions (raw frequencies)
Falko-L1 WHiG
meiner meinung nach (42)
auf jeden fall (16)
der meinung dass (16)
ich denke dass (15)
ist es nicht (11)
man sagen dass (11)
kann man sagen (10)
für sich selbst (9)
sagen dass sich (9)
bin der meinung (8)
ich bin der (8)
auf keinen fall (7)
der ansicht dass (7)
nicht mehr nur (7)
nicht mehr so (7)
so ist es (7)
ein grosses problem (6)
es ist also (6)
kann man also (6)
meinung nach ist (6)

meiner meinung nach (38)
der meinung dass (35)
ist es nicht (26)
man sagen dass (26)
zu sagen dass (25)
sagen dass die (21)
glaube ich dass (19)
es ist nicht (18)
und es ist (18)
auf jeden fall (17)
aber es ist (16)
sagen dass es (15)
dass es nicht (14)
ist es klar (14)
könnte man sagen (14)
es klar dass (13)
ich glaube dass (12)
ein grosses problem (11)
meinung nach ist (11)
deshalb ist es (10)
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man sagen “can one say”. There are also considerable differences. For example, the 
WHiG data includes more impersonal stance expressions whereby an opinion is 
either expressed through adjectival phrases with the existential es ist (as in es ist 
klar “it is clear”, es ist nicht “it is not”), or through a phrase with the impersonal 
third person pronoun man “one”. The latter contains in most instances the modal 
auxiliary könnte “could/might” as in könnte man sagen “one could/might say”. This 
adds a degree of tentativeness and is often used as a hedging device to tone down 
utterances. In contrast, native speakers appear to use more personal and more 
direct stance-marking sequences as well as a number of intensifiers, such as auf 
jeden fall “by all means” and auf keinen fall “by no means”. There are no instances 
of the modal auxiliary könnte “could/might” in stance expressions. Native speak-
ers demonstrate a preference for the form of the verb in the indicative mode kann 
“can”, which in contrast to könnte “could” has a sense of direct or real possibility.

5.	 Discussion and conclusions

Our findings reveal a number of distinctive features at the level of formulaic se-
quences which distinguish argumentative writing produced by advanced non-
native learners of German from texts written by native speakers. Firstly, learners 
of German use more 3-grams than native-speakers. However, the range of these 
sequences is much smaller. Most of the frequently used 3-grams are variations of 
the two simple existential structures es gibt “there is/are” and es ist “it is”. These 
have not only been documented in German learner language before (Maden-
Weinberger 2009), but it has been suggested that the English constructions there 
is/are and it is in learner language are “universal and not [L1] language specific” 
(Maden-Weinberger 2009: 261). These 2-word combinations act as phrase-frames 
(O’Donnell et al. 2013), i.e. cores that are expanded by adding additional lexical 
items either to the left or to the right of the core. Such structures are grammatically 
correct. However, they rarely occur in the native corpus. This confirms observa-
tions made by Wray (1999: 223) that “for advanced learners, the major problem 
can lie in the production of perfectly grammatical utterances that are simply not 
the preferred idiomatic sequences used by native speakers”. In contrast to (ad-
vanced) learners who seem to rely on the repetition of simpler constructions, na-
tive speakers use a greater range of expressions. This is in line with De Cock et al. 
(1998: 78), who observe that “advanced learners use prefabs, and in some cases 
even more prefabs than [native speakers] […] but the chunks they use (1) are not 
necessarily the same as those used by [native speakers], (2) are not used with the 
same frequency, (3) have different syntactic uses, and (4) fulfil different pragmatic 
functions”.
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When looking at the numbers of 3-grams directly copied from the topic, the 
data suggest that both L1 speakers and learners of German use the same propor-
tions of such sequences, showing that a topical “safety blanket” is used in argu-
mentative essays regardless of the language proficiency of the writer.

The functional analysis suggests that the learners in the context under study 
prefer to use more impersonal and cautious stance expressions than their German 
counterparts. Whereas Germans native speakers use ich bin der meinung/ansicht 
dass “I am of the opinion that”, British learners show a preference for impersonal 
expressions and hedging devices es ist klar “it is clear”, man könnte sagen “one 
could/might say”. This appears contrary to the claim expressed in previous research 
(Chen & Baker 2010, Lorenz 1998, Hyland 1994, Hyland & Milton 1997) that non-
native speakers tend to avoid cautious language. The present paper argues that the 
use of cautious language in academic and argumentative writing is rather cultural 
and not simply a matter of whether the writer is an L1 speaker or an L2 learner. 
Learners appear to use the acquired linguistic repertoire to construct statements 
that conform to the writing norm and tradition of their own culture. This aligns 
with the claims of contrastive rhetoric, that, “[w]hen writing in a foreign language, 
learners show a tendency to transfer not only the linguistic features of their native 
language but also its rhetorical conventions. These conventions pertain to such 
factors as the structure or units of texts, explicitness, information structure, polite-
ness and intertextuality” (Leńko-Szymańska 2008: 94).

The last aspect that this paper has uncovered is that the majority of discourse-
structuring formulaic sequences found in WHiG concerned the macro-structure 
of the essay (in diesem aufsatz “in this essay”), whereas Falko-L1 participants pre-
ferred micro-structuring sequences, such as an dieser stelle “at this point” and die 
frage ob “the question (of) whether”. A study by Fandrych & Graefen (2002) on 
text-commenting devices in German and English academic articles has showed 
substantial differences in the way writers from both cultures construct texts. While 
German authors “put a lot of effort into making text organisation transparent by 
commenting on text structure” as they go along, the English writers “seem to pre-
fer to imagine the text […] as an already finished product and give an overview of 
its structure” (Fandrych & Graefen 2002: 35). This corresponds with claims made 
by Hinds (1987) and Clyne (1987), that Anglo-Saxon writing tends to be read-
er-oriented, i.e. it follows the ideal of being “as clear and reader-friendly as pos-
sible, which means that the ideas have to be laid out explicitly and the text should 
contain a variety of markers to signal the writer’s stance and to guide the reader 
through the text” (Leńko-Szymańska 2008: 94). Teutonic writing traditions, on the 
other hand, favour a reader-responsible approach, which places the main respon-
sibility for retrieving textual meaning and authorial intention with the reader (c.f. 
Leńko-Szymańska 2008 for a broader contrastive study).



520	 Sylvia Jaworska, Cédric Krummes and Astrid Ensslin

In a similar vein, WHiG participants tend to rely more heavily on macro-
discourse-structuring formulaic sequences. This suggests that they imagine their 
essays holistically as a finished product. The preference of German native speak-
ers for micro-structuring sequences in our data seems to confirm the tendency 
to imagine an essay as a series of arguments and as an ongoing process, through 
which they guide their readers. This would then suggest — unsurprisingly perhaps 
— that native and non-native speakers of German compose essays with two sepa-
rate writing paradigms in mind. To further evaluate and potentially corroborate 
this finding, future research could compare discourse-structuring sequences in 
English L1 texts and English L2 texts produced by German learners.

The increased interest in corpus research into formulaic language has not only 
contributed to a better understanding of lexico-grammatical properties of English 
and the difficulties English learners face; it has also had a beneficial impact on the 
development of new learning resources (Ellis et al. 2008, Coxhead 2000, Paquot 
2010, Simpson-Vlach & Ellis 2010). For German, however, there are no equiva-
lents. This is a serious deficit given that writing, and particularly advanced forms 
of writing, pose major difficulties for learners of German in the context of uni-
versity education (Jaworska 2009). Moreover, evidence suggests that, overwhelm-
ingly, students of German struggle with lexico-grammatical choices appropriate 
for argumentative and academic text types rather than with the formal aspects of 
writing such as structuring essays or referencing bibliographic sources (Jaworska 
2011). Unfortunately, most of the writing materials available for L2 German focus 
on the latter, while the former is neglected. With a better understanding of learn-
ers’ language overuse and underuse, a quick-and-easy solution would be two-col-
umn lists of dos and don’ts (see Krummes & Ensslin 2012) showing learners which 
words and phrases to avoid (e.g. overused meiner meinung nach “in my opinion” or 
Leute “people”) and which ones to add to the text to create a better variety in lexical 
expressions (e.g. underused ich denke “I think” or Menschen “humans”/“people”). 
More corpus-informed teaching could include showing learners KWIC concor-
dances of Falko-L1 typical word combinations and asking them to reflect on for-
mulaic sequences. This could then be followed by asking learners to fill out gaps 
with formulaic sequences while providing them with enough co-text. Finally, 
learners should not only be made aware of general language use as evidenced 
by L1 corpora but also of dominant patterns of overuse, underuse and misuse of 
words and phrases found in learner language. Therefore it is not enough to pres-
ent learners with vocabulary lists. The key is to draw their attention to culture-
specific discourse practices and allow them to practise culture-specific language 
use. Learners need to be introduced to “the different practices” (Hyland & Tse 
2007: 235) of the target discourse community. In our study, native speakers and 
learners have been shown to use different types of discourse-structuring devices; 
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British/Anglophone learners of German therefore need training in important cul-
tural differences in writing styles in order to become aware especially of the role 
that micro-structuring devices play in the composition of essays in German.
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