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1. Introduction to MICUSP: 
Composition and markup

MICUSP background
Rather extensive research on academic writing

Composition and markup

Rather extensive research on academic writing 
produced by experts and by learners (CL and EAP)
Gap: advanced but unpublished academic writingGap: advanced but unpublished academic writing 
by graduate-level university students
Why? Difficulty of accessing unpublishedWhy? Difficulty of accessing unpublished 
academic writing--especially in any systematic 
way
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1. Introduction to MICUSP: 
Composition and markup

829 A-graded papers; around 2.6 million words
Papers collected from 16 disciplines across 4

Composition and markup

Papers collected from 16 disciplines across 4 
academic divisions (Humanities & Arts; Social Sciences; 
Biological & Health Sciences; Physical Sciences)
Students at 4 levels of study (senior undergraduates; 
1st, 2nd, 3rd year graduates)
Native and non native speaker contributionsNative and non-native speaker contributions
Freely accessible online using MICUSP Simple

More info: flyer and http://micusp.elicorpora.info
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1. Introduction to MICUSP: 
Composition and markup

Distribution of papers across disciplines
Composition and markup
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1. Introduction to MICUSP: 
Composition and markup

MICUSP markup
Each paper is encoded in TEI compliant XML

Composition and markup

Each paper is encoded in TEI-compliant XML
File header incorporating the metadata collected 
during paper submissionduring paper submission
Encoding of textual features like quotations, 
emphasis bulletsemphasis, bullets
Structural divisions (headings, sections, 
paragraphs) of the original paper maintainedparagraphs) of the original paper maintained
Sentence tokenization
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP disciplinesMICUSP disciplines

The importance of phraseology in linguistics
"the normal carrier of meaning is the phrase"the normal carrier of meaning is the phrase  
(Sinclair 2005)

Phraseology: the heart of language (Ellis 2008)Phraseology: the heart of language (Ellis 2008)

In academic writing: important to know genre- and 
discipline-specific phrasesdiscipline-specific phrases

Aim: construct a phraseological profile of student p g p
academic writing across disciplines; focus on 
identification and textual distribution of items
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP disciplinesMICUSP disciplines

Data and analytic procedure
Phraseology measured through n-grams andPhraseology measured through n-grams and        
p-frames
N-grams: on the one hand, on the other handg ,
P-frames (on the * hand) reduce n-gram lists in a 
motivated way

remove topic-specific items while highlighting discourse 
items so are suited for the study of intra-textual variation
Restricted definition of p-frames used here: only itemsRestricted definition of p frames used here: only items 
with an internal variable slot (Römer, forthc.), not 
*BCD/ABC* type (Biber 2009)
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP disciplinesMICUSP disciplines

Data and analytic procedure
Extracted n grams and p frames (spans: 3 4 5)Extracted n-grams and p-frames (spans: 3, 4, 5) 
using kfNgram (Fletcher 2002-2007)

N gram/p frame extractions based on:N-gram/p-frame extractions based on: 
MICUSP_all
4 MICUSP subsets: BIO ENG MEC/IOE PSY4 MICUSP subsets: BIO, ENG, MEC/IOE, PSY

Created key-PI lists for each MICUSP subset/span 
(MICUSP all as reference corpus)(MICUSP_all as reference corpus)
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP disciplinesMICUSP disciplines

Selected results: high-frequency PIs in MICUSP
Span 3 Span 4 Span 5Span 3 Span 4 Span 5
it would be
the fact that

on the other hand
at the same time

in the * of the
of the * of thethe fact that

as well as
the * of

at the same time
as a result of
the * of the

of the  of the
at the * of the
in order to * the

to * the
the * and
the * to

in the * of
it is * to
at the * of

it is * that the
for the * of the
with the * and thethe * to

the * that
at the * of
it is * that

with the * and the
on the * of the
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP disciplinesMICUSP disciplines

Selected results: key-PIs across disciplines
General finding: lots of topic-related PIs that onlyGeneral finding: lots of topic-related PIs that only 
occur in the selected discipline, e.g.
BIO: of * species, the * of cholera, body color * wing p , , y g
venation
ENG: in * novel, the vicar of wakefield, the * of st albans
MEC/IOE th d i f * hi l i th f t dMEC/IOE: the zero dynamics, of * vehicle, in the front end
PSY: the psychological well-being, in the * game, of child 
and adolescent
Look at non-topic/discourse related items...
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP disciplinesMICUSP disciplines

Key-PIs within disciplines: BIOLOGY
Span 3 Span 4 Span 5Span 3 Span 4 Span 5
stark et al
et al 2000

stark et al 1966
the total number of

it has been * that
et al 2000
total number of
in * experiment

the total number of
- Use of sources
- Bibliographicin  experiment

the number of
Bibliographic 

conventions
- Empirical research
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP levels and disciplinesMICUSP levels and disciplines

Key-PIs within disciplines: ENGLISH
Almost all key-PIs topic-relatedAlmost all key-PIs topic-related
Many pronoun clusters (e.g. of her own, she is not, his * 
and his), probably from papers about novels/plays), p y p p /p y
in the * of, the * in which, at the end - partly 
topic-related
Negative key items: due to the, based on the,    
more likely to, the number of 
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP levels and disciplinesMICUSP levels and disciplines

Key-PIs within disciplines: ENGINEERING (MEC/IOE)
Span 3 Span 4 Span 5Span 3 Span 4 Span 5
we * that
shown in figure

as * in figure
shown in * 1

of * project is to
it was * that theshown in figure

we determined the
layout * the

shown in * 1
we were * to
it was * that

it was * that the
in order to * the

layout  the
the * model
to calculate the

it was  that
we were able to
as shown in figure

- Empirical research
- Reporting findingsto calculate the

table * below
as shown in figure 

- Focus on analytic 
procedure & results
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2. Phraseological variation across 
MICUSP levels and disciplinesMICUSP levels and disciplines

Key-PIs within disciplines: PSYCHOLOGY
Span 3 Span 4 Span 5Span 3 Span 4 Span 5
more likely to
higher * of

are * likely to
the * effects of

[none; all topic-
related]higher  of

been shown that
in * study
may be more

the  effects of
are more likely to

Negative key item:

]

may be more
more likely to
of the study

Negative key item: 
the * of the - Literature review/ 

use of sources
H d iet al 2002

in * research
have found that

- Hedging
- Empirical research
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological itemsphraseological items

Hoey (2005) suggests that words and phrases have 
associations with particular textual positions, e.g. p p , g
the beginning or end of sentences, paragraphs and 
texts

Textual Priming Project (Hoey & O’Donnell 2008) 
confirmed this claim in the analysis of a large newspaper 
corpus (e.g. according to a) 

Here we apply similar analysis to PIs in MICUSP
Method: Creation of a p-frame/n-gram and 
positional variation database from which a PI’s 
sentence, paragraph and text positional profile can 
be retrieved

Michigan Corpus of Upper-level Student Papers
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological itemsphraseological items

1. Position of (first word of) phrase within sentence
For each instance of

Pos 1 
25%

Pos 2 
50%

Pos 3 
25%For each instance of 

phraseological item in 
MICUSP, identify position 

25% 50% 25%

of first word within its 
sentence
Divide sentence into 3Divide sentence into 3 
parts: first and last 25%, 
remaining middle section g
(50%)

Pos 1 Pos 2 Pos 3
5 4 2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological itemsphraseological items

2. Position of sentence within paragraph
For each instance ofFor each instance of 
phraseological item in 
MICUSP, identify location 
of containing sentence 
within its paragraph sentences

paragraphs
Divide paragraph into 3 
parts: first (Pos 1) and last 
sentence of paragraph

paragraphs

sentence of paragraph 
(Pos 3), sentences that are 
not first or last (Pos 2)

Michigan Corpus of Upper-level Student Papers
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological itemsphraseological items

3. Position of paragraph within text
For each instance ofFor each instance of 
phraseological item in 
MICUSP, identify location 

15%

of containing paragraph 
within its text/paper
Divide paragraph into 3 h70%Divide paragraph into 3 
parts: Paragraph is within first 
15% of paper (Pos 1), paragraph 

paragraphs70%

is part of mid-70% of paper 
(Pos 2), paragraph is within 
final 15% of paper (Pos 3) 15%p p ( )

Pos 1 Pos 2 Pos 3
1 1 4



3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: the * that -Avoidance of 
sentence-final VPR: 33.49%

phraseological items

position

-Even distribution 
across paragraphs

VPR: 33.49%
Variant/P-frame Ratio (Römer, forthc.)

across paragraphs

-Slight text-final 
preference

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: the * that -Avoidance of 
sentence-final VPR: 33.49%

phraseological items

position

-Even distribution 
across paragraphs

VPR: 33.49%
Variant/P-frame Ratio (Römer, forthc.)

across paragraphs

-Slight text-final 
preference

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: it is * that -Strong sentence-
initial preference

VPR: 19 05%

phraseological items

-Even distribution 
across paragraphs

VPR: 19.05%

-Preference for 
text-final position

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: it is * that -Strong sentence-
initial preference

VPR: 19 05%

phraseological items

-Even distribution 
across paragraphs

VPR: 19.05%

-Preference for 
text-final position

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: it would be * to
St fVPR: 37 25%

phraseological items

-Strong preference 
for sentence-initial, 
and text-final 

i i

VPR: 37.25%

positions 

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: it would be * to
St fVPR: 37 25%

phraseological items

-Strong preference 
for sentence-initial, 
and text-final 

i i

VPR: 37.25%

positions 

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: as * in figure -Strong 
preference forVPR: 21 57%

phraseological items

preference for 
sentence-final 
position 
Mild paragraph

VPR: 21.57%

-Mild paragraph-
and text-final 
preference 

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: as * in figure -Strong 
preference forVPR: 21 57%

phraseological items

preference for 
sentence-final 
position 
Mild paragraph

VPR: 21.57%

-Mild paragraph-
and text-final 
preference 

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: in order to * the -Strong preference 
for sentence andVPR: 61 64%

phraseological items

for sentence- and 
paragraph- initial 
positions 
Mild text medial

VPR: 61.64%

-Mild text-medial 
preference
-Avoids sentence-
fi l itifinal position

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: in order to * the -Strong preference 
for sentence andVPR: 61 64%

phraseological items

for sentence- and 
paragraph- initial 
positions 
Mild text medial

VPR: 61.64%

-Mild text-medial 
preference
-Avoids sentence-
fi l itifinal position

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: are * likely to -Avoids sentence-
final and favors
sentence-medial/VPR: 7 63%

phraseological items

sentence medial/ 
initial positions
-Strongly prefers 
paragraph-medial/

VPR: 7.63%

paragraph-medial/ 
final positions
-Mild text-medial 
preferencepreference

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological items

Select results: are * likely to -Avoids sentence-
final and favors
sentence-medial/VPR: 7 63%

phraseological items

sentence medial/ 
initial positions
-Strongly prefers 
paragraph-medial/

VPR: 7.63%

paragraph-medial/ 
final positions
-Mild text-medial 
preferencepreference

χ2
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological itemsphraseological items

on the other hand across disciplines
BIO ENG

MEC/IOE PSY
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3. Positional variation of select  
phraseological itemsphraseological items

as well as across disciplines
BIO ENG

MEC/IOE PSY
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4. Conclusion
This paper has... 

... introduced MICUSP as a new resource for the 
study of proficient student academic writing
... stressed the importance of phraseological

h i li d li i i ifi llresearch in applied linguistics, specifically
identification of common phraseological items in 
advanced student writing across different disciplinesadvanced student writing across different disciplines
determination of the textual distribution of these items 
and highlighting some interesting positional patterns
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4. Conclusion
Pedagogical implications

Important to identify commonly used phrases in  
di f di i lidiscourse of a discipline

novice academic writers need to know what is 
common/expected (gate-keeping)/ p (g p g)

Positional distribution analysis provides useful 
information for EAP teachers and novice academic 

i (b h NS d d i i lwriters (both NS students and international 
students)

important to know which items/phrases to use where in aimportant to know which items/phrases to use where in a 
text (in a given discipline)
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4. Conclusion
Future avenues

Look at the textual distribution of a larger number 
of items
Study frequent items in context to examine their 
di f idiscourse functions
With p-frames: analyse p-frame internal variation 
( ti i f i t )(semantic grouping of variants)
Carry out comparisons with expert/published 
writing (research articles from different disciplines) andwriting (research articles from different disciplines) and 
with comparable sets of learner academic writing 
(availability issues)
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Thank you!Thank you!
Matthew Brook O’Donnell & Ute RömerMatthew Brook O Donnell & Ute Römer 

mbod@umich.edu, uroemer@umich.edu 
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