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Abstract

This study investigated the use of formulaic language, in the form of four-word lexical bundles, by Thai learners of English as a second
language (ESL) at various levels of English proficiency during interlanguage communication. The investigation focused on two aspects:
the frequencies and pragmatic functions of the four-word lexical bundles. A total of 120 Thai ESL learners participated in the study,
ranging from basic to intermediate and advanced English proficiency levels. In terms of frequency, a list of the most frequently used
four-word lexical bundles by Thai ESL learners at each level was examined. Results showed that learners at higher English levels used
less formulaic language in interactions than those at lower levels. Two similar four-word lexical bundles, centered on "I don't know" and
"I think," were used by Thai ESL learners at all three English levels. The functional analysis demonstrated that Thai ESL learners at all
three English levels used formulaic language to assert group identity as a device for social interaction and as a device for memory
limitations to buy more time and process shortcuts. The function of asserting a separate identity was not used by intermediate-level Thai
ESL learners. Furthermore, the function of processing shortcuts was used less at the advanced level than at the basic level. The findings of
this study indicate that Thai ESL learners use formulaic language differently at different English proficiency levels. Therefore, formulaic
language used by ESL learners in spoken English discourse should be further investigated.
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1. Introduction

Previous studies on formulaic language have demonstrated that native English speakers primarily use fixed or non-fixed lexical units
stored in memory in both written and spoken English (Wray, 2002, 2008; Wray & Perkins, 2000). According to Erman and Warren (2000),
formulaic language makes up 58.6% of spoken English and 52.3% of written English, highlighting the significance and prevalence of
formulaic language, which challenges the traditional notion that language consists solely of grammar and a single lexicon (Wray &
Perkins, 2000).

Recently, researchers have become interested in the use of formulaic language by learners of English as a second language (ESL;
Ebrahimi et al., 2021; Wang & Halenko, 2022). Studies have extensively examined the use of formulaic language in academic English
writing (Chen & Baker, 2016; Leelasetakul, 2019; Narkprom & Phoocharoensil, 2022; Staples et al., 2013) and the effects of different
teaching methods on developing formulaic language use by ESL learners (Ogawa, 2021; Rajeswaran, 2019). However, Staples and
Fernandez (2019) found that formulaic language has not been adequately investigated in relation to interlanguage pragmatics, particularly
in spoken English discourse. Thus, this study examines the frequency and pragmatic functions of formulaic language used by Thai ESL
learners in spoken English discourse. The findings reveal the patterns of formulaic language used by ESL learners in spoken English
discourse.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Formulaic Language

Formulaic language has been described in various terms in the literature (Wray, 2002), such as fixed or semi-fixed units (Biber, 2009),
formulaic sequences (Alharthi, 2015), lexical bundles (Leelasetakul, 2019), formulaic expressions (Ebrahimi et al., 2021), phrase frames (Tan
& Ra@mer, 2022), and multiword structures (Erman & Lewis, 2022). However, previous research largely agrees with the concept of formulaic
language proposed by Wray (2002), who defines formulaic language as "a sequence of words, either continuous or discontinuous” (p. 9).
Additionally, formulaic language appears to be prefabricated in the memory of language users. As a result, it can be retrieved as an entity
while being produced (Wray & Perkins, 2000). This definition reveals two aspects of formulaic language. First, formulaic language consists
of several single lexical items, either continuous (fixed) such as "on the other hand™ (Leelasetakul, 2019), or discontinuous (semi-fixed) such
as "the * of the" (Biber, 2009). Second, these combinations of single lexical items are not random collocations, but instead, they are
memorized by language users as prefabricated combinations and used by them when required in communication.
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Studies on formulaic language have focused on both native English speakers and ESL learners. The most frequently used formulaic
language has always been of interest in this field. Several studies have identified the linguistic forms of the most frequently used
formulaic language (Bardovi-Harlig & Stringer, 2017; Chen & Baker, 2014; Erman & Lewis, 2022), such as noun phrases and verb
phrases. Moreover, the various pragmatic functions of formulaic language in both written and spoken discourse have been evaluated
(Narkprom & Phoocharoensil, 2022; Staples et al., 2013; Staples & Fernandez, 2019). Specifically, the pragmatic functions of formulaic
language in academic English writing have been analyzed (Leelasetakul, 2019), mostly based on the frameworks proposed by Biber (2009)
and Hyland (2008). It was found that native English speakers use formulaic language as stance expressions more frequently than ESL
learners (Leelasetakul, 2019), while ESL learners use formulaic language as text organizers at a high frequency (Narkprom &
Phoocharoensil, 2022).

2.2 Pragmatic Functions of Formulaic Language

Formulaic language plays a significant role in pragmatics because of its pragmatic value in discourses (Wray & Perkins, 2000). Language
users in the same community often use the same or similar recurrent communicative expressions to align with each other and minimize
the risk of potential misunderstandings (Wray, 2008). Previous research (Narkprom & Phoocharoensil, 2022) found that, in academic
English writing, authors express their stances to connect with readers and avoid misunderstandings by using different formulaic language.

The formulaic language utilized in spoken discourse, similar to that in academic English writing, possesses its own pragmatic value (Wray,
2002). To investigate the pragmatic functions of formulaic language in speech, the frameworks proposed by Biber (2009) or Hyland (2008)
may not be optimal, as they were developed and are primarily employed for written language (Narkprom & Phoocharoensil, 2022; Staples
et al.,, 2013). In contrast, Wray and Perkins' (2000) framework for the pragmatic functions of formulaic language was specifically
designed for the study of formulaic language in speech and was employed in this study.

In Wray and Perkins' (2000) framework, the pragmatic functions of formulaic language in speech are classified into two fundamental
types: devices for social interactions and devices to compensate for memory limitations in interaction, as presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Pragmatic functions of formulaic language in spoken discourses adapted from Wray and Perkins (2000)

Pragmatic functions of formulaic language

Devices for social interactions Devices for memory limitations

Commands Standard phrases (with or without

Manipulation of | Requests Processing gaps)

others Politeness markers short-cuts Standard ideational labels with agreed
Bargains meaning
. Storytellin Standard phrases with simple
Asserting y : g . P P
o Turn claimers and holders meanings

separate identity :
Personal turns of phrase Fillers
“In” phrases Time-buyers Turn-holders
Group chants Discourse shape markers

Institutionalized forms of words
Asserting group | Ritual

Repetitions of preceding input

identity Threats Mnemonics
Quotation Manipulation of . .
. . Lengthy texts one is required to learn
Forms of address information gthy 4
Hedge Rehearsal

There are three main pragmatic functions for social interactions. First, the manipulation of others involves meeting one's own needs from
physical, emotional, or cognitive perspectives (e.g., "could you repeat?" "I wonder if..."). Second, asserting a separate identity means that
the interactant either intends to be taken seriously (e.g., "you're never going to believe this, but...") or intends to be separated from others
(e.g., "you know what I mean"). Third, in contrast, asserting group identity expresses overall membership (e.g., "dearly beloved™) or
places oneself in a hierarchy (e.g., "your highness™). There are also three main pragmatic functions for memory limitations. First, the
function of the processing shortcut is to increase the speed or fluency of the utterances (e.g., "put the kettle on, will you?"). Second,
time-buying phrases are used either for emphasis, rhythm, or fluency of the utterances (e.g., "draw a conclusion™) or for buying more time
by holding the floor in interactions (e.g., "let me just say..."). Third, the manipulation of information is mainly used to assist the
interactant in memorizing the information discussed in interactions (e.g., "shall I compare..."). Wray and Perkins (2000) contend that both
the pragmatic functions for social interactions and those for memory limitations represent two sides of the same coin. The pragmatic
functions for social interactions ensure the smoothness of the interaction and the survival of all the interactants involved in one interaction.
The pragmatic functions for memory limitations ensure that the production of utterances by an interactant is fluent.

2.3 Formulaic Language Use in Spoken English Discourse
Research on formulaic language in spoken English discourse has investigated both native English speakers and ESL learners (Ambele et
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al., 2018; Bardovi-Harlig & Stringer, 2017; Erman & Lewis, 2022). Various data collection techniques have been utilized, including the
oral discourse completion task, the retelling task, and the role-play task, resulting in distinct findings in each study. Ambele et al. (2018)
discovered that ESL learners use formulaic language less frequently than native English speakers, whereas Erman and Lewis (2022)
found that advanced L2 English speakers who had resided in an English-speaking environment used formulaic language more frequently
than those at other English proficiency levels. The findings on formulaic language use in spoken English discourse differ from those on
academic English writing, where ESL learners at a lower English proficiency level tend to use formulaic language more often than those
at higher levels (Chen & Baker, 2016). The differing findings suggest that the use of formulaic language by ESL learners is linked to their
English proficiency levels. Furthermore, investigations into the pragmatic functions of formulaic language employed by ESL learners
have revealed that they may not have a complete understanding of the importance of formulaic language functions. In interlanguage
communication, ESL learners use formulaic language to express certain functions influenced by their L1 background knowledge (Ambele
et al., 2018; Bardovi-Harlig & Stringer, 2017).

In comparison to studies of formulaic language in written English discourse, research on formulaic language in spoken English discourse
appears to be inadequate (Erman & Lewis, 2022). Previous studies have rarely utilized naturally occurring data, which may have limited
the full exploration of formulaic language in spoken English discourse. Furthermore, the lack of systematic investigation into the use of
formulaic language in spoken English discourse, unlike studies on written English discourse, has resulted in a deficient comparison of
formulaic language usage among ESL learners at distinct English proficiency levels. Both of these limitations have contributed to an
inadequate understanding of the use of formulaic language by ESL learners in interlanguage communication.

The present study investigates the frequencies and pragmatic functions of the formulaic language used by Thai ESL learners at different
English proficiency levels in the interlanguage pragmatic field. It identifies the most frequently used formulaic language and the
pragmatic functions in naturally occurring data. This study uses a corpus-driven approach (described in the next section), and the most
frequent four-word lexical bundles are extracted for analysis. The study seeks to answer three research questions:

1)  What is the most frequently used formulaic language by Thai ESL learners at the basic, intermediate, and advanced English
proficiency levels in interlanguage communication?

2)  What are the pragmatic functions of the formulaic language in spoken discourse used by Thai ESL learners at the basic, intermediate,
and advanced English proficiency levels in interlanguage communication?

3)  What are the main differences in the frequencies and the pragmatic functions of the formulaic language used by Thai ESL learners
at the basic, intermediate, and advanced English proficiency levels in interlanguage communication?

3. Methodology
3.1 Participants and Data Collection

A total of 120 Thai ESL learners, comprising 64 males and 56 females, participated voluntarily in this study, with 40 participants at each
English proficiency level. Participants were classified into the appropriate English proficiency level (Council of Europe, 2020) based on
the score of an English test, such as TOEFL iBT. All participants were Thai nationals whose native language or L1 was Thai, and they had
studied ESL for at least 12 years before data collection. They were all undergraduate students aged 18-23 years, from first year to fourth
year, enrolled in eight faculties, such as the Faculty of Engineering and the Faculty of Science, at a public university in Bangkok,
Thailand. Nine participants had travelled to English-speaking countries, such as the UK, with the longest stay being 10 days. However, no
participant had lived in an English-speaking country for an extended period.

Each participant was paired with another participant at the same English proficiency level and asked to engage in a 20-minute English
conversation in the genre of daily casual conversation. The aim of this study was to investigate the naturally occurring use of formulaic
language by ESL learners. Each pair had complete freedom in selecting the topic of their conversation and could choose any place on the
campus to have the conversation, such as the common study room at the library. The researcher did not appear during any of the
conversations to ensure that participants felt comfortable and relaxed while talking with each other in English, and that the data collected
were as natural as possible. Each conversation was recorded using an iPhone 11 Voice Memaos, and the spoken data were transcribed into
written form using CHAT conventions (MacWhinney, 2000). As a result, 20 samples of dyadic English conversations were collected from
each of the 40 Thai ESL learners at each English proficiency level, resulting in a total of 60 samples of dyadic English conversations from
the 120 Thai ESL learners.

3.2 Data Analysis

Learner corpus research (LCR) is a recent methodology employed in diverse ESL fields, including interlanguage pragmatics (Fernandez
& Staples, 2021; Staples & Fernandez, 2019). LCR focuses on the naturally occurring interlanguage of language learners, and researchers
may use a large machine-readable database of interlanguage to combine top-down and bottom-up analysis (Paquot & Granger, 2012).
Previous research has shown that studies of formulaic language have been central to both corpus linguistics and LCR (Fernandez &
Staples, 2021; Paquot & Granger, 2012). The present study utilized LCR as the methodology, combining top-down analysis with Wray
and Perkins' (2000) framework and bottom-up analysis with the corpus-driven approach.

This study adopted the use of four-word lexical bundles, both fixed and semi-fixed, which are deemed appropriate for studying formulaic
language. Empirical evidence has demonstrated that four-word lexical bundles typically include three-word lexical bundles, while
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five-word lexical bundles are less frequently encountered in discourse (Chen & Baker, 2016; Tan & R&mer, 2022).

To extract the most frequently used four-word lexical bundles by Thai ESL learners, this study employed two frequency-based approaches.
First, previous studies established frequency cut-off points, typically around 10 instances per million tokens, with an appearance in at
least five different texts, which are considered standard for large corpora (Biber, 2009; Narkprom & Phoocharoensil, 2022). As the learner
corpus in this study is relatively small compared to corpora with over one million tokens, the top 10 most frequently used four-word
lexical bundles, utilized by at least five participants at the same English proficiency level, were selected as the cut-off point. The n-gram
function in AntConc (Anthony, 2022) was used to retrieve the bundles. Three criteria were applied: first, bundles that were
topic-dependent (e.g., the environment in Thailand) were excluded, as their recurrent use was solely due to being the topic of conversation
(Chen & Baker, 2016). Second, overlapping bundles (e.g., "I don't know it" and "don't know it is") were manually examined by the
researcher, as they may have originated from the same context. These were combined as five-word lexical bundles, for instance, "I don't
know it is." Third, bundles without concrete semantic meaning (e.g., "and the the uhh™) were excluded as they were considered fillers
with no specific purpose between utterances. The mutual information (MI) calculated by AntConc (2022) was then used to determine a
significant association of the co-occurrences found in the first stage. The purpose of examining the Ml score is to determine the extent to
which two linguistic tokens co-occur in each context. Paquot and Granger (2012) note that MI has seldom been used in studies of the
formulaic language of ESL learners, partly due to the difficulty in identifying closely associated lexical bundles produced by ESL learners.
Following previous research, an Ml score above 3 is regarded as significant (Yeldham, 2020). The two stages of the frequency-based
approach were employed to ensure that the four-word lexical bundles were indeed the most frequently used.
Furthermore, Wray and Perkins' (2000) framework was used to determine the pragmatic functions of each lexical bundle found in the
corpus. Each pragmatic function was identified based on the concordancers provided by AntConc (2022). Differences in the frequencies
and pragmatic functions used by Thai ESL learners at different English proficiency levels were identified based on the results of Research
Questions 1 and 2.
4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Frequencies of Four-Word Lexical Bundles
For this study, a learner corpus was built entitled the Learner Corpus of Formulaic Language (LCFL). The corpus consisted of three
sub-corpora: the Learner Corpus of Formulaic Language at the Basic Level (LCFLBL), the Learner Corpus of Formulaic Language at the
Intermediate Level (LCFLIL), and the Learner Corpus of Formulaic Language at the Advanced Level (LCFLAL). LCFL contains 127,959
tokens: 26,158 tokens in LCFLBL, 40,562 in LCFLIL, and 61,239 in LCFLAL. Table 2 lists the seven most frequently used four-word
lexical bundles in LCFLBL.
Table 2. Most frequently used formulaic language used by Thai ESL learners at basic English proficiency level

Formulaic language: Four-word lexical bundles Frequencies Number of interactants Ml score

*idon't know 443 36 5.81
i think it * 428 38 6.18
going to talk about 365 21 7.26
we are going to 314 24 5.88
what do you think 305 17 8.19
idontreally * 285 13 5.45
what i mean * 241 15 5.78

Table 2 shows that ESL learners at the basic English proficiency level used the semi-fixed four-word lexical bundle "* I don’t know" the
most in English conversations compared to other four-word lexical bundles, with 36 out of 40 participants (90%) using it. Six lexical items
were found at the beginning of this lexical bundle used by ESL learners at the basic level: "emm", "uhh", "it", "I", "yes", and "no". The
lexical items "emm™ and "uhh™ were used the most frequently (57.15%). Another three semi-fixed units were also found: "I think it *", "I
don’t really *", and "what I mean *". Four lexical items were found at the end of "I think it *": "is", "uhh", "was", and "it". Five were found
at the end of "I don’t really *": "uhh", "know", "understand", "go", and "do". Three were found at the end of "what I mean *": "is", "was",
and "uhh". Moreover, three fixed four-word lexical bundles were found. Although "I think it *" was the second most frequently used
four-word lexical bundle based on frequency, it was used by the highest number of participants (95%). The fixed unit "what do you think"
had the highest Ml score, indicating that this four-word lexical bundle is more strongly collocated than others. Table 3 shows the six most
frequently used four-word lexical bundles in LCFLIL.

Table 3. Most frequently used formulaic language used by Thai ESL learners at intermediate English proficiency level

Formulaic language: Four-word lexical bundles  Frequencies Number of interactants Ml score

i don't know it 314 31 3.78
*itsokitls 188 25 5.89
idon'tlike * 94 18 3.55
let s talk about * 68 18 5.97
i think uhh * 65 29 4.10
* something like that 64 22 4.05

The four-word lexical bundle "T don’t know it" is the most frequently used formulaic language by ESL learners at the intermediate English
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proficiency level, with 31 out of 40 participants (77.5%) using it. The other five lexical bundles are semi-fixed units. The second most
frequently used one, "* it’s ok it’s", was used with "uhh", "emm", "it", "I", and "well" at the beginning. This finding may indicate the
phenomenon of filler redundancy produced by ESL learners in naturally occurring data. A similar phenomenon was also found in the use of
"I think uhh *" and " something like that". The filler "emm" was used most often at the end of "I think uhh *" (32 instances, 49.23%) and at
the beginning of "* something like that" (27 instances, 42.19%). The lexical items at the end of "I don’t like *" and "let’s talk about *"
mainly pertained to the topic under discussion (e.g., "I don’t like people") and pronouns relating to the context (e.g., "let’s talk about him").
Finally, this study found five four-word lexical bundles that met the requirements of both the top 10 frequencies and the MI score in
LCFLAL, as illustrated in Table 4.

Table 4. Most frequently used formulaic language used by Thai ESL learners at advanced English proficiency level

Formulaic language: Four-word lexical bundles  Frequencies Number of interactants MI score

* i think it 411 26 4.12

what i mean is 395 21 441

i don't know * 185 19 331

* something like that 103 14 3.06

i mean its just 74 15 3.55
Table 4 shows that two fixed four-word lexical bundles were found: "what I mean is" and "I mean it’s just". The most frequently used
four-word lexical bundle was a semi-fixed unit: "* I think it". Six lexical items were identified at the beginning of it: "I", "uhh", "it", "well",

"emm", and "first". The two semi-fixed units, "T don’t know *" and "* something like that", were also used by advanced-level ESL learners.
Various lexical items were identified at the end of "T don’t know ", such as "maybe" and "when", and at the beginning of "* something like
that", such as "uhh".

Tables 2 to 4 present the most frequently used four-word lexical bundles by Thai ESL learners at each English proficiency level. The lexical
bundle "T don’t know" was identified as a common co-occurrence across all three English proficiency levels, indicating its frequent use
among Thai ESL learners at different levels. This finding is consistent with prior research (Coane & Umanath, 2019; Hosoda & Aline, 2021)
that reports frequent usage of "I don’t know" by ESL learners from diverse linguistic backgrounds in English communication. Another
commonly used co-occurrence found within the shared four-word lexical bundles across all three English proficiency levels is "I think".
This observation is congruent with recent studies (Pan & Aroonmanakun, 2022; Wood, 2019) that report a high frequency of usage of "I
think" by ESL learners. Pan and Aroonmanakun (2022) note that Thai ESL learners tend to "overuse 'l think™ (p. 198) in English
communication. Additionally, the lexical bundles frequently used by Thai ESL learners in academic writing (e.g., "on the one hand";
Narkprom & Phoocharoensil, 2022) differ from those used by Thai ESL learners in interlanguage communication, indicating differences in
the use of formulaic language by ESL learners with the same linguistic background across different English genres.

4.2 Pragmatic Functions of Four-Word Lexical Bundles at the Basic Level

Drawing on the framework proposed by Wray and Perkins (2000) and a corpus-driven approach, this study presents the pragmatic functions
of the four-word lexical bundles that Thai ESL learners at the basic English proficiency level use most frequently in Table 5.

Table 5. Pragmatic functions of each four-word lexical bundle used by Thai ESL learners at the basic English proficiency level

Formulaic language: Category of the pragmatic

Devices Pragmatic function

Four-word lexical bundles function
Devices for memory . Standard phrases with simple
. , AR Time-buyers :
*i don 't Know limitations meanings
Devices for social interactions Asserting group identity Hedge
i think it * Dewc_es_for_memory Time-buyers Fillers
limitations
. Devices for memory .
going to talk about limitations Processing short-cuts Standard phrases
we are going to Dewc_es_for_memory Processing short-cuts Standard phrases
limitations
- Devices for memory .
what do you think limitations Processing short-cuts Standard phrases
i don t really * Devices for social interactions Asserting separate identity Turn claimers and holders
what i mean * Devices for social interactions Asserting separate identity Personal turns of phrase

The findings indicate that basic-level ESL learners primarily employ four-word lexical bundles as devices to cope with memory
limitations (five out of eight instances). The most commonly used lexical bundle, "*I don’t know," serves two different pragmatic
functions as a standard phrase to respond to the previous interactant, as illustrated in Excerpt 1.

B12: (.) how (.) did he do it ?
B11l: &-emm (.) i don’t know (.) no idea .
Excerpt 1
B11 uses the filler "emm®" to begin the semi-fixed unit "*I don’t know" in response to B12's question in Excerpt 1. Additionally, B11 adds
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"no idea" to emphasize not knowing the answer. Prior research by Coane and Umanath (2019) has demonstrated that the use of "I don't
know" reveals a state of "not having information in the knowledge base" (p. 152), indicating that the speaker lacks knowledge. However,
the present study finds that "*I don't know" also functions as a hedge to mitigate potential tension in interactions, as illustrated in Excerpt
2.

B25: &-emm (..) but how do you know it ?

B26: &-uhh (.) the [/] the first one (.) it should (.) be right .

B25: (.) no (.) how [/] how right one ?

B26: &-uhh (..) i don’t know (.) maybe the middle (.) also ok .
Excerpt 2

In Excerpt 2, the two interlocutors are discussing how to play chess, and there is an argument between them. B26 uses "*I don't know" not
only to respond to the previous interlocutor but also to mitigate the argument with B25, as indicated by the insertion of the filler "uhh"
and the use of "maybe" thereafter. Previous research has found that Japanese ESL learners use "I don't know" to manage different types of
epistemic stance, including hedging (Alharthi, 2015; Hosoda & Aline, 2021). This study further ascertains that ESL learners use "I don't
know" as a hedging device in interlanguage communication.

Furthermore, the semi-fixed unit "I think it *" functions as a filler in interactions to buy time, as illustrated in Excerpt 3. The semantic
sense of the utterance following "I think it *" is supposed to be that B09's parents took B09 to the place that the interlocutors are
discussing at the moment. However, if "I think" is deleted from the original utterance, the semantic sense of the utterance remains the
same. This finding supports previous research on "I think" (Ambele et al., 2018; Pan & Aroonmanakun, 2022), which found evidence of
its pragmatic use as a filler by both native English speakers and ESL learners. The present study further reveals the use of "I think it *" as
a filler between utterances to buy time in interlanguage communication.

B09: this (.) place &-uhh (.) yes it is .

B10: this is the place ?

B09: yes (.) and i think (.) it is place (.) when my parents take me many time .
Excerpt 3

Besides the first two lexical bundles, "going to talk about,” "we are going to," and "what do you think™ were used as standard phrases for
the interlocutors to process the utterances more clearly and fluently. The lexical bundle "I don't really *" was used to assert the
interlocutor's identity as a turn claimer. The last lexical bundle, "what | mean *," is discussed in the following section.

4.3 Pragmatic Functions of Four-Word Lexical Bundles at the Intermediate Level

Table 6 presents the pragmatic functions of the four-word lexical bundles that were most frequently used by Thai ESL learners at the
intermediate English proficiency level.

Table 6. Pragmatic functions of each four-word lexical bundle used by Thai ESL learners at the intermediate English proficiency level

Formulaic language: Four-word Category of the pragmatic

lexical bundles Devices function Pragmatic function

i don't know it Devices for memory limitations Time-buyers Standard ?:;gﬁigg'th simple
Devices for social interactions Asserting group identity Hedge

*itsokits Devices for memory limitations Time-buyers Turn-holder

i dont like * Devices for social interactions Asserting group identity Personal turns of phrase

let’s talk about * Devices for memory limitations Processing short-cuts Standard phrases

i think uhh * Devices for memory limitations time-buyers Filler

* something like that Devices for memory limitations Processing short-cuts Standard phrases

Similar to ESL learners at the basic level, those at the intermediate level employ "*I don’t know" either as a device for responding to a
question to which no answer can be provided or as a device for mitigating potential tension. Additionally, "I think uhh *" is utilized as a filler
between two utterances to buy more time. Furthermore, the standard phrase "let’s talk about *" is a conversational routine that directs the
interaction towards ongoing topics. Moreover, Thai ESL learners use "I don’t like *" as a turn-taking device to share their opinions.

The semi-fixed unit "*it’s ok it’s" was frequently used as a turn-holder, allowing the interlocutor to continue the utterance, as illustrated in
Excerpt 4.

127: went (.) there before (.) i mean we .

128: you and your sister (.) just lucky .

127: &-uhh (.) not lucky (.) oh (.) yeah () ok (.) .
128: &=laugh .

128: well it’s ok it’s just (.) different life .
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Excerpt 4

Lexical bundles centered on "OK" have been found to be frequently used with various pragmatic functions (Kiramba & Oloo, 2023). In
Excerpt 4, the interlocutors are discussing "dream™ places they had been to before. 127 had been to a place that 128 had never visited.
After 128 expresses a wish to have visited the place too, 127 notices that the information about the place may lead to negative feelings for
128. Hence, 127 utters a series of spoken fillers ("oh," "yeah," "OK"), revealing 127’s awkwardness at that moment. However, 128 uses a
laugh to show that they were not serious about the topic. Subsequently, 128 utters "well, it’s OK" to hold the floor, followed immediately
by another utterance, "it’s just different life," after which 128 attempts to use "*it’s ok it’s" to hold the floor for more utterances.

The semi-fixed unit "*something like that" was frequently used by the ESL learners at the intermediate level, as Excerpt 5 illustrates.
105: this &-uhh () process can [/] can check (.) first way is right .
105: this way is it right or wrong .
105: and that (.) is it &-uhh (.) ok &-emm (.) something like that .
Excerpt 5

Thai ESL learners at the intermediate level tended to insert "*something like that" at the end of an utterance, especially after several
exemplifications had been given (47 instances, 73.4%). This phenomenon was also found in Quammie-Wallen’s (2021) study, in which
"something like that" is marked as "vague language" in Hong Kong English (p. 13), indicating a lack of relevant knowledge in the context.
The Thai ESL learners inserted "*something like that" when they were unable to provide more exemplifications; the use of "*something
like that" seemed to make the end of the utterance more fluent. Moreover, another 17 instances (26.6%) were found in which the
interlocutors inserted "*something like that" after some fragments in the utterances, such as the one in Excerpt 6.

109: &-uhh (.) just go straight (.) and &-uhh (.) i remember (.) .
109: &-uhh (.) long time (.) yeah (.) just (.) something like that .
Excerpt 6

The fragments in the utterances are generally attributable to the deficiency in the English-speaking skill of the ESL learners, resulting in
the use of "*something like that" to make the end of the utterance more fluent.

4.4 Pragmatic Functions of Four-Word Lexical Bundles at the Advanced Level

Table 7 displays the pragmatic functions of the four-word lexical bundles that were most frequently used by Thai ESL learners at the
advanced English proficiency level.

Table 7. Pragmatic functions of each four-word lexical bundle used by Thai ESL learners at the advanced English proficiency level

Formulaic language: Category of the pragmatic

Devices Pragmatic function

Four-word lexical bundles function
S Devices for memory - ;
* -
i think it limitations time-buyers Filler
what i mean is Devices for social interactions Asserting separate identity Personal turns of phrase
Devices for memory - .
limitations time-buyers Filler
i don't know * Devices for social interactions Asserting group identity Hedge
Devices for memory Time-buvers Standard phrases with simple
limitations Y meanings
S Devices for memory .
* -
something like that limitations Processing short-cuts Standard phrases
i mean it 5 just Devices for social interactions Asserting separate identity Personal turns of phrase

Consistent with previous findings, the semi-fixed units "*I think it" and "I don’t know *" were frequently used by Thai ESL learners at the
advanced level. The unit "*1 think it" functioned as a filler, while the same pragmatic function was found in the use of "I don’t know *",
which was not found in LCFLBL and LCFLIL, as demonstrated in Excerpt 7.

A33: probably cause she’s (.) jealous of you .

A34: what (\) ?

A34: no (.) what could i be jealous ?

A33: (.) i don’t know (..) perhaps your everything ?
Excerpt 7

As illustrated in Excerpt 7, there is no tension in the context, which is also apparent in the recording where the tone of both interlocutors
is relaxed. The use of "I don’t know" by A33 may be interpreted as a standard phrase to indicate that A33 does not know the answer to the
previous question, "what could I be jealous." However, the word "maybe" is uttered after "I don’t know" with a longer pause. Using
"perhaps," A33 provides a possible answer after the lexical bundle "I don’t know" is uttered. Therefore, the semi-fixed unit "I don’t know
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*" is considered a filler for A33 to buy more time before the subsequent utterance.

Two lexical bundles, "what I mean is" and "I mean it’s just," were used as personal turns. "I mean" was used to identify a personal
explanation, interpretation, or opinion, as illustrated in the two excerpts below.

A07: it’s dumplings from what (.) china ?

A08: no (.) it’s actually not dumplings (.) it’s like dumplings .

A08: &-uhh (.) it’s with the dough outside right (.) and with the meat inside (.) it .

AO07: what are you talking about ?

A08: &=laugh

A08: what i mean is this is not really the dumpling but it (.) has another name .
Excerpt 8

Al5: i decide to study environmental because i maybe like it .

Al6: you like it now still ?

Al15: &-emm (.) yeah i (.) think so .

Al15: imean (.) it’s just hard for me to [/] to some exams (.) but i still like it .
Excerpt 9

In both excerpts above, the interlocutors primarily used the lexical bundles to clarify their previous ambiguous utterances (i.e., A08 did
not explain some type of food well; Al15's utterance "yeah, | think so" did not fully answer the previous question "you like it now still?").
This further explanation, interpretation, or opinion-sharing marks the personal turn, as the interlocutors intended to identify their own
perspectives. Pan and Aroonmanakun (2022) also found that Thai ESL learners frequently used "I mean" as a turn-taking device to
illustrate personal explanation. This study revealed the use of lexical bundles centered on "I mean" by Thai ESL learners at different
English proficiency levels in interlanguage communication.

4.5 Different Uses of Four-Word Lexical Bundles at Different English Proficiency Levels

Two similar four-word lexical bundles were identified at different English proficiency levels: one centered on "I don’t know" and the
other centered on "I think". Figure 1 and Figure 2 demonstrate the difference in the frequency and the number of participants who used
these lexical bundles at different English levels.
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. |
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Figure 1. Frequencies of using the four-word lexical bundles centered by “I don’t know” and “I think” by Thai ESL learners at three English
levels
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Figure 2. Number of participants who used the four-word lexical bundles centered by “I don’t know” and “I think” by Thai ESL learners at
three English levels

As depicted in Figure 1 and Figure 2, both the frequency and the number of participants who used the lexical bundles centered on "I don’t
know" decreased from the basic level to the advanced level. Concerning those centered on "I think", the number of participants who used it
decreased from the basic level to the advanced level, and intermediate-level ESL learners utilized it much less frequently than those at the
other two levels. These findings suggest that ESL learners at higher levels tend to use formulaic language centered on "I don’t know" less
than those at lower levels, whereas ESL learners at the intermediate level do not rely on "I think™ as much as those at the other two levels.

In addition to the two lexical bundles mentioned above, two other lexical bundles were frequently used at two different levels. One centered
on "what | mean", which was found at the basic level, was used more often by advanced-level ESL learners in terms of both frequency and
the number of participants. The lexical bundle "something like that", which was found at the intermediate and advanced levels, was likewise
used more often as the English level increased. However, fewer participants at the advanced level used it than at the intermediate level,
indicating an imbalance in its use by advanced-level ESL learners.

The different frequencies of use of similar lexical bundles indicate different uses of formulaic language by ESL learners with the same L1
backgrounds at different English proficiency levels. Furthermore, the formulaic language used by ESL learners at different English
proficiency levels was distinct from each other, which is consistent with previous research.

Regarding the differences in the pragmatic functions of four-word lexical bundles, Figure 3 and Figure 4 depict the use of four-word lexical
bundles as devices for social interaction and for memory limitations by Thai ESL learners at different English levels.
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1
0
basic level intermediate level advanced level
Asserting...

Figure 3. Proportion of using the four-word lexical bundles as devices for social interactions at three English levels
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Figure 4. Proportion of using the four-word lexical bundles as devices for memory limitations at three English levels

As shown in Figures 3 and 4, intermediate-level Thai ESL learners did not use the four-word lexical bundles to assert a separate identity for
social interactions. This phenomenon is a new finding since few studies have focused on the pragmatic functions of formulaic language used
by intermediate-level ESL learners. The different pragmatic functions used by ESL learners at the three English proficiency levels indicate
that the use of formulaic language is related to the English proficiency level. Moreover, the four-word lexical bundles used as memory
shortcuts were more frequent at the basic level than at the advanced level, while the use of the four-word lexical bundles as time-buyers was
more frequent among ESL learners at higher proficiency levels than among those at lower levels. Both findings may suggest that ESL
learners at higher English levels tend not to rely on formulaic language to make their utterances fluent, unlike those at lower English levels.

5. Conclusion

The frequency lists reveal that individuals at higher levels of English proficiency utilize fewer types of four-word lexical bundles in
interlanguage communication than those at lower levels. This finding indicates that ESL learners at higher levels demonstrate a greater level
of flexibility in their use of English than those at lower levels. With regard to the pragmatic functions, learners at all three levels of English
proficiency mainly use four-word lexical bundles as devices for social interactions to assert group identity, revealing that ESL learners tend
to employ formulaic language for solidarity in interlanguage communication. Additionally, learners tend to utilize four-word lexical bundles
as devices for memory limitations to buy more time between utterances. This finding indicates that ESL learners at different levels require
certain formulaic language to accomplish utterances in interlanguage communication. Through these findings, it seems that ESL learners at
various levels of English proficiency need formulaic language to complete the English communication. Thus, the input of formulaic
language in second language acquisition is essential to ESL learners. Since ESL learners at lower levels reply on formulaic language more
than the ones at higher levels, different formulaic language with various pragmatic functions should be guided to ESL learners at lower
levels of English proficiency. Besides, instead of using fillers or redundant words, ESL learners may choose different formulaic language to
buy more time in interlanguage communication, which helps the smoothness of the communication.

Regarding both frequencies and pragmatic functions, the outcomes imply that ESL learners at different English proficiency levels do not use
four-word lexical bundles in the same manner in interlanguage communication. Moreover, the use of four-word lexical bundles in speech
differs from their use in writing, as indicated by prior research results (Narkprom & Phoocharoensil, 2022). Both of these points suggest that
future studies on formulaic language should consider the English proficiency level of the ESL learners and the language genre. This is
because the formulaic language use by ESL learners at a certain level of English proficiency cannot represent all the ESL learners at other
levels. The differences in the use of formulaic language in different language genres suggest that the formulaic language use relies on the
language genre as an important factor that cause ESL learners to choose different types of formulaic language. Since few studies have
concentrated on the use of formulaic language in spoken English discourse, future investigations should also examine formulaic language in
different spoken genres employed by ESL learners with diverse L1 backgrounds to corroborate the findings of this research.
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Appendix

Transcription Conventions
&- Marking filled pauses
() Unusual short pause
() Unusual middle pause
1 Single word repetition
<>[/] Multiple words repetition
[/n Retracing
XXX Unintelligible utterance
&=laughs Speaker’s laugh

Copyrights

Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal.

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Published by Sciedu Press 139 ISSN 1925-0703 E-ISSN 1925-0711



