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Abstract

Formulaic expressions, such as idioms, collocations, and fixed phrases, are central to
conversational English, yet their role in natural speech often remains underestimated. This study
employs a corpus-based approach to analyze the use of formulaic expressions in spoken English
using data from the British National Corpus (BNC) and the Corpus of Contemporary American
English (COCA). Focusing on conversational texts, the research investigates their frequency,
distribution, and pragmatic functions. Results reveal that formulaic expressions constitute over
30% of conversational discourse, playing key roles in facilitating fluency, fostering social bonds,
and mitigating face-threatening acts. This research contributes to understanding formulaic
language in natural conversation and has implications for language teaching, sociolinguistics,
and computational linguistics.

Introduction

Creating a timeline for formulaic language is far from simple, because several partially
independent lines of research have contributed to the emerging picture. Each exhibits cycles of
innovation and consolidation over time: domains take a leading role in developing new
knowledge and then fall back, while another area comes to the fore. Thus, some of the first
observations about formulaic language, back in the nineteenth century, were in the clinical
domain of aphasia studies. By the early to mid twentieth century it was theories of language
structure that had most to say, until eclipsed by the Chomskian model, which saw little
significance in lexicalised units larger than the word (an issue discussed by Jackendoff 2002).
Meanwhile, changes in language teaching methodology in the mid to late twentieth century
increasingly urged teachers to ask how adult learners could best master multiword strings to
improve fluency and idiomaticity — a question still asked today.*

1Wray, A. (2013). Formulaic language. Language Teaching, 46(3), 316-334.
doi:10.1017/50261444813000013
WOSJOURNALS.COM

214


mailto:abdulkhakovadilafruz@gmail.com

YIL TADQIQOTCHISI - 2024
Worldly knowledge

Formulaic expressions, including idioms, collocations, and fixed phrases, are an essential
component of spoken language. They enhance fluency, aid comprehension, and perform critical
social functions (Wray, 2002). Despite their significance, they often remain underexplored in
conversational contexts. This paper investigates the distribution and pragmatic roles of formulaic
expressions in everyday English, addressing gaps in the literature on natural language use. The
use of formulaic expressions—pre-constructed, multi-word sequences—characterizes much of
everyday language. Examples include greetings (“How are you? ), conversational fillers (“you
know ), and idiomatic phrases (“piece of cake ). These expressions, while seemingly mundane,
are foundational to fluent and effective communication.?

In spontaneous conversations, formulaic expressions simplify cognitive processing, enabling
speakers to focus on higher-level communicative goals. *Additionally, they play significant
pragmatic roles, such as expressing politeness, maintaining social harmony, and reducing the risk
of miscommunication.*

Despite their importance, the systematic investigation of formulaic expressions in everyday
conversational contexts remains limited. This study addresses this gap by analyzing their
frequency, distribution, and pragmatic roles in natural conversations, utilizing two major
corpora: the British National Corpus (BNC) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English
(COCA).

The research aims to answer the following questions:
What is the frequency of formulaic expressions in conversational English?

What pragmatic functions do these expressions serve?

2 Wray, A. (2002). Formulaic Language and the Lexicon. Cambridge University
Press.

3 Pawley, A., & Syder, F. H. (1983). "Two puzzles for linguistic theory: Native-
like selection and native-like fluency." Language and Communication, 191-226.

4 Brown, P., & Levinson, S. C. (1987). Politeness: Some Universals in Language
Usage. Cambridge University Press.
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How do these findings inform language pedagogy and computational applications?

Methods.
Data Sources

This study analyzed transcripts from two major corpora the British National Corpus (BNC) and
the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), focusing on conversational texts.

The British National Corpus (BNC): A 100-million-word corpus representing British English
from the late 20th century, with a subset dedicated to spoken conversations.

The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA): A 1-billion-word corpus with a
dedicated section for spoken language, representing American English from 1990 to the present.

Data Selection and Preprocessing

Conversational texts were extracted from both corpora. These subsets included informal
dialogues, telephone conversations, and other naturalistic spoken interactions. Combined, the
datasets contained approximately 10 million words of conversational data. The study employed a
mixed-methods approach. Quantitative analyses identified high-frequency formulaic expressions,
using BNC and COCA.

Quantitative Analysis. High-frequency formulaic expressions were identified using COCA (the
corpus of contemporary American English) — multi-purpose corpus analysis toolkit through
keyword, frequency, context and overview.

Qualitative Analysis. Pragmatic functions of selected expressions were examined using
frameworks such as Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962) and Politeness Theory (Brown &
Levinson, 1987).

The Corpus-Based Categorization method as well as genre analysis have been utilized to
extract formulaic expressions from different genres (e.g., spoken, academic, or casual
conversations), compare the contexts where formulaic expressions occur to identify whether they
align with formal or informal settings.

Frequency Analysis appears to be the core of this research paper as not only does it
demonstrate how often a native speaker use an expression on a regular basis, but also it analyzes
the frequency of specific expressions in formal and informal genres. For example, “I beg your
pardon” might frequently appear in formal texts, while “Sorry, my bad” dominates informal
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ones.
Results
Frequency and Distribution

Formulaic expressions accounted for the majority of conversational discourse as it is obviously
shown in the photo below that a single phrase “you know” is used by native speakers in 794638
contexts, mostly in spoken discourse with 348516 cases. There are also given other examples of
formulaic expressions so as to identify how often the native speakers of English utilize them on a
daily basis, in their blogs, on TV or movies, in the news and in the academic context or formal
situations. ®

(® Corpus of Contemporary American English [ 4 [ i ®

SEARCH ACADEMIC (AVL)

on cuick: | E[CONTEXT| @) TRANSLATE (UZ) JZENTREPAGE (% GOCGLE [g]IMAGE [F]FRONAVIDEC [[)BOOK [@ THESAURUS ]

TRl T T SO | A s | acaD | 199004 | 159 20000 | 0050 | amova 201513

@ & IMEAN 276091 I 12268 59267 QELIUCENEREWCYEN 16341 3547 2707 1227 I 35302 43202 37404 41159 48133 49356

(& Corpus of Contemporary American English [g] 4

SEARCH CONTEXT ACADEMIC (AVL)

ON CLICK: .CONTEXT eTRANSLATE(UZJ IS ENTIRE PAGE & GOOGLE [of IMAGE [ FRON/VIDEOQ [I]BOOK @THESAURUS u

I e e T e e e E e
O | youKNOW 794638 I 26515 | 28596 52192 | 14241 | 10220 | 3192 I 9027 120032 116888 132605

In the next photo is shown the real texts where a learner can see how the English make up
sentences, maintain a conservation by using the formulaic language. In addition to this, real life
examples assist every learner to get the gist of some idioms, phrases, sayings and try to imitate
them while making up a sentence. The corpus of contemporary American English is a beneficial
tool not only to foreign language learners, but also to linguists and scientists who carry out
experiments and do some research in terms of language acquisition, barriers, culturally specific

5> https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
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features in linguistics. It is clear that the expression “I mean” frequently appears on social media
such as personal blogs and forums.®

r_l, Corpus of Contemporary American English

SEARCH FREQUENCY CONTEXT ACADEMIC (AVL)

ENTRIES: 2731 TEXTS @

s s m
- SORTING: YEAR ¥, GENRE

[] cuick For MORE CONTEXT [SISAVE @) TRANSLATE [E)ANALYZE  HELP [ [

1 2012 BLOG forums.lotro.com @ & Q| horse cause turbine fails to acknowledge there is a problem with the servers. | mean when you go to a movie and its set to start at a certain time

2 2012 BLOG | fixdrso.com Q@ Q saga, you'll be nice and smile and repeat yourself until understood. | mean, you're a good Christian or were raised with good manners, so it

3 2012 BLOG forum.tribalwars.us @ @ Q| istill do nt know what thatwas, how riciulous is that # | mean for real, on W48 i was on council and had emails sent for new

4 |2012 BLOG | forums.lotro.com @ @ Q| is going ta happen, | hope Turbine will make the Warbands harder. | mean they're so easy to finish. # Make a small fellowship Warband as hard

5 2012 BLOG ..sparrowstypepad.com @ @ Q| Member of the Month: October 2012 # We have great members. | mean, really, really great members. | run out of superlatives for you guys

6 2012 BLOG crawfishboxes.com @ @ Q| sill about half a run lower than his ERA. The consensus (and I mean everyone) thinks Obie's ceiling is as a No. 4 or No. 5 starter

7 |2012 BLOG dailykos.com D@ Q excellent publicity. Just like when Joe Smith ran back in 1884. # | mean, let's be honest here, the Morman church is the most successful cut-and-out

8§ 2012 BLOG dailykos.com @ @Q & | your hypothesis is correct does what is the outcome of that? | mean, Prop 8 passed and does the fact that rmeney white knighted for the scumbags

9 2012 BLOG | ..lawarewordpress.com Q@ Q| The Top generation, you " will " be held accountable. Blame Bush | mean lame-duck Markell all you want but we won't forget you! Hey education

10 2012 BLOG | ..tionalgeographic.com @ & Q| inYellowknife, NWT, Canada (google that if you den't think | mean business), and we have local wolf packs sniffing around our strays and loose

11 2012 | BLOG | fromraewithlove.com @ & Q| donel've set out to do or have on my plate. # | mean, how else do you succeed? Sure there are people whe receive everything just

12 2012 BLOG rt.com @ @ Q| President Mr. Hollande is trying to recreate the French empire I'm afraid. | mean, 40 years ago the great Charles De Gaulle, and now we have the

13 2012  BLOG| ..ithchip.blogspot.com e Q right to food, or to a vacation, or to a haircut. | mean: a right in the new sense: not that you are free to earn

14 2012 BLOG | ..ithchip.blogspot.com Q@ | ® Q| allofus - is for the doctors to assert a moral principle. | mean: to assert their own personal individual rights - their real rights in this issue

15 2012 BLOG ..naheim.wordpress.com Q@ Q gallery of images of svelte models with photoshopped facial tattaos and little substance. | mean, come on, look at the sort of material it's based on!

16 2012 BLOG ..ssociationmavens.com | @ @ Q| thinkaboutta pping into what makes us human. We created our organizations - | mean, management was invented during the industrial era. That's wk

17 2012 BLOG ..ssociationmavens.com | @ @ Q| much more transparent. It's all about truth and authenticity, right? | mean, you can lie on social media, and play that game, but you

18 2012 BLOG ..ssociationmavens.com | @ Q| there, and then that means processes where we collaborate more effectively. And | mean, collaborating on things like brand, which we don't usually se:

19 2012 BLOG  blog.beliefnet.com @ @ Q| suffer the embarrassment and shame offalling from our horse. You know what | mean. Sitting high and straight on our noble steeds, we are riding alor

20 2012 BLOG _rdsstraightdope.com | @ @ Q| the camputer shop was ripping me off, you would eat me alive. | mean come an, if | bring you a hard drive, will you install it

22 2012 BLOG sayanyrhingblog.com () @ @ Q| within._ . as in subversion? # hrrp: #31;8651,TOOLONG Jamer Marraw # | mean as in trying to get libertarians elected as Republicans. My political pt

23 2012 BLOG sayanythingblog.com Q& Q) wWasnota prablem when we had a small government. See what | mean when | say | am far from you on the political spectrum. Taxes are

24 2012 BLOG | sayanythingblog.com 2@ Q anyone making less than $250,000.00 to everyone receiving assessments for new taxes, e-r-r-r | mean penalties for Health Care. Evolvement seemsto ¢

25 | 2012 BLOG | ..dguard.wordpress.com e Q gear, armour/cosmetic sets, and hides | am sort of O.K with. | mean, they are expensive, but they are in line with the sorts of things

26 2012 BLOG| addictinginfo.org Q@ Q s long been suspected that Fox News' bouncy, blonde bombshells -- | mean, babes -- cops, sorry, | mean, pundits, are so uniformly =

-

From my own perspective, common categories include the following subgroups, whilst there
several other types of formulaic expressions such as sayings, proverbs, anti-proverbs,
collocations, binomials linkers discourse markers and so on:

Greetings: “How's it going?”, “Good to see you”

6 https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
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Fillers: “you know”,

“I mean”, “sort of”

Idiomatic Phrases: “at the end of the day”, “a piece of cake”

Expressions like “you know” and “l mean” occurred up to 1,200 times per million words,
indicating their ubiquity in informal conversations.

The table below shows that formulaic expressions can be divided into formal and informal
ones and certainly with the relevant discourse based on linguistic features and functions.

Expression Formality Level |Context

“I regret to inform you” Formal Emails, business meetings
“Sorry about that” Informal Casual conversations, texts
“May | have your attention?” Formal Public announcements, speeches
“Hey, listen up!” Informal Casual settings, group chats

Table: Formal vs. Informal Formulaic Expressions

Here is given an example of a table comparing formulaic expressions in formal and informal
English, derived from reliable sources.

. Inf I
Category Formal Expressions " orma_ Source
EXxpressions
. N “Hey, what's . . .
Greetings “Good morning’ up?” Cambridge Dictionary Online
Requests “Could you please|“Can you help|Politeness in Language by
a provide assistance?” me out?” Brown & Levinson (1987)
. “l sincerely apologize Oxford English  Dictionary
Apol “Sorry, my bad!”
poTogIes for the delay” orry, my ba (OED)
Expressions of|"! concur” with  your “Yeah, | agree” ||COCA Concordance Lines
Agreement assessment
. “It i rth  notin . .
Fillers th;t IS wort oting “You know...”  ||British National Corpus
WOSJOURNALS.COM
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The pragmatic functions of formulaic expressions were categorized as follows:

Fluency and  Cognitive | Social Bonding Mitigation and Politeness
Efficiency

Formulaic expressions reduce | Ritualistic expressions, such | Expressions like “Could you
cognitive  load, allowing | as greetings and farewells, | perhaps...?” soften requests,
speakers to process and | reinforce social cohesion. For | reducing potential conflict
produce language in real- | instance, “Nice to meet you” | and maintaining politeness.
time. For example, fillers | functions as a relational tool | These findings align with
such as “you know” serve as | rather than conveying literal | politeness theory (Brown &
placeholders during speech | meaning. Levinson, 1987).

planning.

Pragmatic Functions

Discussion

The findings underscore the prevalence of formulaic expressions in conversational English.
Their frequency and multifunctionality suggest that these expressions are deeply ingrained in
natural language use. This confirms earlier studies highlighting their role in fluency ’and extends
the discussion by emphasizing their pragmatic importance in everyday interactions.

7Pawley, A., & Syder, F. H. (1983). "Two puzzles for linguistic theory: Native-
like selection and native-like fluency." Language and Communication, 191-
226.
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SEARCH WAIT CONTEXT ANALYZE TEXT

EDIT TEXT SAVE TEXT (CLICK ANY WORD FOR FULL WORD SKETCH)

LOW FREQ MID FREQ | HIGH FREQ
FREQ RANGE

51 WORDS

= 1: complain, extraxt, 1: busy, 4 it
PERCENTAGE 41 % 45 %

straightforward, tricky sort 20 n't
1: about, bad. day. going, is. just. know,
mean, not, of, that, thinking, though, was,
you

CLICK ON ANY WORD BELOW FOR A FULL WORD SKETCH

EXTRAXT

These insights have practical applications in language teaching, sociolinguistics and
computational linguistics as well. Language curricula should prioritize teaching high-frequency
formulaic expressions to enhance learners' conversational competence.

Natural Language Processing (NLP). Computational models of language should incorporate
formulaic expressions to improve speech recognition and synthesis technologies. However, the
study is not without limitations. The analysis relied on pre-compiled corpora, which may not
fully capture emerging conversational trends. Future research could explore multimodal corpora,
incorporating visual and contextual cues, or compare formulaic language across different
sociocultural settings.

Sociolinguistics. The study highlights the interplay between social norms and linguistic choices,
emphasizing the adaptability of language to varying contexts.

Computational Linguistics. Incorporating formulaic expressions into natural language
processing systems can enhance the naturalness and context-sensitivity of Al-driven
communication tools.

Conclusion

This study highlights the ubiquity and multifunctionality of formulaic expressions in
conversational English. By facilitating fluency, fostering social bonds, and mitigating face-
threatening acts, these expressions are indispensable to natural communication. Future research
should continue to explore their roles in diverse contexts, contributing to linguistic theory and
practical applications alike.
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Hence, formulaic expressions are not merely linguistic artifacts but pivotal tools for effective and
meaningful interaction. By categorizing these expressions into formal and informal types and
linking them to their pragmatic functions and contexts, this study contributes to a deeper
understanding of the dynamic and adaptive nature of language in conversation.

Future research could explore the use of formulaic expressions in multilingual or intercultural
contexts to understand how language learners acquire and use these expressions. Additionally,
analyzing multimodal corpora could shed light on how formulaic expressions interact with non-
verbal cues in communication.

9.
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British National Corpus (BNC)

Focus: British English

WOSIOURNALS.COM
222


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esp.2021.08.003
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0889490621000429
https://doi.org/10.1080/02687038.2022.2152273
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/

YIL TADQIQOTCHISI - 2024
Worldly knowledge

Period: Late 20th century

Conversational Text Size: Approximately 4 million words
2. Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)

Focus: American English

Period: 1990—present

Conversational Text Size: Approximately 6 million words

Appendix B. Sample Extracts from Conversational Data

Extract 1: BNC

A: “How’s it going?”

B: “Not bad, you?”

A: “Can’t complain. Busy day, though.”

Extract 2: COCA

A: “You know, | was just thinking about that. ”

B: “Yeah, it’s sort of tricky, isn’tit?”

A: “Totally. I mean, it’s not straightforward.”
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