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The aim of this contribution is to discuss the use of spoken language corpora as a resource for L2
teaching, with a particular focus on the teaching of “little words” and discourse markers. The project to
be presented was carried out within a usage-based approach (Bybee, 2010), according to which, the
quality and quantity of input, as well as attentional processes, are central to second language learning.

During the last years, the development of oral interaction skills has increased in importance in L2
language teaching. However, in the case of L2 French, this aspect of the language is rarely, and if often
poorly, covered in language textbooks (Alberdi & Etienne, 2021; Delahaie, 2009). Corpus-based
teaching materials could be particularly relevant for teaching interactional phenomena. Corpora help to
enrich the input and reflect the language in its (authentic) use. Much of the material we have produced
within this project (https://dicoi.ch/) relates to little spoken words and discourse markers. These
linguistic phenomena are typically polysemous, multifunctional and therefore difficult to identify in the
flood of input. Yet, they play a crucial role in the organization of spoken interaction, and their
appropriate use is a central aspect in the development of L2 oral interaction competence (Youn, 2023).
Earlier research on the use of corpora for the teaching of French L2 interaction is mainly cross-sectional
and often evaluated through learner feedback (e.g. André¢, 2018). For this reason, the project was planned
with a longitudinal design in the hope of reducing the effects of surprise and variation.

The project’s main research question was the following: Does the teaching of “little words” and
discourse markers typical of spoken French, based on corpora of authentic spoken interaction, support
the development of their use in L2 French?

The data come from a two-year longitudinal project conducted in ten classes of students in vocational
training for manual trades. The corpus materials consisted of eight teaching sequences delivered in class
and eleven exercises to be completed autonomously. All the material was carefully constructed
(Gilmore, 2019) to correspond to intermediate learners of French with a low level of education and
literacy. This contribution will focus on six French typical oral little words: d’accord ‘ok’, du coup ‘so’,
donc ‘so’, genre ‘like’, trop ‘too much’ and just ‘just’. We chose to teach these expressions because
they are very current in spoken language, polysemic and polyfunctional.

To assess the development of learners’ use of little words and discourse markers over time, we have
created a longitudinal corpus of peer interactions mainly between participants with L2 French. This
means that in this project, corpora serve both as teaching materials and as evidence of the development
of the phenomenon being taught. The analysis is based on data from 21 speakers of L2 French having a
non-European first language (20-30 years old, in the country since 2 to 7 years). The participants were
audio-recorded at the very beginning of each teaching intervention, i.e. eight times during around 10
minutes over two years. The corpus data were complemented with a short metalinguistic discussion and
a mini test at the end of the first year. They also include a pre- and post-test monologic narration, that
was recorded before the first interaction and after the last one. All in all, the corpus consists of around
190 audio files, 250’000 words transcribed manually in CLAN. The data were analysed qualitatively.

Overall, the results show considerable variation, in terms of participants, production of the target
words and recordings. This can be explained by personal preferences (Youn, 2023), level of proficiency,
as well as limitations inherent in data from free interaction. As for the potential influence of the teaching
materials created on the participants’ use of little words, we expected to see an increase in the use of
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these words after the input. Such an increase is particularly visible for the word juste as well as for du
coup in more advanced participants. The recordings do not always reveal that the words taught were
actually produced, but some (sometimes humorous) comments suggest that the participants had noticed
these words. We can also observe a diversification of the functions used for certain words, whilst for
others a single function predominates. Overall, the markers were produced target-like.

In conclusion, the teaching material was appreciated by the participants and had some influence on
their production of little words, especially juste. The very similar use of this word in English might have
supported noticing and production (Mougeon & Rehner, 2001). The data show some level of proficiency
effect; the little words were less produced by learners with a lower level of vocabulary at pretest. As
others have pointed out (Biilow & Pfenninger, 2021), the fact that certain words and functions have
entered the lexicon does not imply they are automatically produced. In this sense, the use of learner
corpora as a measure of development is a limitation of the project. It was nevertheless a good tool to
assess the development of learners with low education and literacy.
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