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How can language learners benefit 
from corpora 

(or not)

Ana Frankenberg-Garcia

Three gateways to corpora

First Second

Third

Published corpus-based tools and 
resources 
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Spell checkers and autocorrect options
Automatic redirection of  

web searches 

Machine Translation Corpus-based ELT materials

New generation dictionaries

ÅWord frequency 

ïWhich headwords to include

ïWhich senses to present first

ïWhich words to use in definitions

ÅGrammatical properties of words

ÅCorpus examples

ÅCollocations

ÅLearner corpus data

http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/person

http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/person
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http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/person

http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/person

Grammars

Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biberet al 1999:214)

Textbooks

Touchstone  Student Book 1 (McCarthy et al 2005:25)

Textbooks

Touchstone  Student Book 1 (McCarthy et al 2005:46)

Published corpus-based tools and 
resources

J

ÅLanguage selected and edited by experts

ÅInformation from raw corpus data processed 
by experienced professionals

ÅLearners benefit from final product

ÅNo hassle

http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/person
http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/person
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Published corpus-based tools and 
resources

L

ÅAmount of language in polished format is limited

ÅLanguage is infinitely bigger and more complex

ÅLearners (and teachers) have questions about 
language not covered or not covered in sufficient 
detail in dictionaries, grammar books, etc. 

Direct uses of corpora

ÅOne-to-one student 
teacher corpus 
consultations 

ÅData-driven learning 
(Johns 1991)

ÅUse of computers not 
widespread

ÅCorpora not accessible 
to general public

Tim Johns (1936-2009)

Direct uses of corpora
Å¢ǿŜƴǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ Χ 

ÅAnyone with a computer and a connection to 
the internet can access corpora  

!ƴŘΧ

ÅThere are books and websites about the use 
of corpora in language learning

If teachers start using corpora

Learners can come into direct contact with 
corpora too

1. Without computers

ïThe soft approach (Gabrielatos2005)

ïHands-off (Boulton2010)

2. With computers

ïThe hard approach (Gabrielatos2005)

ïHand-on (Boulton2010)

Using corpora hands-off

ÅLearners do not need to learn how to use 
concordancing software

ÅTeachers can prepare countless different types 
of hands-off corpus-based exercises for them

ÅBut the mere fact that a classroom handout or  
activity is based on corpora is no guarantee of 
ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ Χ 
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1. A smoothcheek, nearlyhiddenbeneathgrimpleand 
sunglasses.

2. Protectedby a grimpleof bone, the brainwasan organof mind-
bogglingcomplexity.

3. Shoshananoticedher hairwassoperfectlysleekit lookedlikea 
blond grimple.

4. Megan floppeddown next to me and yankedoff hergrimple.

5. I heardmyown laughter, echoinginsidethe grimple.

6. a womanwith a ponytailsneakingout from underher grimple.

7. The balaclavacanalsohelp counteractchillsfrom yourvented
grimple.

8. You canbepretty anonymouswith a grimpleon and I wantedto 
keepit that way.

9. Shesaidheworea grimplewith the visordown.

10.Duringrehab, shewill probablywear a grimple

What does 
grimple
mean?

Grimpleexercise

ÅInteresting from a linguistic perspective

ÅRaises language awareness

ÅShows meaning can be derived from context

ÅBut why bother?

ÅLǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ǳǇ grimplein a 
dictionary?

ÅGrimple= concordances for helmet in COCA*

* COCA http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/; Davies (2008).

άgrimpleέ ƛƴ aŀŎaƛƭƭŀƴ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ
άgrimpleέ ƛƴ hȄŦƻǊŘ tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ hƴƭƛƴŜ

Another example

http://elt -resourceful.com/2012/09/26/some-user-friendly-concordance-ideas/

Guess what 
the missing 

word is

Missing word exercise

ÅInteresting from a linguistic perspective

ÅRaises language awareness

ÅShows meaning can be derived from context

ÅBut do learners have time for this kind of 
analysis when they only have a few hours a 
week to learn a foreign language?

Å²ƻƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎǳŜǎǎ 
that the missing word is menial?

http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/
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Natural Grammar (Thornbury 2004:31)

Another example Canexercise

ÅInteresting from a linguistic perspective

ÅRaises language awareness

ÅNo evidence that  classifying different 
meanings of canhas a positive effect on 
learning

ÅConscious analysis could even be detrimental

Concordancesneedto be
integratedto everydayteaching

(Frankenberg-Garcia 2012)

Textbook dialogue on Welcome CD (Jones 2005:10)  

PASSENGER I was wondering, eré could I have 
a smoking seat? 

CHECK-IN CLERK I'm afraid this is a non-smoking 
flight, sir. Would you prefer an 
aisle seat or a window seat?

PASSENGER Erm, well, I'm not sure. You see, 
it's the first time I've flown and I, 
well, I'm feeling a bit uneasy about
it.

Aisle exercise
(Frankenberg-Garcia 2012:40)

1. The air hostesses inquired what I was making and a man 
passing in the aisle quite genuinely complimented me on my 
work.

2. I arrived at Salisbury Cathedral, just as the bride was about 
to go up the aisle. 

3. As she looked around she felt a twinge of sadness that in a 
carriage where 70 per cent of the commuters were men 
there were five women forced to stand in the aisle.

4. He hurried up the aisle of the church

5. She picked up her suitcase and made her way along the 
aisle.

6. The layout of the store, with wide aisles, gives customers 
room to move around.

7. I spend much of my time at the shops; wandering through 
the aisles, faltering, never knowing what to buy.

Where an 
aisles be 
found?

aisle=corridor? 

Grimple, menial, canand aisle

ÅOn the surface, concordances for 
grimple, menial, canand  aisleare very 
similar

ÅAll focus on a given word

ÅAll draw attention to context

ÅBut aisleconcordances were different

Aisle
ÅNot a word at random
ïlearners were curious about aisles because of authentic 

classroom situation 

ÅConcordances used to expand previous one-off 
contact with the word

ÅNew input exponentially enhanced with 
concentrated doses of word in context 

ÅLearners figured out there are aisles not just on 
planes, but also on buses, trains and in shops, 
ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΣ ŎƛƴŜƳŀǎΧ

ÅLearners noticed difference between aisleand 
corridor
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Hands-off activities are not just about 
language comprehension

Write a composition about something that

happened on a bus (Frankenberg-Garcia 2012:43)

1. Back at the bus stop, the other people were furious. 

2. You missed the bus, " she said.

3. When the bus pulled upto our school on Lincoln Street, I stood 
up.

4 .I was sitting on the bus to school, I was looking out the window.

5. I saw a man trying to catch the bus as it pulled out of the station.

6. We got on and off the bus together.

7. She reached the gate just as the bus driver was collecting the last 
of the ticketsand closing the door.

8. The people in the bus queue are going to work. 

9. He walked to the bus shelter at the roadside, and waited.

10. Benny knew they would come to meet her off the bus .

11. I'm usually late for the bus. 

12. I used to ride the bus by myself when I was your age. 

Notice the 
words that 
go with bus

Can some of these 
expressions be useful 
in your composition?

Hands-off activities need not be 
just on paper 

ÅLearners working on a textbook unit about 
payment methods

ÅMany preposition errors noted

ÅSlides with concordances for lemma=pay for 
whole class participation and discussion

First, concordanceswith lemma=pay
leadinglearnersto figure out

ÅYou pay people (no preposition)

ÅYou pay for things in general

ÅBut youpaythe bill/ tax/ rent
(no preposition)

ÅYou pay (in) cash

ÅYou pay in dollars/euros etc.

ÅYou pay by cheque/credit card

Next, gappedconcordancesfor practise
Source: COCA

Å!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ōǳǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇŀƛŘ ΧΧΦ 
dollars feel as if they've taken a big pay cut.

Å.ǊŜƴƴŀϥǎ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀƛŘ ΧΧΦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ 
what would have been Brenna's college money.

ÅIŜ ŦƻƻƭƛǎƘƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ΧΧΦ 5ŀƴƛŜƭ ǘƘŜ 
outrageous sum of fifteen thousand dollars to 
represent him in court.

ÅL ƴŜǾŜǊ ǇŀƛŘ ΧΧΦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΦ L ǎǘƻƭŜ ƛǘΦ

Å{ƘŜ ǇŀƛŘ ΧΧΦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜ 
restaurant, full but dissatisfied.

ÅL ǇŀƛŘ ΧΧ ƘŜǊ Ϸр ǘƻ Ŏǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǎǎΦ

ÅEtc.



07/07/2015

8

Lemma=pay slides 

ÅLearners had problems using prepositions 
with pay

ÅMassive doses of payin context

ÅBecause concordances were not bland, 
exercise-book sentences

ÅStimulating conversation topics to discuss as a 
group

ÅNot just another boring, solitary grammar 
practice exercise

Hands-off activities need not be 
just on paper 

ÅWith user-friendly freeware like HotPotatoes
(http://hotpot.uvic.ca/)

ÅTeachers can create customized interactive 
CALL exercises for learners to work at their 
own pace

Hands-off activities need not be 
just on paper 

ÅLearners of English for Tourism having trouble 
understanding Americans using inches, gallons, 
ounces, etc. 
ïsetting is directly relatedto what is going on in 

the classroom

ÅCALL exercise with concordances from COCA to 
help learners  become familiar with non-metric 
unitsused in the USA

Hands-off need not be just 
concordances

ÅCollocation data can be used to boost 
vocabulary related to any topic           
(Frankenberg-Garcia 2012)

ÅWord Sketches (Kilgarriffet al 2004)

²ƻǊŘ {ƪŜǘŎƘ ŦƻǊ άǘǊŀƛƴέ - enTenTenŎƻǊǇǳǎ όWŀƪǳōƝőŜƪ Ŝǘ ŀƭ нлмоύ

Using corpora hands-on

ÅMore problematic than hands-off (Gabrielatos

2005, Boulton2010)

ÅLearners need to grapple with

ïNew technology

ïRaw corpus data 

ïNew approach to learning

http://hotpot.uvic.ca/
BecomingFamiliarWithNonMetricUnits.htm
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Using corpora hands-on

From the view point of technology

Å[ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ 
computer lab

ÅLanguage learners may not like technology 

ÅAll sorts of things can go wrong with computers

ÅInternet connection can be slow or unavailable

ÅConcordancersare not particularly intuitive or 
user-friendly

Using corpora hands-on

From the perspective of the corpus, learners 
need to

ÅDecide which corpus to use

ÅUnderstand the strengths and limitations of 
the chosen corpus

ÅInterpret their results in the light of the above

Using corpora hands-on

From the perspective of learning, learners may 
feel overwhelmed and overburdened with 

ÅThe amount language at their fingertips

ÅRaw corpus output, i.e., unedited language

ÅHaving to figure out for themselves what to 
look out for in a sea of data

Using corpora hands-on

ÅAnd if this is not enough to discourage 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΧ

ÅMany hands-on classrooms activities 
described in the literature  are for linguists, 
not for learners

ÅInteresting from the viewpoint of language 
research, but dissociated from the reality of 
language learning

Using corpora hands-on
Reppen(2010:44)

ÅWhich texts have the highest normed counts 
for well in MICASE? 

ÅIs well being used as a filler, a discourse marker 
or an adverb? 

Reppen(2010:62)

ÅCreate frequency lists for a few newspaper 
texts and scan resulting word lists to 
determine level of difficulty of each text 

Using corpora hands-on

ÅHands-ƻƴ ŎƻǊǇǳǎ Ŏƻƴǎǳƭǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƴŜŜŘƴΩǘ ōŜ 
discarded

ÅtŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 
questions 

How do you 
say X in 
English?

Which word 
sounds better, 

X or Y ?

What 
preposition/verb
/adj/advshould I 

use here?

Why is X 
wrong?

Can I say 
X here?
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Using corpora hands-on

ÅIf all learners are asking the same questions, 
worth preparing a hands-off activity for the 
whole class

ÅIf only individual learners ask, show them how 
to look up the answers autonomously

ïBut dictionaries are quicker (easier?)

ïIf not in dictionaries, use corpora 

Usingcorpora hands-on

What _________  can I use here?

I received a 

message 

in/on/at

my cell phone? 

preposition

MonolinguallearnersΩ dictionary

http://www.oxfordadvancedlearnersdictionary.com/

What about text 
messages?

Try this: http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/

cell phone

message

Another hands-on example

ÅBusiness English class

ÅLooking at closing lines in business letters
ïShould you need any further information, please 

do not hesitate to contact me

ïOnce again, I apologize for any inconvenience

ïI look forward to your reply

ïI look forward to hearing from you

ïI look forward to seeing you next week

ïEtc. [ŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǎŀƛŘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ 
ǎŀȅ άL ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘέΣ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 
ǎŀȅ ά L ŀƳ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘέ

http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/


07/07/2015

11

²ŜƭƭΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŎƘŜŎƪ

ÅThis site (http://www.someya-net.com/concordancer/) 

contains Business Letters in British and 
American English

look forward to hearinglooking  forward to hearing

When using corpora hands-on

ÅTeachers can demonstrate to learners how 
they can use corpora

ÅTo find out answers to questions that are in 
the forefront of their minds

ÅFor which there are no ready-made answers in 
dictionaries and other conventional references

ÅRelevance and usefulness of corpora is 
immediately obvious 

When using corpora hands-on

ÅOne computer only in class can be used like a 
shared dictionary

ÅLǘΩǎ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ 
become power users of corpora

ïBut is that what they  want?

ÅAfter a few demonstrations learners can begin 
to use corpora on their own to answer simple 
questions that are relevant to them

Recent developments

ÅSkELL(Baisa& Suchomel2014)

ÅSketch Engine for English Language Learning
ï> 1 billion words

ïtexts from news, academic papers, Wikipedia 
articles, open-source (non)-fiction books, 
webpages, discussion forums, blogs etc. 

http://skell.sketchengine.co.uk/run.cgi/skell

http://www.someya-net.com/concordancer/

