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Background and context 
 

 

In recent years, corpus exploitation has been finding its way into the 

language classroom in many different applications and formats (for 

examples, see contributions in Sinclair 2004, O’Keeffe, McCarthy, 

and Carter 2007, Chambers and Thompson Forthcoming). For 

practical reasons associated with availability and cost, much corpus-

based instruction has engaged the use of written language corpora, 

which are now relatively easy to acquire. Somewhat more slowly, the 

use of spoken corpora is becoming more feasible (see McEnery, Xiao, 

and Tono 2006: 62) with increased access to appropriate collections 

such as MICASE, CSPAE, the Scottish Corpus of Texts and Speech, 

collections available through ICAME and the Oxford Text archives, 

and the spoken components of the BNC, to name a few. At the same 

time it has been fully acknowledged that if the language teaching 

profession is to see increased integration of corpus use, this 

integration must firstly and most importantly happen also at the level 

of language teacher education (LTE) (Conrad 2000, Chapelle 2001). 

In the context of LTE, thus far, we have seen the exploitation of 

corpora primarily for the development of grammatical/discourse 

awareness (for example, Hunston 1995, Coniam 1997) and pedagogic 

awareness (O’Keeffe and Farr 2003, Amador-Moreno, O’Riordan, and 

Chambers 2006), and indications are that this is an effective and well-
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liked mode of instruction among student teacher cohorts (Farr 

Forthcoming). The present chapter will explore how the establishing 

tradition of spoken corpus manipulation can be used in an innovative 

way through the examination of a specialised corpus of spoken 

interactions to enhance and offer an alternative route to reflective 

practice and continued professional development in language teacher 

education, and while the focus here will be primarily on the 

professional development of tutors, it can and could equally apply to 

student teachers, and indeed qualified and practising teachers wishing 

to develop further.  

Many professions have found the road of continued and 

reflective learning to be highly effective (Schön 1991), and this, along 

with co-operative growth (Edge 2002), has taken root. In LTE, many 

now hold strong convictions that, “[...] one of the most effective ways 

of solving professional problems, and of continuing to improve and 

develop as a teacher, teacher educator, or manager in ELT is through 

reflection on our professional practice” (Wallace 1998: 1). This has 

often been done within the framework of action research, which 

involves the identification of a problem or issue in existing practices, 

the investigation of this problem using formal research procedures, 

and the subsequent documentation of findings so that the problem can 

be eliminated or reduced through changing the original practices 

appropriately. It is a more official way in which actions and 

experiences are recorded and shared so that we can better understand 

the processes in which we are involved, and ultimately make a 

difference to the quality of these actions and experiences. The 

intention, according to Edge (2001: 6), must be to learn and not 

justify. Freeman (2001: 7), in his discussions on the current state of 

teacher education, emphasises the need to draw on the past to forecast 

the present. This, he argues, can be most effectively done through 

reflection on practices which have been appropriately documented. 

Wallace (1998: 4) identifies four additional reasons: 

 
1. It is a way of accelerating and enhancing our expertise, and it turns 

problems into positive versus negative experiences 

2. It allows us to identify areas for self-development and at the same time 

raises awareness of professional strengths 
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3. It results in increased effectiveness 

4. It promotes a healthy spirit of inquiry and research. 

 

There is also the added dimension of the obligation to engage in such 

activity based on what we now know about the ways in which student 

teachers learn from their tutors.  In the relevant setting of practice 

teaching Koerner, O'Connell-Rust, and Baumgartner (2002) highlight 

the relatively high priority teachers in training give to the personal 

qualities of co-operating teachers and educators, and Woodward 

(1997: 5) suggests that “when you ask teachers what they like and 

remember about their trainers, many will mention personal qualities 

such as sensitivity, flexibility, and a sense of humour rather than 

strategies and techniques used and often rather even than the content 

or knowledge passed on”. If this is the case, it increases the formal 

obligation on educators to develop the necessary skills and traits 

which will help them to achieve their goal more effectively and 

affectively. Edge (2002), adapting earlier work by Egan (1986), 

details nine essential skills which those in a position to facilitate the 

teaching performance of others should ideally possess. These include 

the abilities to attend, reflect, focus, thematise, challenge, disclose, set 

goals, trail, and plan. He also explores the strategies of questioning, 

commenting, and silence, which can help to realise these in 

interactional contexts (Edge 1992: 69). The examination of the 

specialised spoken corpus (POTTI) reported in this chapter 

investigates the presence of these and other skills in action, which, it is 

suggested, might advance our understanding of the issues involved 

and help this particular community to better understand, and if 

necessary, modify its own practices. 

Myers and Clark (2002: 50) conclude that continued 

professional development is crucial for individuals and their 

organisations, should be continuous and lifelong (Randall and 

Thornton 2001: 55), and should happen at the meta level so that any 

resultant modifications in practice are more than superficial. 

Additionally, reflection based on action research allows for the 

localisation of solutions based on local problems, an approach which 

has been advocated in teacher training (Gill 1997), and was a core 
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rationale for the present author to engage in the collection of POTTI 

from the local and most relevant context. Until now, in language 

teacher education circles, such reflection and development has been 

implemented largely by means of reflective diaries, peer discussion 

groups, on-going monitoring, video recordings, seminar attendance etc 

(for example, Bax 1995, Reicheld 2000), in an era of prospective 

versus retrospective educational practices. Here I aim to investigate 

the complementary role which a spoken corpus can have. 

 

 

 

The POTTI Corpus: data and methodology 
 

 

The data for the reported study exists in the form of a small spoken 

language corpus of post-observation teaching practice (TP) feedback 

sessions between tutors and student teachers (the POTTI Corpus) 

working together on an MA in English Language Teaching education 

programme in an Irish University. It contains the talk which occurs 

between tutor/observer and student teacher/observee in the feedback 

sessions which take place after observed TP has occurred. Teaching 

practice takes place in the university where the LTE programme runs. 

It consists of approximately 80,000 words and is a sub-corpus of the 

larger one-million-word Limerick Corpus of Irish English (L-CIE, see 

Farr, Murphy, and O’Keeffe 2004).  

 

The feedback location 

 

Feedback takes place in the physical context of the university-based 

office of the relevant tutor. The physical context therefore belongs to 

the tutor.  Only the relevant tutor and student teacher are present in 

each session. This location in which recording takes place is that used 

in all feedback sessions in normal situations and is not therefore 

artificial in that sense. “In this way, though natural behaviour is not 
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guaranteed, the likelihood of untypical behaviour is reduced” 

(Phillips 1999: 40).  

 

The feedback timing 

 

Feedback usually takes place at any time up to three days after the TP 

lesson, although there is a general tendency to do feedback the 

following day. Each session lasts between twenty-five and forty-five 

minutes, with an average of thirty minutes per session. The feedback 

sessions recorded in POTTI take place in Weeks 6, 7 and 8 of the first 

semester of the two semester MA course. TP started in Week 4, so 

each student teacher had participated in a minimum of two feedback 

sessions before the POTTI recordings commenced. 

 

The participants 

 

Two tutors, one of whom is the participant researcher (and present 

author), and seven student teachers are recorded. Both tutors are 

female. Fionnuala (all names are pseudonyms) is older with 

considerable teaching experience and had been employed on a part-

time basis by the university for seven years at the time of the 

recordings. She holds a BA, a Higher Diploma in Education, and a 

Graduate Diploma in TEFL. Edwina, was a newly employed 

tutor/academic, with just three years’ training experience at the time. 

She holds a BA, an MA in TEFL, and a PhD. Four of the student 

teacher participants are female and three are male. All but one of the 

males is Irish. Participants are aged between twenty and thirty-five 

years of age, and only one of the males had any considerable teaching 

experience before starting the programme. All student teachers hold 

primary degrees from a range of academic disciplines. 

 

The atmosphere 
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As is the case for many institutional meetings there is an asymmetry 

of power between the participants. The tutor is considered to be more 

expert than the student teacher. These roles and power relations have 

consequences for the discourse of POTTI. Additionally, the situation 

is one where the normal conventions of politeness have been 

temporarily suspended and in the name of professional development 

and improvement, which allow typically face-threatening acts, such 

as direction and criticism, to be included. Using a framework 

presented in Brown and Levinson (1987), we can say that the power 

distance (P) is high, the social distance (D) is average, and the rating 

of impositions (R) is high. Therefore, feedback has the potential to 

cause considerable anxiety (Mann 2003). Nonetheless, the ethos of 

collaboration and constructive criticism is strongly promoted and 

advocated by the tutors concerned in this and other aspects of their 

contributions on the programme. 

 

The recordings 

 

The audio recordings were made using a Marantz Professional 

System and a table-top microphone. The full consent of all 

participants was secured on each occasion prior to recording, and 

anonymity in the transcription was guaranteed. An option to delete 

the recording was given immediately after each recording and all 

participants were finally afforded the opportunity to read, edit or 

remove the transcribed data before the initial analysis began. What 

remains as the corpus are those sessions which were not removed or 

edited in any way and for which full supporting questionnaires were 

completed and submitted to the researcher (full details of 

questionnaires can be found in Farr 2005c). In total fourteen sessions 

are included amounting to 81,944 words. One session for each student 

teacher with each tutor is incorporated, providing two sessions for 

each of the seven student teachers, and seven sessions for each of the 

two tutors. The following table details the data included in the POTTI 

corpus, including a number assigned to each feedback session for the 

purposes of identification in this study, the week and time of 
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recording, the pseudonym of the tutor and student teacher and the 

total number of transcribed words per recording.  

 

Feedback 

Session 

Number 

Week and Time of 

Recording 

Tutor Student 

Teacher 

Number of 

Words 

1 Week 6, 16.00 Edwina Lorna 2833 

2 Week 6, 13.00  Fionnuala Roseanna 5245 

3 Week 6, 12.00  Fionnuala Jim 9300 

4 Week 6, 16.45 Edwina Petra 4534 

5 Week 6, 14.15  Fionnuala Peter 7223 

6 Week 6, 15.15  Edwina Michael      8346 

7 Week 6, 14.00  Fionnuala Joanne 5443 

8 Week 7, 17.30  Edwina Jim 8646 

9 Week 7, 16.15  Edwina Roseanna 6251 

10 Week 7, 16.45  Edwina Joanne 4701 

11 Week 7, 14.00  Fionnuala Lorna 4073 

12 Week 7, 14.30  Fionnuala Michael 3740 

13 Week 7, 13.30  Fionnuala Petra 6387 

14 Week 8, 16.00  Edwina Peter 5222 

Total    81,944 

 

Table 1. The POTTI Corpus. 

 

 

Corpus linguistics as an investigative approach 

 

Two different but related aspects of the talk are of interest when 

investigating POTTI. Firstly, who is participating and to what extent, 

and secondly, what is the nature of the dyadic communication? Both 

of these questions are complex and require a variety of analytical 

techniques to begin to uncover some answers, and indeed it is fair to 

assume that general academic wisdom in applied linguistics and 

educational investigation now accepts that no research framework, 

methodology, nor procedure, can be all things to all researchers for all 



Farr, F., 2007. Spoken language as an aid to reflective practice in language 
teacher education: using a specialised corpus to establish a generic fingerprint. In: 
M.-C. Campoy, and M.-J. Luzón (Eds), Spoken Corpora in Applied Linguistics. 
Bern: Peter Lang, 235-258. 

 

purposes. Different and combined approaches are necessary to even 

begin to understand the complexity of human interactions in social 

space (Hammersley 2004). For this reason, the corpus analysis 

presented here was complemented with data from diary entries and 

also three sets of questionnaires (for full details see Farr 2005c).  

However a corpus-based analysis can help the investigator, and 

practitioner in this case, to go a long way in uncovering relevant 

information to build answers to both of the questions. This is 

especially true if one considers the two broad approaches that have 

developed within the field of corpus linguistics. McCarthy et al. 

(2002: 70), exemplify as follows, 

 
Broadly, corpus linguistics may be performed in two ways: quantitative and 

qualitative. The quantitative approach usually looks for the largest corpus 

possible [...] from as wide a range of sources as possible. These data are then 

analysed computationally and the output comprises sets of figures that tell 

the discourse analyst about the frequency of occurrence of words, phrases, 

collocations or structures. These statistics are then used to produce 

dictionaries, grammars, and so on. But for the discourse analyst, statistical 

facts raise the question “Why?”, and the answers can only be found by 

looking at the contexts of the texts in the corpus. Discourse analysts, 

therefore, work with corpora in a qualitative way.    

 

This does not mean to suggest that one approach excludes the other, 

simply that one takes precedence over the other resulting from 

differences in research interest and objectives. This befits the premise 

that “neither the quantitative data of a corpus alone nor the one-off 

analysis of conversational fragments is sufficient, […] much extra 

insight can be gained by […] keeping both in constant dialectal 

relationship” (McCarthy and Handford 2004: 190). 

 

 

 

Results and analysis 
 

 

Participation 
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Using Wordsmith Tools 3 (Scott 1999), statistical corpus 

generated information give insights into levels of participation and 

interactivity in the POTTI interactions, shedding light on potential 

power differentials and influences which may be at play. Taking 

all of the sessions, and based on word counts, we find that the 

tutors occupy 63.57% of the talk, while the student teachers 

account for just 36.43% (for full details see Farr 2005a, 204-206). 

Although slightly disappointing from the perspective of the tutors, 

whose stated objective is to get the student teachers to engage in 

critical self-reflection, these results are not surprising given the 

asymmetry of the professional relationship and the high imposition 

associated with context. Both of these factors, taken from 

pragmatic models of politeness may provide and explanation for 

the relative reluctance for the student teachers to become overly 

involved. There may be a fear of losing face by being ‘wrong’ in 

their interpretation of events vis a vis the ‘expert’, and also of 

exposing themselves further to potentially harmful imposition. 

Double threat to both positive and negative face (Brown and 

Levinson 1987). Nonetheless, it is gratifying to see that these 

student teachers are playing some part in the encounter, albeit less 

than that of the tutor. Such findings are in line with previous 

results from research examining the feedback context (Phillips 

1999). Moving towards exploring the nature of the talk, a 

quantitative analysis using frequency and keyword lists begins to 

take us towards understanding in a more contextualised way what 

is happening in the feedback sessions.  

 

 

Frequency analysis 

 

Comparative frequency lists are a useful indicator of the relative 

characteristics of genres such as POTTI. The following table 

compares the top 50 most frequent words in four spoken corpora: 

POTTI, the one-million word L-CIE corpus, an academic English 

corpus of 340,000 words (ACAD), and a spoken business English 

corpus of 250,000 words (CANBEC). The frequency lists for 
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CANBEC and ACAD come from McCarthy and Handford (2004). 

Table 2 presents the results. The words which are exclusive to 

POTTI are shaded on the table. 
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 POTTI L-CIE ACAD CANBEC 

1 I THE THE THE 

2 YOU I AND AND 

3 THE AND OF TO 

4 TO YOU YOU I 

5 THAT TO A YOU 

6 AND IT TO A 

7 IT A THAT IT 

8 YEAH THAT IN YEAH 

9 OF OF IS THAT 

10 A IN IT OF 

11 WAS YEAH I WE 

12 IN WAS ER ER 

13 THEY IS SO IS 

14 IS LIKE IT'S IN 

15 KNOW KNOW THIS SO 

16 THEM HE WHAT IT'S 

17 EM THEY YEAH ERM 

18 BUT ON ERM BUT 

19 WHAT HAVE ARE ON 

20 HAVE THERE BUT FOR 

21 SO NO ON KNOW 

22 JUST BUT HAVE THEY 

23 DO FOR BE BE 

24 WERE BE WE WELL 

25 THINK WHAT RIGHT HAVE 

26 ON SO KNOW MM 

27 AT DO AS IF 

28 DID WE THEY DO 

29 NOT IT'S IF THAT'S 

30 WOULD AH OR WHAT 

31 WELL NOW DO JUST 

32 THIS OH NOT WITH 

33 BECAUSE SHE WITH ALL 
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34 OR ARE ALL RIGHT 

35 AS ALL FOR THIS 

36 ARE ONE WHICH GOT 

37 ONE THAT'S AT NO 

38 IF THIS ONE AT 

39 THERE WITH THERE WAS 

40 WITH JUST CAN ONE 

41 BE OR ABOUT NOT 

42 HAD AT THAT'S THERE 

43 OKAY NOT LIKE THINK 

44 FOR WELL WAS CAN 

45 IT'S DON'T MM AS 

46 MMHM IF JUST ARE 

47 ABOUT THEM VERY DON'T 

48 VERY WOULD HE THEM 

49 MEAN GOING OKAY GET 

50 YOUR OUT BECAUSE THEN 

 

Table 2. Frequency comparisons POTTI, L-CIE, ACAD, and 

CANBEC.  

 

In line with findings by McCarthy and Handford (2004) these lists 

show a common core high frequency vocabulary, with none of the 

top ten words in POTTI not appearing in the top ten of at least one 

of the other lists. Only seven of the words on the POTTI list do not 

appear on any of the other lists (illustrated by shading on Table 2). 

Two of these, em and mmhm, can be discounted as they are most 

probably attributable to differences in transcription systems. Three 

of the different words, were, did and had, past tense verb forms, 

indicate the relatively factual and descriptive narrative nature of 

POTTI. Mean may be indicative of much exemplification and 

clarification in POTTI, or more likely its dual function as a hedge 

accounts for its above average frequency. The only other word 

unique to POTTI’s list is your. The use of this possessive 

determiner might be explained by the personalised commentary of 
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student teacher behaviour and teaching performance, a more 

detailed concordance analysis presented below will provide more 

subtle insights. 

The importance afforded to interpersonal language use in 

this research provides an imperative to compare tutor and student 

teacher talk. We have already seen a very uneven distribution in 

quantity of talk between both parties and comparative frequency 

lists for tutors and student teachers may provide further insights 

into differences in the relative quality and content of their talk. 

Table 3 shows both lists. Shaded items are those which are 

exclusive to the tutor or student teacher lists, and will be 

commented on further below.  

 

 TUTOR STUDENT TEACHER 

1 YOU 2,955 I 2,398 

2 THE 2,220 THE 1,023 

3 TO 1,525 YEAH 932 

4 THAT 1,502 TO 771 

5 I 1,198 AND 729 

6 IT 1,182 WAS 699 

7 AND 1,129 THAT 671 

8 OF 963 IT 670 

9 A 933 OF 543 

10 IN 853 YOU 427 

11 IS 673 A 423 

12 YEAH 631 EM 394 

13 THEY 555 KNOW 390 

14 WAS 534 THEY 377 

15 WHAT 501 IN 364 

16 THEM 469 THEM 303 

17 BUT 450 JUST 286 

18 DO 420 BUT 255 

19 HAVE 415 HAVE 250 

20 WERE 397 THINK 240 

21 KNOW 383 SO 237 
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22 THIS 378 WELL 223 

23 ARE 358 MM 217 

24 SO 353 BECAUSE 185 

25 EM 347 DID 181 

26 ON 343 WHAT 179 

27 YOUR 326 MMHM 176 

28 WOULD 322 HAD 175 

29 NOT 314 DIDN'T 171 

30 AT 310 IS 170 

31 IF 297 WERE 170 

32 JUST 290 AT 169 

33 BE 289 OR 165 

34 THINK 283 AS 155 

35 IT'S 279 THERE 155 

36 AS 277 ONE 154 

37 DID 277 DO 153 

38 FOR 276 MEAN 151 

39 OR 269 ON 150 

40 WITH 268 RIGHT 149 

41 ONE 254 AH 146 

42 VERY 253 DON'T 142 

43 BECAUSE 252 NO 139 

44 OKAY 247 KIND 136 

45 THERE 240 NOT 135 

46 ABOUT 239 SAID 129 

47 NOW 239 LIKE 127 

48 SAY 225 OKAY 127 

49 WELL 219 WOULD 125 

50 HAD 202 THEN 120 

 

Table 3. Tutor and student teacher frequency lists (top 50 words). 

 

 

Again there are many similarities but the two lists diverge in 12 

cases on each. The following words appear in the tutors’ list only: 
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this, are, if, be, for, with, one, very, about, now, say, had.  This, 

for, with, about and one suggest the type of informative and 

rationalising narrative engaged in by the expert speaker. If and had 

indicate a tutor strategy to move the discourse into hypothetical 

and irealis mode.  About and say hint at hedging, while very points 

to the tutor’s right to make evaluative judgements, either positive 

or negative. The use of be merits further analysis to investigate its 

directive function. Some words feature more highly in the student 

teacher list also. These include: mm, mmhm, ah, right, no, didn’t, 

mean, kind, like, don’t, said, and then. The first five on the list can 

function as response tokens and the listenership role of the student 

teacher. Mean, kind and like suggest a high degree of hedging. 

Didn’t and don’t may be used for negative evaluations or 

uncertainty, while said and then are to be expected in the type of 

personal reporting engaged in by the student teacher.  

 

 

Keyword analysis 

 

Although frequency list comparisons like those just presented are a 

useful starting point when attempting to establish the shared and 

distinguishing characteristics of a particular type of discourse, they 

do not tell us which words are statistically significant. A keyword 

comparison against a larger reference corpus, in this case L-CIE 

(containing the genre of casual conversation), reveals more 

specific distinctions. Table 4 presents the top 100 keywords in 

POTTI. Using even the arbitrary cut-off point of 100 words, this 

list tells something of what makes POTTI unique as a genre. 

 

 WORD  WORD 

1 MMHM 51 VIDEO 

2 EM 52 CLASSROOM 

3 I 53 HAD 

4 YOU 54 YEAH 
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5 LESSON 55 AWARE 

6 CLASS 56 THEY 

7 THEM 57 EXERCISES 

8 THAT 58 GROUP 

9 MM 59 EXAMPLES 

10 WORDS 60 LITTLE 

11 STUDENTS 61 BOOK 

12 EXERCISE 62 WORD 

13 VOCABULARY 63 TP 

14 ACTIVITY 64 DID 

15 QUESTIONS 65 WAS 

16 BECAUSE 66 LEVEL 

17 OKAY 67 GROUPS 

18 WERE 68 INFORMAL 

19 TEACHING 69 PLAN 

20 VOCAB 70 PICKED 

21 SORT 71 INTERMEDIATE 

22 FORMAL 72 PROBING 

23 INSTRUCTIONS 73 WHOLEMEAL 

24 MEAN 74 TIME 

25 DICTIONARY 75 APPROACH 

26 FELT 76 PAUSE 

27 ASKED 77 QUITE 

28 DICTIONARIES 78 FOCUS 

29 MORE 79 STAGE 

30 EXPLAIN 80 SECONDS 

31 THINK 81 LANGUAGE 

32 NEED 82 HISTORIC 

33 THINGS 83 CONSCIOUS 

34 DIDN'T 84 YOURSELF 

35 PAIRS 85 WANTED 

36 TAUGHT 86 PETRA 

37 TO 87 PREP 

38 TERMS 88 ANSWER 

39 CORRECTION 89 OTHERS 
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40 BIT 90 SOME 

41 ASK 91 CARRIE 

42 QUESTION 92 MONITORING 

43 MAYBE 93 PREPARATION 

44 TEACH 94 FEEL 

45 DIFFICULT 95 TEACHER 

46 DEFINITIONS 96 DEFINITION 

47 USE 97 VERY 

48 FIONNUALA 98 CHALLENGING 

49 JUST 99 DIFFERENT 

50 DESCRIBE 100 EXPLAINED 

 

Table 4. Keywords in POTTI (top 100 words).  

 

The keywords listed on Table 4 can be analysed and grouped into 

the following five broad categories: 

  

Metadiscourse 
 
Some of the defining characteristics that a ‘Community of 

Practice’ has formed are the use of “jargon and shortcuts to 

communication [...] specific tools, representations, and other 

artefacts” and “certain styles recognized as displaying 

membership” (Wenger 1998: 125-126). The use of 

“metadiscourse” (Hedgcock 2002: 305) in LTE is expected to 

include metalanguage used to describe language and also 

conventions to describe the art of teaching. Both are apparent in 

the lexical choices made by the speakers in POTTI and the top 100 

keywords contain a very high proportion of such vocabulary. 

These include: lesson, class, words, students, exercise, vocabulary, 

activity, questions, teaching, instructions, formal, dictionary, 

pairs, correction, definitions, video, examples, level, groups, plan, 

intermediate, probing, prep, monitoring, and so on.  

 

Cognitive and cathartic words 
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In line with the cognitive, reflective and affective focus of 
LTE it is not surprising to find the following among the 
differentiating lexical repertoire of tutors and student 
teachers in the feedback session: mean, felt, think, aware, 
conscious, wanted, feel and challenging. 
 
Reference  
 
POTTI data contain relatively more reference items than casual 

conversation found in L-CIE. Among the keywords are: personal 

pronouns, I, you, they, and them, the reflexive pronoun yourself, 

the demonstrative pronoun that, the names Fionnuala, Carrie, 

Petra (although these could not really be considered key), and 

other reference words like things and others (for a full account see 

Farr 2005b: 216-223).  

 

Words indicating interactivity 
 
Tokens signifying mutual and reciprocal engagement are again in 

the keyword list and include mmhm, mm, okay, and yeah (see Farr 

2003). 

 

Hedging words 
 
Indicators of hesitation such as em, and other lexis associated with 

the realm of vague, fuzzy, or hedgy language can be found in the 

examples, sort, mean, think, terms, bit, maybe, just, little, and 

some. 

  

 

Cluster analysis 

 

The area of formulaic language use has received much attention in 

recent times with many insightful findings emanating from corpus-

based studies (see for example Wray 2002, Adolphs and Durow 

2004, Schmitt 2004, Spöttl and McCarthy 2004). In addition to 

individual lexical choices in POTTI, it is interesting to examine 

whether there are significant reoccurrences of phrases in the form 



Farr, F., 2007. Spoken language as an aid to reflective practice in language 
teacher education: using a specialised corpus to establish a generic fingerprint. In: 
M.-C. Campoy, and M.-J. Luzón (Eds), Spoken Corpora in Applied Linguistics. 
Bern: Peter Lang, 235-258. 

 

of clusters. Table 5 below details the three, four, and five word 

clusters found in the data. The top 20 clusters were examined in 

each case and any partially repeated clusters are included in one 

section only. There are examples of clusters which are directive or 

critical, contain metadiscourse as illustrated above, and lots of 

pragmatic hedges and mitigators.  

 

5 WORD CLUSTERS OCCURRENCES 

AT THE END OF THE 13 

YOU NEED TO LOOK AT 8 

THE END OF THE DAY 7 

I WAS GOING TO SAY 6 

YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN 6 

ABOUT THAT A LITTLE BIT 5 

AM I GOING TO DO 5 

AND I WOULD SAY THAT 5 

I SHOULD HAVE TOLD THEM 5 

TALK TO ME ABOUT THAT 5 

THAT PART OF THE LESSON 5 

A MINUTE TO LOOK AT 4 

AND I DIDN'T WANT TO 4 

AND I WAS TRYING TO 4 

DID YOU WANT THEM TO 4 

DO YOU KNOW WHAT I 4 

EM I MEAN I DIDN'T 4 

HOW AM I GOING TO 4 

 

4 WORD CLUSTERS  

OR SOMETHING LIKE THAT 17 

A LITTLE BIT MORE 14 

I DON'T KNOW WHAT 13 

I THINK IT WAS 12 

I THINK THAT WAS 12 

I DON'T KNOW I 11 
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I DON'T THINK I 11 

I MEAN YOU KNOW 11 

I WAS A BIT 11 

YOU NEED TO BE 11 

A BIT OF A 10 

GET THEM TO DO 10 

TO BE AWARE OF 10 

 

3 WORD CLUSTERS  

I MEAN I 60 

YOU KNOW I 56 

I WOULD SAY 51 

IN TERMS OF 51 

I THINK YOU 49 

ONE OF THE 49 

A LOT OF 44 

I THINK THAT 44 

AND I WAS 42 

I MEAN YOU 41 

I THINK I 41 

YOU HAVE TO 41 

SOME OF THE 38 

 

Table 5. Clusters in POTTI. 

 

 

Although clustering does not seem to be as formulaic as in other 

genres such as business discourse (see for example, McCarthy and 

Handford 2004), POTTI nonetheless contains at least one fixed 

phrase shared with other registers: at the end of the day. This is an 

encouraging finding in light of the fact that over-routinisation and 

over-formulaic language use has been considered poor practice 

(Maingay 1997). Some clusters are directive and used to give 

advice and exemplification, for example, you need to look at, talk 
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to me about that, you need to be, get them to do, to be aware of, 

you have to. Others contain some of the metadiscourse referred to 

earlier, for example, that part of the lesson, or indicate the 

critically reflective nature of the discourse, for example, I should 

have told them, I didn’t want to, I was trying to, I don’t know what, 

I think it was. Most predominately, however, we can find polite 

phrases used as mitigators, or hedges, for example, I was going to 

say, you know what I mean, I would say, about that a little bit. 

 

 

 

Discussion and conclusion 
 

 

This chapter, based primarily on a qualitative analysis, reveals a 

number of interesting facts about the nature of the POTTI genre. 

Measure of speaker participation and utterance length per 

participant indicate that the majority of talk is conducted by the 

tutor. Despite the attested aim for student teachers to participate 

fully and be critically reflective, this might have been anticipated, 

given that most of the student teachers are inexperienced and 

relatively young. In the second part of the analysis, the generation 

of frequency lists and keyword lists identify the shared and 

distinctive characteristics of POTTI talk relative to other genres. It 

shares the typical lexicon associated with spoken genres, such as 

highly frequent use of personal pronouns. On the other hand, it 

displays a higher frequency of specific metadiscourse relating to 

the teaching of languages and the TP context, more cognitive and 

cathartic words, more reference in the form of pronouns and 

vocatives, and many tokens indicating interactivity, such as okay, 

mm, and yeah. And finally, the cluster analysis reinforces some of 

the findings of the keyword analysis and presents some formulaic 

sequences relating to exemplification, the critically reflective 

nature of the talk, and many polite phrases used as mitigators and 

hedges. We therefore have a generic fingerprint of POTTI, which 

can be instrumental in a number of ways. It can provide the 
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statistical justification and basis for a more detailed and perhaps 

more qualitative contextualised account of some of the identified 

items, by means of concordance searches, patterns and 

collocations. This would allow for the investigation of hypotheses 

generated from the initial quantitative findings. Indeed to this end, 

I have elsewhere examined in much more detail the phenomena of 

engaged listenership (Farr 2003), reference (Farr 2005b), 

participation and interactivity (Farr 2005a), and modality (Farr 

2006a), and am currently working on a combined analysis of the 

corpus findings and the questionnaire and diary data (Farr 2006b). 

However, this is a time expensive endeavour, and though very 

insightful, is not always one easily available to many teacher 

educators. Nevertheless there are many who may wish to engage 

in some sort of reflection and development in the realm of 

teaching practice feedback, and even a generic analysis like the 

one above can be useful in a reflective practice loop.   

If we are to return to just the second of Wallace’s reasons for 

engaging in reflective practice ‘It allows us to identify areas for 

self-development and at the same time raises awareness of 

professional strengths’ (Wallace 1998: 4), and apply it to what we 

have seen in the analysis above, we can identify several areas for 

development, for example, to increase student teacher 

participation, perhaps to avoid formulaic language clusters that 

have become devoid of meaning, and to reduce the potential 

occurrences of negative retrospection without positive outlook . 

On the other hand, we can also find much evidence of professional 

strengths, for example, the ability to engage the student teachers 

using the appropriate metadiscourse, ample use of hedging and 

modal structures suggestive of a pragmatically sensitive encounter 

attempting to minimise the imposition, and many interactive 

listening devices being used by both parties. Only when this 

awareness is made explicit through the use of documented 

evidence, in this case in the form of a spoken corpus, can 

professional educators begin to modify their practices for 

improved future engagement with student teachers. Of course, this 

is but one means among others already mentioned, but a spoken 
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language corpus can be a valuable instrument in the toolbox for 

professional development, and in turn using a corpus in this way is 

a new departure for the potential applications of corpus linguistics 

in teacher education contexts.   
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