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DDL works well for:

Undergraduates 
and graduates

Local and large 
corpora

Hands-on and 
paper-based 

Intermediate to 
advanced levels

Boulton and Cobb (2017: 386) based on meta-study analysed 64 
empirical studies 



DDL works

Why doesn’t DDL work?



How can DDL work across levels?



Language experience + world experience

Mammy’s gone.

Mammy’s gone in the car.

All gone.

Where’s daddy gone?

It’s gone!

The car’s gone,

Where’s the car gone?

The juice is gone,

Where’s the Lego gone?

Usage-Based 
Model



Our knowledge of 
language comes from 
experiencing and using 
it as part of a 
communicatively-rich 
human social 
environment  (Ellis & 
Larsen-Freeman 2006)

Language knowledge is language use. (Pérez-Paredes, Mark & O’Keeffe 
2020)

Usage-based model



Constructions The more a speaker 
encounters a particular 
construction, the more 
entrenched it becomes 
(Wulff and Ellis 2018) 

a construction is entrenched when 
it has become automatized as a 
routine chunk of language (De Smet 
and Cuyckens 2007: 188). 

As language users, we have ‘a huge warehouse of constructions’ of  
varying degrees of complexity and abstraction (Wulff and Ellis 2018: 
39)



Resonance with 
DDL
Frequency is a key determinant of 
acquisition because “rules” of 
language, at all levels of analysis 
from phonological, through syntax to 
discourse, are structural 
regularities which emerge from 
learners’ lifetime analysis of the 
distributional characteristics of 
language input 

Ellis (2012: 196) 



DDL offers learners a type 
of “condensed exposure” 
(Gabrielatos 2005: 10) that 
can aid lexical and pattern 
awareness



DDL works well for:

• Undergraduates and graduates
• Local and large corpora
• Hands-on and paper-based 
• Intermediate to advanced levels

Boulton and Cobb (2017: 386) based on meta-study analysed 64 
empirical studies 



…we can hypothesise that grappling with patterns in DDL, whether 
consciously or sub-consciously, is not daunting to more advanced 
learners because they have already abstracted many patterns and 
have a critical level of understanding of these patterns from their 
earlier language experiences with both their L1 and L2. (O’Keeffe 
2021: 46)



Rather than write off 
learners below 
Intermediate, there is 
a need to curate 
better DDL 
language 
experiences for 
them so that they can 
build up patterns and 
meanings.



How can usage-based theory help us better 
curate language for lower levels?

Formula -> slot and frame -> formulaic



A2 Level pattern
past simple + preposition + determiner + noun

went for a walk

looked in the shop



went to the cinemawent to the shoppingwent to the shoppingwent to the theatrewent to the mallwent to the housewent to the discowent to the beachwent to the restaurantwent to the tablewent to the airportwent to the parkwent to a restaurantwent to a pubwent to a discowent into the shopwent for a walk

looked in the shop

Formula -> slot and frame -> formulaic

A2 Level pattern
past simple + preposition + determiner + noun



My name is Anna

I’m happy

They live in Cologne.

There are many things near my house.

I go to work at 9 o clock

Römer (2019: 276)

A1 GERMAN 
LEARNERS

Some of the most 
frequent Verb 
Argument 
Constructions



A1 CLC BNC Written
1 there is a concert in there are a number of
2 there are a lot of there is no doubt that
3 there is a concert . there is no need to
4 there were a lot of there is no reason why
5 there were all my friends there is no evidence that
6 there is a concert on there is a need for
7 there is a concert of there is no reason to
8 there is my house . there are a lot of
9 there 's a concert in there is no need for
10 there is a concert , there is no such thing
11 there were a lot of there is more than one
12 there was my family and there was a lot of
13 there was a lot of there is a danger that
14 there is a concert next there is a great deal
15 there is a concert of there is a lot of
16 there were all our friends there is little doubt that
17 there is a concert at there were a number of
18 there is a rock concert there 's a lot of
19 there is a concert near there is no point in
20 there was all my family there is likely to be



A1 CLC BNC Written
1 there is a concert in there are a number of
2 there are a lot of there is no doubt that
3 there is a concert . there is no need to
4 there were a lot of there is no reason why
5 there were all my friends there is no evidence that
6 there is a concert on there is a need for
7 there is a concert of there is no reason to
8 there is my house . there are a lot of
9 there 's a concert in there is no need for
10 there is a concert , there is no such thing
11 there were a lot of there is more than one
12 there was my family and there was a lot of
13 there was a lot of there is a danger that
14 there is a concert next there is a great deal
15 there is a concert of there is a lot of
16 there were all our friends there is little doubt that
17 there is a concert at there were a number of
18 there is a rock concert there 's a lot of
19 there is a concert near there is no point in
20 there was all my family there is likely to be



A1 B2 C2 BNC Written
1. there is a concert in there are a lot of there are a lot of there are a number of
2. there are a lot of there is a lot of there is no doubt that there is no doubt that
3. there is a concert . there were a lot of there are many people who there is no need to
4. there were a lot of there is a new direct there was no money left there is no reason why
5. there were all my friends there were over 5,000 people there is a lot of there is no evidence that
6. there is a concert on there is a new collection there are some people who there is a need for
7. there is a concert of there is a new shop there is no need to there is no reason to
8. there is my house . there is no doubt that there is no point in there are a lot of
9. there 's a concert in there is no need to there is a lack of there is no need for
10. there is a concert , there are many things to there are more and more there is no such thing

11. there were a lot of
there were no discounts 
available there is no need for there is more than one

12. there was my family and
there are advantages and 
disadvantages there were a lot of there was a lot of

13. there was a lot of there are some things that there are people who are there is a danger that
14. there is a concert next there is a lack of there are people who do there is a great deal
15. there is a concert of there are a few things there are a number of there is a lot of
16. there were all our friends there are too many cars There are , of course there is little doubt that
17. there is a concert at there was a lot of There are , however , there were a number of
18. there is a rock concert there is a need for there are people who believe there 's a lot of
19 there is a concert near there was a different actor there is a number of there is no point in
20 there was all my family there 's a lot of there is a wide range there is likely to be



How to bridge the gap?

There is a lot of  
There is a lack of 

There is a need for  
There is no need for

There is no shortage of  

See O’Keeffe et al 2020



There’s a lot +
There is/are a lot +
There was/were a lot +

a lot  +
many +
over +
some +
more than +
a great deal +
a number of 

+



Three central factors in the usage-based model of acquisition 

frequency

• the amount of 
times a 
construction is 
experienced and 
used

recency

• the more recently we 
experience a 
construction, the 
stronger our memory 
of it

context

• context triggers an 
association and mental 
categorisation of a 
frequently experienced 
construction

Ellis (2012)



Through frequent and meaningful 
encounters with patterns of 
phonology, syntax and 
discourse, regularities emerge 
for a child acquiring a first 
language and for a learner 
acquiring a second one

As Ellis (2002, p. 144) notes: 
structural regularities “emerge 
from learners’ lifetime analysis of 
the distributional characteristics of 
language input”. 



Meunier (2020: 19)
• There is room for more creativity in the DDL tasks … especially 

keeping in mind the affordances of current digital tools (multimodality, 
gaming options, easy access, intuitive use, etc).

• Concordances are not the only possible “triggers of frequency effects 
and form-meaning mappings in focus on form activities”.

• In natural first and second language acquisition, form-frequency 
mapping is a multi-modal experience (usually with audio, visual, 
verbal, non-verbal, prosodic information). 



“To put it starkly, we need to engage 
with theories of learning and models of 
second language acquisition if we are 
to move beyond driving text-based data 
at learners in the hope that some of it 
will stick in their subconscious store.”  
O’Keeffe (2021: 53)



The end!
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