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The past few decades have witnessed a massive increase in corpus research activity in a range 
of linguistic subfields, including strands within Applied Linguistics. Corpora are increasingly 
accepted as powerful tools that help us gain insights into language structure and use, and help 
inform language teaching and testing practice (see, for instance, Flowerdew 2012, Hawkins 
and Filipović 2012, Reppen 2010, and Römer 2011). This paper discusses the importance of 
considering corpus evidence in highlighting central aspects of spoken language and addresses 
the question “How can corpus tools and techniques help us shed light on the concept of 
speaking?”  

Since spoken language is not a uniform phenomenon but varies considerably 
depending on the context of use, the paper does not attempt to describe speech ‘in general’. 
Instead, it focuses on one particular, more specialized type of language: spoken English 
produced in a US research university setting. This type of language is captured in MICASE, 
the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (Simpson, Briggs, Ovens and Swales 
2002), a collection of 152 transcripts and 1.8 million words, based on 200 hours of recordings 
of speech events from across the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor.  

The paper starts out with a brief analysis of frequency word and keyword lists of 
academic speaking (compared to academic writing), including observations on Zipfian 
profiles (Zipf 1935), and then focuses on phraseological items (variably referred to as n-
grams, formulaic sequences, lexical bundles, clusters, etc.) that are particularly common in 
speaking and carry important discourse functions. Software packages for corpus access and 
analysis are used to extract lists of contiguous word sequences (n-grams, e.g. you know, a lot 
of) and non-contiguous word sequences (phrase-frames, e.g. a * of, I don’t * so) of different 
lengths from MICASE. The resulting lists are filtered manually for items that play a central 
role in academic speech and appear to have a particularly high communicative value.  

The final section of the paper reviews rating scales of a selection of high-stakes 
speaking tests and discusses in how far these rating scales capture central aspects of spoken 
language as highlighted by corpus analysis. It then discusses implications of our MICASE-
based findings for (academic) speaking assessment. In the light of corpus findings, the paper 
challenges the prevalent separation of vocabulary and syntax in assessment criteria. It 
questions whether scoring criteria such as “Grammatical Resource” and “Lexical Resource” 
(UCLES 2012: 64) can and should actually be kept separate in assessing speaking 
proficiency. Overall, the paper provides evidence for the interrelatedness of vocabulary and 
grammar in academic speech and stresses the importance of phraseology as a core, rather 
than a peripheral aspect of language (see Ellis 2008), adding to a growing body of existing 
work in corpus research on phraseology (see e.g. Biber 2009, Hoey 2005, O’Donnell, Römer 
and Ellis 2013, Römer 2009, 2010, Sinclair 2008). It demonstrates how corpus analysis can 



contribute to a better understanding of the real-world spoken lexicogrammar and how it helps 
us uncover the patterned nature of speaking. 
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