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Input of Chunks and Its Effects on L2 Learners’
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Abstract—The study tires to explore the effectiveness of acquisition of chunks to improve L2 learners’ listening
competency. An empirical study is designed and conducted on the basis of theory of chunks and information
processing mode. Analysis of the experimental data shows that acquisition of chunks can effectively help L2
learners to improve their listening competency. Result of the experiment reveals that the number of chunks
closely correlates with L2 learners’ listening scores, because chunks can boost L2 learners’ efficiency of
processing language information and predicate information while listening.

Index Terms—chunks, the lexical approach, listening competency, L2 learners

I. INTRODUCTION

Listening comprehension is an input process of listeners’ processing discourse information passively as well as a
course for the listeners to perceive, store, decode and comprehend information. Gilman & Moody (1984) finds that
adults spend 40-50% of communication time listening. Listening input is an essential component of language input and
information input, playing a vital role of facilitating language understanding and learning. However, for many L2
learners in China, listening ability has been the weakness, which has badly influenced their progress in learning a
foreign language. Low listening competency is a big obstacle for them to conduct successful communication. In many
cases, L2 learners can only capture some discrete words and are unable to notice the whole structure of what speakers
say. Low efficient L2 learners focus too much attention on identifying sounds and understanding vocabulary and
grammatical structures. Chunks, which focus on the integration of words, are helpful to facilitate L2 learners to
comprehend listening materials integrally. The thesis adopts the theory of chunks to explore a way to improve L2
learners’ listening competency.

Il. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

A. Theory of Chunks and the Lexical Approach

Vocabulary has usually been referred to individual words, but it is evident that much of lexis consists of sequences of
words which operate as individual units, with meanings different from separate words. Numerous terms have been
coined to refer to this type of sequence: lexical chunks, collocations, prefabricated phrases, formulaic language, lexical
bundles etc. In this thesis, “chunks” or “lexical chunks” is adopted and the thesis prefers the definition of “chunks”
defined by Wray (2002): “A sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other elements, which is, or appears to
be, prefabricated: that is, stored and retrieved whole from memory at the time of use, rather than being subject to
generation or analysis by the language grammar.”. Altenberg (1998) researches and finds that 80% of the discourse
components are varieties of lexical chunks and chunks, instead of individual words, are the smallest unit to perform the
memory, storage, input and output of discourse. Therefore, if L2 learners could master a large number of chunks, it
would be much helpful for them to analyze the meanings of what the speakers say. Lexical chunks conventionally fall
into the following categories (Lewis, 1997):

* polywords (e.g., by mean of, in this way)

* collocations, or word partnerships (e.g., come to life, be fully justified, heavy traffic jam)

* institutionalized utterances (e.g., It’s beyond me; If not for ...; Would you like a cup of coffee?)

* sentence frames and heads (e.g., Some believe that..., others hold that...; The primary reason is that ... ; It goes
without saying that...) and even text frames (e.g., In this paper we explore ...; Firstly ...;Secondly ...; Finally ...

Lewis (1993) puts forward “The Lexical Approach” based on theory of chunks. A lexical approach in language
teaching refers to one derived from the belief that the building blocks of language learning and communication are not
grammar, functions, notions, or some other units of planning and teaching but lexis, that is, words and word
combinations. Vocabulary and lexical units are considered the central part and basis of learning and teaching a second
language in the lexical approach, as Lewis (1993) says “language consists of grammaticalized lexis, not lexicalized
grammar.” The lexical approach advocates argue that majority of spoken sentences are not newly created and that
Chunks in the form of multi-word units or memorized patterns contribute to the formation of fluent expressions heard in
everyday conversation. Lexical approach holds that chunks can efficiently accelerate the speed of processing and
generating language.
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Michael Lewis (1993) suggests that the lexical approach is based on the following principles in his book The Lexical
Approach: The State of ELT and a Way Forward.

* Language consists of grammaticalized lexis, not lexicalized grammar.

* Structural patterns are acknowledged as useful but lexical patterns are considered of primary importance to
language teaching.

* Much language consists of multi-word “chunk”.

* Teachers should raise students’ awareness of “chunk” and develop their ability to “chunk™ language successfully.

* Receptive skills, particularly listening, are recognized as deserving primary importance.

* The present-practice-produce paradigm is rejected in favor of a paradigm based on observe-hypothesis-experiment
cycle.

B. Information Processing Mode

INFORMATION PROCESSING MODLE (MEMORY)

Rehearsal

WORKING
SENSORY SENSORY | (sHoRT
INPUT | MEMORY svomion | TERMD ——> OUTPUT
MEMORY
A
Encoding Retrieval

LONG-TERM
MEMORY

Listening comprehension is a dynamic process, which is composed of two parts: top-down process and
bottom-up process. In the top-down mode, listeners use knowledge already stored in the brain (long-term memory)
to construct the meanings of language. The knowledge includes topic knowledge, listening context, text-type,
culture or other information and establishes a listening schema. Clues in the listening texts can stimulate the
schema of listeners and help to better understand the texts. In the other mode, listeners perceive the meanings of
listening discourse with linguistic knowledge. The process to construct meaning ways up from sounds to words to
grammatical relationships and then to lexical meanings. In the process of listening comprehension, the two ways
do not work separately and individually but interactively. Listeners use both knowledge stored in the brain and
linguistic knowledge to comprehend messages.

The process of information is as is shown in the following picture. Attention is the only way to have input
remembered and it is an essential part of information processing which transforms input into intake. Short-term/
working memory is the center of conscious thought with limited capacity, which makes it impossible to process too
much information at a time. Therefore, listeners cannot remember too many units temporarily. If the memory units take
the form of chunks instead of individual words, it will definitely help listeners to process more language information.
The following picture also shows that rehearsal is the way to convert working memory/ short-term memory to long-term
memory. Thereby, when the lexical approach is adopted in L2 teaching and learning process, abundant repetition and
practice are necessary and vital to help L2 learners to memorize lexical chunks.

I1l. RESARCH QESTIONS

An empirical study is conducted in the thesis in order to explore the roles of mastering chunks in second language
acquisition and effectiveness of the lexical approach in second language listening. The author tries to answer the
following questions in this thesis:

1. Does the number of chunks mastered by the L2 learners correlates with their listening abilities?

2. Is the Lexical Approach effective to enhance L2 learners listening competency?

3. How should the Lexical Approach be applied to teaching chunks in second language teaching?

IV. RESEARCH METHOD

A. Participants

In spring of 2012, the author chose two parallel classes in Shandong Jiaotong University in China and conducted an
empirical study. The experiment lasts two academic semesters. All the participants are sophomores of engineering
majors. Before the study, majority of the participants have learned English for at least eight years and the two classes’
level of mastering English language proves to be approximately equivalent after an analysis of their scores in the final
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term examination. The two classes take a pre-test and a post-test in the study to check, analyze and compare their levels
of English learning competency.

B. Method

In the study, New College English (Listening and Speaking Course) is chosen as the text books in the two classes.
The lexical method was adopted to focus on the input of lexical chunks and a communicative approach is accompanied
in the teaching process in the experimental class. Initiator of the lexical approach, Lewis, (1993) doesn’t negate the
effectiveness of communicative approach in second language teaching. Instead, he argues that the Lexical Approach is
the supplement and advancement of communicative approach. For the reference class, the conventional communicative
teaching method is employed with the same text books. Data of the study stems from a pre-test and a post-test, and
SPSS17.0 is used for statistics and analysis.

C. Process

1. Recognizing Chunks and Cultivating Awareness of Chunks.

An essential learning strategy is to teach and train students to recognize and notice chunks when they are exposed to
the listening discourse. The conventional way to teach listening in L2 teaching is to play tapes repeatedly and focuses
too much on requiring students to fix their attention on separate syllables, words and sentences. After being able to
identify chunks, students should be guided to raise their awareness of using chunks and learn to base their listening
comprehension on the combination of chunks with the context. As what is discussed in Il (B), attention is the only way
to memory. Attention to the chunks is necessary on the way to store language knowledge and establish schema.
Recognizing and mastering chunks of listening discourse can lighten the memory burden of students and guide them to
comprehend the listening materials integrally.

2. Practicing and Analyzing Chunks.

Some activities should be designed and developed to help students to notice and practice chunks in the course of
perform listening. Improvement of listening is a step-by-step process. Thereby, acquisition of chunks should be
advanced gradually. In the beginning period, teachers can play only two or three sentences and then ask students to
write down the chunks they hear. Subsequently, teachers ask students to collect chunks and analyze them so as to
understand the structure of chunks, what they mean and how they are used. In this way, students can obtain a global
understanding of the structure of the chunks. Teachers also have students note down chunks out of class and review
them afterwards.

3. Consolidating the Mastering of Chunks.

In the wake of the practice above, students have established their awareness of chunks and endowed themselves with
the abilities of identifying and practicing chunks. Teachers come to require students to write complete sentences
including chunks while listening to the text. Students are guided to concentrate more on the chunks and the context in
this procedure.

D. Data Collection

Measurement instruments of the study are two listening passages, one with 286 words and the other with 279 words.
The two listening passages are played separately in the pre-test and post-test. Each passage is played for three times and
students are asked to write down what they hear.

1. The two passages are played regularly in the first and third listening. The audio file played in the second listening
is reproduced with software Cool Edit Pro 2.1. Interval between every two sentences is extended according to the length
of the sentences so that students have enough time to write down what they hear.

According to the rules of identification and classification put forward by Lewis (1993&1997), chunks in the passages
of the pre-test and the post-test are picked out, with the number 56 and 51separately.

2. T-unit measure is also introduced in this study. T-unit is a term coined by Hunt Kellogg (1965), as is defined as the
“shortest grammatically allowable sentences into which (writing can be split) or minimally terminable unit.” In
linguistic research, T-unit is applied to analyzing the complexity of sentences and maturity of following grammar rules.
T-unit is often, but not always, a sentence. In the study, T-unit is used to assess the levels of participants to follow
grammar rules correctly and measure the degree of participants’ abilities to capture what the speakers say.

3. Manuscripts of the participants are scored by three researchers and a mean score is adopted for each. Scores of the
participants are processed with SPSS 17.0.

V. DATAANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Some descriptive and inferential statistical procedures are started to assess the effect of the study. Number of T-units
and chunks are compared between the experimental class and the reference class.
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TABLE 1
INDEPENDENT SAMPLES TEST OF RESULTS OF POST-TEST (CHUNKS)
Group Min. Max. Mean t Sig. (2-tailed)
Experimental Class 4 38 28.24
Post-test Reference Class 2 37 22.38 0.214 0.016
TABLE 2
INDEPENDENT SAMPLES TEST OF RESULTS OF POST-TEST (T-UNITS)
Group Min. Max. Mean t Sig. (2-tailed)
Experimental Class 3 18 11.12
Post-test Reference Class 0 17 7.36 0.136 0.023

As Table 1 indicates, number of the chunks written down by the experimental class far exceeds the number of those
written down by the reference class after two semesters’ experiment. The two groups of data are significantly different
at the level of 0.016(<0.05). The most probable explanation to the difference is that the lexical approach is highly
effective to improve L2 learner’s abilities of acquiring chunks. Table 2 shows that the experimental class can write
down much more T-units in the post-test. T-unit is also a way to measure L2 learners’ degree of mastering grammar
rules. Therefore, Table 2 also means that acquisition of chunks is effective to help L2 learners to improve their abilities
of applying grammar rules and organizing sentences correctly.

TABLE 3
RESULT AND COMPARISON OF THE TWO TESTS
Test Class Mean MD t Sig.
Reference Class 12.822
Pre-test Experimental Class 12.859 0.037 0.021 0.591
Reference Class 13.426
Post-test Experimental Class 15.799 2.373 3.274 0.006

A major premise of the research test is that the subjects do not show significantly different levels of listening
competency. The pre-test has confirmed this and guaranteed the premise. After two semesters’ teaching chunks with the
lexical approach, the subjects in the two classes perform substantially differently on the level of listening competency.
As is shown in Table 3, the mean deviation between the two classes becomes greater in the post-test, with the P value
0.006<0.05. With other variables under control, different teaching methods may be the probable factor to account for
the difference.

Although Table 3 indicates that students in the experimental class have greatly improved their listening abilities, a
question still remains to be answered, that is, does the improvement correlate with the mastering of chunks? In order to
find out the answer, a correlation analysis is conducted. Table 4 reveals the relation between the number of chunks and
the students listening scores: a close positive correlation, which means that the more chunks students master, the more
scores they may achieve in the listening tests.

TABLE 4
CORRELATION BETWEEN THE NUMBER OF CHUNKS AND LISTENING SCORES
Number of Chunks Score
Number of Chunks Pearson Correlation 1.00 0.712**
Sig.(2-tailed) . 0.000
Score Pearson Correlation 0.712** 1.00
Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000

VI. DISCUSSION

From the results of the empirical study, a conclusion can be conducted that teaching chunks with the lexical approach
can effectively enhance students’ listening competency.

A. Chunks Are Helpful to Increase L2 Listeners’ Efficiency of Processing Language while Listening

Acquisition of language is base on two modes: rule-based mode and exemplar-based mode. The rule-based system is
adopted when there is enough time to process language and much accuracy is required, while the exemplar mode is in
need when communication is conducted in limited time but under sufficient context. The exemplar mode can reduce the
burden of brain to process language and decrease the time to react. Meanwhile, the brain processes language with the
unit of chunks, a sequence of words, instead of processing language in the form of individual words, which can
efficiently decrease the speed of language processing, which is of great significance in the process of a second language
listening. As the diagram in Il (B) indicates, the short-term memory needs to encode information to convert to
long-term information. Language information in the form of fewer chunks rather than the form of more individual
words can definitely be of favor to help L2 learners memorize language items. Given the time emergency of processing
language, chunks are more favorable to help L2 learners to improve their listening competency.
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B. Acquisition of Chunks can Help L2 Listeners to Improve Their Predictive Abilities while Listening

It’s no wonder good predicative abilities are essential for L2 listeners to catch information from the listening
materials. Mastering sufficient chunks can help L2 listeners cultivate their predictive abilities while listening, since
chunks are endowed with pragmatic functions. In the course of speech communication, what language users choose are
not individual words but chunks with pragmatic functions: social interaction, necessary topics and discourse device.
(Nattinger& DeCarrico, 1992) In other words, chunks is of use for organizing discourse, connecting information and
indicating information. Chunks are important means of textual cohesion, which can help L2 listeners, better understand
the relation among paragraphs and the overall structure of listening discourses.

C. Teaching Chunks Appropriately can Help L2 Learners to Boost Their Listening Competency

The study has found that the number of chunks correlates with L2 learners’ listening abilities. L2 learners need to
increase the input of chunks and improve their abilities of acquiring chunks. Sufficient input of chunks can enrich the
storage of language information. The INFORMATION PROCESSING MODE in Il (B) shows attention is a vital step
on the way to memory, which requires L2 learners to learn to identify chunks. It also indicates that rehearsal and
retrieval are essential to process language and transform language input into language output, which means that
adequate practice of using chunks are important to booster L2 learners’ language application abilities including their
listening competency.

D. Acquisition of Chunks can Help L2 Learners Build up Their Self-confidence while Listening

Acquisition of chunks can help the learners lighten the burden of memory, reducing the difficulty of learning a
foreign language. Pragmatic function of chunks can guide learners to allocate more attention on the context of
communication, which contributes to the fluency of speaking a foreign language and reduces the time to react. All of
these can help L2 learners to endow themselves with more confidence and keep calmer during communication, which is
a guarantee of a successful communication.

VII. CONCLUSION

Chunks are important components of language as well as an effective way to learn a foreign language. L2 learners
should focus attention of the usage and functions of chunks and master chunks by adopting appropriate chunk
acquisition strategies. L2 teachers should also emphasize the lexical approach to teach chunks and help L2 learners to
enhance their language application abilities.

Limitation of the study seems to be inevitable. The study has proved that the acquisition of chunks does help the L2
learners improve their listening competency. However, the subjects of the experiment are only confined to the range of
non-English majors with low level of learning English. Can it also be applied to helping the English majors with high
level of learning English effectively? Is acquisition of chunks helpful for the L2 learners to improve their abilities of
speaking, writing and reading? In what degree can acquisition of chunks work to help the L2 learners? All of the above
still remain to be experimented and studied? Accumulation of chunks is essential to L2 learning, but it is only a part of
the process to learn a language and it not the only indicator to decide the success of language learning. The study on the
roles of mastering chunks still remains to be developed further.
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