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Abstract


This project report is a corpus-based study on the use of agreements in textbook English and naturally occurring spoken English. The purpose of this project report is a pedagogical one aiming to find out the differences between the use of agreements in textbook English and spoken English. The objectives are to investigate the use of agreements between selected spoken corpus data and locally published textbook data, as well as to recommend possible changes in teaching materials that lead to more authentic teaching and learning of agreements at the classroom level. The findings indicate that there are huge differences between the use of agreements in textbook English and naturally occurring spoken English. Not only the linguistic realizations of instances of agreement but also the way in which agreements are expressed are varied. In other words, learners may not acquire proper knowledge of using agreements in naturally occurring spoken discourse from studying English textbooks. It is therefore recommended that textbook writers need to consider the authenticity of textbook materials and use examples from naturally occurring spoken discourse to enhance the authenticity of these materials. Corpus data would be useful in providing naturally occurring instances of this kind so that local secondary school students can learn authentic English for performing agreements in group interaction.
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Chapter One

Introduction

1.1 Overview

This chapter discusses the research issues to be addressed, the objectives, the research questions, and the significance of the project report. An outline of the organization is also provided.

1.2 Issues to be Addressed

A review of previous HKCE English Language (Syllabus A) examination reports (HKEAA, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004) shows that candidates performed unsatisfactorily in group interaction. In group interaction, candidates are grouped together and presented with a situation and a task. Candidates need to express, to elicit, and to respond to ideas, opinions, and feelings through discussion. They may also need to seek and give clarification, to sum up points discussed, and to redirect the discussion. They are assessed on conversational strategies, overall fluency, and the contribution they make to the conversation. The emphasis is on communication effectiveness rather than on task completion (HKEAA, 2004). Accordingly, group interaction required more spontaneity and genuine communication, candidates could not simply reply on a few memorized formulaic instances to carry out a meaningful discussion.

The most prevalent problems found in candidates’ performance in group interaction include the following: Most candidates simply took turns to give their opinions and strictly followed the guidelines given in the discussion topics without any real interaction. Ideas were rarely developed. There were often abrupt changes in subject matter. A lot of stock phrases like “I agree.” and “That’s a good idea.” were used out of context. Grammatical mistakes and lack of vocabulary were also prevalent. The lack of communication skills and discussion techniques were regarded as the reasons for their poor performance (HKEAA, 2004). Despite HKEAA’s annual comments and recommendations, candidates did not seem to advance significantly in their ability in oral English.

As many of the problems mentioned in HKEAA (2004) were found in previous examination reports (HKEAA, 2000; 2001; 2002; 2003), they may have become ingrained. This is probably due to a lack of exposure to English in candidates’ daily life. They simply could not find the right ways to express themselves. Many did not understand what genuine communication in oral English is like in daily life, let alone the notions of various features of oral English, such as exchange structures, adjacency pairs, grammatical intricacy, minimal and non-minimal feedback tokens, and ellipsis. Another reason may be that teachers had not taught the skills and strategies for genuine communication.
A new syllabus for Certification Education English Language Examination is launched with effect from 2007. It means that current Form four students (2005-2006) are preparing themselves for the new examination syllabus. In the new syllabus, the paper of speaking is divided into two parts. The first part is a six-minute group discussion while the second part is a one-minute individual response or presentation. In group discussion, four candidates are grouped together and take part in a discussion based on given prompts. Before taking part in the group discussion, each candidate is given five minutes to read the information provided and to make notes. After the preparation, candidates will work together on the assigned discussion task. As stated in HKCEE (2005), candidates are required to express, elicit and respond to ideas, opinions and feelings; ask for and give clarification; support and develop each other’s views; disagree and offer alternatives; sum up the points made; and redirect the discussion if necessary. Similarly, the emphasis is on effective communication rather than on task completion. Candidates are expected to demonstrate appropriate interaction skills and make a balanced contribution without being dominating or reticent. Overall, candidates are assessed on the quantity, quality, and organization of their ideas and information; the clarity and accuracy of their pronunciation and delivery; the appropriacy and accuracy of their vocabulary and language patterns; and their ability to use formulaic instances and strategies to establish and maintain interaction in the speaking examination (HKEAA, 2005).

On the surface, it seems that the proper use of agreement is not explicitly mentioned in the new syllabus. However, it is observed that agreement is already implied in some of these requirements: When candidates respond to ideas, opinions, and feelings, they are expressing agreement (or disagreement); when candidates support and develop others’ views, they are also expressing agreement.

As the requirements of the new syllabus are similar to those of the existing one, the problems observed in previous examination reports may recur in the future. To resolve the problems mentioned in the previous examination reports, the teaching and learning of skills and strategies in group interaction is apparently significant. Most HKCEE candidates are full-time students in local secondary schools. English language textbooks are primary, if not the only, sources for them to prepare for group interaction in the oral examination. Hence, textbook English is, in principle at least, closely related to candidates’ performance in group interaction. If textbook English does not accurately reflect the actual language use in naturally occurring spoken discourse, then candidates may not be able to perform satisfactorily in group interaction. As highlighted in examination reports from 2000-2004, it seems that ELT textbooks offered misleading and inaccurate descriptions of language use and did not always mirror actual language use, leaving foreign language teachers and learners with lots of problems.
To enhance the authenticity of textbook English, the knowledge of how English is used naturally in daily life would be particularly essential. A common way of obtaining such real English data is from corpus. As corpus provides tremendous evidence of different features of natural English, reference to corpus data can probably enhance the authenticity of textbook English, which in turn will help learners and candidates engage in group interaction more naturally in general and use agreements more appropriately in particular (cf. Aston, 1997; Cheng & Warren, n.d.a, n.d.b; Römer, 2004a, 2004b, 2005a, 2005b). 

1.3 Objectives 

Based on the issues mentioned above, the project report investigates one problem candidates had as identified by the examiners, which is the inappropriate use of stock phrases, such as “I agree.” and “That’s a good idea.”, for agreement in group interaction. Given that textbook English is closely related to candidates’ performance in group interaction, the project report focuses on the differences observed between agreements as taught from 5 recently published textbooks for the 2007 syllabus and agreements as used in naturally occurring spoken discourse. The purpose of this project report is also a pedagogical one, aiming to find out how corpus data can be used to improve the teaching and learning of agreements used in naturally occurring spoken discourse. 
Two hypotheses were formed based on the previous public examination reports and the work of other scholars in related fields: 

(1) Textbook English does not always reflect correctly the use of 
agreements in naturally occurring spoken discourse; 
(2) Corpus evidence helps to improve the authenticity of textbook 

English of agreements. 

These hypotheses lead to the following two objectives:

(1) To investigate the use of agreements between locally published

textbook data and selected spoken corpus data; 

(2) To recommend possible changes in textbook English, aiming at

an authentic teaching of agreements.

These specific objectives are turned into two corresponding research questions: 

(1) What are the differences between ‘agreements’ used in naturally

occurring spoken English and those taught in textbook English? 
(2) How does corpus evidence help to improve ELT textbook in the 

teaching and learning of English?

In short, this project report is a corpus-based analysis investigating the differences between textbook data and corpus data on the use of agreements in group interaction. It consists of textbook analysis and corpus analysis to look into the phenomenon. The project report also argues that corpus evidence needs to be taken more seriously if textbook writers aim at teaching authentic and natural spoken English in general and agreements used in real-life communication in particular. Similar studies comparing naturally occurring spoken English and textbook English have been done (Klages & Römer, 2002; Römer, 2004a, 2004b, 2005a, 2005b; Cheng & Warren, n.d.a, n.d.b); however, they did not focus on examining instances of agreement. This project report differs from those above in that it includes a comparison between agreements used in naturally occurring spoken English and taught in the 5 textbooks.
1.4 Organization and Significance of the Project Report

The project report is organized as follows. Chapter Two reviews and discusses a selected body of literature on textbook English and authentic English, corpus-based approach and corpus-driven approach, corpora and language teaching and learning, agreements in spoken English. As shown in the conceptual framework in Figure 2, the focus of this small-scale project report is to find out the differences between the use of agreements in textbook data and corpus data and proposes recommendations to improve textbook English of agreements with reference to the corpus data. 

Chapter Three explicates the methodology used in this project report. This project report is a both quantitative and qualitative corpus-based study. Data was collected through from five textbooks and three local and international spoken corpora.
Chapter Four reports and analyzes the findings from the data collected with reference to two research questions. The findings show that there are significant differences between textbook data and corpus data. Lots of instances of agreement in the textbook data cannot be found in both local and international corpora. Similarly, common instances of agreement and alternative way of expressing agreement found in corpus data cannot be found in textbook data.
Chapter Five concludes this project report, explicates the limitations, and explores possible directions for future research. It is found that quantitative approach alone does not suffice to provide an accurate description of the corpus data; qualitative approach is necessary in carrying out a corpus-based project report like this one. The use of real-life examples from corpus data rather than invented ones from textbook writers’ perception or introspection will lead to a higher degree of authenticity of textbook English.
Chapter Two

Literature Review

2.1 Overview

This chapter reviews selected literature in relation to corpus-based study of the differences between textbook English and authentic English. The body of literature includes studies on textbook English and authentic English, corpus-based approach and corpus-driven approach, corpora and language teaching and learning, and agreements in spoken English. Based on the review, a conceptual framework is constructed to discuss and analyze the data collected for the project report.

2.2 Textbook English and Authentic English 


The issue of authenticity in ELT has long been discussed (Amor, 2002; Breen, 1985; Taylor, 1994; Widdowson, 2000; Stubbs, 2001; as cited in Römer, 2004b). It is argued that one possible reason for learners unable to learn authentic English is inadequate or even faulty descriptions of linguistic features in teaching materials. 

Instead of presenting authentic samples of English in use, EFL textbooks contain invented texts and examples constructed with a particular teaching purpose or around a particular topic or grammatical feature. These textbooks contain only invented examples and their descriptions are based apparently upon intuition or second-hand accounts (McEnery & Wilson, 2001). 

These texts and examples probably have not occurred in any natural speech situation, meaning that there are mismatches between textbook English and authentic English. In other words, the language of English textbooks does not correctly reflect authentic language use. Sometimes, the former even differs wildly from the latter. It is regarded as surprising as material writers are supposed to use the language as it actually is in real life (Römer, 2004a; 2004b; 2005a; 2005b).

If the texts and examples used in textbooks are really imaginative and indeed not being used in natural speech situation, then it may be difficult for ELT teachers to help students acquire authentic English based on textbooks that use inauthentic texts and examples. Hence, one objective of the project report is to investigate the use of agreements between locally published textbook data and selected spoken corpus data. The subsequent section introduces two approaches of using corpus data: corpus-based approach and corpus-driven approach.
2.3 Corpus-based Approach and Corpus-driven Approach

The development of corpora has led to new approaches to study language:  Corpus-based and corpus-driven. Corpus-based approach, also known as corpus-informed or corpus-inspired research, uses corpus evidence to quantify existing categories in research. There are pre-formulated ideas and fixed categories in the mind of the researcher before examining the corpus data (Römer, 2005). Corpus-based approach also takes corpus data with presuppositions of how words work and proves those presuppositions (McCarthy, 1998). Tognini-Bonelli (2001) defined corpus-based approach as “a methodology that avails itself of the corpus mainly to expound, test or exemplify theories and descriptions that were formulated before large corpora became available to inform language study” (p.65). Corpus-based analysis does not put the corpus at the center of the research. Rather it is used as a tool to provide frequency data, to prove hypotheses, and to answer research questions. The use of corpus data is selective and restricted. Nevertheless, corpus-based analysis on language description is significant as resource of corpus can provide tremendous evidence of various features of natural language (Sinclair, 1997).

On the contrary, corpus-driven approach takes corpus data without any presuppositions of how words work. The corpus is not used to prove any presuppositions (McCarthy, 1998). Tognini-Bonelli (2001) defined corpus-driven approach as a methodology that avails itself of the corpus mainly to describe corpus evidence as comprehensively as possible. “Examples are taken verbatim [and] not adjusted in any way to fit the predefined categories of the analyst; recurrent patterns and frequency distributions are expected to form the basic evidence for linguistic categories; the absence of a pattern is considered potentially meaningful” (p.84).   Corpus-driven approach to language learning and teaching is important to teachers and textbook publishers, as it can do much to bring the teaching of English in line with actual language use (Mindt, 1997; as quoted in Römer, 2004a).

This project report is a corpus-based analysis, as the corpus data is used to provide frequency data, to prove two hypotheses, and to answer two research questions. Before examining the corpus data, there are fixed instances collected from a list of locally published textbooks. The next section further explicates the possible contribution of corpus evidence in language teaching and learning.
2.4 Corpora and English Language Teaching

A number of scholars have used corpus data to look critically at existing language teaching materials and to inform the production of learning and teaching materials. As a result, the more common choices of usage are given more attention than those that are less common (McEnery & Wilson, 2001; as quoted in Römer, 2004a). The most obvious pedagogical use of corpus data is to treat it as a source of classroom materials that the teacher select from and adapt (Aston, 1997). 

As Sinclair (2001) put it, “corpus evidence can illuminate language teaching from many different angles” as “there is the accurate description of structure, reliable models of usage, how words and phrases are actually translated, what are the essentials in a syllabus, what are the characteristic errors of learners” (pp.xii-xiii). Corpus examples are important in language learning as they expose students at an early stage in the learning process to the kinds of sentences and vocabulary which they will encounter in reading genuine texts in the language or in using the language in real communicative situations (McEnery &Wilson, 2001).
In other words, the use of corpus data enables both students to learn authentic English being used in real life. Corpus evidence can contribute to an improvement of teaching materials. With regard to pedagogical contexts, it is essential to pay attention to frequent phenomena and typical patterns of the language used in reality. Pedagogical implication is an essential part in a study based on corpus data.
2.5 Agreements in Spoken English

Studies on agreement are related to the two intertwining notions: Adjacency pairs and preference organization in discourse analysis. 

Stenström (1994) describes one of the realizations of the primary act of <Reply> is <agree>. <Agree>, as a reply to <opines>, which express the speaker’s personal opinion, his or her feelings and attitudes, indicates that the listener approves of what the speaker means. As found in the half-a-million word London-Lund Spoken Corpus, <agrees> markers include absolutely, all right, fine, good, OK, precisely, quite, right, that’s right, yes (no). Agreement is interpreted as a speech act that emphasizes what the speaker “does” by saying something (Stenström, 1994).
In discourse analysis, when the first part of an adjacency pair contains a request or an offer, it is typically expected that the second part is an acceptance rather than a refusal. This structure is called preference, which is regarded as an observed pattern in talk rather than a personal wish. Preference structure divides the second parts into preferred and dispreferred social acts. The preferred is the structurally expected following act while the dispreferred the unexpected. When the first part of an adjacency pair is an assessment or a proposal. The preferred second part will be agreement while the dispreferred will be disagreement. For instance, an assessment “Isn’t that really great?” is expected to be responded by “Yes, it is.”. A proposal “Maybe we could go for a walk.” is expected to be responded by “That’s great.”. The instance of a preferred clearly represents closeness and quick connection (Yule, 1996, p.79). Sacks (1987) argues that agreement might be a formal preference within adjacency pairs, as he found that an orientation to agreement is supposed to be shown as early as possible, though it may be modified later and becomes a disagreement instead (pp.62-63). In other words, agreement second part is contiguous with their first part in an adjacency pair.
Preference organization, a structural notion that relates to the notion of markedness, does not refer to individual preferences of listeners or speakers. Preferred responses are unmarked, immediate, and contain simple components while dispreferred are marked, delayed, and contain complex components (Levinson, 1983; Mey, 2001; Cheng, 2003). Levinson (1983) argued that in preference organization not every second part of an adjacency pair is of equal standing. The notion of preference refers to a structural format of utterances instead of a psychological claim of the uttering individual. Preferred second parts are unmarked, as they are structurally simpler turns, whereas dispreferred are marked, as they are structurally complex ones. The general pattern is that preferred second parts are simple and immediate, whereas dispreferred are delayed and contain additional complex components. When the first part of an adjacency part is an assessment, agreement is a preferred second, whereas a disagreement is a dispreferred one (p.336).

Mey (2001) used “markedness” to depict preference. A marked sequence, which is dispreferred, is structurally richer and more complex than an unmarked or the default one, which is preferred. For instance, marked or dispreferred behaviours are characterized by hedges and hesitations (e.g, “well”), pauses, false starts (e.g, “er”), and so on. In general, Mey pointed out that complex initiations and responses in a conversation are dispreferred while simple initiations and responses preferred.


Heritage (1989) explains that preference “does not refer to the personal desires or psychological dispositions of individuals speakers, but rather to recurrent and institutionalized features of the turn and sequence structures in which the alternative actions are carried out” (p.26). It is found that preferred actions, such as agreement and acceptance, are overwhelmingly performed directly and with little or no delay.

Eggins and Slade (1997) discussed that responding speech functions in causal conversation can be either supporting or confronting. Supporting moves refer to preferred response while confronting moves dispreferred. For supporting moves, there are four categories. One of them is replying moves. All initiation in an exchange can be matched with supporting responses, which indicate a willingness to accept the propositions or proposals of the other speakers. Hence, they create an alignment between the speakers. The speech function of agreement is to indicate support of information given.
Pomerantz (1984) shows that in many contexts and cases, agreement is in general explicitly stated and performed with a minimum of gap between the completion of the first part and the beginning of the agreement second part in an adjacency pair. On the contrary, disagreement is in general less explicitly stated and performed with gap between the completion of the first part and the beginning of the disagreement second part. Agreement and disagreement are thus structured. But the case is reversed when the first part of an assessment is a self-deprecation, as agreement will become a criticism of the self-deprecated speaker. Disagreements become explicitly stated whereas agreements less explicitly. Whether or not agreements are preferred is related to the content of the assessment of the first part. Thus agreement is not always a preferred second part of an initial assessment.

Though agreement is usually in preferred format and normally comes after a speaker’s assessment, there are exceptions. When the initial assessment is negative, like a self-deprecation, the usual preference for agreement is nonoperative. In other words, “an agreement with a prior self-deprecation is dispreferred” (Pomerantz, 1984, p.64). There are different types of agreements, including “upgraded” or “strong agreement”, “same evaluation”, and “downgraded or weak agreement” (Pomerantz, 1984). Upgrading evaluations select a stronger evaluative term than the prior evaluative descriptor in the first part, or include an intensifier modifying the prior evaluative descriptor (pp.65-66). Same evaluations repeat the prior evaluative descriptor, marking it as a second in a like series with, for instance, “too”, or include proterms indicating same as prior (pp.66-67). Downgraded agreements select a scaled-down or weakened evaluation term than the prior evaluative descriptor (p.68). Pomerantz states that downgraded agreements frequently engender disagreement sequences. When agreements are invited, strong or upgraded agreements are performed with a minimization of gap or even in slight overlap (p.69).


The study of agreements primarily relates to the notions of adjacency pairs and preference organization in discourse analysis. Agreement is one instance of preferred responses, which are unmarked, immediate, and contain simple components. These preferred responses can also be seen as the second part of an adjacency pair. 
2.6 Conceptual Framework


Based on the body of literature review in this chapter, the conceptual framework to be used in this project report is primarily informed by textbook English and authentic English, corpus-based approach and corpus-driven approach, corpora and language teaching and learning, and agreements in spoken English. The conceptual framework helps to achieve the objectives. The conceptual framework shows that this project report mainly focuses on the differences between textbook materials and a local spoken corpus data (the HKCSE) with reference to two international corpora (the BNC and the MICASE).



                                                


Figure 2: Conceptual framework to be used for this project report
Chapter Three

Methodology

3.1 Overview

Based on the conceptual framework constructed in Chapter Two, the chapter explicates the methodology for carrying out this project report. The method used is corpus-based analysis. Occurrences of agreements will be studied both quantitatively and qualitatively. The arrangement of data collection, data management and analysis procedure are discussed and elucidated.

3.2 Data Collection Procedures

The data to be used in the project report came from four sources, including Hong Kong textbooks, the HKCSE, the BNC, and the MICASE. The HKCSE is selected as the principal data, as it represents the main overarching spoken genres found in the Hong Kong context. And a comparison between agreements in Hong Kong textbooks and agreements in a corpus collected in the Hong Kong context is perceived as fundamental and significant. More detailed analysis will be carried out for this source of data. Both the BNC from United Kingdom and the MICASE from United States of America are used as references.

The first source is a list of EFL textbooks (Drave, Gillies, & Simpson-Giles, 2005; Esser, 2005; Meibbor, 2005; Nancarrow, Leung, & Choi, 2005; Potter, 2005) recently published for the new syllabus for 2007 HKCE English Language Examination (HKEAA, 2005). They provide common instances of agreement found in textbooks preparing students for the examination. Table 3 shows the instances:
	Textbooks 
	Agreements

	1. Drave, Gillies, & Simpson-Giles, 2005, p.56
	1. Certainly
2. I agree

3. That’s right

4. That’s true

5. Yes, you’re right

	2. Esser, 2005, p.43
	1. Do you agree with me? 

2. Yes, absolutely. 

3. I think you are right to say …

4. I agree with you.

5. I completely agree with you.

6. I couldn’t agree with you more.

7. I definitely agree.

8. I feel the same too.

9. I suppose you are right.

10. I think so too.

11. I think you can say so.

12. I think you choice is the best.

13. That’s a good idea.

14. That’s a good suggestion.
15. That’s exactly what I think.
16. That’s right.

17. True, but in fact …

18. You’re right to say that …

19. You’re right.

	3. Nancarrow, Leung, & Choi, 2005, p.21
	Mild agreement:

1. I suppose so

2. you’re right. 

3. In a way, you’re right. 

4. That’s a fair point (to make). 

5. To a certain extent, I agree (with you). 
6. You could say so.
Normal agreement:

1. I agree 

2. I agree with you.

3. I also think so.

4. I feel the same too.

5. I support your view.

6. Of course

7. Certainly.

8. That’s a good suggestion.

9. That’s right

10. That’s true.

11. Yes, you’re right.
Strong agreement:

1. Absolutely!

2. Exactly! 

3. Indeed!

4. I agree with you entirely.

5. I couldn’t agree (with you) more.

6. I see eye to eye with you (on this point).

7. I’m strongly in favour of this.

8. That’s just the point.
9. That’s exactly the point.

	4. Speaking Made Simple, 2005, pp.8-10
	1. I agree.

2. I think so too.

3. Yes, that’s right.

	5. Potter, 2005, pp.14, 30
	To support a suggestion:

1. I like your idea.

2. I support that suggestion.

3. That’s a good idea.

4. That’s a wonderful suggestion.

5. Well, that’s an interesting suggestion.
To agree with others’ opinions:

1. I agree with you.

2. I agree.

3. I think you’re right.
4. Neither do I.
5. I don’t, either. 
6. So do I.
7. I do, too.


Table 3: Agreements in Hong Kong textbooks

In these five textbooks, agreement is introduced as a response to the speaker’s opinions and suggestions. In general, examples are invented and out-of-context to illustrate the way to use agreement:

	Opinion
	Agreeing
	Supporting reason

	I think we should travel by train.
	Yes, you’re right

That’s right

Certainly

…
	It’ll be much quicker.


(Adapted from Drave, Gillies, & Simpson-Giles, 2005)

	Agreeing with others’ opinions

If you agreeing with others’ opinions, you can say:

     I agree.

     I agree with you.

     I think you’re right.

You can also agree with others’ opinions by using ‘so’, ‘too’, ‘neither’, ‘either’.

     I think uniforms are good.   |   So so I.   |  or  |   I do, too.

…


(Adapted from Potter, 2005)

A variety of instances of agreement is usually followed by fill-in-the-blank dialogues or group practice:

	Model Dialogue

…

Candidate B:  I think they should not go     ( Making a suggestion
into the woods any further 

because they will get them-    ( Giving a reason
selves into more trouble.

Candidate C:  I agree with you, Mr. Wong.    (Expressing agreement

…


(Adapted from Esser, 2005)

	Group work:

Get into groups of four. One student gives an opinion on any topic they choose. One student agrees; one disagrees; one has no opinion. Take turn to give an opinion on a topic as follows: 

1. I think Sydney Harbour is really beautiful.

2. …


(Adapted from Meibbor, 2005)

In one textbook (Nancarrow, Leung, & Choi, 2005), instances of agreement are divided into three categories, namely mild, normal, and strong, in accordance with the degree of agreement without further explanation (see Table 3). Overall, the writers of these five textbooks did not provide contexts or situations to illustrate how different instances of agreement are used in naturally occurring spoken discourse. The presentations of agreements are deductive: instances of agreement are given first, followed by tasks or activities including fill-in-the-blanks and group practices. 

The second source is the Hong Kong Corpus of Spoken English (HKCSE), which is a 2-million-word corpus of naturally occurring spoken discourses primarily between Hong Kong Chinese (HKC) and native speakers of English (NSE). The corpus comprises 200 hours of data. The four sub-corpora are academic discourses, business discourses, conversations, and public discourses. Each sub-corpus consists of a variety of discourse types and participants. The data of this project report came from the sub-corpora of academic discourses, business discourses, and public discourse. The academic sub-corpus has 213,204 words, comprising almost 29 hours of data recorded in academic activities in universities in Hong Kong. The business sub-corpus has 259,484 words, comprising almost 29 hours of data recorded in professional and business situations in Hong Kong. The public sub-corpus has 218,402 words, comprising 25 hours of data recorded in public situations in Hong Kong. The data of this project report came from meeting, discussion forum, and tutorial from these three sub-corpora. 9 meetings with 217 minutes of recording and 36,272 transcript words, 2 discussion forums with 39 minutes of recording and 6,699 transcript words, and 2 tutorials with 91 minutes of recording and 8,267 transcript words were selected. The total recording length is 347 minutes. The total transcript word count is 51,238.

The third source is the business events and education and informative events categories of the spoken component of the British National Corpus (BNC), which is a 10-million-word spoken corpus of spontaneous natural conversations made by members of the public at specific types of meeting and event. In the BNC, there are four broad categories, including business events, education and informative events, institutional and public events, and leisure. The data of this project report came from the meeting, classroom discussion, and tutorial from these two categories. 133 meetings with 1,384,302 transcript words, 58 classroom discussions with 429,970 transcript words, and 18 tutorials with 143,199 transcript words were selected. The total number of transcript word count is 1,957,471. The information about the recording length is unavailable.


The last source is Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE), which is a 1.7-million-word spoken corpus of academic speech events recorded at the University of Michigan. The speech event types include classroom events and non-class events. The data of this project report came from the speech events of meeting, discussion sections, and tutorial. Meetings refer to faculty, staff, student government, research group meetings. 6 meetings with 446 minutes of recording and 75,189 transcript words were selected. Discussion sections refer to additional sections of a lecture class designed for maximum student participation. 4 discussion sections with 284 minutes of recording and 39,882 transcript words were selected. Tutorials refer to one-on-one discussions between a student and an instructor or peer tutor. 3 tutorials with 172 minutes of recording and 28,438 transcript words were selected. The total recording length is 902 minutes. The total transcript word count is 143,509.

As mentioned above, the selected speech event types for this project report are meetings, discussion sections, and tutorial. The reason for selecting such data to study is that their contexts are most similar to that for group interaction in HKCE English Language oral examination, in which participants may be required to make suggestions, to give advice, to make and explain a choice, to argue for and/or against a position, or to discuss the pros and cons of a proposal. 

3.3 Data Management and Analytic Procedures

The analytic approach is corpus-based. It works from bottom-up, starting from the data. It tries not to be influenced by existing theories or traditional categories. The analysis emphasizes on observing and describing the corpus evidence before interpreting the findings and making theoretical statements. The agreements to be examined are instances of one of the speakers agreeing with one of the other speakers in the discourse. The data were investigated to identify agreements between speakers, so as to examine instances of agreement.
In this project report, critically reviewing English language textbooks in Hong Kong on the forms of expressing agreement in spoken discourse is the first step. Instances of agreement from recently published textbooks to be used in Hong Kong secondary schools are summarized. These examples are used as key words to be searched in the HKCSE, the BNC, and the MICASE.

The second step is a close analysis of agreements in the speech events of meetings, discussions, and tutorials in these corpora. The data was first quantitatively studied to determine the frequency of occurrence of the instances of agreements as found in the 5 textbooks. Frequencies are vital as they show which words and structures are central in a language. They also show which forms of agreement are the most important ones and should be discussed first in EFL teaching (Römer, 2004a). The data from the HKCSE was interrogated through ConcApp developed by Chris Greaves from Polytechnic University of Hong Kong. The data from the BNC was interrogated through Variation In English Words and Phrases (VIEW) developed by Mark Davies from Brigham Young University. The data from the MICASE was interrogated through MICASE Concordance Search developed by Rita Simpson, John Swales, and Sarah Briggs from the English Language Institute at the University of Michigan (See Tables 3.2 and 4.2). The linguistic realizations of agreements are identified and counted. Other than arithmetical frequency counts of agreements, proportional frequency counts are also included. As McEnery & Wilson (2001) mentioned, given the sample sizes on which a count is based are different, simple arithmetical frequency counts cannot be compared directly with one another. Hence, it is necessary in those cases to present the data using some indicators of proportion. These indicators of proportion is used to indicate the prevalence of a type, which refers to an instance of agreement in this project report, in terms of a proportion of the total number of instances within the texts, which refer to the HKCSE, the BNC, and the MICASE respectively in this project report. Proportional statistics expressed in percentages rather than numbers is also easier to be understood. 
Though the corpus is electronically available, it is expected that a purely quantitative analysis of the occurrence of agreements in the data through word frequency lists or concordance lines may be inadequate as it cannot identify agreements automatically and some instances of agreement as listed in the textbooks may carry functions other than agreeing, such as emphasizing the truth of what the speaker says. It was also found that a lot of the instances of agreements listed in the textbooks do not appear in the corpora data, which may confirm the shortcomings of these examples (Cheng & Warren, n.d.a). Accordingly, the third step is to qualitatively study and manually interrogate the data from the HKCSE to identify and describe linguistic realizations of agreements and to provide real-life examples of agreements. On the one hand, it filters the instances that do not function as agreeing. On the other hand, it tries to reveal other instances of agreement omitted in the textbook data.
The fourth step is to quantitatively and qualitatively study these other instances, as found in the meetings, discussions, and tutorials in the HKCSE, to determine the frequency of occurrence in the HKCSE and to filter instances that carry functions, such as back-channeling or acknowledging a statement, other than agreeing.


The fifth step is to compare the findings with two international corpora: the BNC and the MICASE. The main reason for referring to them is that the corpus size of the HKCSE is limited with 51,238 words in total, comprising 347 minutes of data recorded. The arithmetic and proportional frequency counts of agreements in the HKCSE are cross-checked against those in the BNC and the MICASE to indicate, if any, the similarities between the local corpus and the international corpora on agreement. Due to the enormous size of the two international corpora, their data is studied quantitatively rather than qualitatively. Shortcomings of quantitative approach should therefore be noted.

The last step is to compare the findings of the forms of agreements in the corpora with those are found in the English language textbooks that teach students how to express agreement in group interaction in HKCE English Language oral examination. 


In short, both quantitative and qualitative analyses are used. The former enables the researcher to get a precise picture of the frequency and rarity of particular phenomena. It can provide statistically reliable and generalizable results. But the findings from the data are less rich than that obtained from qualitative analysis. The latter offers a rich and detailed perspective on the data. Rare linguistic realizations of agreement will receive the same attention as the more frequent ones. It can provide greater richness and precision whereas quantitative analysis can provide statistically reliable and generalisable results (McEnery & Wilson, 2001). More importantly, as Cheng & Warren (n.d.a) explicate, it is not possible to automatically search for agreements. The searches for agreement key words using the data collected from 5 textbooks do not provide sufficient evidence for the linguistic realizations of the agreements in the corpus data. This implies that there are differences between textbook data and corpus data. Moreover, many instances of agreement can carry functions other than agreeing; it is necessary to manually filter them to find out the number and percentage of the instances that show agreement only. Both quantitative and comparative data in tables and charts are presented with both arithmetical and proportional frequency counts.
Chapter Four

 Analysis of Findings

4.1 Overview


With the conceptual framework constructed and the methodology selected, the findings from the textbooks and the HKCSE are reported. The findings are analyzed with arithmetic and proportional frequency count as well as informed by the spoken part of the BNC and the MICASE. The findings are analyzed to answer the two research questions: (1) What are the differences between ‘agreements’ used in naturally occurring spoken English and that taught in textbook English? (2) How does corpus evidence help to improve ELT textbook in the teaching and learning of agreements?
4.2 Agreements Found in the Textbooks and the HKCSE
The following sections report the findings of the data collection, including agreements in textbooks and the HKCSE. Sections 4.2.1 deals with the instances of agreement found in the 5 selected textbooks and the HKCSE. Sections 4.2.2 deals with the instances agreement omitted in the textbooks but occurred in the HKCSE. 

4.2.1 Agreements in EFL Teaching (Textbook Analysis)


The first part of the analysis is the use of agreement in a collection of Hong Kong textbooks recently published by different publishers. The instances used as examples of agreement are found and they are treated as a sample of EFL textbook language. It is the kind of language that learners are exposed to in the EFL classroom. And it is used to compare with authentic language material collected from the selected corpora.


The major aim of the textbook analysis is to find out whether the use of agreements in the 5 textbooks is an accurate and appropriate representation of the actual language use, i.e. of the occurrence of agreements in the HKCSE, and with reference to the spoken part of BNC and the MICASE. The same types of investigation are carried out as in the corpus analysis. A frequency count including an examination of the order in which the agreements are introduced in the 5 textbooks is resulted.

As shown in Table 3.2, the 5 English language textbooks display a remarkable degree of variety when it comes to describing the structure and linguistic realizations of expressing agreement in spoken English. Apart from I agree (with you), there are no other examples of all the textbook writers agreeing with one another on the contents of their respective agreement lists. In the textbook data, it is found 4 occurrences of I agree and 3 occurrences of I agree with you. Moreover, the lists, with 54 instances in total, vary in length from three to nineteen, and there is no indication given as to whether or not the instances of agreement are in ranked order based on frequency of use.
4.2.2 Possible Agreements in Spoken Hong Kong Discourse (HKCSE Analysis)

The second part of the analysis is the use of agreement in the HKCSE. With ConcApp, frequency information about the instances of agreement in the HKCSE is obtained as shown in Table 4.1.
	　
	　
	HKCSE
	　

	　Textbooks
	　Agreements
	M
	D
	T
	total　

	1. Drave, Gillies, & Simpson-Giles, 2005, p.56
	1. Certainly.
	3
	5
	0
	8

	
	2. I agree.
	0
	0
	2
	2

	
	3. That’s right.
	5
	0
	0
	5

	
	4. That’s true.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. Yes, you’re right.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	2. Esser, 2005, p.43
	1. Do you agree with me?
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. Yes, absolutely.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3. I think you are right to say …
	0
	0
	0
	0


	
	4. I agree with you.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I completely agree with you.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. I couldn’t agree with you more.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	7. I definitely agree.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	8. I feel the same too.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	9. I suppose you are right.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	10. I think so too.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	11. I think you can say so.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	12. I think your choice is the best.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	13. That’s a good idea.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	14. That’s a good suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	15. That’s exactly what I think.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	16. That’s right.
	5
	0
	0
	5

	
	17. True, but in fact …
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	18. You’re right to say that …
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	19. You’re right.
	1
	0
	0
	1

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	3. Nancarrow, Leung, & Chi, 2005, p.21
	Mild agreement:
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I suppose so.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. You’re right. 
	1
	0
	0
	1

	
	3. In a way, you’re right. 
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	4. That’s a fair point (to make). 
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. To a certain extent, I agree (with you). 
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. You could say so.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	Normal agreement:
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I agree.
	0
	0
	2
	2

	
	2. I agree with you.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3. I also think so.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	4. I feel the same too.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I support your view.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. Of course.
	3
	15
	2
	20

	
	7. Certainly.
	3
	5
	0
	8

	
	8. That’s a good suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	9. That’s right.
	5
	0
	0
	5

	
	10. That’s true.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	11. Yes, you’re right.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	Strong agreement:
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. Absolutely!
	1
	0
	0
	1

	
	2. Exactly!
	1
	1
	0
	2

	
	3. Indeed!
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	4. I agree with you entirely.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I couldn’t agree (with you) more.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. I see eye to eye with you (on this point).
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	7. I’m strongly in favour of this.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	8. That’s just the point.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	9. That’s exactly the point.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	4. Speaking Made Simple, 2005, pp.8-10
	1. I agree.
	0
	0
	2
	2

	
	2. I think so too.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3. Yes, that’s right.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	5. Potter, 2005, pp.14, 30
	To support a suggestion:
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I like your idea.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. I support that suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3. That’s a good idea.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	4. That’s a wonderful suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. Well, that’s an interesting suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	To agree with others’ opinions:
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I agree with you.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. I agree.
	0
	0
	2
	2

	
	3. I think you’re right.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	4. Neither do I
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I don’t, either. 
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. So do I.
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	7. I do, too.
	0
	0
	0
	0


Keys: M – Meetings; D – Discussions; T – Tutorials
Table 4.1: Frequency of occurrence of possible agreements in the HKCSE
Out of 54 instances of agreement listed in the textbook data, only seven can be found in the HKCSE. They are, in alphabetical order, absolutely, certainly, exactly, I agree, of course, that’s right, and you’re right. Figure 4.1 shows the frequency distribution of the possible agreements that are found in the meetings, discussions, and tutorials of the HKCSE. As seen in Figure 4.1, the most frequent possible agreement is of course (52.63 %) with 20 occurrences in the HKCSE, followed by the possible agreement certainly (21.05%) with 8 occurrences and that’s right (13.16%) with 5 occurrences. The frequencies of the remaining 52 possible agreements range from 2 to 0 occurrence.
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Figure 4.1: Frequency of possible agreements in the HKCSE


Apart from that’s right, I agree, and you’re right, other instances including of course, certainly, exactly, and absolutely also carry functions other than agreeing to an opinion or a suggestion. A manual filtering analysis of the HKCSE shows that only 1 instance of of course (as compared to 20 instances) and 1 instance of exactly (as compared to 2 instances) function as agreeing. The examples of real agreement are as follows [Note: In the HKCSE, lower case letters indicate HKC and upper case letters indicate NSE. The letters “a” and “A” are used for female speakers and “b” and “B” for male speakers (Cheng & Warren, n.d.a). The number after the letter, if any, indicates individual speaker]: 

of course –



b3: HKC male

b1: HKC male



b3: 
… I think we still need do we still need to do quite a bit of

work on that



b1: 
of course the six million dollar question is that are those er

people who’ve been infected or immune from further 

infection it’s er er the worry is if they get infected again and

they have to go through another course of pulse steroids that

wouldn’t be very nice … (HKCSE: P066)

exactly –



B: NSE male 

a2: HKC female



B: 
twenty dollars all of those concerns could be wiped out




you know



a2:
exactly (HKCSE: B060)

Mostly these four adverbs are used to suggest that something is normal, obvious, and well-known,

of course –

b: HKC male

A: NSE female

b1:
… your strength now strength here of course is dealing 

with Yaohan strength how Yaohan use the strength to 

predict advantage of the opportunity … (HKCSE: A044)

certainly – 



A: NSE female


A:
I er because I’m a epidemiologist one of the first things 

I’ll say is more data is needed and certainly more data is 

needed on any of the therapeutic treatments for any illness

certainly of this magnitude and as I st- stated in one of my 

earlier slides during my presentation it said a study of 

therapeutics and efficacy is certainly needed 

(HKCSE: P066)

or to emphasize the speakers’ statement. 



of course – 



b2: HKC male

A: NSE female

b2:
… if you have any problem come to us talk to us and then 

we will try to accommodate the best we can of course we’ll

write down the problem … (HKCSE: B019)

absolutely –

A:
erm (.) but what we have to do absolutely sure is the quality

of the sound I mean what what’s the quality of the sound like

on those ones that you’ve done (HKCSE: B058)
In other words, almost all of them are not commonly used or used at all as instances of agreement in the HKCSE.



The proportional frequency counts showed that many of the instances of agreement in the textbook data cannot be found in the HKCSE. A qualitative study further shows that these instances seem to be artificially created for the textbooks, as they are not used to show agreement in the HKCSE. In other words, lots of instances used in the textbooks for agreement are not used in naturally occurring conversation indeed. It implies that candidates may lose marks when using these artificially generated instances in the oral examination.

4.2.3 Possible Agreements Omitted in the Textbooks
The HKCSE data was interrogated manually to see if there are other instances of possible agreement that are omitted in the textbooks. 12 possible instances are selected and counted as follows (Table 4.2):

	　
	HKCSE
	　

	Agreements
	M
	D
	T
	total

	1. agree
	0
	2
	7
	9

	2. hmm
	0
	0
	6
	4

	3. mhmm
	70
	0
	4
	74

	4. mm
	271
	3
	7
	281

	5. okay
	315
	2
	64
	381

	6. right
	85
	6
	34
	125

	7. sure
	52
	8
	3
	63

	8. uhuh
	10
	0
	2
	12

	9. yea
	498
	1
	36
	535

	10. yeah
	5
	0
	0
	5

	11. yep
	71
	0
	1
	72

	12. yes
	120
	15
	15
	150


Keys: M – Meetings; D – Discussions; T – Tutorials

Table 4.2: Frequency of occurrence of possible agreements in the HKCSE that are omitted in Hong Kong textbooks

The third part of the analysis is the use of agreement in the HKCSE that is omitted in Hong Kong textbooks. These 12 instances were selected because they have functioned as agreement in the HKCSE data. Figure 4.2 shows the frequency distribution of these instances used as agreement in the HKCSE. 
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Figure 4.2: Frequency of possible agreements in the HKCSE that are omitted in the textbooks
As seen in Figure 4.2, a simple frequency count shows that there is a huge frequency gap between yea, okay, and mm on the one hand and the other ten possible agreements on the other. In the HKCSE sub-corpora, 535 occurrences of yea (31.20%), 381 occurrences of okay (22.22 %), and 281 occurrences of mm (16.39%) are found. But there are only between 4 and 150 instances of the remaining nine possible agreements.


However, as mentioned in 3.3, it should be noted that these instances carry functions other than agreeing to an opinion or a suggestion. They include acknowledging a statement, 



yes –



b3: HKC male

b1: HKC male



b3: 
every every retail business receive cash (.) on the payment



b1: 
yes (HKCSE: A044)

accepting a request,



uhuh –



B2: NSE male

a: HKC female



B2:
now what it should be is R_ you should be doing all the




liaising with China



a:
uhuh (HKCSE: B056)

responding to a question, 



yes –



B1: NSE male

b1: HKC male



B1:
could I ask er a question from Toronto



b1:
yes please (HKCSE: P066)

initiating a question, 



right –



b2: HKC male

a1: HKC female



b2: 
because you mentioned er quite some time ago that er

there is always a possibility that that Geruda is planning

to come back right

a1:
right (HKCSE: B017)

calling the listener’s attention, 



okay –



B2: NSE male

a: HKC female



B2: 
okay let’s look at the export process then



a:
yea (HKCSE: B056)

describing a noun,



sure – 



b2: HKC male

a1: HKC female



b2:
can we also be sure we’ve we get a list of (what they’re)




putting into the room



a1:
sure (HKCSE: B017)

acting as a back-channel response, 



yep –



B: NSE male

a1: HKC female



B:
um I am not sure what order to then do it with we can 




convert the student hours [into



a1:
                     [yep



RA hours on the business corpus (HKCSE: B059)

or a filler word. 



yep – 



B2: NSE male

B1: NSE male



B2: 
yep so okay this is not actually going to be marketing sales




to enter the new enquiries it’s going to be marketing people




so that’s me and W_R F and W (‘double U’) H (.) yep


B1: 
marketing sales yes (HKCSE: B056)

Thus the HKCSE data is manually filtered to exclude the linguistic realizations of agreement that do not function as agreement in reply to a suggestion or an opinion. As shown in Figure 4.3, the result is that the arithmetic frequency counts of the three instances with relative frequency of over 10% drop significantly. Only 147 instances of yea (as compared to 535 instances), 12 instances of okay (as compared to 381 instances), and 39 instances of mm (as compared to 281 instances), function as agreeing. The most frequently occurred instances of agreement with a relative frequency of over 10% are yea (57.42%) and mm (15.23%):


yea –

B: NSE male

a2: HKC female

B:
and we’ve got bogged down in er turn taking adjacency 

exchange structure er –s we’ve spent longer than I wanted

to because I think people found it difficult

a2:
mhmm (.) hmm hmm yea it it is difficult (.) [you know 

((laugh)) (HKCSE: A045)



mm –



A: NSE female
b: HKC male



A: 
erm so on on Thursday (.) well we we have to decide 

we have to be talking about how we write the paper for

ILEC

b:
so you need to write up the paper before giving a speech 

A:
I think we have to give it in on the day

b: 
mm (HKCSE: B058)

It is worthy to note that yea is a very common instance of agreement in the HKCSE. Apart from yea and mm, there are only between 1 to 22 instances of the remaining ten agreements. It confirms that these instances carry multiple functions in the HKCSE. It should be noted that the order of these instances of agreement is different from that in Figure 4.2.
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 Figure 4.3: Frequency of agreements in the HKCSE and are omitted in the textbooks
Examples of the other instances of agreement found in the HKCSE are shown as follows:



yea – 



a1: HKC female
B: NSE male



a1:
I think we will the next thing to do is to er to to it’s for A_




to give us all the lectures (.) for us to prepare for that




workshop



B:
yea have you got how many of the lectures do you have 




Transcribed (HKCSE: B060)



mm –



a1: HKC female  
 B: NSE male

a2: HKC female



a1:
well buy them and er give us the re- er the 

[receipt 



B: 
[well I’ll I’ll I’ll give you some money now may be we 




that’s something you could do today do you think



a2: 
mm (HKCSE: B060)

yes –

b4: HKC male

b1: HKC male

b4:
so should we schedule it for Tuesday (.) on the second of 


May (pause) well let’s try and get full house these two days

folk and so I guess

b2:
yes we still have rooms available today so if you have er

friends and business associates coming (inaudible)

(HKCSE: B019)

okay –

a1: HKC female
B: NSE male 

a1:
may be the end may be the end of April or even some

some time in May

B:
okay (HKCSE: B059)

right –

b2: HKC male

a1: NSE male

b2: 
and that may bring back some some business business


group (inaudible) potential for this hotel

a1:
right that’s why I would like um to put this group as 


VIP and erm another request er for er from this group


is that they will have a very early breakfast on the 


seventeenth of April er … (HKCSE: B017)
mhmm –

a: HKC female
B2: NSE male

a:
[so I think um you know er for for if the new enquiry 

come then may be er you two either one of you check

first



B2:
mhmm (HKCSE: B056)

yep –

a1: HKC female
 B: NSE male

a2: HKC female

a1:
mm mm (.) okay so are there other things are there 


[other things

B:
[is there anything you want to do to raise A_

a2:
not really ((clear throat)) no not at the moment

a1:
[mm

B:
[okay well this er this latest twelve minutes is the is the 


Priority er it seems

a1:
yep yep (HKCSE: B059)

hmm –

B: NSE male

a2: HKC female

B:
and we’ve got bogged down in er turn taking adjacency 


exchange structure er –s we’ve spent longer than I wanted


to because I think people found it difficult

a2:
mhmm (.) hmm hmm yea it it is difficult (.) [you know


((laugh)) (HKCSE: A045)

sure –

b1: HKC male

b4: HKC male

b1:
actually you know er for the time being you could try to


er exchange to the those from seventh and eighth floor


which has no er potential of damaging the back side of


the door and er exchange it to the one what you you you


doing the maintenance work like like like (the backdrop 


of this) room like friendship room we got (plenty of) 


room (inaudible)

b4:
yes sure (HKCSE: B016)

uhuh –

a1: HKC female
B: NSE male

a1:
so er either the tenth of April or end of April (.) 


[because I have to

B:
[well may be we should put in this corpus think and say 


it’s a one year post

a1:
uhuh

agree –

b1: HKC male

b8: HKC male

b1:
okay (.) the name (.) now what kind of opportunity we’re 


talking about here now (pause) now they are well known (.)


customers know (.) if they are in business (.) people will


go there seems they’re okay right can we say that (.) now 


you have to design (.) you’re the VIP I’m just the facilitate


here I’m just the one who sum up (.) can we say that hh they


don’t want to leave the room I don’t want to (inaudible) is


this the case (pause) do we do we agree this is what we or 


you don’t agree

b8:
agree (HKCSE: A044)

yeah –

b1: HKC male

b2: HKC male

b1:
so I’d better talk to the J_

b2:
yeah talk to them o[kay er (HKCSE: B017)


Ambiguity is observed during the filtering process. In some cases, it is not straightforward to clearly identify the particular function an instance carries. For example, many instances in Figure 4.3 are also known as back-channel responses, such as mhmm, yes, mm, hmm, and yea. These responses are used not only to show agreement (Cheng, 2004), but also to indicate the hearers’ attention, interest, or understanding of the speakers (Yngve, 1970; Duncan & Fiske, 1977, as cited in Cheng, 2004), and to show that hearers recognize an extended unit of talk is underway and indicate their support and compliance (Schegloff, 1982, as cited in Cheng, 2004). Hence, to decide whether an instance is a back-channel response of the listener or an agreement to an opinion or a suggestion is sometimes not straightforward, especially when a back-channel response is also used to express agreement. For example,



B: NSE male

a1: HKC female



B:
er well that’s not that’s not that’s not certain I need to follow




that up that up er at the moment I’ve said to erm (.) A_ to




give it back [but to [make sure we’ve got



a1:
          [mm  [yea


B:
copies of it [and I’ll check the status of it (HKCSE: B060)

In short, the result of the filtering of these 12 instances highlights the limitation of quantitative approach to corpus data. There are other more frequently used words in the HKCSE to express agreement. A mere arithmetic or proportional frequency count is not sufficient to show the exact functions of these expressions. A manual filtering is therefore significant to identify the exact function of each instance. However, as ambiguity is observed, the identification process is less simple than expected.

4.2.4 Alternative Way of Expressing Agreement in the HKCSE


It is found in the HKCSE data that listeners used linguistic realizations varied from the instances listed in the textbooks or from the above-mentioned instances to signal agreement with what has been just discussed. The listener simply repeats or re-phrases the utterance of the speaker to show agreement as illustrated in the following examples:

(1) 

b3: HKC male     a2: HKC female     b1: HKC male

b3:
we talk to this guy first and then (inaudible)

a2:
the other way we didn’t tell him anything just say the 

hotel is looking for him

b1:
looking for him and [ask him

b3:                  [yea for anything left

a2:

             [whether he left something yea

b1:
whether he left anything in the hotel [and (inaudible) 

in his er in his memory

b3:                                [confirm them

b3:
yup (HKCSE: B016)

(2)


b2: NSE female     b1: NSE female

b2:
can can we come over the rate including AEL tickets

b1:
so I’d better talk to the J_
b2:
yeah talk to them o[kay er

b1:

            [yea because of er now we order the 

day use pay for the HRC for five hundred dollars so after

the five hour we charged one dollars per hour

(HKCSE: B017)

(3)

B2: NSE male     B1: NSE male     a: HKC female

B2:
yep so okay this is not actually going to be marketing 

sales to enter the new enquiries it’s going to be marketing

people so that’s me and W__ R F and W (‘double U’) H 

(.) yep 

B1:
marketing sales yes

a:
you you directly input it or you [check everything okay 

then you pass me to input

B2:




          [no

B2:
we’ll input it
a:
mm

B2:
yea we’ll input it (HKCSE: B023)

(4)

a2: HKC female     a1: HKC female     B: NSE male

a2: 
but in Hong Kong it’s it’s not very

a1: 
it’s not [I I don’t know whether [it is it it it is now more

common I guess it’s it’s 

a2: 
      [very common 

B: 


                  [no 

 



more common than before but still may be not so [popular 

a2: 






                [but still 

you have to buy the coupons ((laugh)) (HKCSE: B058)
(5)


B: NSE male     a2: HKC female

B:
yea but I mean I think we might create another
a2:
another 

B:
well we could [have a category others you know [and may

be have things things 

a2:              [category 


        [okay 

which don’t quite fit because this doesn’t quite fit the model 

of a [(.) a seminar 

a2:     [yea 

where for seventeen per cent of the time they are doing these

tasks

a2:
mm (HKCSE: B058)

Again, the occurrence of these linguistic realizations to show agreement shows that a corpus-based study comparing textbook data with corpus data cannot be relied on quantitative approach alone. Qualitative approach and even corpus-driven approach may have to be considered when analyzing the corpus data to reveal the true functions of the instances used in the conversations and different ways of expressing agreement.

4.3 Reference to International Corpora and English Dictionary


In this section, the findings of the textbook data and the HKCSE data are further analyzed with reference to the BNC, the MICASE, and the Collins CoBuild Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (2006).
4.3.1 Frequency of Occurrence of Possible Agreements in the BNC and the MICASE

The corpus data of the BNC and the MICASE is quantitatively studied to determine the frequency of occurrence of the instances of agreement as found in the 5 textbooks (Table 4.3). 
	　
	　
	BNC
	　
	MICASE
	　

	　Textbooks
	　Agreements
	M
	D
	T
	total　
	M
	D
	T
	total

	1. Drave, Gillies, & Simpson-Giles, 2005, p.56
	1. Certainly.
	630
	52
	66
	748
	13
	17
	4
	34

	
	2. I agree.
	139
	4
	6
	149
	0
	1
	0
	1

	
	3. That’s right.
	649
	180
	73
	902
	9
	1
	4
	14

	
	4. That’s true.
	35
	12
	10
	57
	6
	10
	2
	18

	
	5. Yes, you’re right.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	2. Esser, 2005, p.43
	1. Do you agree with me?
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. Yes, absolutely.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3.  I think you are right to say …
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	4. I agree with you.
	26
	1
	1
	28
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I completely agree with you.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. I couldn’t agree with you more.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	7. I definitely agree.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	8. I feel the same too.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	9. I suppose you are right.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	10. I think so too.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	11. I think you can say so.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	12. I think your choice is the best.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	13. That’s a good idea.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	0
	0
	2

	
	14. That’s a good suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	15. That’s exactly what I think.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	16. That’s right.
	649
	180
	73
	902
	9
	1
	4
	14

	
	17. True, but in fact …
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	18. You’re right to say that …
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	19. You’re right.
	29
	21
	8
	58
	11
	5
	0
	16

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	3. Nancarrow, Leung, & Chi, 2005, p.21
	Mild agreement:
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I suppose so.
	0
	2
	1
	3
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. You’re right. 
	29
	21
	8
	58
	11
	5
	0
	16

	
	3. In a way, you’re right. 
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	5
	0
	5

	
	4. That’s a fair point (to make). 
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. To a certain extent, I agree (with you). 
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. You could say so.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	Normal agreement:
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I agree.
	139
	4
	6
	149
	0
	1
	0
	1

	
	2. I agree with you.
	26
	1
	1
	28
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3. I also think so.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	4. I feel the same too.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I support your view.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. Of course.
	720
	100
	24
	844
	29
	14
	1
	44

	
	7. Certainly.
	630
	52
	66
	748
	13
	17
	4
	34

	
	8. That’s a good suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	9. That’s right.
	649
	180
	73
	902
	9
	1
	4
	14

	
	10. That’s true.
	35
	12
	10
	57
	6
	10
	2
	18

	
	11. Yes, you’re right.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	Strong agreement:
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. Absolutely!
	279
	49
	23
	351
	6
	4
	1
	11

	
	2. Exactly!
	307
	173
	47
	527
	18
	21
	23
	62

	
	3. Indeed!
	359
	20
	28
	407
	1
	0
	0
	1

	
	4. I agree with you entirely.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I couldn’t agree (with you) more.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. I see eye to eye with you (on this point).
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	7. I’m strongly in favour of this.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	8. That’s just the point.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	9. That’s exactly the point.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	4. Speaking Made Simple, 2005, pp.8-10
	1. I agree.
	139
	4
	6
	149
	0
	1
	0
	1

	
	2. I think so too.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3. Yes, that’s right.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	5. Potter, 2005, pp.14, 30
	To support a suggestion:
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I like your idea.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. I support that suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	3. That’s a good idea.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	0
	0
	2

	
	4. That’s a wonderful suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. Well, that’s an interesting suggestion.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	To agree with others’ opinions:
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　
	　

	
	1. I agree with you.
	26
	1
	1
	28
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	2. I agree.
	139
	4
	6
	149
	0
	1
	0
	1

	
	3. I think you’re right.
	5
	1
	0
	6
	1
	0
	0
	1

	
	4. Neither do I
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	5. I don’t, either. 
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	6. So do I.
	9
	2
	0
	11
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	7. I do, too.
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0


Keys: M – Meetings; D – Discussions; T – Tutorials

Table 4.3: Frequency of occurrence of possible agreements in the BNC and the MICASE

Out of 54 instances of agreement listed in the textbook data, only 15 are found in the BNC and 13 are found in the MICASE. In the BNC, the instances are, in alphabetical order: absolutely; certainly; do you agree with me; exactly; indeed; I agree; I agree with you; I suppose so; I think you’re right; of course; so do I; that’s right; that’s true; yes, you’re right; and you’re right. In the MICASE, the instances are: absolutely; certainly; exactly; I agree; I think you’re right; in a way, you’re right; indeed; of course; that’s a good idea; that’s right; that’s true; yes, you’re right; and you’re right. It is interesting to note that eleven of them appear in both corpora. The remaining are usually less frequent instances including Do you agree with me; I agree with you; I suppose so; so do I in the BNC and in a way, you’re right; that’s a good idea in the MICASE.

4.3.2 Possible Agreements in Spoken International Discourses (BNC and MICASE Analysis)

The following is an analysis of the use of agreement in the BNC and the MICASE. With VIEW, frequency information about the agreements in the BNC is obtained. Figure 4.4 shows the frequency distribution of the agreements listed in the textbooks that are found in the spoken part of the BNC. As seen in the figure 4.4, there is a huge frequency gap between that’s right, of course, certainly, and exactly on the one hand and the other eleven agreements on the other. 902 occurrences of that’s right (21.7%) is found, followed the agreements of course (20.3%) with more than 800 occurrences. The agreements certainly (18%) and exactly (12.7%) have more than 500 occurrences. The frequencies of other agreements are much lower, ranging from 407 occurrences (indeed) to 1 occurrence (neither do I).
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Figure 4.4: Frequency of possible agreements in the BNC


With MICASE Concordance Search, frequency information about the agreements in the MICASE is obtained. Figure 4.5 shows the frequency distribution of the agreements that are found in the MICASE. As seen in figure 4.5, the most frequent agreement is exactly (29.5%) with 62 occurrences, followed by the agreements of course (21%) and certainly (16.2%) with more than 30 occurrences. The frequencies of the remaining ten agreements range from 18 occurrences (that’s true) to 1 occurrence (I think you’re right, indeed, I agree, and yes, you’re right).
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Figure 4.5: Frequency of possible agreements in the MICASE

Out of 54 instances of agreement listed in 5 textbooks, it is found that only 5 of them occur in the HKCSE, 15 in the BNC, and 13 in the MICASE (Table 3.2 and 4.1). As observed in Figures 4.3 and 4.4, some instances clearly function as agreement, such as I agree, that’s true, and you’re right. Other instances do not, such as exactly, certainly, and of course. Though they occur frequently in the corpora, a mere frequency count without looking at specific contexts and situations cannot tell exactly whether or not they are functioning as agreement. At most, it can be pointed out that some instances, usually clauses, are functioning as agreement. 

Moreover, all the three instances of real agreement listed in the textbooks as found in the HKCSE, including of course, I agree, and exactly, can be found in the BNC and the MICASE. And only of course and exactly have a relative frequency of over 10%, which is considered more common instances of agreement in naturally occurring conversation. This raises the question of the usefulness to introduce so many different instances in the textbooks, as many of them were omitted in the corpus data. 
4.3.3 Frequency of Occurrence of Possible Agreements in the BNC and the MICASE Omitted in the Textbook Data

The 12 instances omitted in the textbook data are quantitatively studied in the BNC and the MICASE to determine the frequency of occurrence in the BNC and the MICASE. The linguistic realizations of the instances are identified and counted (See Table 4.4). 

	　
	BNC
	　
	MICASE
	　

	Agreements
	M
	D
	T
	total
	M
	D
	T
	total

	1. agree
	504
	30
	25
	559
	9
	23
	2
	34

	2. hmm
	21
	8
	1
	30
	0
	1
	0
	1

	3. mhmm
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	4. mm
	3381
	1964
	361
	5706
	38
	7
	18
	63

	5. okay
	1210
	2300
	356
	3866
	609
	696
	447
	1752

	6. right
	4194
	3172
	1062
	8428
	367
	390
	165
	922

	7. sure
	913
	214
	82
	1209
	66
	33
	16
	115

	8. uhuh
	0
	0
	0
	0
	39
	12
	14
	65

	9. yea
	2
	1
	0
	3
	1
	0
	0
	1

	10. yeah
	7017
	3986
	685
	11688
	663
	318
	457
	1438

	11. yep
	116
	50
	6
	172
	23
	7
	2
	32

	12. yes
	5622
	1483
	680
	7785
	82
	104
	15
	201


Keys: M – Meetings; D – Discussions; T – Tutorials
Table 4.4: Frequency of occurrence of possible agreements in the BNC and the MICASE that are omitted in Hong Kong textbooks


Out of the 12 instances of possible agreement found in the HKCSE, 10 are found in the BNC and 11 in the MICASE. The missing two in the BNC are mhmm and uhuh whereas the missing one in the MICASE is mhmm.

4.3.4 Possible Agreements in Spoken International Discourses (BNC and MICASE Analysis) Omitted in Hong Kong Textbooks
The following is an analysis of the use of possible agreement in the BNC that is omitted in Hong Kong textbooks. Figure 4.6 shows the frequency distribution of the agreements that are omitted in the textbooks. As seen in figure 4.6, the most frequent agreement is yeah (28.63%) with 11,688 instances, followed by right (20.64%), yes (19.07%), and mm (13.98%) with more than 5,500 instances. The remaining agreements are lower, ranging from 3,866 occurrences (okay) to 0 occurrence (mhmm and uhuh).
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Figure 4.6: Frequency of possible agreements in the BNC omitted in the textbooks

The following is an analysis of the use of possible agreement in the MICASE that is omitted in Hong Kong textbooks. Figure 4.7 shows the frequency distribution of the agreements that are omitted in the textbooks. As seen in figure 4.7, the three most frequent agreements are okay (36.18%), yeah (29.69%), and right (19.04%) with more than 900 occurrences. The frequencies of the remaining agreements are much lower, ranging from 201 occurrences (yes) to 0 occurrence (mhmm).
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Figure 4.7: Frequency of possible agreements in the MICASE omitted in the textbooks


Similarly, it cannot be sure that whether or not these instances are all functioning as agreement just by referring to the frequency count. Indeed, it is even more difficult to determine their functions without looking at specific contexts and situations in which they are used. Based on the analysis of findings, most probably the arithmetic frequency count is overstated. At most, it can be pointed out that out of the 12 instances of possible agreement found in the HKCSE, 10 are found in the BNC and 11 in the MICASE. Moreover, after filtering, all the 12 instances of real agreement found in the HKCSE can be found in the BNC and the MICASE, including yea and mm, the two popular instances that have a relative frequency of over 10%.


At the expense of quite frequent instances that are under-represented or even omitted completely, like okay, some minor and less important instances are over-emphasized in the textbooks, like I agree (with you). Though I agree (with you) is listed in every textbook, it does not yield any instance in the BNC and the MICASE. Indeed, the 54 instances of agreement listed in the textbook data outnumber the instances of agreement found in the corpus data. It proves that the instances of agreement listed in the textbooks do not mirror authentic language use in the corpora. It may also illustrate the significance of not relying on one’s intuition and preference when describing language use. Significant differences between the instances of agreement in textbooks and international corpora are observed.

However, it is interesting to observe that out of these ten frequent instances of agreement found in the BNC and the MICASE, five of them (or seven of them, if yea, yeah, and yes are treated as the same utterance) are found in the HKCSE. This may at least show that these five (or seven) instances, including of course, certainly, yea (or yes and yeah), okay, and mm, are also frequently occurred in the local corpus and carry the function of agreement.

It should also be noted that the search for I agree, a stock phrase commonly used by candidates in the HKCEE (See Chapter 1) and the only example that is listed in all 5 textbooks, yielded 2 instances in the HKCSE, 149 in the BNC, and 1 in the MICASE (See Chapter 4). Another example of stock phrases is That’s a good idea/suggestion, which is listed in 3 textbooks. But a search of the corpora found no instances in the HKCSE and the BNC. Only 2 instances are found in the MICASE.
4.3.5 Reference to Collins CoBuild Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (2006)


Three instances of agreement, including of course, exactly, and certainly, listed in the textbooks are found among the top rank of arithmetic frequency count in the HKCSE (except for exactly), the BNC, and the MICASE. They are selected to compare with the 2006 edition of Collins CoBuild Dictionary, which is informed by corpus data, to show the various functions these examples carry. The main reason for referring to a dictionary informed by the Bank of English is that the examples are quoted from corpus data. This acts as another tool to analyze the corpus data and findings in this project report. The new edited Collins CoBuild Dictionary helps show the up-to-date usage of these words and phrase in spoken discourse.


Of course, in spoken discourse, functions as an adverb to suggest than something is normal, obvious, or well-known, and should therefore not surprise the person one is talking to (Example: “The only honest answer is, of course, yes.”). As an adverb, it is also used to emphasize a statement one is making, especially when he or she is agreeing or disagreeing with someone (Example: “I expect you’re right.” – “Of course, I’m right.”). Of course is also used in convention as a polite way of giving permission (Example: “Could I see these documents?” – “Of course.”).

Exactly functions as an adverb to agree with someone or emphasize the truth of what someone say (Example: Eve nodded, almost approvingly. “Exactly.”). Exactly is also used with a question to show that one disapproves of what the person one is talking to is doing or saying (Example: “What exactly do you mean?”). 

Certainly functions as an adverb to emphasize what one is saying when one is making a statement (Example: “Certainly, pets can help children develop friendship skills.”). It is also used to agreeing with what someone has said (Example: “In any case you remained friends.” – “Certainly.”).

Based on the analysis with reference to the BNC, the MICASE, and Collins CoBuild Dictionary (2006), it is noted that the many textbook instances of agreement cannot be found in the two international corpora. On the contrary, a majority of the instances manually found in the HKCSE is found in the corpora. But as stated before, the data of the two corpora is only quantitatively referred to, meaning that the instances probably carry functions other than agreeing to a suggestion or an opinion. The reference to Collins CoBuild Dictionary shows that they do carry other functions than agreeing. It implies that a mere quantitative approach cannot truly reflect the frequency of occurrence of particular instances of agreement in the data.

4.4 Answer the Research Questions


In this section I shall answer the two research questions:

1. What are the differences between ‘agreements’ used in naturally 
occurring spoken English and that taught in textbook English?


It is found that agreements are treated very differently in corpus data and textbook data. First, in the textbook data, each textbook prepares a list of instances showing different degrees of agreement. These instances are diverse in terms of linguistic realizations. Out of 54 instances, I agree (with you) is the only instance that occurs in each of the five textbooks. On the contrary, in corpus data, instances of agreement are much less diverse. The most frequently occurred textbook instances of possible agreement, with relative frequency of over 10%, as found in the HKCSE, the BNC, and the MICASE are almost the same. They are of course, certainly, and exactly. The only exception is that’s right in the BNC. That’s right ranks first in the BNC, representing the most frequently occurred instance of agreement among others.

Another evidence is that only 7 instances of agreement out of 54 listed in the textbooks are found in the local corpus and the two international corpora. But nearly all the 12 instances of possible agreement in the HKCSE that are omitted in the textbooks are, except for uhuh and mhmm, found in the two corpora. It implies that a significant number the instances in the textbook data are in essence not used in naturally occurring spoken English at all. They may be artificial examples invented by the textbook writers.

Second, in textbook data the instances of agreement range from one-word utterance (certainly) to ten-word utterance (I see eye to eye with you on this point). There is also a tendency for textbook writers to use complete sentences to show agreement. On the contrary, in corpus data, instances are primarily one-word utterance (such as yea). And listeners used short and simple utterances to respond to speakers. Moreover, it is found that there is alternative way of expressing agreement observed in the HKCSE in which the listener either repeats or re-phrases the utterance of the speaker. This alternative way of expressing agreement is not mentioned at all in any of the textbooks. 
In short, agreements used in naturally occurring spoken English are in general more simple and consistent in the local corpus and the two international corpora whereas agreements taught in textbook English are complicated and diverse. All this evidence suggests that there are huge differences between textbook English and corpus English on the use of agreement in spoken discourse.
2. How does corpus evidence help to improve ELT textbook in the 

teaching and learning of agreements?

As mentioned before, in the textbook data, the instances were taught out of context. The textbooks do not explain the contexts in which they are used. Exercises simply require learners to memorize the instances and produce them in fill-in-the-blanks. As textbooks do not explain how different instances of agreement is used in naturally occurring spoken English, learners may simply recite some of them, regardless of their suitability, in group interaction to show agreement.
This question directly points to pedagogical implication, which asks for the ways to improve existing teaching and learning materials that are largely based on writers’ own hypotheses and preferences. 

It seems clear that it is crucial to avoid using invented instances from textbooks but use authentic material from corpus data instead. Put differently, English language teaching should be based on real examples from corpora and expose learners to natural language. For textbook writers, greater attention needs to be given to real world language use in agreement and the most frequently occurring linguistic realizations of agreement should feature prominently in the textbooks. Corpus-based approach or corpus-driven approach to language learning and teaching can be very helpful not only for teachers but also for textbook writers and publishers (Römer, 2004a).

If the textbook data used in this project report indicates the kind of English prioritized in English language teaching and learning for HKCEE candidates, then some changes in textbook English about the use of agreement might help to lead to a higher degree of naturalness and authenticity of English taught and learnt in the classroom. Suggestions for the improvement of teaching materials may include the following.

First, if textbook writers want to bring the linguistic features of what they write about agreements closer to the linguistic features observed in daily use, then the use of examples from corpora, spoken in particular, instead of invented or constructed instances, like that’s exactly what I think, I see eye to eye with you, I think so too, that’s a wonderful suggestion, may be a right direction. As Aston (1997) argues, the most obvious pedagogical use of corpora is to treat them as sources of classroom materials for teachers to select from and adapt. Thus, the list of instances may need to be vastly reduced from 54 to 3, including that’s right, yea, and mm, a list based on corpus findings.
Second, to achieve a higher degree of authenticity, it may be essential to familiarize learners with the contexts in which the agreements are used in real-life situations. The contexts that are associated with particular instances of agreement need to be presented simultaneously. It may therefore be necessary to pay more attention to the contextual phenomena that are found in the corpus data. A higher degree of authenticity can be achieved if instances of agreement are presented in the right context, i.e. the kind of context in which they typically appear in actual language use.

Third, textbook writers they may use corpus data to design learning activities for students, such as playing the recording of selected naturally occurring conversations, asking students to find out different ways of expressing agreement in selected segments, involving them in role play to use different linguistic realizations in these segments, or even asking them to record their own conversation as learning materials to be used later.
Chapter Five

Conclusions and Recommendations

5.1 Overview

This chapter concludes the project report by responding to the objectives, hypotheses, and research questions, by discussing the limitations of the report, and by suggesting directions for future research. 
5.2 Differences between Textbook English and Corpus English on Agreements

This project report investigates the use of agreement between textbook English and corpus English by comparing the data of agreements from five recently published local English language textbooks and that from a local spoken corpus. The findings are cross-checked with two international spoken corpora and an English language dictionary based on corpus data. Based on the findings, the report recommends three possible changes to enhance the authenticity of textbook English in agreements.

Investigation of the textbook data and corpus data has shown that there were significant differences between them. There are too many instances of agreement in the textbook data that do not exist in the local corpus data (only 7 are found in the HCKSE). And there are also 12 instances of agreement in the local corpus data that are omitted in the textbook data. The length of instances of agreement is also different in textbook data and corpus data. Alternative way of expressing agreement used by speakers when they agree is also omitted in the textbook data. 

Based on the above differences, it is suggested that corpus evidence needs to be seriously considered by textbook writers so that the examples of agreement listed in the textbooks are not invented but used in real-life communication. The contexts in which instances of agreement are used in real-life communication should be included in textbook material as well. Corpus data can also be used inductively for learners to find our how agreement are used in naturally occurring spoken discourse. The findings relating to the differences between textbook English and corpus English and the importance of corpus evidence to improve the authenticity of textbook English largely converge with those of previous studies (Cheng & Warren, n.d.a, n.d.b; Römer, 2004a, 2004b, 2005a, 2005b). 

Accordingly, the overall findings confirm the hypotheses that textbook English does not always reflect correctly the use of agreements in naturally occurring spoken English and that corpus evidence can help to improve the authenticity of textbook English of agreements. It indicates that by using the instances of agreement listed in the textbooks, candidates will probably make similar problem as mentioned in the examination reports before, namely, “I agree.” and “That’s a good idea.” will be used out of context. Only when candidates come across with instances of agreement used in real-life communication can the prevailing problem be solved. Instances of agreement found in the corpus data, instead of invented instances, should thus be used as examples for agreeing to the speaker’s opinion or suggestion. And activities inspired by corpus data should be designed for candidates to learn how to agree naturally in group interaction.

6.3 Limitations of the Project report

Since this is a corpus-based study, some general challenges to the use of corpora in language teaching should be taken into account. First, it is argued a corpus is ‘real language’ only in a very limited sense. Language in a corpus is de-contextualised and must be re-contextualised in a pedagogic setting to make it real for learners. Second, it is suggested that corpus evidence should not be accepted uncritically, but should be appraised in the light of other sources of information about language such as introspection and elicitation. In particular, frequency should not be the only factor in deciding what to teach: how salient a language feature is should also be taken into account, as should how highly valued a language item is. Third, corpora tend to comprise the language of native speakers only, whereas learners will never communicate with native speakers and/or are not interested in native speaker norms. Fourth, learners should be allowed to approach language in a way they feel comfortable with (Hunston, 2002). 

In response to some of these challenges, it should be noted that this project report is based on contextualised corpus, which are meetings, discussions, and tutorials. This project report does not uncritically accept corpus findings. Frequency is not the only factor to consider. Indeed, mere quantitative approach that emphasizes frequency count is not accurate enough to decide if an instance is functioned as agreeing or not; qualitative approach with manual filtering is essential to check the findings from quantitative approach. Lastly, introspection is a subject that needs to be carefully managed. It is difficult to know whether or not learners will communicate with native speakers or will be interested in native speaker norms. But the fact is that they need to acquire these skills for the examination so that they can engage in group interaction as similarly to real-life communication as possible.

Moreover, the findings have to be regarded as preliminary and treated cautiously, as this project report is of very small scale based on selected contexts – meetings, discussions, and tutorials – of selected corpora – the HKCSE, the BNC, and the MICASE. Any inappropriate generalizations about the instances of agreement on the basis of the findings should be carefully avoided.


This project report is also based on textbook data and corpus data in written form. Hence, it does not consider paralanguage devices, such as body language, and non-lexical realizations, such as intonation, used by the speakers in the conversations. Hence, it is sometimes difficult to decide whether an instance carries the function of agreeing or other functions.

6.4 Directions for Future Research
Further comparative analysis like the project report needs to be carried out in future. A lot of corpus-based or corpus-driven work still has to be done to reach the aim of enabling both learners and teachers to learn and teach an English which is more authentic and closer to that of native English speakers. Authentic linguistic evidence from corpus data should be taken seriously so that learners are presented with language as it really is, not as it is imagined to be. 

Given the above-stated limitations, future research may consider the following: (1) Future studies of speech acts such as expressing agreement need to look at both the wider and the immediate context of interaction, including the cultural meaning of the genre, the relations of the participants (cf. Cheng & Warren, n.d.b); (2) Examining a much larger corpus and a wide range of text types would increase the generalization extent of the conclusions drawn from the research. Further steps in a more comprehensive study will show whether the analysis of a larger set of data can confirm and support these initial results (cf. Cheng & Warren, n.d.b); (3) Further studies can be focused on how an improvement of English language teaching materials can be achieved on the basis of native English speaker corpus data. It will then be possible to discuss what kind of corpus-inspired changes of English language teaching materials may improve the relevance of the contents of textbooks (cf. Römer, 2005); (4) The comparative approach of textbook data and corpus data is significant. The language materials for learners should be compared with the language that is used in daily life to find out if the materials correctly describe authentic language use. More analytical and comparative studies of textbook language is necessary to discover more about the kind of English taught in the classroom, its differences from authentic English, and the status of authenticity in English language teaching. Further corpus-informed comparisons of authentic English and textbook English will lead to fruitful insights for linguists, language teachers, and language learners (cf. Römer, 2004b). (5) The study of corpus data can be extended to cover prosodically transcribed data, as the communicative role of discourse intonation can show the possible extra layers of meaning to words as they are being spoken. This in turn may reflect the real meanings of the linguistic realizations of utterances (Cheng & Warren, n.d.a; see also Cheng, Greaves, & Warren, 2005).
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