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Virginia Pulcini

Evaluative adjectivesin learner English

Introduction

After 15 years of preparation, in 2010 theuvain International Database of Spo-
ken English Interlanguag@.INDSEI) was finally released. This database aorg
over 1 million words of informal teacher-studenteitviews equally distributed
among sub-corpora of spoken learner interlanguagedused by upper-
intermediate and advanced students learning Enagtish foreign language and be-
longing to 11 linguistic backgrounds (Bulgarian,it&se, Dutch, French, German,
Greek, ltalian, Japanese, Polish, Spanish and StediINDSEI is a powerful
tool for the study of spoken learner English beeaitisallows the comparison of
linguistic features across authentic speech pratibgdearners of different mother
tongue backgrounds. The analysis of learner Engtisiugh computer learner cor-
pora, which has begun in the late 1980s, is nomebrestablished field of re-
search, which has offered a new approach to Setanduage Acquisition and
fresh insights into English Language Teaching (Gean1998; Granger, Hung,
Petch-Tyson 2002).

The present study aims at extending previous rekeam the expression of
evaluation in learner English (De Cock 2007, Pul2B09, De Cock 2011), focus-
sing on the use of evaluative adjectives used byntrs to express positive or
negative attitudes about the topics discussed gldhia interviews. The nature and
the informal character of the LINDSEI interviewsopide rich material for the
study of evaluative and attitudinal expressions;esilearners are engaged in a con-
versation which starts from a chosen topic and thgrands on other issues, events
and ideas in a natural and spontaneous way. Thefdinis research paper is to as-
sess learners’ lexical repertoire, as well as prefeand dispreferred choices in the
use of evaluative adjectives. In order to exploé@ potentialities of LINDSEI, the
data extracted from three sub-corpora will be cambalimiting the investigation

L A control corpus of spoken English used by natpeakers, i.e. theouvainCorpusof Native Eng-
lish ConversatioflLOCNEQ, has also been compiled but is not included énliNDSEI CD-Rom.
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to learners of English who are native speakersash@ce languages, i.e. Italian,
French and Spanish.

Evaluative adjectives

The study of evaluation has been raising a grovmbgrest in corpus linguistics
both from a methodological and theoretical poinviefv (Hunston and Thompson
2000, Hunston 2011). The core function of evalumiio spoken/written texts is
mainly interpersonal, as it brings forward the $ges judgement, attitude or
stance towards a given topic or controversial stibfevaluation can be expressed
through a wide range of linguistic means, including use of evaluative adjectives
signalling quality along the parameters of goodradsadness, in their base, com-
parative and superlative forms and accompanying et of intensificatior.

Following the classification made by Kerbrat-Ordoci (1980), a distinction
can be made between subjective and modal adjectBuggective adjectives ex-
press either an emotional stakt&gpy or evaluation; in the latter case, evaluation
may relate to a nornbéautiful easy or to a system of values or ideologyo6d
interesting importan). Modal adjectives convey the speaker’s attitumeards the
propositional contentpssiblg. In this paper only truly evaluative adjectives a
consideredAs regards syntactic patterning, adjectives maydmsal in attributiveq
good filn) or predicative positionit(was really goodi and enter into different
types of complementatiorggod to seginteresting for mg Adjectives can be
graded by means of adverb modifiers, mainly infearsi (very, really) but also
downtonersifot so beautifgland through comparative and superlative foret-(
ter, the most beautifl

2 For research specifically focussed on the Itasimh-corpus of LINDSEI, see Pulcini (2004) and Pul-
cini, Furiassi (2004).

3 Evaluation, defined by Thompson and Hunston (2)0as the expression of the speaker or
writer’s attitude or stance towards, viewpoint @m,feelings about the entities or propositions that

or she is talking abolit may emerge in different ways and in various @egrof explicitness. Parame-
ters of evaluation are the goodness or badnesstibies, degrees of likelihood/certainty of propos
tions (mostly expressed by modals), and expectedoesmportance. Evaluation emerges in texts
through conceptual, lexical, grammatical and telxtignals. Conceptual signals include markers of
subjectivity and evaluative expressiohshink, in my opinion etc.), comparison (the use of compara-
tives and superlatives), and references to soeilleg (conformity to shared cultural norms). Lekica
signals include evaluative adjectives, nouns (dafigcvalue-laden terms such gsoblem claim,
question) and elements of interpersonal metadiscoursgybe, possiblyou knowy typical of the spo-
ken mode.
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M ethodology

The LINDSEI interview consists of three parts. Thst is a warming-up activity
around a set topic to be chosen by the intervidvasa three given ones: 1) an ex-
perience which has taught the student an impolgasbn, 2) a country that the stu-
dent visited which was particularly impressivea3)lm or a play which the student
found particularly good or bad. The second past fisee conversation and the third
is the narration of a picture-based story. As drpld in the LINDSEI handbook
(Gilquin, De Cock, Granger 2010), both the setdqmrt of the interview and the
picture description are ‘controlled’ tasks, leadthg interviewees to talk about the
same set of topics with a limited freedom of choidewever, the expansion on
other topics during the conversational exchanganalla certain degree of natural-
ness in the interviewees’ linguistic output. Somaleative adjectives are already
introduced in the set topics, iieportant impressivegoodandbad and function
as input for the students’ production.

To start with, all attributive adjectives were extied from the Italian sub-
corpus and then a process of disambiguation wdsrpged. First, noun/adjective
homographskind), adverb/adjective homographgrétty, hard) and ed and -ng
participle/adjective homographsnpressed moving were identified, and nouns,
adverbs and verbs were excluded. Second, evaluatijgetives were singled out
from modal onespossible impossibl¢ and from adjectives which express emo-
tional statesdngry, happy or were not used specifically to express evabmatlo
perform this disambiguation task, each candidafectide was observed in its
KWIC format using the Concord tool of the concorciag software Wordsmith
Tools 5. This process was not always easy, aotlmving example shows:

1 she (er) getangry (erm) she is nogatisfied with the painter’s work but (eh)
the the portrait isealistic . it shows the girl as she is (LINDSEI-IT)

In example (1)angry and satisfieddescribe the emotional state of the girl in the
picture-based story and were therefore rejectedo Athe adjectiverealistic was
eliminated because, although the speaker seemsloate the quality of the por-
trait, it is not evident whether it is a subjectiea neutrally objective statement. In
accordance with these criteria, all adjectives diesg) emotional statesh@ppy
sad satisfied proud were discarded. Similarly, descriptive adjectivdeenoting
size pig, small) or other featurescfld, hot) were eliminated. A further problem
was posed by those adjectives whose semantic ehhrges depending on the lin-
guistic co-text (or, in Firthian terms, depending “the company they keep”): for
example big in (2) is clearly used to express negative evalnasince aig nose
is normally considered unattractive, especially dowoman, whereakig in (3),
which refers to the size of a city, is mainly dgstive. This means thdtig is not a
‘core’ evaluative adjective.
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2 | see a painter who is (eh) portraying (erm) yowognan (mm) who looks not
so nice he she has (elhig nose straight hair the expression also it's not so
(LINDSEI-IT)

3 generally | like (erm) (mm)pig big cities (er) which are which are rich in
(mm) in culture and (mm) arts (LINDSEI-IT)

Once these criteria were established, evaluatiyectides were singled out also
from the students’ turns of the French and Spasighcorpora using the Wordlist
and Concord tools, which allowed us to obtain stiaglly relevant lexical patterns
(collocations) and syntactic clusters, limiting tkearch to the most frequent
evaluative adjectives.

Results

Range and frequency

In terms of range, the number of evaluative adjestiin the Italian, French and
Spanish sub-corpora amounts to about 100 types éachH24 in LINDSEI-FR,
112 in LINDSEI-SP and 104 in LINDSEI-IT. The tokefmr each type were
summed up in order to calculate the overall pesgtwith respect to the size of
each sub-corpus, showing that Italian and Spamameérs use a slightly higher
number of evaluative adjectives than French learfeiNDSEI-IT 1.7%, LIND-
SEI-SP 1.6%, LINDSEI-FR 1.3%).

In order to carry out a qualitative analysis of laative adjectives used by
Italian, French and Spanish learners, three diftelists were obtained, narrowing
the focus to evaluative adjectives having a frequestore of at least 0.1 %o (1 oc-
currence every 10,000 words). As shown in Tabl¢h&, number of statistically
relevant adjectives is slightly different; 28 inNIDSEI-SP, 26 in LINDSEI-IT and
23 in LINDSEI-FR. As can easily be expected, thesnmmmmon evaluative adjec-
tives rank among the most frequent adjectivesénBhglish language (Leeeh al.
2001: 286-291}.

Table 1 - Evaluative adjectives in LINDSEI-IT, LINDSEI-FR and LINDSEI-SP occurring at
least 0.1%o

4 As shown by Furiassi (2004) in the computationalysis of two learner corpora, a spoken one
(LINDSEI-IT) and a written one (ICLE-IT, i.e. thealian sub-corpus of the International Corpus of
Learner English, which is LINDSEI's sister corpusle spoken corpus contains a less varied and more
repetitive vocabulary, as well as a higher proportdf short words (function words and core lexical
items of Anglo-Saxon origin), the use of verbdEfi, discourse markers, and contracted forms.€lhes
data confirm that the same differences that exdstvben spoken and written modes of communication
in native use are also present in these learnpocar
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LINDSEI-IT %o LINDSEI-FR %o LINDSEI-SP %o
1. good 2.3 good 1.2 good 25
better 0.9 better 0.4 better 0.8
best 0.3 best 0.2 best 0.4
2 beautiful 1.7 beautiful 11 nice 1.7
3 important 1.1 interesting 1 beautiful 1.2
4. interesting 1.1 nice 0.9 difficult 0.8
5. difficult 0.8 great 0.7 great 0.8
6 bad 0.7 difficult 0.6 interesting 0.5
7 funny 0.6 awful 0.4 horrible 0.5
8 strange 0.6 bad 0.3 pretty 0.5
prettier 0.2
9. impressive 0.5 funny 0.3 ugly 0.5
10. | nice 0.5 important 0.3 bad 0.4
11. | easy 0.4 wonderful 0.3 friendly 0.3
12. | great 0.4 easy 0.2 important 0.3
13. | wonderful 0.4 expensive 0.2 strange 0.3
14. | famous 0.2 hard 0.2 crazy 0.2
15. | good-looking 0.2 impressive 0.2 easy 0.2
easier 0.1
16. | useful 0.2 lovely 0.2 expensive 0.2
17. | wrong 0.2 pretty 0.2 funny 0.2
18. | boring 0.1 strange 0.2 hard 0.2
19. | crazy 0.1 ugly 0.2 lovely 0.2
20. | dramatic 0.1 amazing 0.1 serious 0.2
21. | fascinating 0.1 boring 0.1 wonderful 0.2
22. | hard 0.1 dangerous 0.1 famous 0.1
23. | pretty 0.1 friendly 0.1 fantastic 0.1
24. | strong 0.1 favourite 0.1
25. | ugly 0.1 perfect 0.1
26. | violent 0.1 silly 0.1
27. strong 0.1
28. stupid 0.1

Common core evaluative adjectives

Our data show that there is a common core of 1fuatrae adjectives used by Ital-
ian, French and Spanish learners in the LINDSEnnéws, i.e.good beautiful
important interesting difficult, bad, funny, strange nice, easy great wonderfu]
hard, pretty, ugly, in the order in which they appear on the Italiah In the French
and Spanish lists the order and frequency arerdiffe which may lead us to make
the following generalisations:

- goodis in first position in all the three lists, bualian and Spanish learn-
ers use the adjectivgood (LINDSEI-IT: 2.3%0; LINDSEI-SP: 2.5%0) and
its comparative/superlative fornigetter (LINDSEI-IT: 0.9%0; LINDSEI-
SP: 0.8%0) andest(LINDSEI-IT: 0.3%o; LINDSEI-SP: 0.4%o.) twice as
many times as the French ones (LINDSEI-EBod 1.2%o., better 0.4%o,
best0.2%o);
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- nice is preferred by the Spanish and French learneith, avfrequency
score in LINDSEI-SP (1.7%o) which is double the scof LINDSEI-FR
(0.9%0) and three times higher than the score LINDIFSEO0.5%o);

- greatis preferred by French and Spanish learners, reg@i7%o in LIND-
SEI-FR and 0.8%o. in LINDSEI-SP, against 0.4%o in LIBBI-IT;

- interesting is preferred by lItalian and French learners (LINEDST:
1.1%o; LINDSEI-FR: 1%o0) with respect to the Spanishrners (LINDSEI-
SP: 0.5%o);

- importantis chosen four times more frequently by Italiaarteers (LIND-
SEI-IT: 1.1%0) with respect to the French (LINDSHRF0.3%0) and
Spanish ones (LINDSEI-SP: 0.3%o).

It is also interesting to observe that this shistt &f common core adjectives re-
flects the two opposite poles of evaluation, pesihegative, featuring the anto-
nymsgoodbad, beautifulugly, difficult/easyand a range of near synonyms such as
goodwonderful beautifulnice/pretty, greatwonderfu] difficult/hard.

Preferences

As Table 1 shows, some adjectives rank among the ewaluative adjectives for
one or two groups of learners but not for the ath&he missing matches normally
appear further down on the comparable frequents. Ils notable exception is the
adjectivedramatic (used with reference tiiilm), which appears among the statisti-
cally significant adjectives in LINDSEI-IT but neveccurs in the other sub-
corpora. As we move down each sub-list of more tham items we find a variety
of adjectives which are the result of individuadreers’ choices, but are not statis-
tically meaningful. Therefore, apart from the 15moon core evaluative adjec-
tives, the remaining items can be seen as ‘prefestrof each group of learners,
which leads us to make the following generalisaion

- good-looking(with reference to thevomanin the picture-based story) is
used by lItalian learners (0.2%0) as a synonyrhe#utiful or pretty, but is
dispreferred by French and Spanish learners (wdicdrit at the bottom
of the respective lists with only 1 occurrence);

- awful is preferred by French learners (0.4%o in the pastd#’'s awful/ it
was awful/ it's really awfu) but dispreferred by Italian and Spanish learn-
ers;

- horrible (in the patternt’s horrible/ it was horriblg is preferred by Span-
ish learners (0.5%o) but dispreferred by Italian &neinch ones;

- lovely (in the phraset was really lovely is preferred by French (0.2%o)
and Spanish learners (0.2%o) but dispreferred biaits.

Such preferences in the choice of adjectives hyestis of different mother tongues
and cultures, which goes beyond the choices impbgdte set topics, may be the
result of mother tongue interference or differemtersational styles.
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Positive/negative evaluation

Adjectives expressing positive evaluation are nmrmerous than negative adjec-
tives. In fact, according to the principles of politenegssitive evaluation is usu-
ally a default or preferred option in conversatiblowever, if we look at the collo-
cational environment of some adjectives, we cantlsaepositive adjective some-
times appear in a negative context. In LINDSEI{dr, example, the patternot
beautifulis rated among the most frequent (in fourth positafter the positive pat-
ternsbeautiful girl is more beautifdlvery beautiful. A negative co-text fobeau-
tiful is identified in12 concordance strings (10% of all the occurren¢dsautiful

in LINDSEI-IT), as exemplified in (4):

4 | don't think that (eh) beauty is the[i:] only imgant thing because there are
also (er) good actresses who aog so beautiful (LINDSEI-IT)

Conversely, negative adjectives may be hedged yptbmers such as bit, a little
bit, as in examples (5) and (6):

5 Ilrealised after that . after that t= it wabit dangerous.. because we were .
innocent girls and (er) it's always risky (LINDSER)

6 all of us (er) were talking in English but you knder) eac= eac= each one
(er) has hi= his or her own accent and then it'mjra bit more difficult to
understand (mm)

This aspect emerging from the data reflects andiroasthe — perhaps universal —
tendency to negate positive adjectives rather tisamg negative onesdt so beau-
tiful, not that prettyas opposed tagly) and mitigate the force of a negative adjec-
tive using modifiers such aslittle, a bit or a little bit (a bit dangerousa bit more
difficult).

Lexical phrases and syntactic patterns: good, aicé difficult

Moving forward to consider larger lexical and sy patterns, we may discover
how learners build phrases and clauses. To thisvea@xamined the context hori-
zon of the concordance strings of three common adjectives -good nice and
difficult — in order to isolate meaningful patterns of learEnglish both manually
and also using computing features available inGbecord tool (concordance, col-
locates, patterns and clusters). As a referenceysed the phraseological and syn-
tactic patterns of these adjectives illustratedhimMacmillan English Dictionary
(2007) to verify whether they are found in the LISEI data.

As common core evaluative adjectivgepd nice anddifficult are freely com-
bined with many different nouns, especially witpitowords, as may be expected
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(good film nice experiende Regular and irregular comparative and supedativ
forms are used extensively and correctly by leangre most common ones being
the suppletive formbetterandbes), and adjectives are graded with a set of com-
mon adverbial modifiersvéry, really, quite). This is to be expected from university
students of English whose level ranges from uppkarinediate to advanced.

As far asgoodis concerned, its most frequent intensifiers\arg/ andreally
in all sub-corpora. The adveduite as a modifier ofgood is not used very fre-
quently by Spanish and French learners (6 and dstiraspectively), only once by
an ltalian learner. A search fquite used as a pre-determiner in the pattgrite a
reveals a clear avoidance strategy: it is neved bgeltalian and Spanish learners,
only once by French learnersduite a good resultSyntactically,goodis equally
used in attributiveg good film a good experiengeand predicative positiorit’s
very goodl in all sub-corpord.As regards prepositions which normally follow the
adjectivegood namelyat, with andfor, we only find a few examplem not very
good at literature(LINDSEI-SP),really good at spor{LINDSEI-FR), that’s good
for studentgLINDSEI-IT), it's not good for mg&LINDSEI-SP). Although the cor-
rect patterngood atis occasionally used by lItalian, French and Spafgarners,
only Italian learners use the wrong preposifioinstead ofat, as inthe painter is
very good in painting(LINDSEI-IT). As for phraseology, the typical Eigii
phrasegood thing,signalled by the reference learner’s dictionasysed by Italian
and French learners (but not by Spanish ones) bthink (eh) one good thing is
that we study a IofLINDSEI-IT) andthe good thing is that (eh) we: can eeery-
thing by on foof{LINDSEI-FR). As regards complementation, we matiae that
Spanish and French learners use storiafinitive clause constructions such ias
would be good to have this on my: diplohdNDSEI-FR), it's good to: to know
different culturegLINDSEI-SP), but Italians never do.

As far asnice is concerned, its most frequent collocations heewordsex-
periencein LINDSEI-IT and LINDSEI-SPexperienceandplacein LINDSEI-FR,
and the most frequent modifiease very andreally. Its most common patterns are
it was very nicen LINDSEI-SP.it was a nican LINDSEI-FR andnot very nican
LINDSEI-IT. In all sub-corporanice is more frequently used in predicative posi-
tion than attributivé. The only preposition used with nicevsth, as inshe was
very nice with mgLINDSEI-IT). In LINDSEI-FR we find ao-infinitive pattern of
complementation irt's really nice to live No occurrences of the pattenice of
someonégto do somethingcan be found.

The adjectivedifficult has no notable lexical collocations, as it is altral-
ways used in predicative position in all sub-cogdolts most frequent modifiers
arevery andquite, but it is sometimes preceded by downtoners ssch ldtle, a

® LINDSEI-IT: attributive 55%, predicative 45% ; LINSEI-FR: predicative 52%, attributive 48%.;
LINDSEI-SP: predicative 48%, attributive 52%.

6 LINDSEI-IT: 66% predicative, 34% attributive]NDSEI-FR: 75% predicative, 25% attributivieiN-
DSEI-SP: 78% predicative, 22% attributive.

7 (LINDSEI-IT: 90% predicative, 10% attributive]NDSEI-FR: 100% predicative;INDSEI-SP: 96%
predicative, 4% attributive.
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bit, as was noted above with reference to negativiei@ian, as irt was a bit dif-
ficult for me to understanfLINDSEI-SP). Its typical clusters aits very difficult,
it's difficult to. The latter construction testifies the frequencythd to-infinitive
complementation which is most commonly used wiils Hdjective, e.git's also
difficult to memorize new word&INSDEI-IT), it was difficult to cope with my
family life (LINDSEI-FR),it's very difficult to speak with . French peogldND-
SEI-SP).Difficult is followed by the prepositiofor, as init's quite difficult for me
to say(LINDSEI-IT). The patterrto find s.th. difficultis also used, which proves
the advanced competence of some learners in proglotauses such ddfind it
difficult to decide(LINDSEI-IT), | found it difficult to write essays, Even critics
don't like it or find it too difficulf(LINDSEI-FR).

Conclusion

A database of learner English like LINDSEI is arpartant resource for scholars
and its practical benefits for ELT are evident. arttic data can help scholars and
teachers to reflect on learners’ interlanguagecudgsing on different linguistic fea-
tures and highlighting patterns of preferred/difgmed use — and finally use these
data to inform EFL pedagogy at large.

As regards the use of evaluative adjectives usdthbgn, French and Spanish
learners, a core of 15 items was identified,d@od beautiful important interest-
ing, difficult, bad funny, strange nice easy great wonderfu] hard, pretty, and
ugly. Although these adjectives are among the mosuéeijones in English, and
their choice is influenced by the topics set foe thterviews, the two poles of
evaluation, positive/negativgqodbad beautifulugly, difficult/easy, as well as a
range of near synonymgdodwonderfu] beautifulnicepretty, greatwonderful
difficult/hard) are well-represented. It is also possible tofyettie general ten-
dency to negate positive adjectives rather thangusegative oneqft so beauti-
ful, not that prettyas opposed togly) and to mitigate the force of a negative adjec-
tive using modifiers such aslittle, a bit or a little bit (a bit dangerousa little bit
strangg. Although spoken discourse normally displays learied and repetitive
vocabulary than written discourse, and the LINDBEgrviews are focussed on set
topics, thus limiting the range of choices, thelgsia of evaluative adjectives has
contributed to shed light on preferences of différaother tongue learners, such as
good-lookingfor Italian learnersawful for French learners artbrrible for Span-
ish learners, and also on how adjectives are exgzhimdo phrasal and clausal con-
structions. As for lexical phrases and syntactitgpas, it was found thajuite ais
generally avoidedgood thing (in the good thing Jsand the patterto find s.th.
difficult are only occasionally used. On the whole, very éemplex constructions
such ado-infinitive or that-clauses were found in the data. As we may expent f
the linguistic competence of advanced studentscdéxand syntactic patterns
should be handled with accuracy and appropriatel leiz complexity. By way of
conclusion, therefore, we may argue in favour of Ehethods and materials which
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emphasise vocabulary building beyond the semasaabgomponent of words,
focussing on the onomasiological dimension (synonyrphraseology (colloca-
tions), complementation and idiomaticity.
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