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Abstract 

This study aims to explore the developmental aspects of lexical bundles in the learner data of 

L1 Arabic learners of English with different levels of English proficiency. It examines the 

structural distribution of lexical bundles to explain the connection between bundle use and 

language competence. The study employs a corpus-based methodology using data from two 

Arabic learners, Amina and Hassan, collected via an audio recording prompt. It analyzes the 

top 500 four-word lexical bundles from each learner's speech using LancsBox and a modified 

structural taxonomy adapted from Biber et al. (1999). The results show Amina, the more 

proficient learner, used more clause fragments and elaborated nouns both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. Hassan was less inclined to use objects with transitive verbs, indicating L1 

interference. While Hassan used some structures more frequently, Amina demonstrated a 
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more competent use of structures qualitatively. The study concludes more competent L2 

speakers make more sophisticated use of lexical bundles in terms of structure and function. It 

provides preliminary evidence of associations between bundle use and language proficiency, 

though more data is needed. The findings imply lexical bundle development may be used to 

track L2 proficiency growth longitudinally. A better understanding of bundle acquisition can 

inform teaching practices to help learners incorporate bundles into their developing 

interlanguage systems. More research is warranted on bundle development across various 

learner populations and proficiency levels. 

Keywords: Arabic Learners, lexical bundles, L1, L2, English  

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Problem Statement  

Lexical bundles (LBs) are formulaic sequences of idiomatic, conventionalized expressions or 

phrases, also known as multiword lexical units (Cowie, 1992), phraseological units (Barros & 

Castro, 2017), formulaic sequences (Puimège & Peters, 2020), and formulaic expressions 

(Wang, 2019). For this study, lexical bundles refer to frequently occurring lexical 

combinations. Despite their recognized role in language development, literature on lexical 

units has largely overlooked their developmental role, particularly in second language (L2) 

learning (Shin, 2019). While computer-based methods of textual analysis have recently 

advanced research in this area, these studies often focus on cross-linguistic and cross-generic 

orientations rather than developmental aspects (e.g., Güngör & Uysal, 2020; Shin, 2019; Vo, 

2019). 

This study addresses this gap by exploring the developmental aspects of LBs in L2 learners, 

focusing on Arabic-speaking learners of English with varying proficiency levels. Using a 

corpus-based tool (Lancsbox), this research examines n-gram units of LBs to investigate their 

structural distribution and relationship to language competence. The findings aim to shed light 

on how interlanguage interference influences the acquisition of L2 LBs and enhance data 

analysis reliability. 

1.2 Importance of the Problem 

Understanding the role of LBs is crucial for advancing theories of lexical acquisition and 

improving language teaching methodologies. Although Meara (1997) highlights the absence of 

a comprehensive theory of lexical acquisition, this study seeks to contribute to filling this 

theoretical gap. By exploring how LBs develop and differ qualitatively and quantitatively 

across proficiency levels, the research offers practical insights for educators and theoretical 

implications for L2 acquisition models. 

1.3 Relevant Scholarship 

Early studies by Meara and associates (e.g., Meara, 1978, 1992; Wilks & Meara, 2002) 

emphasize the associative nature of the mental lexicon, supporting the connectionist 
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perspective that explains interlanguage as a behavioral outcome of linguistic regularities 

processed at lexical and syntactic levels (Waltz & Pollack, 1985). Ellis (1996) extends this by 

demonstrating the importance of sequencing in L2 acquisition, claiming that knowledge of 

word sequences aids in grammar abstraction and language production. 

Longitudinal studies like Reppen (2009) and Crossley and Salsbury (2011) show that L2 

exposure enhances the structural and functional use of LBs. However, contradictory findings 

(e.g., Huang, 2015) caution against equating frequency with accuracy. Recent corpus-driven 

studies (e.g., Yan, 2019; Chen, 2019) further highlight the nuanced relationship between 

proficiency and LB use, underscoring the need for more focused research on L1 influences and 

developmental patterns. 

1.4 Hypotheses and Their Correspondence to Research Design 

This study investigates the developmental patterns of LB acquisition among L1 Arabic learners 

of English, focusing on the following research questions: 

1. What is the developmental pattern for the acquisition of lexical bundles among L1 

Arabic learners of English? 

2. How is language competence related to the structural distribution of lexical bundles 

among L1 Arabic learners of English? 

3. How does interlanguage interference explain the developmental patterns for acquiring 

L2 lexical bundles among L1 Arabic learners of English? 

To address these questions, the research employs a corpus-based tool (Lancsbox) for analyzing 

n-gram units. The study prioritizes both quantitative (frequency) and qualitative (structural and 

functional) aspects of LB usage, ensuring a robust design that aligns with its theoretical 

framework and objectives. 

 

2. Method 

A number of research studies in lexical bundles employed corpus-based methods to identify the 

frequency of occurrences of the formulaic combinations (see Gries, 2016). Granger (2002) 

believes that the use of corpus-based tools has two advantages: first, it makes learner corpus 

more manageable, and secondly, the raw learner corpus can be automatically annotated for 

machine-based analysis. The current study is also a corpus-based study that employs 

qualitative and quantitative techniques to identify and analyse the targeted combinations of 

lexical bundles. The current study employs a structural taxonomy of lexical bundles adapted 

from Biber et al. (1999) to quantitatively investigate the use of different structural types of 

lexical bundles in the spoken narrative data of two English learners with Arabic as their L1.  

2.1 Research Framework: Structural Taxonomy of Lexical Bundles 

Biber et al.’s (1999) taxonomy for the structural configuration of the lexical bundles comprises 

three major categories of Noun-, Verb-, and Preposition-based bundles. The Noun- and 
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Verb-based lexical bundles are further divided into sub-categories. For the purpose of this 

study, certain changes were made to this original taxonomy proposed by Biber et al. (1999) to 

accommodate the learners’ errors or incomplete structures. For example, the label of the 

sub-category of Noun-based+post-modifiers was changed to Other Noun-based LBs (see 

Figure 1). The reason for this change was to broaden the scope of this sub-category to include 

almost anything that carried noun-based lexical bundles, even if their post-modifiers are not 

used properly in the learner data. Secondly, Biber et. al.’s (1999) model did not include 

Clause-based bundles, but this category was added to take into account those 4-word lexical 

bundles that are either a complete clause fragment or an obj-less clause fragment. This category 

was added to Biber et al.’s (1999) taxonomy after the learner data revealed many complete and 

obj-less clause structures. It was believed that the frequency occurrences of the clause 

structures could provide the researcher with insights into the language development of the 

respondents. The modified model for the lexical bundles is presented below in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1. Adapted Structural Taxonomy for Lexical Bundles (Adapted from Biber et al., 1999) 

 

2.2 Settings and Population 

The learner corpus was collected from two Arabic natives, Hassan and Amina (pseudonyms), 

both living in Australia. Hassan and Amina are both Saudis by birth and have been living in 

Australia for two years and six months, respectively. Hassan is a 5-and-a-half-year-old 

Kindergarten boy and Amina is a 7-year-old girl. Hassan is a relatively less competent speaker 

of English than Amina, who has an intermediate level of competence in English. Both the 

target subjects attend school in Australia where they gain ample exposure to the target 

language. The relative difference in their English language competence could be explained by 
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the time they have been going to school. At home, they live in a multilingual setting where the 

parents quite often use Arabic with them but they prefer to watch English cartoon TV channels. 

2.3 Tools used for Speech Production and Analysis 

The following tools were used for data collection and analysis. 

a) Smart Tab and Smartphone 

The narrative speech data were collected by providing a speech prompt to the students in the 

form of a YouTube video that required the use of a smart tab to play the video. The speech data 

that were produced in response to the video was collected by using an audio recording 

application on the researcher’s smartphone. 

b) Story: Data Collection Prompt 

As a prompt, the respondents were required to watch the story “Happy Prince” on the YouTube 

channel, T-Series Kids Hut. A relatively long video of 12:40 mins was used to collect data, as it 

was considered long enough for the respondents to speak for 4-5 minutes for data elicitation. 

c) LancsBox Introduction  

The LancsBox tool, developed by Lancaster University, was used to analyse the speech data 

for the presence of lexical bundles (http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk/lancsbox/). There are multiple 

text-analyses tasks that can be accomplished using LancsBox. It was used to a) measure the 

size of the corpus produced by Hassan and Amina, and b) identify the 4-word lexical bundles 

(4-grams) from the collected corpus. For some cases, the Key Word In Context (KWIC) tab 

was also used to look for the identified lexical bundles in the context to identify the correct 

grammatical category of the lexical bundles.  

2.4 Data Collection 

Data were collected from the respondents at their home. Their mother and the researcher’s 

cousin were present during the recording to facilitate the data collection process. The 

respondents were totally relaxed and watched the video with great interest. The respondents 

could watch the story only once to minimise the priming effect of the video on their speech.  

2.5 Data Analysis Procedure 

After collecting the data, the collected corpus was transcribed verbatim into two Microsoft 

(MS) Word Document files, one for Amina and the other for Hassan (see Appendices A & B). 

These files were later converted into text files, as LancsBox can read and process only text 

files. 

After uploading the data files into LancsBox, it was found that Amina’s speech corpus had 158 

types (number of different words) and 625 tokens (total words in the corpus), while Hassan had 

179 types and 713 tokens in his speech corpus. Moreover, there were 546 n-gram types in 

Amina’s data and 620 n-gram types in Hassan’s data (only the top 500 were analysed for the 

study). Furthermore, by using LancsBox, lists for the 4-word lexical bundles were generated 

separately for the speech data produced by Amina and Hassan. 

http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk/lancsbox/
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As n-grams refer to any type of lexical combinations with n numbers, for the 4-grams, 

LancsBox produced a long list of 4-word lexical bundles from the corpora. Many structures 

were meaningless combinations like “put aa immediately take” and “said ah a i”. Learners with 

less competence in the target language are more likely to produce incomprehensible utterances 

in the learner corpus that become more meaningless when the corpus tool produces n-grams. 

Generally, these structures are not counted for the analysis and the same approach was also 

followed in this study. However, the approach in this study was slightly flexible in the 

inclusion of some grammatically incorrect or incomplete structures that provided an idea of the 

main grammatical phrase used in the bundle. This methodological decision was important to 

accommodate the limited size of the learner data that, as expected, had some wrong and 

less-comprehensible lexical units.  

 

3. Results  

There were 546 lexical bundles as shown in table 1 produced by LancsBox for Amina and 620 

for Hassan. However, due to the limited scope of the study, the researcher analysed the top 500 

lexical bundles for Amina and Hassan each (i.e., 1000 in total).  

 

Table 1: Detailed List of Structural Types of Lexical Bundles 

Lexical Bundle 

Category 
Amina Hassan 

Noun-based Lexical 

Bundles 

Noun-based + of LBs: 8 (e.g., The 

end of the, End of the story) 
Noun-based + of LBs: 0 

 
Other Noun-based LBs: 25 (e.g., 

Golden statue then he, The girl 

then the, The bird his eyes) 

Other Noun-based LBs: 14 (e.g., 

The happy prince he, A story about 

a, Some oranges so he) 

 Total Noun-based LBs: 33 Total Noun-based LBs: 14 

Clause-based Lexical 

Bundles 

Complete LBs: 74 (e.g., He was 

crying and, He talked to him, Then 

he waked up) 

Complete LBs: 26 (e.g., Bird said 

no I, The mayor came and, She was 

very scared) 

 
Transitive but Object-less LBs: 

9 (e.g., He take his eyes, Then he 

said I) 

Transitive but Object-less LBs: 6 

(e.g., The prince said oh, Then the 

prince said take) 

 Total Clause-based LBs: 83 Total Clause-based LBs: 32 

Verb-based and 

Prepositional Lexical 

Bundles 

Copula Be & Passives: 6 (e.g., Is 

freezing then he, Was crying and 

and) 

Copula Be & Passives: 4 (e.g., 

Am feeling much better, Was made 

out of (Passive)) 

 Verb/Adjective + That: 0 Verb/Adjective + That: 0 

 Verb/Adjective + To: 3 (e.g., He Verb/Adjective + To: 5 (e.g., 
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Lexical Bundle 

Category 
Amina Hassan 

goed to kiss, Want to kiss you, She 

want to buy) 

Going to tell a, I have to go, To tell 

a story) 

 
Other Verb Forms: 11 (e.g., 

Talked to him then, Take his eyes 

then, See the prince and) 

Other Verb Forms: 13 (e.g., 

Gave the feathers to, Sent to the 

writer, Go to any longer) 

 
Prepositions: 8 (e.g., Into the 

table then, About stone golden 

stone, Under his feet then) 

Prepositions: 12 (e.g., In the bin 

then, To the writer he, Out of a 

blue (proverbial)) 

 Total Verb-based & 

Prepositional LBs: 28 

Total Verb-based & 

Prepositional LBs: 34 

 

The frequency occurrences of the lexical bundles were measured in accordance with the 

adapted structural taxonomy of lexical bundles. The distribution across Amina’s and Hassan’s 

data for the major structural categories of the lexical bundles is demonstrated in Figure 2.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Comparative Distribution of Lexical Bundles 
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It can be observed from the above figure that, when compared with the other structural 

categories, the lexical bundle most commonly used by both the respondents is the Clause-based 

LB. However, the comparative results for the use of Noun-, Verb-, and Prepositional-based 

lexical bundles were mixed. It can be observed that Amina made significantly more use of 

Noun-based LBs compared to Hassan, and Hassan made marginally more use of Verb- and 

Prepositional-based lexical bundles compared to Amina. The total number of lexical bundles 

used by Amina (144) is significantly more than Hassan (80).  

As Amina is more competent in English than Hassan, these data can also be interpreted in 

terms of the difference in the competence of the respondents. Importantly, Amina used more 

Clause-based lexical bundles, which suggests that she was making more use of subject + 

predicate constructions that carried the burden of the meaning. If this finding is compared with 

the use of Verb-based lexical bundles, it is noticeable that Hassan used a slightly greater (22) 

number of lexical bundles than Amina (20), which means that the use of Verb-based lexical 

bundles could not pick out subjects frequently, and only a few Verb-based lexical bundles 

could be realised in the form of clausal structures by Hassan, who is a less competent speaker. 

However, these conclusions need to be substantiated with the analysis of the sub-categories of 

the lexical bundles. 

Table 1 and Figure 3 provide an overall distribution of the different structural types of lexical 

bundles for the sub-categories of Noun-, Verb-, Clause-, and Preposition-based lexical 

bundles.  

 

Table 2. Distribution of Sub-categories of Lexical Bundles 

Structural Types of 

Lexical Bundles (LBs) 
Amina Hassan 

Noun-based Lexical 

Bundles 

Noun-based + of LBs: 8 (e.g., 

the end of the) 
Noun-based + of LBs: 0 

 Other Noun-based LBs: 25 

(e.g., the girl see a) 

Other Noun-based LBs: 14 

(e.g., the happy prince he) 

 Total Noun-based LBs: 33 Total Noun-based LBs: 14 

Clause-based Lexical 

Bundles 

Complete Clause-based LBs: 

74 (e.g., he was crying and) 

Complete Clause-based LBs: 

26 (e.g., the bird went back) 

 Transitive but Object-less 

LBs: 9 (e.g., he take his eyes) 

Transitive but Object-less LBs: 

6 (e.g., then the prince said) 

 Total Clause-based LBs: 83 Total Clause-based LBs: 32 

Verb-based Lexical 

Bundles 

Copula Be & Passive LBs: 6 

(e.g., is freezing then he) 

Copula Be & Passive LBs: 4 

(e.g., is feeling much better) 

 Verb/Adj + to LBs: 3 (e.g., she 

want to buy) 

Verb/Adj + to LBs: 5 (e.g., 

going to tell a) 
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Structural Types of 

Lexical Bundles (LBs) 
Amina Hassan 

 Verb/Adj + that LBs: 0 Verb/Adj + that LBs: 0 

 Other Verb Forms: 11 (e.g., 

talked to him then) 

Other Verb Forms: 13 (e.g., 

gave the feathers to) 

 Total Verb-based LBs: 20 Total Verb-based LBs: 22 

Prepositions 
Prepositions: 9 (e.g., into the 

table then) 

Prepositions: 12 (e.g., in the bin 

then) 

 Total Prepositions: 9 Total Prepositions: 12 

 

 

Figure 3. Distribution of Sub-categories of Lexical Bundles 

 

The data show that for Noun-based lexical bundles, Amina was more likely to use 

Noun-based+of and Other Noun-based lexical bundles than Hassan. Although there is a small 

amount of data, it is quite likely that Hassan has not acquired the Noun-based+of structure yet 

as no such structure was present in Hassan’s corpus data (see transcription in Appendix B). For 

Other Noun-based lexical bundles, Hassan employed a reasonable number (14) of lexical 
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bundles, but still less than that of Amina (25). Furthermore, for this sub-category, most of the 

nouns used by Hassan were also used by Amina (see the detailed list of LBs in Appendix C). 

Furthermore, Amina not only used a higher number of Noun-based lexical bundles, but also 

employed more adjectives to modify nouns. Interestingly, for the sub-category of Other 

Noun-based lexical bundles, Amina used the word “golden” seven times to modify nouns. No 

doubt, the use of adjectives with nouns reflects that Amina is more competent in using complex 

word (noun) combinations than Hassan. 

For the last structural category of lexical bundles, Hassan made use of more prepositional 

lexical bundles than Amina. Nonetheless, for 22 prepositional structures, Hassan uttered only 

four different types of prepositions and Amina presented six different types of prepositions for 

20 prepositional structures. This finding suggests that frequency occurrences of a structure 

should not be treated as the only marker of competence, and a more qualitative analysis is 

imperative to have better insights into the competent use of a structure by the speaker. 

 

4. Discussion  

The current study identified quantitative and qualitative differences in the use of lexical 

bundles by two Arabic native speakers with different levels of competence in English. The 

primary limitation of the study is the limited data, which meant there were certain structural 

sub-categories of lexical bundles that were not represented in the data. Overall, the current 

study highlights that more competent speakers make more use of clause fragments and 

elaborated nouns, both in quantity and quality. There was also evidence for language 

interference from Arabic to English, as Hassan was less inclined to use objects for transitive 

verbs. Perhaps a future study involving a larger amount of data collected from a larger number 

of speakers with different levels of competence would reveal possible associations between the 

use of clause fragments and L2 competence.    
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Appendix A  

Amina’s Data 

Hey, 

Aaaa. Aaaa, I was, I have story of Guinea toward about stone, golden stone, statue............ and 

he all have feathers.  

All of his place and and his eyes are blue and statue men he has something on his soul soul and 

and all of the body all of the body came then aaaa aaa then happy and they came then then then 

they did they all of them happy. And the somebody was drop something then he see the prince 

and then he be happy then then aa some girl and her mom wants ice cream and his mom says no 

and the girl see aa aaaa strong golden stone and she said always be like him. Then the bird then 

the bird says to his mommy said can I go somewhere and his mommy said no and recently his 

mommy says no and he be angry of her mommy.... 

then he flied away then he see a golden stone, golden statue then he said I will rest under his 

feet then the came the night then then he sleeped and then he was crying and and aaaa and there 

is waterdrop and and he sleep again and then he say up and then he see he was crying and the 

the  golden prince statue, golden statue then he tooked him about a baby have have a fever and 

he is crying and crying then then he said take the golden aaa his sword and he said no and he 

said ok.then he go and put it into the table then then he gone to the baby stommy and then he 

flup and then the mommy waked up and she see the girl then the then the the the then the aaaa 

back to the golden statue then she said why you crying and he said he talked to him then he said 

a woman old woman the old man he always waiting and he stepped here to me when he is 

called then he take his eyes then put it in the table he get a stick then he put it in the fire then 

then then he go back then he waked up then he see the eyes and he is aaaaa he take crying he 

take his eyes and he cried again and he take his because eyes and he cried again and he take his 

{…}eyes because  some girl she want to buy and his dad say if you don’t come with money I 

will be angry and then he takes his another eyes then then he he left the store the statue golden 

statue then then the…. bird go back then then he goes back because he doesn’t have a eyes.  

The bird his eyes and he turned away of him and then he talked to him, then he take one left to 

give it to everone and golden {…}.to him he give it to everyone. then he don’t have ...... and the 

ice is everywhere and and the bird is freezing then he said I want to kiss you then he goed to 

kiss him then he then he then he died. The bird died. Then the statue his heart is broken then the 

mayor said get my stone and then the break the aaaaa golden stone,… then… then he go back 

and then he take his heart and throwed in a rubbish bin then then then the bird inside the rubbish 

bin. God and… angel take the bird and the heart then the god he said I fix the{…} bird and 

heart {…}. and finished.  

That’s the end of the story. 
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Appendix B 

Hassan’s Data 

Hay 

I am going to tell a story about a [ey] happy prince. One day there was a happy prince. He was 

made out of leaves and [and] his eyes was made out of a blue stones and his sword [was a] has 

a red ruby. [he] everybody likes story. They gave him a worth. [one] Then..[aaa] then the bay 

querry had [ah] had fallen his flower. He so.. so… the happy prince he said oh I wish I was like 

him. {…} [one] [aaa]There was a little girl with her mother. Her mother doesn’t [ah] buy 

ice-cream for her. She said. “ [ah a] I wish I was like this happy prince”.[amm] 

There was a little. [was] There was a bird. {…} There was a bird. {…} [Oh] There was. [oh]  

there was {…} hmmm. {…} there was. There was a bird under. The bird is under the happy 

prince. He [he] talked him. “Why are you crying?”. He said, “I am [I am] crying because I am 

feeling someone a girl was stitching her red fingers and she has blood and [aaa] her baby has 

fever. He cried he wants some oranges. So he cried and cried and cried and his little and his 

mother has only water and then [aaa] the [aaaa] happy prince said, “Take my ruby to her, 

please”. So he went to the. He gave the ruby to the women. Then He went back to the prince. 

Then the little baby said, “I am feeling much better”. Than The Mumm was really happy.  

Soo soo the bird [the bird] flew back to the prince and said [amm] and said and when he come 

back he saw the prince crying. He said, [hmm] “why are you crying?”. [aaa] The bird said. 

Then the prince said, “there was a man. He was a write up. He doesn’t have a feel and he was 

cold. So he said can you see come only one night and so the the girl said, “okay only one night”. 

Take from my eyes and go give it to the writer he sent to the writer and found him waiting 

because he was very cold and tired and he doesn’t have fit so the bird gave him his the princes 

eyes then he go to some joysticks put on the fire and so so the hmmm so he went back he came 

then the writer write up. So this eye and then bird went back to the prince and then it was a 

night time so he saw the prince sad again crying and then [ah] the bird said what happen to you. 

The prince said {…} there was a {…} there was a little girl put a fire for her stuff then [then] 

she was very scared for her father and then the prince said take my other eye and give it to her . 

One day he give it to her she went back skipping and then and {…} then [aa] the bird went back 

to the prince and so the [aa] prince happy. Then he said [can you take] I will stay with you 

because I can be your eyes. Then he gave the feathers to all the poor people. 

Then, everybody was happy. [Ah] then it was very winter and it’s snowy. And the little bird 

said I can’t go to any longer. [ah] he said then the prince said, “you can go back to the Egypt 

now” and {…} then the bird said, “No, I have to go back to put and then he said can I kiss you 

and so the prince said oh yes you can. And then he kissed him then he [he faa] died. The little 

bird died then the princes’ back was banged. Then the [the] mayor came and said what an ugly 

prince. {…} Can you put [aa] immediately. Take it down. Can you put my picture? Put my 

statue instead so they chocked this statue you in the bin in the bin then [oh] in the bin. The end.
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Appendix C 

Screenshots from LancsBox 

 

 

 

 


