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1. Introduction

Individual modal verbs in Chinese-speaking learner English have been studied before (for example Liu 2003 and Chang 2001). In a corpus-based contrastive study of modal verbs by Liu, it is found that learners overuse some modal verbs over others. This is useful for learner English researchers, language teachers and students themselves to construct a map of non-native speakers (NNS) performance in the area of individual modal verbs. In a brief study of learner English by Chinese-speakers (which is attempted to be used as a reference guide for teachers of English), Chang (2001: 316) points out that some aspects of English modals are performed better where there are equivalent expressions in the learners L1, Chinese. Since Chang’s study is not corpus-based it would be useful to check her observations against a larger set of real language production data.
In a contrastive study of Swedish learner English and native speaker (NS) English, Aijmer (2002: 74) finds that Swedish NNSs overuse the combination of epistemic lexical verb and modal verb. Two of the most common epistemic lexical verbs are the verbs think and believe as in I think and I believe. Although Aijmer lists the modals and their instances which are used in combination with these two epistemic lexical verbs (cf. Table 10 and Table 11 in Aijmer 2002: 71), it is not apparent whether there is a tendency for a certain modal verb to appear in the sequence I think (believe) … +  modal + …. Another finding of the study by Aijmer is that Swedish-speaking learners of English use a number of unnatural combinations of modal verbs and adverbs such as can/could perhaps, can probably, and probably should. The identification of this feature of learner English offers an important aid to a better understanding of learner English in the unnatural or perhaps arbitrary combinations between modal verbs and adverbs, yet it fails to identify what are the natural combinations between modals and adverbs regarding these modals. Even though Aijmer acknowledges (2002: 73) that there is a great need to investigate modals “firmly within a discourse perspective”, her study does not concern in essence the issue of modal auxiliaries in phraseology. This study will investigate modal auxiliaries (interchangeable with modal verbs) not in isolation but in combination within a wider environment, i.e. colligations. 
2. Defining the terminology
Since this paper will investigate learner English in the area of modal auxiliaries in relation to colligation which involves the terms of semantic prosody, sequences, patterns, idioms and phraseology, and also due to the chaotic terminology in dealing with formulaic sequences (see Wray (1999) for a summary of this chaos), it is worthwhile to provide working definitions for the key concepts that are used in this study. 
Colligation is a term coined by Firth in the late 1950’s (Hunston 2001: 15) and was recently revived by Hoey in “linking lexis, grammar and text” (ibid). Hunston (2001: 15) traces the renaissance of the term colligation as follows: 
In his 1998 lecture, Hoey defined colligation thus:

(a) The grammatical company a word keeps (or avoids keeping) either within its own group or at a higher rank;
(b) The grammatical functions that the word’s group prefers (or avoids);
(c) The place in a sequence that a word prefers (or avoids).

Associated with colligation is a term called semantic prosody
 which is used by Louw (1993; 1997 cited in Hunston 2001: 15) “to indicate a meaning which accords to a word because of the environment in which it is usually found.” In this paper, colligation is not a term to replace collocation but to some degree to parallel it. While collocation is mainly used to refer to the attraction between lexical items such as “learn English”, colligation is left to the attraction between grammatical items (or between lexical and grammatical items) such as “why people should learn English”.

The term sequence and pattern will be used in this paper with different meanings though sometimes they may overlap slightly. Sequence is used to refer to any strings of colligations (either continuous or discontinuous) such as “may seem” whereas pattern is left only to those strings in which some of the slots can be filled by other paradigmatic constituents such as “as + ADVERB + as NOUN can”. The use of pattern is in line with the theories of Hunston and Francis (1999: 37)
The patterns of a word can be defined as all the words and structures which are regularly associated with the word and which contribute to its meaning. A pattern can be identified if a combination of words occurs relatively frequently, if it is dependent on a particular word choice, and if there is a clear meaning associated with it.
For the term of idiom, Sinclair’s definition (1991: 172) is used: “An idiom is a group of two or more words which are chosen together in order to produce a specific meaning or effect in speech or writing. 

Phraseology in this study mainly encapsulates the multiword lexico-grammatical sequences but not verb + noun collocations. The lexico-grammatical sequences can be both continuous such as “might as well” and discontinuous such as “may seem … but”. More often than not, the phraseology in this study can be translated into patterns in Hunston and Francis’ sense. 

3. Viewing modal auxiliaries in colligations

To describe language at a phraseological level is not a new phenomenon. To name only a few, Renouf and Sinclair (1991) investigate colligations
 in English such as the framework “a …of”. Renouf (2001) examines lexico-grammatical signals such as “such NOUN as NOUN” and “both X and B”. Francis et al (1996) attempt to exhaust all the major verb patterns on patterns associated with verbs such as “V n at n” (verb + noun + at + noun). Hunston (2001) relates colligation with lexis, pattern and text in which she makes an interesting study of the phrase “may not be a … but”. All these studies tend to point to an important feature of the English language, i.e. “grammatical words have collocates” (Renouf and Sinclair 1991: 128). More recently, Biber et al (2004) carry out a study of the lexical bundles such as “If you look at …” in university teaching and textbooks. According to them, “Lexical bundles are usually not complete grammatical structures nor are they idiomatic, but they remain as basic building blocks of discourse.” This indicates the importance of producing a target language in sequences rather than arbitrary selections of vocabulary.

This study will attempt to explore modality of learner English from a phraseological perspective to see whether there is a strong tendency between modals and the other elements in the immediate environment. There are many sequences, patterns or idioms which are formulaically used in English. In this study, some of the colligations are selected as a result of the review of the studies by Leech (2004), Quirk et al (1985), and Hunston (2001), and others are chosen randomly. The colligations to be studied are as follows:

1) if NOUN must VERB … then
2) may seem VERB … but
3) might as well
4) could just as easily

5) as ADVERB as NOUN can.
COLEC (part of CLEC
 corpus) will be the learner English corpus and LOCNESS
 will be the controlled corpus. In cases where the controlled corpus LOCNESS fails to provide adequate evidence, the Bank of English
 (BoE) will be consulted. Occasionally, the web will be used as a support to the limited data under study.
3.1 if NOUN must VERB … then
This section will look at the modal verb must in if-clauses. The pattern if NOUN must VERB … then … has special connotations and implications. The examples used by Leech (2004: 78) are as follows:

If you must behave like a hoodlum, at least make sure the neighbours aren’t watching.

If you must smoke, use an ash-tray. 

To better interpret the implication of the second example, Leech expands it to “If you are under compulsion to smoke (but of course you aren’t – smoking is just a nasty habit you could break if you wanted to)…” As thus, he finds a tone of irony the modal must carries in the structure. Apart from the irony as Leech notices, it seems that the action expressed after the modal must implies something undesirable to the speaker. In other words, the speaker is unwilling to see such an action to happen but somehow cannot stop it from happening. Just because the speaker cannot stop it, a suggestion as a kind of concession and compromise is introduced by a clause marked by a signifier of then. Sometimes the signifier is omitted because of the semantic and logic transparency brought about by the conditional if-clause. In many cases (as can be found in the BoE), the effect clause simple starts with please, at least, make sure, and even a bare infinitive. If this is viewed from a perspective of logic, there would be an identifiable cause and effect relationship between the if-clause and the clause containing must. 

It does not take a professional linguist to detect that the following logic underlies these examples.

If A must be the case, then B applies.

Based upon this logic the semantic relationship between the clauses can be interpreted as follows:

If it is necessarily the case that …, then it is preferable that …
This formula seems to be a real conditional sentence but differs from a normal one in that in a normal one B is the result if A happens whereas in the if-clause with must, B is not necessarily the result of the condition expressed in the conditional clause but rather a suggestion, exhortation or a demand.
There are 3 occurrences in COLEC and 4 in LOCNESS. The following are two examples taken from LOCNESS with a minimum context provided.

1. If cars must be used to travel to work, then car-sharing schemes, such as those in place in many U.S. states, should be encouraged. 
2. he believes that if people must die to further the cause of the party then so be it. 
The first case, for example, can be interpreted and paraphrased as:

If it is necessarily the case that cars are used to travel to work, then it is preferable that car-sharing schemes, such as those in place in many U.S. states are encouraged.
In corresponding with the if-clause, two of the four cases are initiated by a signifier then in the effect clause. 
The coherence between clauses is transparent because each effect clause can be signified by then no matter it is visible or invisible. The consistence between different writers is strong because in all the four cases, the logic formula applies: If A must be the case, then B applies. The function of the clauses is perfectly matched by the form. In other words, if there is formally an if-clause with must , then there must be a clause following (or preceding) to express the concession.

In the following occurrences from COLEC, however, the feature as revealed in the use of NS writers in LOCNESS can hardly be found
.

1. When we do a thing, which is the more important: the speed?  The good result? We usual think both of them can be got is the best result . But if you must choose one from them, the good result is more important. 
2. Exercise are various such as running, walking, play basketball, play football. but if we must keep on doing them, otherwise they cna't [can’t] play their proper role.  
3. Everything in the nature has its own theory, if you follow it and do everything step by step, maybe you will succeed. But if you must get to the end only by one step , you break the balance of nature and you will bound to faliure [failure] .
Grammatically, the three cases with the pattern are problematic. Since the focus is currently on the logical relationship between clauses the grammatical errors are ignored. As previous illustrated, the pattern if NOUN must VERB … then … can be interpreted thus: 

If it is necessarily the case that …, then it is preferable that … 

If this interpretation to the pattern is applied to the three occurrences, then they can be rephrased as follows:

?1. If it is necessarily the case that you choose one from the two, then it is preferable that the good result is more important. 

?2. If it is necessarily the case that we keep on doing the exercise (running, walking, playing basketball …) then it is preferable that they do not play their proper role.

?3. If it is necessarily the case that you go to the end only by one step, then it is preferable that you break the balance of nature and will be bound to fail.

Obviously, these rephrased statements do not make any sense. There is no coherence between the conditional if-clause and the corresponding effect clause. Furthermore, no consistence exists in the three occurrences because there is not even a tiny bit of similarity between one case of if-clause and another; each if-clause expresses something different in nature with regard to its logic relation to the effect clause. This is actually caused by the mismatch between form and function. It seems that the emergence of such a structure if NOUN must VERB … then … has not been followed soon enough by the implied function. The mismatch between form and function will be illustrated in some more details in the following paragraphs.

In the first case, the writer’s intention to use the pattern if NOUN must VERB …then … is clear. The only problem is that in the effect clause something important is missing, i.e. the function of concession as the correspondent part in the effect clause. To put the case into the correct structure, it may be rephrased as:

1. But if you have to choose between speed and result, you will most probably choose result because it is more important.

No intention is detectable in the second case from the context. The use of the pattern is a false one. The writer may want to express as below:

2. Physical exercises are various such as running, walking … But we must keep on doing them. Otherwise, they won’t play their role.

In the third case, it seems that the writer intended to mean as follows:

3. Everything in the nature has its own rules and principles. But if you wish to reach your goal in one step, you will break the balance of the nature and therefore you are bound to fail.

The partial and premature performance of COLEC writers with regard to the pattern if NOUN must VERB … then … seems to indicate that this pattern as a bundle and a chunk is yet to learn and acquire. Even though evidence of the use of must in if-clauses is found in COLEC, its function is not realised. In other words, the learners are actually misusing the sequence without being aware of the existence of a pattern if NOUN must VERB … then … which has a unique colligational requirement for the context and creates a unique semantic prosody.

3.2 may seem VERB … that

Hunston (2001, 25-26) studies a sequence “may not be a … but”
 and finds out that the use of may is “a signal of concession”. She characterises this pattern as a clause pattern consisting of “clause-with-may” followed by “contrasting clause”. According to her analysis, the sequence “may not be a” appears to have a semantic prosody. She claims that this pattern plays a role in guiding “the interpretation of ambiguous evaluation”. The following is one of her examples to illustrate this point:

Carey may not be a scientist but he is a doyen of the literary world…
She notices that there is a contrast between a scientist and a doyen of the literary world.  This contrast “can be interpreted as a contrast between the ideal and the less highly valued but acceptable”. She continues the illustration as follows:
The implied meaning of Carey may not be a scientist is not simply “you would expect the editor of a book like this to be a scientist” but “it would be ideal for the editor of a book like this to be a scientist”.

She believes that the sequence “may not be a, …” performs two functions in terms of text organization.” One is to predict a contrasting clause “on a local level” and the other is to set up “a value system to which the rest of the text conforms” “on a more global level” (Hunston 2001: 26). 

Following the study of Hunston, this section will deal with something different, i.e. “may seem …but”,  but in the same broad pattern as Hunston investigates.

There are 15 cases of the sequence “may seem …but” in LOCNESS and only 2 cases in COLEC. Most of the instances of may seem is corresponded by the coherent signifier but”. In the expression of the pattern, the signifier but in the sequence is put in brackets because not all the instances have a signifier. Some of the instances do not have the signifier but even though there are traceable relations of contrast between relevant clauses or sentences. For some instances the contrast relationship is expressed by however as in number 4 of the following examples from LOCNESS.

1. Some of these may seem a little far fetched but it is conceivable that in a 100 years time we may be able to decide the characteristics of our child, […]

2. This, unfortunately, means that the genius scientist is being replaced by the powerful computer and its operator, who needs only to know which buttons to press. This may seem an extreme view, as there is still much in the world of maths and science which a computer cannot calculate, but this may not be the case centuries into the future. 

3. This may seem plausible, but under close scrutiny it ends up being completely false.  
4. Individual actions may seem minimal: draining used anti-freeze onto the ground, dumping untreated human waste from a boat, allowing the car to 'leak a little oil', or over-applying fertilizer to the lawn. However, these small actions combined together could overwhelm a waterbody and cause a degradation of water quality and a loss of water uses such as swimming, fishing and boating.
Attention is drawn to the tight and coherent relationship between may seem and but, which are regarded as “sentence builders” by Nattinger & DeCarrico (1992). The discoursal coherence is realised first by the tentativeness as expressed by the modal may and the verb seem and then by the change of tone but in the following adjacent clauses. The semantic prosody of “may seem” is that what follows this sequence is a seemingly true fact or situation while the semantic prosody of “but” is that what follows this sequence is the true fact and situation in contrast. This construction can be roughly glossed as “it is seemingly true that … but actually…”. Take number 3 for example, the sentence can be interpreted as 

It is seemingly true that this is plausible, but actually … it is completely false.

This complicated structure is also found in COLEC. However, there are only two cases. The following are the complete sentences. 

1. But for other people, however, an consistent job may seem tired, And they need to change their job now and then to find more interestings [interest] and joys.
2. Gump always says: " Life is really like a box of chocolates, you never know what you are gonna get." This uncertainty in life may seem romantic [?]. but is really damn [?] in daily transactions,  Have you ever brought a clothes made from synthesis fiber while marked "100% pure cotton"? or simply a pound of meat injured [injected] with a lot of water? 
It seems the two adjectives are misused in the two occurrences. In the first occurrence, tiresome or boring is what is meant according to the longer context. In the second, the use of the adjective “romantic” and “damn” does not make sense. Since the sentence is in the frame may seem VERB … but, the meaning should be able to be figured out by the semantic prosody of the frame.

These clues can be used to make the following reasoning:

1. The word really is reinforcing some existence the author is trying to convey, 

2. The use of damn refers to something negative and undesirable, 

3. Gump’s words are quoted to mean that life is unpredictable like a box of chocolates,

4. The sequence of may seem … but marks a contrast from an unreal situation to a real one judging from the mutual reinforcement between may and seem indicating the unreality of the subject before may seem … but, which is the “uncertainty in life”; as a signal of contrast, but is used to imply that what follows will be a contrast to “uncertainty in life”, 

5. the two questions are actually raised to state some undesirable facts, i.e. some certainty in daily life.

Based upon the reasoning above, in which the sequence some re-wording can be done to make the original statement meaningful:

This uncertainty in life may seem unreal, but unfortunately it is very real in daily life.  

The re-wording helps to get the ideas across to the reader but not necessarily conforms to what naturally occurs in real English. The best way to word it in similar situations can actually be searched in LOCNESS and the BoE.

Examples:

1. The natural step forward now is to apply this knowledge to treat common genetic disorders like Down's Syndrome. There is a lot of resistance to this and fears that we may manufacture mutants or that somebody may produce an army of superhuman clones. Some of these may seem a little far fetched but it is conceivable that in a 100 years time we may be able to decide the characteristics of our child, whether he is a great piano player or sportsman. (from LOCNESS)

2. If the calories are reduced as would be the case if you were on a slimming diet, the metabolism actually slows down to compensate for the reduced level of calories. This may seem far-fetched, but it also appears to be true. (from BoE)

To imitate the real English in similar situations, it may be better to write as this:
 The uncertainty in life may be far-fetched, but it also appears to be true.
It becomes apparent that COLEC writers have difficulties using this sequence. This situation may be more striking when the sequence contains more items. To test this hypothesis, the following paragraphs will briefly look at a sequence “may seem like … but”. 
Four cases of may seem like are found in LOCNESS, which leads to the data in the BoE. 

The following sentences are the complete sentences of the sequence “may + seem like”:

1. This may seem like an encouraging thought but it nevertheless displays naïveté and wishful    reasoning. 
2. In as little as four weeks a swim instuctor can teach someone who has    no concept of swimming how to swim . Four weeks may seem like a long time, but it is skill that could save their lives in the future.
3. In any case these people who to some may seem like killjoys only have the interests of the participants and their families at heart. 
4. A new plant which has an increased growthrate may seem like an answer to all our problems but what would we do if suddenly it upset the ecosystem, draining the soil of its nutrients and not allowing other plants to grow? 
This structure is added with a new meaning because of like. As a whole, the structure can be glossed as: 

It is seemingly true that A is like B, but ….

Take number 1 for example, the sentence can be interpreted as:

It is seemingly true that this is an encouraging thought but it actually displays naïveté and wishful reasoning.
The T-score of “may + seem like” in the BoE is 18 (with seem like as the node), which means there is a very close affinity between may and seem like. Unfortunately, this structure is not found in COLEC. 

	Sequence
	COLEC
	%
	LOCNESS
	%

	may
	754
	100
	492
	100

	may seem … (but)
	2
	0.27
	15
	3

	may seem like … (but) 
	0
	0
	4
	0.8


Table 1 the frequency and percentage of some sequences in COLEC and LOCNESS
To summarize, as Table 1 shows, the COLEC writers significantly underuse the structure “may seem … but” considering the large number of the modal may in the whole corpus. The data analysis tends to point to the fact that the more items a pattern contains the less likely it is for English learners to produce.
3.3 might/may as well
Quirk et al (1985: 224) describe might/may as well as an idiomatic expression “typically used to make a somewhat reluctant or sardonic recommendation”. The following are the two examples they provide with insightful illustrations of the implications the modal idiomatic phrase carries in the brackets.

We may as well stay here the night (as look for a better place elsewhere).

You might as well tell the truth (as continues to tell lies).

The illustrations by Quirk et al can actually be interpreted as the semantic prosody of the modal idiom might as well, which is the “negative aspect of these recommendations” according to Quirk et al (1985: 224). They maintain that the overtone of the modal idiom in the two examples above can be highlighted by clauses such as:

‘There is no point in looking elsewhere …’
‘There is no point in your continuing to tell lies …’
Following their view and to expand the clauses into sentences the two examples could be as reworded as follows:

There is no point in looking elsewhere for a better place, so we may as well stay here the night.

There is no point in your continuing to tell lies, so you might as well tell the truth.
Leech (2004: 106) interprets might as well as “a ‘weak’ or inverse equivalent of had better”. In comparing the subtle differences, he points out that “whereas had better recommends some action as advisable, might as well recommends it only in the weak sense of ‘there’s no good reason not to do it’.” Though Leech tries to distinguish the two modal expressions with examples, it is not all clear due to lack of adequate context. 

I’ve started the job, so I’d better finish it.

I’ve started the job, so I might as well finish it.”
Both Quirk et al and Leech notice some aspects of the idiomatic expression. However, they fail to exemplify the expression with detailed grammatical frameworks or patterns, and hence giving very little information about the colligation of the expression with a modal. The following investigation will be made to see how the sequence might as well requires a colligational environment.

There are three occurrences of this sequence in each of the corpora respectively, which is fairly small in number. To have a better idea of which word colligates most frequently with might as well, the BoE is accessed with might as well as the node. There are altogether 2848 cases in the BoE. The picture (pattern) of the node shows that if appears with very high T-scores in several positions to the left (and even to the right though much less frequently) of the node sequence. This indicates that the node sequence has a strong likelihood to colligate with the conjunction if, thus signaling the condition or the presupposition the modal idiom requires as its semantic prosody. Some examples are as follows:

1. If you don't mean it you might as well not say it. 

2. F*** it, if I'm gonna look ridiculous, I might as well look really ridiculous and start spinning around. 
3. For me, if you're gonna make records, you might as well make great records, completely pour your soul into it." 
4. If you're after their money you might as well marry someone who's just rich. 

There are 339 cases of the pattern if … might as well …in a span of 10 words to the left of the node might as well in the BoE. That is to say that 12 percent of the modal idiom might as well colligates with if. Apart from the conditions or presuppositions the modal idiom may require, reason is another semantic prosody the modal idiom needs. Each of the following examples provides a reason in one way or another. 

1. Since I smoked today I might as well go ahead and smoke as much as I want and stop smoking tomorrow. 

2. Oh, since you're going there anyway, you might as well take this along. 

3. since wheat was worthless anyway he might as well just let the weeds grow and live on relief. 
4. I suppose it was my form of revenge, knowing it wasn't going to save my supposed reputation - if anything it was going to make it a lot worse. But at the same time I thought, it's so bad anyway, so I might as well make as much money as I can out of it, and start a new life somewhere else." 

5. Michael, this whole place is gruesome, but we already paid, so we might as well enjoy the show. 

6. Natalie asked me whether I wanted to do a stage kiss or `do it properly". I said we might as well have a real kiss because the scene was only going to be two minutes long." 

In explaining why there is normally a good reason for someone to do something or in Leech’s words ‘there’s no good reason not to do it’ (2004: 106), reasons can stand alone to colligate with the modal idiom might as well (as in 5, since), or combine with another (as in 6, since, anyway). The semantic prosody of might as well virtually demands a reason to be either explicitly or implicitly expressed. One part of such a framework (normally the first part) offers a presupposition or a reason for the action to take place, and the other part offers the recommendation (either for others or for oneself). More often than not, there is a weak comparison between something undesirable or unpleasant (from the first clause in most cases) and something less undesirable or unpleasant (from the clause with might as well). This is the natural coherence expressed by NSs and should serve as a perfect example for English learners. 

LOCNESS writers, as can be seen from the following cases, follow the basic principles suggested by the examples from the BoE and fit perfectly well with the colligational requirement.

1. He asserts the absurdity of life. He sees everything in extremes. He argues logically and lucidly that if people are going to die, then it might as well be sooner rather than later. 
2. Closing small lines which regularly lose money may seem sensible but leads to less people getting trains in general - after all if you have to drive twenty miles to the nearest station, you might as well just drive to wherever you are going.
3. With all of the hassle students on campus deal with they might as well live at home.
The first two cases belong to the pattern of if … might as well and the use of if expresses the conditions and presuppositions as the colligational anchor of might as well. The third one offers a reason for the students’ living at home. Throughout these cases, a tone of “negative aspect” or/and “a somewhat reluctant or sardonic” recommendation” can be felt. Of the three cases, the first part actually prepares for and corresponds with the negative sense and reluctance or irony expressed in the second part of the statement. 
In contrast with the performance of LOCNESS writers, COLEC writers seem to be using the modal idiom inappropriately. The following are the cases found in the corpus.

1. Haste Makes Waste. Why do we say that? Because people think that [whatever] we want to do, we must prepare it consvertinely [?]. We might as well complete it by acting on its [principle]. 
2. We are faced with the shortage of fresh water. Everyone must spare it. People can apply science to find new fresh water resources. People might as well prevent pollution from fresh water. 
3. From this case, I belief [believe] that "haste makes waste is very reasonable. In the future, we might as well do anything by this rule.  
No negative sense can be felt in the three cases. No reluctance or irony can be observed either. The modal idiom is not at all used in the same way as LOCNESS writers use, not to mention in the way the NSs use in the BoE. It seems that what is intended to express in the three cases is had better. The three cases can be reworded as follows:

1. Haste makes waste. … The reason to say so is that we must make preparations if we want to do anything. We had better do things within the law of the nature.

2. We are faced with the shortage of fresh water. Everyone must save fresh water. People can apply science to the search for new fresh water resources. People had better prevent fresh water to be polluted. 

3. From this case, I realise that it is reasonable to believe haste makes waste. In the future we had better do things by this rule.

It is hard to understand why all the three cases of the modal idiom are misused for had better. One possible reason is that had better is repeatedly used to paraphrase might as well in classes. Learners therefore would assume that might as well means had better, and fail to learn the semantic implication and colligation as a whole, resulting in the partial acquisition as exposed above. If this is true, then this investigation may have revealed a possible loophole of a teaching method in which paraphrasing is made without offering corresponding information which is vital to the correct use as a whole, not in isolation.  

3.4 could just as easily
The sequence of could just as easily has occurred only twice in LOCNESS. 

1. The orthodox school retaliate by pointing out that since a Westminster Parliament passed the 1972 Act thereby putting the UK into the European Communities, a future Parliament could just as easily repeal this Act, and take us out of Europe again. 
2. Hugo is distrusted because of his background, there is a fear that if he could turn his back on his family and background then he could just as easily turn his back on the party. 
Since in a small corpus like LOCNESS, any sequence with more than two counts is likely to be a formulaic expression, I am once again led to the BoE. The total frequency of the sequence could just as easily are as many as 282 in the BoE. This figure may not be huge compared with some other idioms, but it should be treated as an idiom because it does not co-occur with all the modal verbs. It is more often “primed” (in Hoey’s term) to could and can. The following table shows the major modals which co-occur with “just as easily”. 

	Modal
	Frequency
	T-score

	could
	282
	16.8

	can 
	69
	8.2

	might
	25
	5.0

	may
	7
	2.4

	will
	3
	1.1


Table 2 the frequency and T-score of some modal verbs in the sequence “MODAL + just as easily”

Though cases are found for just as easily to co-occur with some other modals like can, might and may, they are much less used compared with could. In such a case, the T-score of BoE shows that the sequence just as easily is more “primed” to could than any other modals. It is not difficult to find that four of the five modals express possibility in Table 2. Furthermore, what is observable from the T-scores is that could is more possible to co-occur with just as easily than can. And likewise, might is more possible to co-occur with may. This is semantically consistent because while tentativeness is the overtone of the sequence, could and might function better than their counterparts (can and may) with just as easily while easily means more “possibly” than “without difficulties”. (For the tentative possibilities could and might can express, see Quirk et al, 1985: 233). 
Since this sequence contains four words, which is a long string for learners to remember, it is not found in COLEC. The semantic consistency in long strings of text as shown in this sequence seems important in marking the English of LOCNESS as native speaker English and that of COLEC as NNS English. Such a comparatively loose idiom deserves more attention in the study of learner English and second language acquisition (SLA) because they are more likely to be ignored by NS researchers and at the same time not being able to be noticed by NNS researchers.

3.5 as ADV as NOUN can
The modal pattern “as ADVERB as NOUN can” is the most often used pattern by the learners related to the modal verb can
. On top of that, it is the most problematic pattern with COLEC writers, as will shortly be seen. The following occurrences are some examples from LOCNESS.

1. … you should also consider others, and not deny moral ethics, in other words, live as best as you can in the knowledge that life is absurd …

2. The boxing federation is trying to do as much as it can to make …

3. "Happiness" as a psychological idea can be shown to exist (in as much as "happiness" can be defined) among all classes, wealthy and poor. 

4. The client should appear as attractive as he can w/o using his attractiveness to manipulate her. 

5. For as long as I can remember, people have been rewarded when they do good, so why aren't teachers rewarded when they do good? 

6. … but there is no sense in doing so as long as one can realize the struggle women athletes face …

7. As long as they can make a buck, criminals will continue to believe that crime pays well in America.       

8. A person could not be smart enough to pass the second grade, but as long as he can play ball he is going to be rich.

There are eight occurrences of the pattern as ADV as NOUN can in LOCNESS. Four of them are the fixed phrasal conjunction as long as (5-8) and four of them are the type of pattern of the current interest (1-4). The pattern “as ADV as NOUN can” can be expressed as another pattern as ADV as possible. Since these two patterns are similar in form, it is very likely for learners to use half of each pattern and have them mis-amalgamated into a new pattern which actually does not exist: as possible as  NOUN can. Howarth (1996) sees this kind of combination as “blends”. Not surprisingly, out of the 60 occurrences of the pattern as ADV as NOUN can, as many as 20 cases (one third of the total) are of the misplaced pattern. This kind of acquisition problem seems be a typical example of L2 transfer in SLA. 
Interestingly, the popularity of this misuse is also reflected in the Chinese community as English users. A search of the pattern “as possible as * can” in the Google searching engine in all the Chinese websites was done and as many as 662 hits were yielded
. 

The following are two examples:
1. Our goal is to respond to all of your questions and issues in short time as possible as we can. 

2. I think you should speak English as possible as you can if you think that you have problem on your pronunciation.
To sum up, the study of the idioms in modal verbs has revealed some problems of learner English. If not provided the evidence of the pattern as ADV as NOUN can, there would be very little doubt that there exists a huge problem with this pattern in learner use. 

4. Discussions

This study has examined a few modal auxiliaries in phraseology. The purpose has been trying to find out whether and how COLEC writers use these phraseogical constructions or multiword units. The evidence in the corpora tends to indicate that learner English is produced in very distinct ways compared with those of the NSs. It is a characteristic of learner English to underuse these phraseogical constructions or multiword units in the first instance. And when some details are under consideration, a tremendous amount of misuse in one way or another is found. In other words, the COLEC writers either do not produce the multiword sequences, or produce them in a deviant way. The formulaic nature of the English language is not appropriately represented in learner English. For many cases, COLEC writers are not found to be able to understand the colligational requirement and the semantic prosody of a particular pattern even though the forms are correctly produced as in the idiom of “might as well”. In most of the cases, it seems that the learners have not produced a fairly amount of acceptable English when there is a strong demand for a particular colligation as in the pattern of “if NOUN must VERB … then”. 
The fact that the sequence just as easily in the dictionaries within reach seems to point to the most immediate necessity to find out as many idioms as possible which may look loose but is commonly used by NS of English. The unveiling of this problem of the blend of two sequences with the same function is significant for pedagogy because it indicates a step missing after the two patterns: as ADV as NOUN can and as ADV as possible are introduced to students. It seems one further step is needed to bring the attention of the students to the structure of the two patterns and the necessity to disambiguate them. Only when this step is completed, can these two patterns be properly used without too much risk of mis-amalgamating them. 
Last but not the least, one important implication that can be drawn from this study is that learning a particular sequence such as might/may as well by using a near synonym such as had better might not be the best way (as indicated by the employment of paraphrasing with near synonyms in classroom teaching) because they do not share the same prosodies and other lexico-grammatical requirement. If it is the case that the learners use might/may as well to mean had better because their teachers constantly paraphrase might/may as well with had better, then there would be a pressing need for this teaching methodology to be reformed (for a similar view on this, see Xiao and McEnery (forthcoming)).

5. Conclusion

The value of multiword constructions has been stressed by many scholars. For example, Hunston and Francis (1999: 10-11) insightfully point out:
For researchers in the field of language teaching, then lexical phrases are important because they should allow language learners to produce language that is phraseologically similar to that of native speakers and to produce language without undue hesitation or disfluency. … 
However, the fact is that these very multiword constructions are extremely difficult for language learners to acquire (for example, Howarth 1996, Wray 1999, Nesselhauf 2005). In this study, the weakness of NNS in the area of modal auxiliaries has been examined and revealed from a perspective of phraseology rather than individual modal verbs. Whereas NS English is featured by close relationship between colligations, the NNS English shows a surprisingly loose colligational relationship. If learners could be made aware of the features of the target language and the weakness of the learning in acquisition, it is more likely that a more natural and native-like language will be simulated and produced. The analysis seems to show that modal verbs do not occur randomly but with a strong tendency to co-occur with other lexical or grammatical words to form a systematic relationship within a wider environment. It is these features that should be brought to the attention of English learners if they wish to produce English native-likely.
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� For some other studies about semantic prosody, see the corpora list discussion archive at http://www.uib.no/mailman/public/corpora/2004-December/000283.html


� The term “collocational frameworks” they use means colligations in this study.


� CLEC stands for Chinese Learner English Corpus. The size of COLEC in this study is 480063 running words after the information in brackets has been removed. For more information about CLEC, refer to Gui and Yang 2002)


� LOCNESS stands for Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays. The size of this corpus is 322464 words.


� The Bank of English has a size of 450 million words while the study is conducted.


� There are four occurrences altogether. But one occurrence does not belong to the pattern under study. Hence, it will not be included in the discussion.


� She placed but in normal typeface to indicate that this slot is not confined to but, but mainly signifies a contrast.


� Noun is used as a general term to mean any nominal POSs or phrases.


� This search was done in all the Chinese websites including the simplified and non-simplified Chinese at the time of December 1, 2004. It may contain a couple of multiple-choice exercises in which this pattern was created deliberately and a minimum of occurrences which do not completely fit the pattern under study. For the increasing importance of web as a corpus, visit the Corpora mailing list discussion archive at: http://torvald.aksis.uib.no/corpora/2004-3/0127.html
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