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Chapter 1

Introduction to Corpus Linguistics and ELT

Mari Carmen Campoy-Cubillo, Begoña Bellés-Fortuño
and Maria-Lluïsa Gea-Valor

Universitat Jaume I, Castelló

From its origins, Corpus Linguistics has had a strong link with language 
teaching. John Sinclair’s impact on dictionary making and his pioneering 
work on corpus research (Sinclair 1987, 1991, 2004) have been the starting 
point for many corpus-based approaches to language teaching (Wichmann 
et al. 1997; Burnard and McEnery 2000; Granger et al. 2002; Kettemann 
and Marko 2002; Aston et al. 2004; O’Keefe et al. 2007; Aijmer 2009, to 
name but a few). The common ground for all these approaches is that they 
are based on empirical evidence, thus leading to the elaboration of better 
quality learner input and providing teachers and researchers with a wider, 
fi ner perspective into language in use, that is, into the understanding of 
how language works in specifi c contexts.

Corpus-Based Approaches to ELT presents work by leading linguists explor-
ing different ways of applying corpus-based and corpus-informed research 
to language teaching environments. More specifi cally, the volume tackles 
three main areas of special interest today: the use of corpora for teaching 
English for Specifi c Purposes, pedagogically motivated uses of 
corpora, and the potential of corpora-mediated multimodal tools for the 
language learning context.

The compilation, description and analysis of domain-specifi c corpora 
is one of the widest areas of research in corpus linguistics, especially as 
regards academic and professional settings. This book provides an in-depth 
analysis of academic and professional texts by means of corpus-based 
methodologies in order to enhance English for Specifi c Purposes (ESP) 
teaching. A wide perspective into ESP corpora is offered, as the chapters 
include written and spoken academic discourse, the use of English language 
in professional contexts, and the use of both native English speaker cor-
pora and ESP learner corpora, that is, corpora in which learners attempt at 
producing professional texts.



4 Corpus-Based Approaches to English Language Teaching

The second issue examined in this volume has to do with how English 
language teaching may benefi t from corpus data to improve language 
learner input (the so-called corpus-based and corpus-informed approaches) 
and the different ways in which corpora may aid in understanding learner 
and teacher discourse. In this sense, the volume illustrates the way corpora 
may be used directly in the classroom and how corpus research may be 
applied to inform syllabi and classroom materials.

Finally, the third dimension refl ects on the role of corpus tools and 
multimodal devices, where corpora-based research plays a central role to 
inform teaching materials. Multimodal corpora are still in their infancy 
when compared to corpora where only one discourse mode is used. 
Challenges in this area lie not only in the design of such corpora, a diffi cult 
task per se, but also in the refl ection on how information is organized and 
connected among the different text modes. Far from being just an inclusion 
of one or more corpora within a learning package and allowing users access 
to concordance and collocational information, this entails having a clear 
idea of the pedagogical goals of both tool and tool applications and how 
corpora are integrated in the tasks a learner is intended to carry out. It 
also implies a lot of research into feasible text mode combinations and 
consensus on issues such as possible tagging categories and terminology in 
order to be able to contrast studies carried out by different researchers.

The volume opens with Ute Römer’s chapter, in which she presents and 
discusses the state of the art in the fi eld of corpus linguistics and language 
teaching. The author provides an overview of the past, present and future 
developments in corpus linguistics, reviewing the applications of general 
and specialized corpora. Römer insightfully points at the need to foster the 
use of pedagogical corpora and draws a work agenda around three main 
topics: focus on learner and teacher needs, indirect uses of corpora in 
language teaching and direct uses of corpora in language teaching.

From this introductory chapter, the volume goes on to study the close 
relationship between corpus linguistics and language teaching, and is 
divided into three more Parts, namely Corpora and English for Specifi c 
Purposes; Learner Corpora and Corpus-Informed Teaching Materials; and 
Multimodality: Corpus Tools and Language Processing Technology.

1.1 Corpora and English for Specifi c Purposes

Part I of this book contains six chapters describing various scenarios related 
to the fi eld of English for Specifi c Purposes (ESP), including academic and 
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professional settings. Although both learner and expert corpora are 
 discussed in this part, it should be pointed out that (mostly small) learner 
corpora are frequently used in the ESP fi eld, since teachers are concerned 
with the production of their students in contexts of specialization. While 
general corpora have proven to be most effective for the study of the 
structure and use of language, specialized corpora which focus on specifi c 
genres are required when exploring language in specifi c academic and 
professional settings (Connor and Upton 2004a). According to Flowerdew 
(2004), specialized smaller corpora offer more advantages than general 
corpora from a methodological perspective because they provide more 
contextual information (i.e. the communicative situation) than larger 
corpora. When complete texts are included, the implementation of top-
down analyses of the textual and generic features present in the texts is 
made feasible.

Similarly, genre analysis clearly benefi ts from the use of specialized cor-
pora, which help to grasp more accurately the function and use of language 
in genre. In this sense, corpus linguistics reveals itself as an essential and 
indispensable framework which, combined with genre analysis (Swales 
1990; Bhatia 1993), may provide new insights and ultimately help ‘to 
improve the training of novice writers and to encourage the development 
of better and more effective [texts]’. (Connor and Upton 2004b: 254).

The fi rst two chapters in the part Corpora and English for Specifi c Pur-
poses study the use of written and spoken academic English corpora. 
Annelie Ädel (Chapter 3) provides a thorough review of the challenges that 
lie ahead in the use of corpus for the teaching of academic writing. She 
discusses the scarce attention paid to the potential of corpora in the 
context of writing instruction. As she rightly states (Ädel, this volume: 41): 
at this point in time, it takes a corpus linguist to offer a corpus-based 
writing class.’ To alleviate this situation, she presents seven different chal-
lenges involved in using corpus-based approaches in teaching writing in 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) settings. Among these challenges 
we fi nd the lack of corpus availability; the diffi culty of fi nding what users 
are looking for, where and how, without getting lost in large amounts of 
data; how to evaluate and present corpus patterns to language learners; 
how to manage decontextualized data; and how to connect surface forms
to meaning.

English subject curricula should take into account language aspects 
that go beyond linguistic features to introduce real language into the 
classroom. Thus, in Chapter 4, Begoña Bellés and Mari Carmen Campoy 
explore the uses of the phrase ‘I feel’ and its variants in contiguous and 
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non-contiguous collocational patterns by analysing MICASE data, indicating 
lexico-grammatical and textual features that should be taken into account 
in the teaching of communicative functions in spoken academic discourse 
at a wide range of linguistic levels. They suggest that these fi ndings should 
be included in class so as to contribute to raise the student’s awareness of 
the connection between grammatical, sociolinguistic and pragmatic uses of 
phraseological items of the English language. The analysis of ‘I feel’ is a 
good example of how the MICASE search engine may aid in teaching 
the use of a stance verb by highlighting it as marked in terms of uneven 
distribution among genres, speech event interactivity rate and in its use 
among different genders. This is a complex teaching approach to the 
analysis and understanding of modality devices that teachers may only carry 
out thanks to the annotation of speaker and speech-event categories that 
the corpus search interface makes possible.

The following four chapters in this section (by Winnie Cheng, María José 
Luzón, Belinda Crawford, and Maria Georgieva and Lilyana Grozdanova) 
deal with corpora and English for Professional Purposes (EPP). An interesting 
feature of learner corpora in this context is that text or speech production 
on the part of learners does not usually coincide with the text types 
and genres collected in native speaker corpora. In the area of EPP, however, 
this situation is changing. EPP teachers are now gradually becoming 
more engaged in trying to get their students to produce texts based on 
language use situations in which they might fi nd themselves in their future 
as professionals in a specifi c area of work.

Cheng (Chapter 5) shows how ConcGram© (Greaves 2009) may be used 
to elicit data from a corpus representing the English language of the 
engineering sector in Hong Kong, and discusses how the results may be 
used to deal for instance with the aboutness of the text and to help EPP 
students to learn the language used in their profession. Regarding the use 
of NS and NNS corpora for ESP teaching (see Gavioli 2005 for ESP corpora 
designed with teaching purposes rather than for language description), 
characteristic discourse moves may be studied by learners so that they 
become aware of those common expressions that are typical of the genre 
under analysis within the wider perspective of move sequencing.

Luzón (Chapter 6) studies the misuse or atypical use of organizational 
items in a small learner corpus in contrast to the information gathered 
from the BNC corpus. The problematic areas found in Luzón’s study 
include errors regarding the word class, meaning, or function of an item 
and its position in a sentence, as well as atypical or incorrect use of (some-
times inexistent) lexical bundles and genre phraseology. Errors discussed 
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in Luzón include those involving signalling nouns and their use to create 
cohesive relations across-clause level. Likewise, problems regarding the use 
of informal or oral discourse in a formal context are brought to light. 
In this chapter it is made clear that in order to design effective teaching 
materials it is essential that both native speaker and learner corpora should 
be brought together to better understand learner’s needs and problematic 
areas in order to identify language patterns used by learners which clearly 
differ from those used by experts.

In Chapter 7, Crawford introduces a spoken business corpus and derived 
classroom activities that may improve ESP materials through corpus-based 
pedagogical applications. Drawing on a small specialized corpus, the author 
explores key business English lexis and demonstrates that corpus-based 
activities can help students better understand content lectures in English. 
This is vital for the learners’ success not only in their academic studies but 
also in their future careers. In this way, Crawford (this volume, 104) contrib-
utes to ‘bridging the gap between ESP research and ESP pedagogy’. 

The last chapter in this part, by Georgieva and Grozdanova, pays special 
attention to English as an International Language (EIL) or English as a 
Lingua Franca (ELF) corpora (Seidlhofer 2005; Mauranen 2007). EIL/ELF 
corpora are particularly focused on the production of native-like speakers 
in academic and professional contexts. For the majority of ESP learners, 
competent professional communication is one of the highest motivations 
to learn a language. Georgieva and Grozdanova intend to answer a different 
set of questions, such as which strategies participants in intercultural 
communicative encounters use to overcome differences in the process 
of communicating with other speakers; or which are the most widely used 
patterns that come up in order to communicate successfully.

1.2 Learner Corpora and Corpus-Informed 
Teaching Materials

The corpora explored in this part may be termed pedagogic corpora (Hunston 
2002) or (E)LT discourse corpora,1 in a similar fashion to EIL corpora. They 
include the language used in classroom or in formal teaching and learning 
contexts and situations (exams, offi ce tutorials, etc.) and may take into 
account teacher-learner relationship patterns. A comprehensive example 
of this kind of corpora is the T2K-SWAL corpus designed to test to which 
extent the language of ESL/EFL materials and assessment instruments rep-
resents ‘real’ English language (Drescher 2007; García 2007). This group 
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would also include English Language Teaching (ELT) materials corpora, 
in the sense that textbooks, for instance, are meant to represent NS 
production as a model for the language learner (Römer 2005; Amador-
Moreno et al. 2006; Cheng 2007). Authenticity of the written/spoken texts 
is questioned here in terms of the language used, the text types provided 
and the authenticity of tasks. Corpus Linguistics has a lot to say in the 
assessment/improvement of the aforementioned levels of authenticity. 
Corpora based on the interaction between teachers and learners which 
should be considered EPP corpora would fall into this category. Examples 
of analysis of this interaction may be seen in the MICASE corpus (Csomay 
2007), or the POTTI corpus (Farr 2007) and also in O’Keefe et al. (2007: 
220–243).

In this volume, the part devoted to ELT corpora focuses on three main 
dimensions: the fi rst one deals with the compilation and exploitation of 
learner corpora; the second explores error analysis using learner corpora 
and comparable native speaker corpora; and the third has to do with the 
use of corpora to create teaching materials.

The compilation and use of corpora as a means to enhance language 
learning practices takes us to the issue of criteria in corpus compilation 
which determine the end product and how and by whom it may be used 
afterwards (Luzón et al. 2007: 4–6). Among these, there are at least three 
essential criteria that affect corpus-based language learning and teaching: 
(1) the purpose and principles behind the compilation of the corpus, 
(2) its availability, not only for the researcher but also for materials writers, 
teachers and learners and (3) the use of various resources in multimodal 
corpora. In this sense, as may be seen in the articles collected in Ghadessy 
et al. (2001), it is a well-known fact that a good number of teachers prefer 
the use of small ad hoc corpora that have been designed with a very specifi c 
aim in mind and addressed to a particular group of learners. There are two 
obvious reasons for this: one is that, given the opportunity, teachers would 
not avoid the possibility of tailor-made resources; the other is that, in most 
cases, small ad hoc corpora are easier to handle in the classroom.

If we consider the issue of corpus compilation purposes, another interest-
ing feature stands out: how the texts are obtained, i.e. the compilation 
methodology. Thus, we think that an important point when dealing with 
corpus-based methodologies is that learner corpora follow a task-based 
instead of a text-type based approach in their compilation and database 
organization. This takes us to the subject of how learner corpora differ from 
corpora with other speaker profi les. In learner corpus compilation, an 
important debate revolves around the kind of task selected to elicit learner 



 Introduction to Corpus Linguistics and ELT 9

language production, and the extent to which the elicited language may be 
seen as authentic. In this sense, it is important to bear in mind that any 
chosen task for the learners is not going to be considered as natural as 
those performed by native speakers since the former are produced in 
a more or less imposing learning situation where fully spontaneous 
speech may not be attained, though it may be argued, as in Sylvie De Cock’s 
chapter (Chapter 9), that the learning situation is in fact a real situation 
for learners.

In her chapter, De Cock extensively reviews the use of spoken learner 
corpora in ELT. She discusses the two fundamental aspects in learner 
corpora: learner variables and task variables. Learner variables pose a 
number of questions regarding the complexity of the description of 
speaker profi les and of the compilation of speaker production corpora 
where speakers follow the same procedures and belong to a similar learn-
ing profi le. Task variables largely infl uence not only what may be done with 
the corpus in question but also the possibility of research replications 
in subsequent investigation. For the creation and analysis of oral tasks, 
communication problems arising from inability to convey a message are 
one of the main concerns when querying corpora and they constitute a 
central issue when designing pedagogically relevant materials.

Moreover, De Cock complains about the scarce availability of materials 
derived from spoken corpora, which are also still in its infancy regarding 
classroom exploitation. Direct and indirect use of spoken learner corpora 
requires participation on the teachers’ part that could at this stage perhaps 
only be carried out if the teacher is a corpus linguist or is trained specifi -
cally to deal with such corpora, since spoken corpora are diffi cult to handle 
at least in depth or to obtain as many benefi ts as possible on the part of 
both learners and teachers.

In the second chapter of this section, Julia Lavid, Jorge Arús and Juan 
Rafael Zamorano explain details about the compilation and exploitation 
of a small bidirectional corpus of written texts. The texts in their online 
corpus include originals and their translations in English and Spanish, 
and allow for the analysis of individual texts as well as for ‘whole-corpus 
reading’. In an effort to guide teachers and learners, the authors also 
include other tasks which would fi t into what is called direct use of corpora, 
designing possible hands-on tasks as part of their corpus-based materials.

Regarding the use of corpora to analyse learner output, Chapters 11, 12 
and 13 (by Rafael Alejo, Mª Ángeles Andreu et al. and Amaya Mendikoetxea 
et al., respectively) explicitly deal with corpus-based error analysis and 
learners’ non-prototypical use of English. Many studies analysing learner 
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corpora focus to a large extent on language profi ciency and on possible 
errors in a set-up task. In Chapter 11, Alejo explores the Spanish and 
Swedish components of the ICLE corpus and the Written School and 
University Essays from the BNC to compare the use of the particle ‘out’ in 
both corpora in terms of over- and underuse, prototypicality, avoidance and 
erroneous use of this particle. Similarly, Andreu et al. (Chapter 12) analyse 
written production of EFL students in an error-annotated multilingual 
corpus of students learning English, Spanish, French and German as a
foreign language, and also Catalan, as a fi rst, second or foreign language. 
Comparable and parallel multilingual corpora incorporate the production 
of speakers (NS or NNS) whose mother tongue may represent two or more 
languages. They are most common in corpus-based translation studies. The 
possibilities are varied: researchers, teachers and students may be using 
comparable and/or parallel corpora in two or more languages to analyse 
possible translations and/or to check on a specifi c language issue. Other 
multilingual corpora discussed in this volume may be found in other parts 
(see Lavid et al.; Alcaraz et al.; Guzmán and Alcón).

Mendikoetxea et al. (Chapter 13) aim at the development of teaching 
materials drawing on a database of learner errors extracted from a corpus 
of essays written by Spanish learners of English at university level in order 
to identify problematic areas and to develop relevant pedagogical materials, 
thus improving curriculum design. Their project (INTELeNG) combines 
contrastive analysis (CA) and error analysis (EA). Despite advocating 
for the use of learner corpora, the authors highlight the benefi ts of the 
combination of learner and native corpora for the elaboration of teaching 
materials and curriculum design as part of classroom methodology aimed 
at fostering students’ language awareness and, ultimately, their language 
profi ciency.

The last three chapters of this part deal with the creation of corpus-
informed language teaching materials taking into account lexicography, 
grammar and representativeness in language learning. Leaner corpora may 
be used to obtain feedback for the improvement of existing pedagogical 
materials. In this area, corpus-based updating and improvement of peda-
gogical dictionaries is one of the most widely exploited fi elds of research. 
Grammar and textbook design are now also receiving more attention in the 
fi eld of indirect corpus applications. Cheng (2007) and Römer (2005) are 
examples of how differences between actual language use and textbook 
language may be tackled by means of corpus analysis.

In Chapter 14, Sylvie De Cock and Magali Paquot discuss the design of 
corpus-based information in dictionaries that are meant to aid learner 
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language production. They focus on the work carried out in the Macmillan 
English Dictionary for Advanced Learners to describe how the International 
Corpus of Learner English (with writings of learners from 16 different 
countries) is used, together with information drawn from a 15 million-
word corpus of academic English in order to provide improved information 
on those areas where diffi culty was detected in the learner corpus. Thus, 
corpus information is an added value in the form of ‘Get it right’ boxes, 
grammar sections and academic writing sections, increasing the dictionary’s 
productive use potential.

Chapter 15 also deals specifi cally with corpus-informed teaching and 
learning materials. Here, Tom Rankin analyses adverb placement in an 
advanced learner corpus suggesting ways to improve grammar teaching 
materials. Adverb syntax is a particularly problematic area for EFL learners 
but, paradoxically, it has been neglected in most grammar textbooks. 
Rankin contends that specifi c discourse and pragmatic contexts must be 
taken into account when teaching adverb placement and suggests that cor-
pus data can inform the selection and sequencing of materials and ‘provide 
practical help in choosing which type of semantic and syntactic features 
prove most problematic for the learners and should therefore be included 
in teaching examples and exercises’ (Rankin, this volume: 305).

Finally, the issue of representativeness in corpora use and compilation is 
discussed by Izaskun Elorza and Blanca García-Riaza in Chapter 16. These 
authors tackle the question of how the compilation of a successful 
pedagogical corpus of written academic texts should be done in terms of 
size, topic, authenticity and representativeness. The focus remains on the 
texts chosen for the corpus, since learners will take them as a model of 
the language used for ‘real’ communication. The authors suggest that the 
use of a specifi c (pedagogic) corpus can infl uence the defi nition of the model 
of language to be used in the classroom. As the authors indicate (Elorza and 
Riaza, this volume: 221),

when dealing with the corpus compilation of the written input we cannot 
ignore the great variety of the texts used in higher education courses. 
The need for using texts from different types seems to impede the very 
possibility of compiling a representative corpus in terms of typological 
representativeness.

Thus, they study wordlist statistics, rank and frequency of word types in rela-
tion to text length, completeness and representativeness and compare and 
contrast data to the fi rst hundred most frequent words in the BNC corpus.
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1.3 Multimodality: Corpus Tools and Language 
Processing Technology

The development of corpus tools and the integration of different modes of 
communication in corpora are key issues in the use of corpora for learning 
purposes. Also, CD and online availability allow both learner and teacher to 
use corpus resources at ease. Together with this availability is the issue of 
user-friendliness in the design of both corpus and corpus tools. The fact 
that most educational institutions have access to the internet has promoted 
the use of the web as corpus (Kilgarriff and Grefenstette 2003; Sharoff 
2006) in the making of self-compiled ad hoc corpora, since educators 
worldwide fi nd it easy to download the exact text types they need to use in 
the classroom and make them part of a corpus in a do-it-yourself fashion 
(e.g. CorpusBuilder in SketchEngine). In this sense, web as corpus research 
facilitates the study of multimodal features through the use of corpora. 
Moreover, the development of customized corpora such as ACORN (the 
Aston Corpus Network) and its focus on, and open access to, corpus and 
corpus output materials show how corpora are increasingly present in 
today’s educational institutions.

Some CD and online language learning packages also include corpora as 
part of their components (see for instance the Virtual Language Centre, Hong 
Kong Polytechnic at http://www.edict.com.hk/vlc/ and its WebConcordancer), 
so learners may play around with several search routes which allow for 
teacher work on various language profi ciency levels. Furthermore, with the 
combination of different discourse modes in multimodal corpora, learners 
may develop all four competences.

We would also like to point out the advances that have been made since 
Tim Jones’ pioneering work in DDL (Data Driven Learning), when most 
research was based on concordance and collocation data. The future that 
lies ahead regarding corpus tools that may be used by learners and teachers 
alike is more complex and exciting than ever. First, the availability of a wide 
range of corpora, which may be operated through diverse corpus tools, 
enables teachers to design a wide range of materials and tasks for the 
classroom. The creation of corpora such as MICASE including speech 
events, speaker status and academic position, speaker level or interactivity 
rating of the event, makes it possible to go beyond the word and its lexico-
grammatical patterns into other discourse levels. Secondly, a surge for 
pedagogic annotation and annotation tools (Braun 2006; Alcaraz et al., 
this volume) refl ects the interest of teachers and researchers alike to use 
annotated corpora in the classroom and in the creation of language teaching 

http://www.edict.com.hk/vlc/


 Introduction to Corpus Linguistics and ELT 13

materials. New corpus tools such as SketchEngine and its Word Sketch 
automatically provide the user with a complete collocational and grammati-
cal pattern of searched words and phrases; others, like the Word Sketch 
differences, show lexical contrasts between two selected words in terms of 
their collocates.

The possibility to study word association and the combination of genre 
and keyword analysis (Scott and Tribble 2006) by means of tools such as 
WordSmith Tools gave corpus studies a wider dimension. The development of 
new tools in this direction may be seen in ConcGram@ (Greaves 2009), a 
programme which determines the phraseological profi le of the language 
contained in a specifi c corpus. As described in Cheng et al. (2006), many 
word associations do not occur in one fi xed grammatical pattern so, taking 
this into account, ConcGram@ develops information based on non-contiguous 
sequences of associated words (Cheng et al. 2006: 414):

The development of the notion of a concgram challenges the current 
view about word co-occurrences that underpins the KWIC display (. . .) 
word associations become the focus of attention, and a ‘node’ is not the 
‘sun’ around which collocates orbit in a subordinate relationship.

As can be observed, tool and multimodality play an active role in the devel-
opment of corpus-based approaches to ELT. The fi nal part of this volume 
examines availability and multimodality in corpora within the language 
teaching context, and presents several new devices for corpus processing, 
introducing tools such as a query program for parallel corpora or a tool 
for implementing pedagogical annotation. The chapters discuss the oppor-
tunities and challenges that multilayered and multimodal corpora may 
pose to corpus linguistic investigation in ELT.

More specifi cally, José María Alcaraz et al. (Chapter 17) show a tool that 
allows annotation for any language and explain how the seven language 
corpora in the SACODEYL project can be annotated with the same tool, 
thus providing useful resources in the pedagogical design and analysis of 
classroom material. In Chapter 18, Josep Roderic Guzmán and Eva Alcón 
use two corpora made up of TV series in English which are translated into 
Catalan and Spanish, and narrative works where English is the language of 
the original texts, also translated into Catalan. They explain how these 
corpora may be approached by means of the AlfraCOVALT tool in order 
to design tasks to cater for the use of requests in English, and how to apply 
the data provided by the corpora to the creation of activities for translation 
students.
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In Chapter 19, Inmaculada Fortanet and Mercedes Querol present their 
experience in the compilation of a multimodal video corpus recorded and 
edited for its application to a teacher training course for lecturing in 
English at Universitat Jaume I. These authors offer an example of the type 
of tagging or classifi cation of speech events that can be done in video 
corpora, which can later assist the teaching of pragmatics, grammar and/or 
vocabulary. They advocate for multimodal corpus analysis, stating that when 
teaching spoken academic discourse by means of corpus-based learning, 
corpora transcripts do not always provide enough information about the 
real situation, lacking of general context and background. They conclude 
that language is accompanied by prosodic features such as intonation, 
accent, or stress and kinesics which cannot be exclusively analysed from a 
transcript.

If there is a promising future in corpus studies in the ELT fi eld, it is that 
of multimodal corpora and the tools developed to support them. The study 
and analysis of multimodal corpora could be understood as a critical 
rethinking and reformulation of the relationship between text and society 
(Baldry and Thibault 2006: 2). This provides researchers with other 
language, social and cultural aspects not gathered or embedded within a 
linear approach or analysis. A not-single theoretical framework such as 
the analysis of multimodal corpora, can in fact adequately describe the very 
different semiotic systems (language, music, picture, movement, etc.). By 
analysing multimodal corpora, researchers do not only aim at the study 
of plain texts or transcripts, but other modes of discourse are taken into 
consideration and seen as a unique whole. How all these modes of discourse 
are interrelated or not, structured, organized and presented, can be studied 
by means of multimodal corpora. As Baldry and Thibault (2006: 3) point 
out, ‘text users’ knowledge of culture and society interact with the internal 
features of text’s organization during the making and interpreting of texts.’ 
It should be added at this point that we, as linguists, understand text not 
only as a written mode of discourse. With multimodal corpus analysis we are 
not limited to text analysis; there are many other resources that can be used 
to create or support texts, a phenomenon which has been referred to as 
resource integration principle (Baldry and Thibault 2006: 4).

Many are the ideas to be drawn from this volume. However, we would like 
to underscore two central issues. One is the fact that research-oriented 
corpus tools have still a lot to say in indirect corpus applications, that is, on 
what and when to teach. This is more so for learner corpora and for spoken 
corpora, due to the fact that these are the most diffi cult corpora to compile 
but are also, or should be, more productive in terms of providing data that 
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may be applied to the classroom in a satisfactory way. The same is true 
about teaching-oriented corpus tools and their role in direct corpus 
applications, since the development of these tools together with the 
analysis of teacher and learner needs will undoubtedly lead to a more active 
participation of both teachers and learners in the corpus-based learning 
process, that is, in how we may teach and learn a language. In this sense, 
we can remain assured that the future of corpus linguistics and language 
teaching will go hand in hand to provide valuable and much needed 
pedagogical applications, to improve teaching materials and course syllabi, 
and ultimately to respond to the needs of both teachers and learners.

A second, fi nal issue concerns the refl ection made around concepts intro-
ducing the prefi x ‘multi’ in combinations such as ‘multilayered’, ‘multimodal’, 
‘multipurpose’, ‘multilingual’, ‘multiple tools’, ‘multiple annotation’, etc. 
We would like to take the ‘multi-combinations’ terms used throughout this 
volume as an emblem towards the new and exciting challenges that the 
new corpora and updates of the old ones bring on to the stage for corpus 
linguistics and ELT.

Notes

1 The term pedagogical corpora might imply study and evaluation of that discourse 
as pedagogical, without questioning the effi ciency of that discourse in learning 
contexts. Use of teacher and teaching materials corpora may sometimes reveal a 
bigger or lesser degree of pedagogical inadequacy.
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Chapter 2

Using General and Specialized Corpora 
in English Language Teaching: Past, 

Present and Future

Ute Römer
University of Michigan

2.1 Introduction: Corpus Linguistics and 
Language Teaching

Over the past 25 years, corpora, corpus tools and corpus evidence have not 
only been used as a basis for linguistic research but also in the teaching and 
learning of languages. Tim Johns’s data-driven learning (DDL), Dieter Mindt’s 
empirical grammar research, and John Sinclair’s work with COBUILD can be 
considered particularly groundbreaking developments in the fi eld of English 
corpus linguistics and language pedagogy in the 1980s (see Mindt 1981,1987; 
Johns 1986, 1991; Sinclair 1987, 1991).

Nowadays, more and more researchers and practitioners treasure what 
corpus linguistics has to offer to language pedagogy, and the impressive 
number of recently published monographs and edited collections on the 
topic clearly indicate the growing popularity of pedagogical corpora use 
and the need for research in this area (see, for example, Aston 2001; 
Granger et al. 2002; Sinclair 2004a; Römer 2005; Ädel 2006; Braun et al. 
2006; Gavioli 2006; Kettemann and Marko 2006; Scott and Tribble 2006; 
Campoy and Luzón 2007; and the proceedings of the fi rst six events in the 
TaLC (Teaching and Language Corpora) series: Aston et al. 2004; Botley 
et al. 1996; Burnard and McEnery 2000; Hidalgo et al. 2007; Kettemann 
and Marko 2002; Wichmann et al. eds. 1997).1

I would, however, still be hesitant to say that corpora and corpus tools 
have after all fully ‘arrived’ on the pedagogical landscape. The practice 
of ELT (English Language Teaching) to date, at least, seems to be largely 
unaffected by the advances of corpus research, and comparatively few 
teachers and learners know about the availability of useful resources and 
get their hands on corpus computers or concordancers themselves (see 
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e.g. Mukherjee 2004). The aim of the present chapter is to, fi rst, review 
what has been achieved so far in the fi eld of corpus linguistics and language 
teaching, and to provide a brief overview of pedagogical applications of 
general and specialized English language corpora. The chapter then looks 
at some unresolved issues and future tasks for applied corpus researchers, 
and discusses what steps could (and should perhaps) be taken in fostering 
uses of corpora in language learning and teaching. Throughout the 
chapter, reference will be made to the distinctions illustrated in Figure 2.1, 
especially the distinction (going back to Leech 1997) between direct and 
indirect corpora applications.

As Figure 2.1 shows, direct and indirect pedagogical corpus uses apply 
to both general and specialized corpora. Indirect applications involve 
hands-on work mainly for corpus researchers as well as, to a limited extent, 
materials writers and provide answers to questions on what to teach and 
when to teach it, whereas direct applications mainly affect how something 
is taught and actively involve the learner and teacher in the process of 
working with corpora and concordances.

2.2 Corpus Linguistics and Language Teaching: Past

Let us fi rst address the question ‘How did it all begin?’ How (and when) did 
corpus linguists and language teachers get together? Perhaps the most 
important developments in this context took place at the University of 
Birmingham (United Kingdom) in the early 1980s when John Sinclair

Pedagogical
corpus

applications 

Indirect applications:
hands on for
researchers and
materials writers  

Direct applications:
hands on for learners
and teachers (data-driven
learning, DDL)  

Indirect
applications
of general 
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Indirect 
applications of
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corpora

Direct
applications of
general corpora  

Direct
applications of
specialized 
corpora  

Figure 2.1 The use of corpora in language learning and language teaching
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(professor in the Department of English) collaborated with Collins publishing 
on the COBUILD project in pedagogically oriented lexical computing 
(cf. Sinclair 1987). At the heart of this project, the aim of which was to 
provide English language learners with better dictionaries and teaching 
materials that present ‘real’ English and focus on those items and meanings 
that learners are most likely to encounter in actual communicative situations, 
was the Bank of English (BoE), a growing multimillion word corpus of 
different native-speaker varieties of spoken and written English. The 
COBUILD learners’ dictionaries, grammars and usage guides are fully BoE-
based, incorporate fi ndings on frequency distribution and collocations, 
and contain genuine instead of invented examples. They hence constitute 
a typical case of indirect application of corpora in ELT.

Other early examples of indirect pedagogical corpus applications (that 
are perhaps less well-known than the COBUILD dictionaries) are the design 
of the Collins COBUILD English Course (CCEC, Willis and Willis 1989), a 
‘lexical syllabus’ that focuses on ‘the commonest words and phrases in 
English and their meanings’ (Willis 1990: 124), and the work on an empiri-
cal grammar of the English verb system by Dieter Mindt (Mindt 1987, 1995, 
2000). Mindt and his colleagues at Berlin’s Free University (Germany) 
contributed to both syllabus and materials design and created corpus-driven 
and frequency-based resources for use by research-oriented teachers and 
materials designers, mainly addressing the problems of selection of 
language items and progression in the course. A related but much earlier 
attempt to improve English language, or mainly English vocabulary teach-
ing based on word-frequency data is Michael West’s (1953) General Service 
List of English Words (GSL). Developed in pre-computer corpora times and 
without the help of software tools for corpus analysis, West’s GSL (similar to 
Willis’s CCEC) suggests a syllabus that is based on frequently occurring 
words rather than on grammatical structures.

A turn from early indirect to the beginnings of direct pedagogical corpus 
applications leads us back to the University of Birmingham where Tim 
Johns, inspired by John Sinclair’s corpus work and supported by his 
colleagues Tony Dudley-Evans and Philip King, pioneered the use of 
concordances in grammar and vocabulary classes in the English for 
International Students Unit (cf. Johns 1986, 1991). Johns’s idea was to 
put the learner (instead of the teacher) at centre stage and make her/him 
‘a linguistic researcher’ (Johns 2002: 108) who takes on an active role in 
discovering patterns around and meanings of selected lexical items, often 
related to problems that were found in learners’ academic writing samples. 
This interaction between the learner and the corpus (or corpus data in the 
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form of concordances) is now usually referred to as ‘data-driven learning’ 
(DDL; cf. Johns 1986, 1994). We will get back to the concept of DDL 
and some concrete examples of its implementation in ELT later (in 
sections 2.3.1 and 2.3.2).

2.3 Corpus Linguistics and Language Teaching: Present

If we now move on from the 1980s to the early twenty-fi rst century, we notice 
that much has happened in corpus linguistics and language teaching 
and that many researchers, language teachers and publishers worldwide 
have been infl uenced and inspired by the activities of pioneers like Johns, 
Sinclair, West and Mindt. The question I would like to address in the 
following two sections is ‘How far have we come, and where are we now 
in terms of direct and indirect pedagogical corpus applications?’

Corpora and corpus tools come in many different shapes, and not all of 
them may be equally useful to all groups of learners or for research that 
can inform teaching resources. It is thus an important task for the applied 
corpus linguist to guide corpus novices, learners, teachers and materials 
designers in the selection of the most appropriate resources and to create 
concordancers and corpora that are easy to use and, ideally, make them 
freely available, e.g. through online search interfaces. In the following 
discussion, I will distinguish between general and specialized English 
corpora throughout. General corpora (also referred to as reference 
corpora) tend to be fairly large (several million, sometimes even several 
hundred million words in size) and usually cover a wide range of text types 
from different registers and different varieties of the language. Typical 
examples of such corpora are the above-mentioned COBUILD Bank 
of English (BoE), the British National Corpus (BNC) and the recently 
launched BYU Corpus of American English (cf. Davies 2008; renamed 
‘Corpus of Contemporary American English’, COCA). The BNC, like 
COCA and parts of the BoE, are freely accessible online via web-interfaces 
that allow the user to create concordances and extract lists of collocations 
for specifi ed words or phrases (see Appendix for a list of web addresses 
for online-searchable corpora).

Different from general corpora, most specialized corpora, i.e. collections 
of texts from a particular fi eld of expertise (e.g. economics), produced by 
a narrowly defi ned group of language users (e.g. advanced learners of 
English whose L1 is Swedish), or produced in a certain setting (e.g. in 
biology study groups at a US university), are small, often home-made and 
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custom-compiled, and not generally made available by the researchers (or 
language teachers) who compile them for their own specifi c research or 
teaching purposes. One of the few welcome exceptions of a freely accessible 
specialized corpus that can be searched and browsed through an online 
interface is MICASE, the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English 
(cf. Simpson et al. 2002). The MICASE online interface at http://quod.lib.
umich.edu/m/micase/ allows users to specify their searches according to a 
range of criteria such as speaker native-speaker status (e.g. near-native 
speaker), academic discipline (e.g. chemical engineering), or speech event 
type (e.g. large lecture), and thus makes it possible to derive authentic speech 
samples or concordance materials from MICASE that are tailored to particu-
lar groups of EAP (English for academic purposes) learners. In the near 
future (by the end of 2009), MICASE online will be complemented by an 
academic written English corpus: MICUSP, the Michigan Corpus of Upper-
level Student Papers (see project website at http://micusp.elicorpora.info/).

2.3.1 Applications of general corpora

Let us now look at a few examples of current direct and indirect pedagogical 
applications of general corpora. We have seen above in the discussion of 
COBUILD work done at the University of Birmingham that corpus evidence 
can greatly affect course design and the contents of teaching materials, and 
I would like to join Sinclair (2004c: 271) in stressing the need for evaluating 
existing pedagogical descriptions in the light of ‘new evidence.’

Recent pedagogically oriented studies of the indirect type that take corpus 
fi ndings seriously, and use language features that are known to cause prob-
lems to language learners as their starting point, include those by Barlow 
(1996) on refl exives, by Conrad (2004) on linking adverbials, by Grabowski 
and Mindt (1995) on irregular verbs, by Mindt (1997) on future time expres-
sions, by Römer (2004a,b, 2005, 2006) on modal verbs, if-clauses, and pro-
gressives, and by Schlüter (2002) on the present perfect. All of these studies 
found considerable mismatches between naturally occurring English and the 
English presented in EFL (English as a foreign language) teaching materials 
(textbooks, grammars), and discuss the need for revised pedagogical lan-
guage descriptions that take corpus fi ndings into account and present a more 
adequate picture of language as it is actually used.

A case in point here are the misrepresentations of the preferred 
functions and contexts of the English progressive in German EFL teaching 
materials. Figure 2.2, taken from Römer’s (2005) comparative study on the 
use of progressives in genuine spoken British English and in representations 

http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/micase/
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/micase/
http://micusp.elicorpora.info/
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of spoken English in EFL textbooks, displays the shares of progressive verb 
forms expressing repeatedness in large data sets from four ‘real English’ 
and ‘school English’ corpora (the spoken parts of the BNC and the BoE, 
and from two small EFL textbook corpora, Green Line New and English G 
2000). Examples of progressives (taken from the analysed BNC dataset) 
which refer to repeated actions or events are given in (1) and (2). As the 
two right-hand bars in the fi rst bar cluster in Figure 2.2 illustrate, repeated-
ness is very rarely expressed by progressives in the textbook data, where 
progressive verb forms refer to single continuous events in more than 
90 per cent of the cases, as exemplifi ed in (3) and (4). This clear trend 
also becomes apparent in the concordance samples in Figures 2.3 and 2.4 
(taken from BNC spoken and English G 2000 concordances of ‘doing’). 
While there are a number of progressives that refer to repeated actions or 
events in the BNC spoken concordance sample (e.g. lines 1, 2, 6, 8), the 
dominant pattern in the English G 2000 sample in Figure 2.4 is ‘What (are) 
you doing?’ – a question that clearly points at an ongoing single event.

Do you fi nd tha that that you’re you’re bringing traditions to people? 1. 
(BNC spoken)
Yes. er it was sold out, you know, and everybody, and people had been 2. 
ringing up thanking them and everything. (BNC spoken)
Robert: Well, no. I’m not listening to Radio 1. It’s Radio Nottingham. 3. 
I’m listening to my mum. (Green Line New)
Now, are we playing, or are we packing in? GLORIA Playing! (English G 4. 
2000)
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Figure 2.2 Progressives and shares of repeated actions across ‘real English’ and 
‘school English’ corpora (Römer 2005)
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It seems that fi ndings like these call for corpus-inspired adjustments in 
the language teaching syllabus, as far as selection and progression are 
concerned, and for revised lexical-grammatical descriptions for the hand 
of the learner. Such new descriptions could, for instance, address the 
described imbalance of functions and contexts in which progressives 
are used in real conversations and textbooks, use authentic instead of 
invented examples, and focus on frequent instead of rarely attested 
patterns (cf. Römer 2005, ch. 7).

Like indirect applications, direct uses of general corpora in pedagogical 
contexts have also come a long way since the 1980s. Not only do a growing 
number of language teachers (especially on advanced levels of instruction) 
work with corpora and concordances in the classroom, there are now also a 
couple of websites and textbooks available that provide either ready-made 
data-driven learning exercises or the tools for teachers to create simple 
DDL tasks themselves (e.g. gapfi ll or reorder). An interesting project is 
CorpusLAB, administered by Michael Barlow (see http://www.corpuslab.
com). CorpusLAB is essentially a collection of websites (some of which are 

Figure 2.3 BNC spoken concordance sample of ‘doing’ progressives, showing a 
high share of repeatedness

Figure 2.4 English G 2000 concordance sample of ‘doing’ progressives, showing 
a low share of repeatedness

http://www.corpuslab.com
http://www.corpuslab.com
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still under development) that lists ready-made DDL exercises for teachers 
and students and, what is more, contains exercise authoring capabilities for 
an ad-hoc creation of tasks on different genres. A number of ready-to-use 
DDL exercises based on large general corpora can also be found in Chris 
Tribble’s and Glyn Jones’s (1997) book Concordances in the Classroom, and 
several more are downloadable from websites created by Tim Johns, the 
‘father’ of DDL himself, and by one of his former Ph.D. students, 
Passapong Sripicharn.2 An example taken from Sripicharn’s DDL pages 
that uses a fi ltered concordance (a list of selected concordance lines) from 
the Bank of English to highlight the use and collocates of the verb form 
‘commit’ in written English is displayed in Figure 2.5 below (see also 
Sripicharn 2003).

Also worth mentioning is Tom Cobb’s ‘Compleat Lexical Tutor’ website 
(see http://132.208.224.131/), a tool collection ‘[f]or data-driven lan-
guage learning on the web,’ which offers (among other things) a set of 
vocabulary quizzes and vocabulary lists linked to concordances that enable 
users to ‘explore the nuances of form, meaning, and collocation’ of words 
(quotes from website blurb). The site also provides cloze test builders that 
help teachers create cloze passages for words from specifi ed frequency 
bands. Another promising development in this context is the publication 
of the fi rst general corpora-based EFL textbooks, such as the volumes 
published in CUP’s Touchstone series (e.g. McCarthy et al. 2005). According 
to CUP’s promotional description for the series, Touchstone draws ‘on research 

Figure 2.5 DDL exercise on verb-noun patterns around ‘commit’ (courtesy of 
Passapong Sripicharn)

http://132.208.224.131/
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in the Cambridge International Corpus’ and ‘presents the vocabulary, 
grammar, and functions students need for effective conversations.’

Common to all these projects and publications is the general understand-
ing that the creation of a data-rich learning environment and working 
with concordance materials in the classroom in an inductive fashion can 
have lots of positive effects on the language learning process. Central 
keywords related to the effects of DDL or ‘corpus-aided discovery learning’ 
(Bernardini 2002: 165) are learner motivation, serendipity, communicative 
competence, language awareness raising and learner autonomous learning. 
So, corpus work in pedagogical contexts is seen to have a number of 
advantages since, for the learner, ‘[c]orpora will clarify, give priorities, 
reduce exceptions and liberate the creative spirit’ (Sinclair 1997: 38). This 
is of course not only valid for work with general but also for pedagogical 
applications of specialized corpora.

2.3.2 Applications of specialized corpora

Like large general corpora, smaller collections of more specialized texts or 
of language produced by a specifi c group of people can also have a strong 
direct or indirect impact on language teaching practice. As far as indirect 
applications are concerned, corpora that capture a particular LSP (language 
for special or specifi c purposes) can infl uence syllabus design for LSP 
courses. As Gavioli (2006: 23) points out, in ESP (English for specifi c pur-
poses) ‘working out basic items to be dealt with is a key teaching problem.’ 
A keyword analysis based on a corpus that contains the specifi c text or 
discourse type in question (e.g. English business letters, medical research 
articles, or newspaper editorials) can help solve this problem and assist 
teachers in ‘focus[ing] their efforts in terms of selection of language 
contents’ (Pérez-Paredes 2003: 1).

An important issue for ESP teachers (who may or, what is more likely, may 
not be experts in the specifi c discourse they have to teach) is that they 
should give priority to teaching those words and expressions that their 
learners will need later on to be able to handle texts in their subject area. 
For instance, having access to a corpus of biology readings and lectures, to 
give just one example of a science English course described by Flowerdew 
(1993), can enable teachers to successfully address this issue and make 
informed decisions about item and text selection for their course. Another 
example of how corpora can impact general EAP teaching is Coxhead’s 
(2000) Academic Word List (AWL). The AWL, based on a corpus of aca-
demic writing, contains those vocabulary items which are most relevant and 
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useful to EAP learners. Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (in preparation) have taken 
Coxhead’s idea from word to phrase level and devised an Academic 
Formulas List (AFL) which consists of word combinations that occur signifi -
cantly more often in academic than in non-academic speech and writing. 
Both studies (AWL and AFL) take an indirect approach to using specialized 
corpora in language teaching and contribute to improving the teaching of 
English for academic purposes through informing syllabus design.

Recently, specialized corpora have also come to be used in EAP and ESP 
classroom concordancing, and materials derived directly from specialized 
corpora are regarded valuable tools by EAP/ESP instructors worldwide, as 
indicated by the large number of hits on the MICASE online and MICASE 
teaching materials websites from people in more than 130 different 
countries.3 Resources like the MICASE instructional materials and MICASE 
kibbitzers (at http://micase.elicorpora.info/micase-kibbitzers) focus on 
some core items and communicative functions of academic English 
(e.g. hedging or complaining) and help students gain insights into the 
phraseology of academic speech.

Gavioli (2001) reports on classroom concordancing with small and 
specialized corpora and addresses the question ‘How can learners analyse 
corpora without getting lost?’ (Gavioli 2001: 109). She suggests that 
teachers reduce and classify the data and tell their students to look for 
recurrent features in concordance samples. In my experience this strategy 
works quite well, and students enjoy working with concordances once they 
know how to read them and what to focus on. In a different publication 
(Gavioli 2006), the author provides examples of DDL activities for students 
of economics, centring (among other things) around the specialist vocabu-
lary of marketing research articles. Her exercises highlight important 
collocations (e.g. of the word ‘market’) and keywords in the discourse 
of marketing. Such exercises can help economics students familiarize them-
selves with the central vocabulary in their discipline, hence becoming 
better readers, and maybe also better producers of economics texts. I would, 
however, argue that the focus on ESP/EAP teaching should not only be on 
the specifi c lexis and typical communicative functions of the discourse type 
in question but that it also makes sense to work with concordances of general 
high-frequency words like ‘price,’ ‘way’ or ‘cost’ – words that learners 
already know but that may be used in different ways and take on specifi c 
meanings in specialized languages. I would also suggest a shift in focus from 
lists of frequent individual words or keywords to lists of frequent clusters or 
n-grams that provide insights into the phraseological profi le of a certain 
genre. The extraction of 3- and 4-word clusters around the word ‘way’ from 

http://micase.elicorpora.info/micase-kibbitzers
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a corpus of academic research articles, for instance, results in a list of 
phraseological items such as ‘in this way’, ‘by way of’, ‘way in which’, ‘in the 
same way’, ‘in such a way’, ‘gave way to’ or ‘as a way of (V-ing)’ – items that 
may be very useful for students in their own academic writing.

2.4 Corpus Linguistics and Language Teaching: Future

Having provided a couple of examples of past and present pedagogical 
corpora use, I would now like to turn to the future of corpus linguistics and 
language teaching and consider what could or should be done next in 
applied corpus linguistic research and what items we should put on our 
agenda. The tasks I envisage are grouped under three topics and discussed 
in turn below: (i) focus on learner and teacher needs, (ii) foster indirect 
uses of corpora in language teaching and (iii) foster direct uses of corpora 
in language teaching.

While many corpus researchers (including myself) claim that corpus 
linguistics has an immense potential to help improve language pedagogy, 
I would argue that they do not always make suffi cient efforts to reach 
practitioners with the ‘corpus mission’ and to fi nd out about what teachers 
actually want and need. My suggestion would therefore be to focus our 
attention more on language teachers and their needs and see how we could 
support them in their work. A survey among 78 practising English language 
teachers that I carried out in 2005 and report on in Römer (2009) brought 
to light that a number of wishes and everyday problems of German EFL 
teachers could actually be addressed by applied corpus linguists. Among 
the things the teachers who participated in my survey called for were, e.g., 
better teaching materials, support in creating materials, and native speaker 
advice. One possible response to these wishes would be to introduce more 
teachers to corpus resources that are already freely available online. If 
teachers received a basic training in working with corpora and had access 
to computers with a good internet connection, they could design the 
required materials themselves whenever they needed them, e.g. a work-
sheet on the most frequent nouns in the academic journals subsection 
of the Corpus of Contemporary American English or an exercise around 
a concordance of the adjective ‘signifi cant’ in all lectures included in 
MICASE (using the MICASE online interface, see Appendix A). They would 
also see that corpora, as large collections of native or expert speaker/writer 
output, can replace the ‘always available native speaker informant’ they 
asked for, and that questions like ‘What prepositions go with that verb?’ 
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can easily be answered by looking at a right-sorted concordance of the verb 
in question.

Another task on our list should be to pay more attention to the needs of 
learners and consider which groups of learners may profi t most from which 
type of materials. Related to this issue are questions centring around the 
learners’ willingness and ability to deal with computer corpora, online 
search interfaces and concordance exercises prepared by their teachers. 
DDL may work well with the computer-savvy student who is ready to explore 
larger amounts of language data, but it may not be the best solution for 
the techno-phobic student who prefers a teacher-centred, controlled type 
of instruction. The needs of learners will probably also not only vary consid-
erably by learner type but also by learner level, course type and learner 
objectives. Depending on whether we are dealing with intermediate or 
more advanced learners, for instance, our focus in designing corpus-
derived materials may shift to more specialized vocabulary and its preferred 
patterns of usage. Similarly, participants in a business English class or inter-
national students of mechanical engineering will probably profi t most from 
working with materials that are tailored to their specifi c needs and discourse 
in their fi eld of study. That means that in making decisions on what to teach 
and how to teach it, it is important to consider the learner’s language 
background and what discourse community she/he eventually wants to be 
a member of and be able to communicate with.

In terms of fostering indirect uses of corpora in language learning and 
teaching, more work probably has to be put into the creation of reliable 
corpus-based language descriptions for learners and teachers, especially 
descriptions of specialized discourses, such as academic English or business 
English. This implies that there is a need for more large specialized corpora 
that can be used as bases for creating dictionaries, usage guides and 
grammars tailored to the needs of different groups of learners. While 
corpora of American and British spoken academic English (MICASE, see 
above, and BASE, see Nesi and Thompson 2006) have been compiled and 
made available in the past few years, there is not yet a large corpus of
academic writing in the public domain that could be exploited by applied 
corpus linguists and inform pedagogical materials.4 A promising project in 
this context is the Aston Corpus Network (ACORN, see http://acorn.aston.
ac.uk/) which aims at compiling a multimillion word corpus of academic 
English and exploiting it for language teaching purposes. Generally, I see 
more scope for research activities that are inspired by the needs of learners 
and teachers (as discussed above) and that take the learners’ communication 
needs and common learning problems into account. Language points that 

http://acorn.aston.ac.uk/
http://acorn.aston.ac.uk/
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tend to be particularly diffi cult for learners could e.g., be identifi ed through 
comparative analyses of corpora capturing learner/novice and native-
speaker/expert performance data, or through contrastive linguistic analyses 
based on parallel corpora of the learners’ native and target languages. 
Further comparative studies of lexical-grammatical features in corpora and 
coursebooks (see section 3.1) could also provide valuable insights into 
mismatches between ‘real language’ and ‘school language’ that need to be 
remedied.

In terms of fostering direct uses of corpora in language learning and 
teaching, corpus researchers would do well to help create more DDL
 exercises and corpus-derived teaching materials in general. In the future, 
I would hope to see more publications (similar to Tribble and Jones 1997 
or Barlow and Burdine 2006) that contain ready-made exercises based 
on authentic speech and writing from different text types and language 
varieties and focused on language items that are of central importance 
and/or troublesome for learners. Web-based projects like CorpusLAB are 
also likely to promote direct corpora use in language teaching and may 
help bring more corpus materials into the classroom. Another important 
step we need to accomplish if we want DDL to gain more ground is create
a DDL-friendly environment that encourages learner and teacher involve-
ment. Teachers and learners have to be provided with access to corpora 
that are available on the internet or to offl ine corpora and easy-to-use 
concordance packages. A popularization of corpora and their pedagogical 
use also requires some basic training in accessing corpora and in working 
with concordances or collocation lists. Such training is crucial because 
concordance output, at fi rst glance, may seem hard to handle, and because 
‘a corpus is not a simple object, and it is just as easy to derive nonsensical 
conclusions from the evidence as insightful ones’ (Sinclair 2004b: 2). For 
a number of teachers (and learners), the technology behind DDL may, 
however, be too diffi cult, even if they are given a basic training, or they 
simply may not have access to computers and the internet. In this case, DDL 
materials will have to come in a paper-based format, e.g. as photocopiable 
worksheets.

2.5 Conclusion

This chapter has looked at the relationship between corpus linguistics and 
language teaching and has sketched some past, present and possible future 
developments in the fi eld. It has aimed to demonstrate the importance of 
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the work of applied corpus linguists in helping to improve pedagogical 
practice and, by means of examples, illustrated the wide range of corpus 
applications in language teaching. It has also tried to make clear that, 
despite the progress that has been made over the past two or three decades, 
much still remains to be done in research and practice to help corpus 
linguistics fully ‘arrive’ in the classroom, and that general and specialized 
corpora could be even better exploited to positively affect the life of 
teachers and learners (see also Römer 2008).

In a questionnaire he sent out to language teachers, teacher educators, 
and linguistic researchers in spring 2008, Chris Tribble referred to the 
(direct) use of corpora in language teaching as ‘a minority sport.’ One 
purpose of this chapter was to describe the potential of pedagogical corpus 
applications and to provide ideas on what can be done to foster direct and 
indirect corpus use in language teaching and to bring corpora and corpus 
tools to a larger group of learners and teachers. I think that, if we take up 
some of the ideas mentioned above and if we are successful in improving 
communication among researchers, teachers and materials designers, 
we can get more people involved in DDL and related activities and thus 
perhaps make applied corpus linguistics more of a majority sport.
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Notes

1 TaLC conferences take place every other year in different European countries. 
TaLC 1 through 8 were held in Lancaster (1994 and 1996), Oxford (1998), Graz 
(2000), Bertinoro (2002), Granada (2004), Paris (2006) and Lisbon (2008). TaLC 9 
is scheduled to take place in Brno in 2010. Since 1999 conferences with a similar 
focus to TaLC have also been held in North America (in Ann Arbor, MI in 1999 
and 2005, in Flagstaff, AZ in 2000 and 2006, in Boston, MA in 2001, in Indianapolis, 
IN in 2002, in Montclair, NJ in 2004, and in Provo, UT in 2008), organized by 
the American Association for Applied Corpus Linguistics (now the American 
Association for Corpus Linguistics, AACL).
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2 See http://www.eisu2.bham.ac.uk/johnstf/ddl_lib.htm and http://www.ajarnton.
com/DDLunits/units.htm.

3 There were more than 150,000 hits on the MICASE online pages in 2007 (http://
quod.lib.umich.edu/m/micase/). For the MICASE project website, including 
links to online MICASE-based instruction materials (http://lw.lsa.umich.edu/eli/
micase/index.htm, now at http://micase.elicorpora.info), we tracked 14,230 visits 
from 133 countries between September 2007 and April 2008.

4 Researchers can, of course, use the academic English subsections of the BNC and 
BYU Corpus of Contemporary American English, but these collections may not be 
large enough and not cover a wide enough range of text types and academic 
disciplines.
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(All Accessed 30 April 2008)

BNC World online service for simple corpus searches: http://sara.natcorp.ox.ac.
uk/lookup.html

Brigham Young University (BYU) Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA): http://www.americancorpus.org/

Collins Concordance and Collocations Sampler: http://www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/
CorpusSearch.aspxp

Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE) http://quod.lib.umich.
edu/m/micase/
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Chapter 3

Using Corpora to Teach Academic Writing: 
Challenges for the Direct Approach

Annelie Ädel
Stockholm University

3.1 Introduction

The digital revolution is bringing with it a range of new tools for teaching 
and learning. Some of these tools are already widely known and used, such 
as spellcheckers for written texts. Others are less widely used, such as 
corpora and concordancers. We do not know at this point in time exactly 
what impact this latter category will eventually have on teaching and 
learning, but it is interesting to consider the current challenges and how 
they could be met in the future.

The focus of this chapter is on the use of corpora and corpus tools in 
higher education, specifi cally to teach academic writing. The aim is to give 
an overview of the challenges involved in using corpus-based approaches in 
teaching writing in an EAP setting, specifi cally using a direct, hands-on 
approach. The motivation for doing so is not to discourage the teaching 
community from using corpora in the writing classroom, but rather to 
provide a starting point for evaluating the hurdles involved in order to 
make it possible to overcome some of them. Ways in which the challenges 
can be met, or at least alleviated, are suggested below.

Although the chapter exhibits a clear English-language bias, the general 
ideas presented are applicable to the teaching of any (academic) language. 
Furthermore, although the target student population involves both native 
and non-native speakers, the latter group perhaps more obviously stands to 
gain from access to corpus data. After all, this population lacks native-
speaker intuitions and frequently (inappropriately) carries over writing 
patterns from the L1 into a rhetorically different L2, as shown by research 
in contrastive rhetoric; see e.g. Connor (1996).

One thing which will not be discussed here is why we might want to use 
corpora in teaching in the fi rst place. Others have already presented very 
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good reasons (e.g. Gavioli and Aston 2001; Sinclair 2004; Yoon and Hirvela 
2004; O’Sullivan and Chambers 2006). Furthermore, I will not be able to 
offer any empirical support in favour of corpus-based approaches to teach-
ing and learning. The potential gains of corpus-informed teaching and 
learning have generally been much touted in the corpus research camp, 
despite the fact that, as Granger (2004: 136) puts it, ‘the number of 
concrete corpus-informed achievements is not proportional to the number 
of publications advocating the use of corpora to inform pedagogical 
practice.’ Although the effi ciency of such approaches is rarely tested, there 
are some studies specifi cally on writing applications, such as Creswell (2007), 
Gaskell and Cobb (2004), Chambers and O’Sullivan (2004), O’Sullivan and 
Chambers (2006), Yoon and Hirvela (2004) and Henry (2007).

We can make a simple distinction between two different approaches to 
corpus-informed teaching: (i) using corpus-informed materials, versus 
(ii) using corpora in the classroom. This distinction is a basic one made by 
many, for instance Hunston (2002: 137) and Römer (2006: 124–126 and 
this volume). I will adopt Römer’s labels for this distinction and refer to the 
former as the ‘indirect approach’ and the latter as the ‘direct approach’.
In the indirect approach, the student is given access to corpus-informed 
teaching materials, which might have been produced by the teacher, 
or which could be in the form of a reference tool, such as corpus-based 
dictionaries and grammars. In the direct approach, by contrast, the student 
is given hands-on access to corpora; this may be done in more guided or 
more unguided ways. The guided way is sometimes referred to as ‘directed 
learning’, while a typical example of the unguided way is ‘Data-Driven 
Learning’, a method developed by Tim Johns (1991). At this extreme, 
students are said to act as language detectives or researchers. I will focus 
here on the direct, hands-on corpus approach (whether guided or 
unguided), specifi cally as applied to the teaching of writing. The majority 
of EAP practitioners and corpus linguists agree that the indirect approach is 
desirable and useful (albeit to varying degrees), but the direct approach is 
clearly both more controversial and less explored, which makes it a very 
interesting topic for discussion.

If we look specifi cally at the context of writing instruction, we will see that 
very little attention has been paid to the potential of corpora. Although it is 
easy to imagine the benefi ts of corpus consultation for students’ writing 
skills, such consultation seems not to be widely practised. If we discount 
classroom sessions on vocabulary and collocation in general or adverbial 
connectors in particular (see e.g. Creswell 2007), there is not much to report 
on with respect to writing – neither in the literature nor on the internet. 
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As an example, in the 16-year history of the Journal of Second Language 
Writing, by March 2008 only two articles had ever been concerned with the 
use of corpora. Also, judging from titles and abstracts from TaLC (Teaching 
and Language Corpora) conferences since 1994, only a very small number 
of papers about writing have been presented. The very few published 
examples of hands-on use of corpora in writing instruction (e.g. Lee and 
Swales 2006) tend to take the form of one-time pedagogical experiments. 
Taken together, these data points show that corpus-based courses on 
academic writing are still at an exploratory stage – and furthermore, that 
at this point in time, it takes a corpus linguist to offer a corpus-based 
writing class.

The question that arises is why there are so few examples of teaching 
academic writing using corpora, especially above the level of vocabulary 
and collocation. In section 4, a tentative answer is presented in the form of 
a list of seven challenges to the teaching of writing in the corpus classroom. 
However, before considering these challenges, in section 2, I will set the 
scene by briefl y outlining the traditional topics taught in writing. This is 
followed by an example, in section 3, of how corpus tools have been used in 
the EAP writing classroom.

3.2 Topics in Writing

Table 3.1 lists some of the topics traditionally dealt with in the teaching of 
academic writing.

Table 3.1 Traditional topics in academic writing

Effective persuasion (higher-level rhetorical strategies)
Audience analysis/awareness

Using sources and citation (how to use and refer to other sources, including avoiding 
plagiarism)

Text types (e.g. argumentative, expository)
Genres (e.g. research papers, business letters)
Coherence and cohesion (e.g. development of ideas, structuring of information, paragraph 

writing, use of connectives)
Organization (e.g. types of information to put in various sections; strategies for planning the 

text such as mind-mapping)
Level of formality/style

Rhetorical actions (e.g. paraphrasing, concluding, introducing topic)
Drafting, proofreading and revising 

Vocabulary

Lexicogrammar and phraseology

Formatting (e.g. how to write a bibliography following The Chicago Manual of Style)
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The table is organized from general to specifi c, where the top of the list 
represents higher-level skills and the bottom lower-level skills. Topics at the 
bottom of the table, such as lexicogrammar, collocation and academic 
vocabulary are important features which have been those most explored in 
the corpus classroom. This is quite understandable, since they are easier to 
study in a corpus-based paradigm than the higher-level features.

Writing involves many more topics than lexicogrammar and vocabulary, 
however, many of which cannot be taught using direct corpus-linguistic 
approaches, at least not considering the current state of the art. There 
are possibilities, though, of covering more of these topics in the corpus 
classroom, and of doing so in a more systematic way.

The above overview of typical topics taught in academic writing is meant 
to serve as a reminder that the concerns of composition are often complex, 
abstract and focused on extended stretches of language. It is an open 
question to what degree corpus-based tools may be fruitfully applied to 
these different topics in the corpus classroom.

3.3 A Hands-On Example

To illustrate one way in which corpus tools have been used in the EAP 
classroom, let me give an example of hands-on use of corpora in writing 
instruction from the University of Michigan’s English Language Institute. 
In a small-scale experiment in 2006 (repeated a few times with different 
groups) I offered corpus consultation aiming to improve beginner students’ 
writing skills. The pre-planned three-hour session involved guided corpus 
work in a relatively controlled environment.

The students were beginners in two ways: not only were they novice 
academic writers, but this was also their fi rst exposure to corpus tools. They 
were fi rst-year undergraduates at the end of their fi rst year and they were 
non-native speakers of English, primarily from an Asian background, with 
relatively high English language profi ciency levels. They were taking an 
introductory writing course. The corpus instructor (myself) had been 
informed about recent class activities by the regular writing instructor. 
The target writing of this particular group was referred to as ‘general 
academic writing’.

The group fi rst received a quick introduction to the concordancer. We 
started with what they already knew, and then contrasted tools such as 
dictionaries and grammars to the type of information one can get from a 
corpus (cf. Gavioli 2005). The focus of the class was on rhetorical functions 
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and phraseology in academic writing. The specifi c research questions of 
the class were: What do academic writers say when they . . .? (a) give an 
example, (b) refer to other texts or researchers, (c) introduce the topic, 
(d) start their Conclusion section.

Suggestions for linguistic features to locate such actions were continuously 
elicited from students, although the instructor had done the searches 
beforehand and knew where to go for faster conclusions and for interesting 
qualitative analysis. The concordancer used was WordSmith (Scott 2004), 
and the specifi c functions used were word frequency, sorting to fi nd 
patterns, collocational patterns and tracking distribution in texts. The 
corpus used was MICUSP, consisting of highly profi cient, A-grade student 
writing (see section 3.1).

Based on the research questions, some of the discoveries we made were 
the following: Concerning (a), we noticed differences in use between ‘for 
example’ (tends to be sentence-initial), ‘e.g.’ (tends to precede a brief list, 
usually within parentheses) and ‘such as’ (tends to be preceded by general 
nouns, e.g. ‘characteristics’, ‘factors’, ‘variables’). Concerning (b), we 
collected a list of useful reporting verbs, many of which were observed to be 
used in the passive. Concerning (c), we learned that writers rarely refer to 
the ‘topic’ explicitly, but rather tend to introduce the topic in subtler ways. 
By a simple search for ‘introduction’, we looked at Introduction sections 
and found how prevalent the importance or urgency factor was to justify 
research and to attract the attention of the reader. We located useful phrase-
ology having to do with quantity and spread (e.g. involving ‘countless’, 
‘many’, ‘several’, ‘large’, ‘widely’) and phraseology used to boost the topic 
(e.g. involving ‘critical’, ‘not trivial’, ‘fundamental’, ‘central’, ‘important’, 
‘key’, ‘greatest’). Concerning (d), fi nally, the students found phraseology 
for mentioning remaining problems or issues particularly useful (especially 
involving ‘further’, ‘future’, and ‘need/ed’).

The outcome of the experiment was mixed, although primarily positive. 
Among the pros can be mentioned that the analyses worked well in 
a controlled setting; that a large number of the students were quite 
enthusiastic about inductive learning and about the use of the computer 
(note the novelty factor); that the corpus session was nicely supported 
by instruction from the regular writing instructors (e.g. there was a 
follow-up lesson taking the indirect approach, using offl ine data from 
Conclusions). It can be added that note-taking on handouts was 
encouraged during the session and that, after class, the students were 
sent slides which summarized the answers we found to the research 
questions.
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Among the cons, on the other hand, can be mentioned two specifi c 
drawbacks: fi rst, the fact that it was a one-time event where students were 
given future access neither to the corpus (which was under development) 
nor to the concordancer and, second, the fact that the searches were 
restricted to surface forms of rhetorical functions, which naturally only 
works when explicit signals are in fact given. We were working at the bottom 
of Table 3.1, referring primarily to phraseology and rhetorical actions. 
Only to a small extent did we manage to touch on higher-level persuasive 
strategies: in fi nding the importance/urgency framing in Introductions 
and the remaining problems framing in Conclusions.

For insights into a more large-scale experiment also involving the direct 
corpus approach to writing instruction, see Lee and Swales (2006). In this 
case, the target group consisted of non-native-speaking doctoral students, 
also at the University of Michigan. The target writing involved dissertations 
and academic papers in specifi c sub-fi elds. Since this experiment involved 
highly advanced students and lasted an entire term, it was possible also to 
explore unguided corpus work. Like the hands-on example reported here, 
this was a one-time pedagogical experiment, devised by corpus linguists, 
not by writing instructors. Note that neither of the experiments referred to 
here were institutionalized; ‘exploratory’ seems indicative of the state of 
the art as a whole.

3.4 Corpora and Writing: Challenges

The extent to which we will be able to apply corpus methods in treating a 
greater range of topics depends on our ability to meet certain challenges. 
In the following section, I discuss seven different challenges involved in 
using corpus-based approaches in teaching writing in an EAP setting. 
The discussion will move from the general to the specifi c, with the more 
general points presenting problems that hold for any kind of corpus-based 
teaching, not just writing.

3.4.1 Lack of corpus availability

The fi rst challenge is the lack of corpus availability. If one considers the 
scarcity of available corpora, it becomes evident that it is not easy to teach 
corpus-based academic writing. Although some corpora of academic writing 
exist, they tend not be generally available. Furthermore, when corpora of 
academic writing are available, they often consist of text fragments rather 
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than full texts (e.g. the academic writing part of the British National 
Corpus), which makes it impossible to study many patterns in writing. 
Anyone interested in corpus-informed writing will have to agree with 
Sinclair’s (1995: 27) call from more than a decade ago that whole texts 
deserve a much stronger position in corpus design. Since then, there has 
indeed been a shift in interest from large and general to small and special-
ized corpora (see e.g. Ghadessy et al. 2001), leading to a decreased use of 
text extracts, although this trend has not resulted in greater availability to 
any great degree.

However, there are recent developments that paint a more hopeful 
picture, especially with respect to student writing. In addition to the 
university-level student essays of the International Corpus of Learner 
English (e.g. Granger 1998), some new student-oriented corpus resources 
are becoming available. One is the Michigan Corpus of Upper-level 
Student Papers (MICUSP; see Ädel and Garretson 2006), which is under 
compilation at the University of Michigan’s English Language Institute; 
another is the British Academic Written English Corpus (BAWE; see Nesi 
et al. 2004), being compiled by a group of universities in the United 
Kingdom.1

While unpublished student writing tends to be diffi cult to access, pub-
lished academic writing tends to be relatively easy to obtain, especially 
research articles deposited in an electronic format on the internet. How-
ever, despite the easy access, the possibilities of using such material in a 
(generally available) corpus are limited by the fact that it is necessary to 
obtain permission from publishers to avoid breach of copyright laws. 
Indeed, copyright law is one of the greatest obstacles to the compilation of 
freely available corpora (Ädel 2007), even though practitioners tend to 
ignore copyright issues (see, e.g. Gavioli 2005). One potential approach to 
this problem would be for linguists and teachers to create a lobby group 
with the aim of achieving a universal, ‘fair use’ solution for using published 
work for purposes of research and teaching.

3.4.2 The corpus as a maze

Assuming that one has access to a corpus of academic writing, the second 
challenge to be addressed is what we can call the ‘corpus as a maze’ 
problem, referring to the diffi culty of knowing what to look for in a corpus. 
A corpus will often seem easy to get lost in, especially to the uninitiated, and 
a great deal of linguistic and rhetorical knowledge is required in order to 
be able to use a corpus in interesting ways. As Stubbs (2005: 21) (in the 
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context of corpus stylistics) puts it: ‘Pure induction will never get you from 
empirical observations to interesting generalizations. You have to know 
where to look for interesting things.’ How can a learner, or even a teacher, 
know in advance which corpus searches and hits will be worth pursuing and 
analysing?

While it is important to remember that the direct approach involves both 
the excitement of having a large body of language at one’s fi ngertips, and 
the potential of the oft-cited serendipity of the corpus experience (see 
e.g. Bernardini 2000), all of the above strongly suggests that the direct 
approach needs to be used with great care. One way out of the maze is 
through teacher-guided settings and clearly defi ned tasks in connection 
with corpus searches. It could be added that corpus linguists face an urgent 
task in helping teachers and students through the maze, for example by 
creating smarter tools which provide better guidance.

3.4.3 Drowning in data

Assuming that one knows what to look for, the third challenge to be 
addressed is the potential risk of ‘drowning in data’. A search which returns 
a large amount of data – perhaps hundreds, or even thousands, of hits – 
risks simply overwhelming the student.

This is a challenge which could be met relatively easily by building 
random sampling techniques into search tools (some concordancers 
already have this feature). This would enable students to access linguistic 
data in manageable quantities and in a statistically sound way. If this 
technical solution is not available, the teacher may work around this prob-
lem by assigning different samples to different students, thereby increasing 
the total number of analysed examples.

3.4.4 Interpretation

The fourth challenge constitutes the diffi culty of interpreting corpus data. 
It has been said that corpus evidence is ‘essentially indirect, which means 
that it cannot be taken at face value but must go through a process of 
interpretation’ (Sinclair 2004: 7). Many different factors and conditions 
(from grammatical ones to sociolinguistic ones) infl uence language use, so 
trying to fi gure out why a linguistic feature is used the way it is can place 
considerable demands on the corpus user.

Not only students can fi nd it diffi cult to deal with complex linguistic data; 
corpus linguists occasionally debate over the interpretation of a particular 
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piece of corpus evidence. This diffi culty is simply part of the analysis of 
linguistic data, so it could in fact be an advantage for (advanced) students 
to see that data can be interpreted in different ways and that knowledge is 
contentious, as suggested by Mauranen (2004). Although a teaching situa-
tion necessarily involves simplifi cation, classroom teaching would benefi t 
from an increased acceptance of the contentiousness of knowledge and 
greater awareness of the complexity of language.

The diffi culty of interpretation could be avoided to some degree if 
corpus users were to familiarize themselves with the corpus by actually
reading some of the corpus texts, perhaps even annotating as they went 
along. It is easier, as Aston (2002: 11) points out, to interpret concordances 
or numerical data ‘if you know exactly what texts a corpus consists of, 
since this allows a greater degree of top-down processing’. This challenge
 is related to what Rissanen (1989) calls ‘the philologist’s dilemma’, i.e. the 
concern that the use of corpus methods may supplant in-depth knowledge 
of the corpus texts themselves. This point is specifi cally worth making in 
the context of writing, where higher-level and contextualized knowledge is 
at a premium.

Another way in which to meet this challenge is to use comparison as a basic 
method. This can be recommended especially with non-native-speaking 
students, who tend to have poor register awareness. When considering a 
data point, it is often hard for this student population to know whether it
is a lot or a little; surprising or expected; typical or atypical. This possibility 
already exists, but we need more sophisticated corpus tools with simple user 
interfaces that students can use to compare vocabulary, collocations and 
annotated functional features such as hedges across corpora of different 
genres. This would raise students’ awareness of typical distinctions between 
genres. The same population would also benefi t from, for example, com-
paring corpora of native-speaker and non-native-speaker writing, which 
could reveal patterns inappropriately carried over from the L1 to the L2 by 
the non-native writers.

3.4.5 Evaluation

Assuming that one has found and interpreted a pattern, the next challenge 
consists in evaluating that pattern. In the context of teaching writing, 
corpora tend to be used with the purpose of presenting models or patterns 
for students to emulate. It would be absurd to argue that a student should 
emulate every single usage that occurs in a corpus of target writing; the 
question is how a student can tell which patterns to adopt, or which 
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patterns contribute to effi cient writing. Take, e.g., the case of writer visibility 
in research papers: the fact that ‘I’ occurs at all may lead a student to think 
that it can be used in all kinds of discursive contexts and academic 
disciplines, which is certainly not the case.

A good writing instructor is both a descriptive linguist and a language 
policy maker. In using corpora, we study how people actually write and thus 
naturally take a descriptive approach. However, writing instructors also have 
a responsibility to students to give recommendations and good arguments 
for adopting one pattern and not another. Hunston (2002: 177, emphasis 
added) states that ‘[d]istinguishing between what is said and what is accepted 
as standard may need the assistance of a teacher or a grammar book’, or 
even a manual on writing. The diffi culty of evaluation can be reduced by 
teacher-guided sessions and the use of complementary materials.

3.4.6 Decontextualized data

Another potentially serious challenge in the use of corpus data in EAP 
settings is the fact that the corpus offers largely decontextualized data. This 
is a criticism directed at corpus linguistics in general by Widdowson (1998), 
but it could be argued that it is most severe in the case of corpus-based 
instruction on writing in particular. The criticism is that the social context 
is largely absent – or at least hidden – from the concordance line. Social 
context can be said to involve elements such as communicative context, 
typical writer-reader roles, cultural values and intertextual knowledge, all of 
which are crucial in the development of appropriate writing skills.

While the lack of context is a drawback to corpus-linguistic methods, it 
should not cause us to abandon corpus-informed teaching, even in the con-
text of writing. The corpus and the computer should not be required to 
give the whole picture; e.g., they can not take on the main responsibility for 
giving the communicative purpose of a text, or for socializing students into 
the academic world or a specifi c academic fi eld. Since ‘a corpus is not going 
to offer all the resources learners and teachers require’ (Tribble 2002: 145), 
corpus-based teaching works best as a complement. Especially in EAP writing 
instruction, it is important to ensure contextualization by bringing in other 
methods and giving students other perspectives on the target genres.

3.4.7 Focus on surface form

The fi nal, and most serious, challenge to be addressed here is the inevi-
table focus on surface forms in corpus work. We are basically restricted 
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to studying features that our corpus tools can fi nd, which means that 
we run the risk of focusing exclusively on the word and the phrase level 
when using computer-assisted methods. The challenge lies in connecting 
surface forms (which are easy to search for by computer) to meaning 
(which tends to require human analysis) – whether lexical, collocational, 
pragmatic or discursive. Related concerns have been voiced by Swales 
(2002), who argues that the computer-based orientation of corpus studies 
leads to atomized, bottom-up investigations of language use (see also 
Flowerdew 2005).

In a writing context, we are often interested in exploring specifi c 
functions of language, which do not stand in a one-to-one relation to 
formal realizations. For example, compare the retrieval of (a) modal verbs 
and (b) hedges in a corpus search. While a modal verb represents a specifi c 
lexicogrammatical form, a hedge represents a linguistic function that can be 
realized through several different surface forms.

In order to fi nd instances of (a) in a corpus, we can simply list all existing 
modal verb forms using a grammar for reference, and then search the 
corpus. It would help if the corpus were tagged for part of speech, other-
wise cases of homonymy would have to be checked (e.g. the verb ‘can’ 
versus the noun ‘can’). In order to fi nd instances of (b) in a corpus, we 
would fi rst have to try to compile a list of all the possible linguistic forms 
that could function as hedges. Such a list would not be found in a grammar, 
let alone in a dictionary. Furthermore, different people’s lists might be 
quite different. If we assume that this initial hurdle can be overcome, 
though, all the instances in the corpus would have to be retrieved (e.g. 
modals ‘may’ and ‘could’), and then every single one would have to
be checked in order to exclude those examples that do not function as 
hedges, such as We may now turn to the following aspect of the problem . . . or 
We could not detect any statistically signifi cant difference . . . (examples from 
Salager-Meyer 2001). Although hedging, or the degree of (un)certainty 
toward the propositions expressed by a writer, is a feature of great interest 
in writing instruction, retrieving actual instances in the classroom can be 
prohibitively time-consuming.

Another example, through which we can illustrate some simple solutions 
to this problem, is attribution, or references to other sources. How does 
one locate examples of attribution in the corpus classroom? Three ways 
that have been suggested for fi nding simple indicators of, or proxies for, 
attribution are the following: (1) Tribble (2002: 143–144) reports that 
asking learners to ‘look at where and how parentheses are used is an 
excellent way of beginning an investigation of citation practices – especially 
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in that once the parenthesised citations have been identifi ed, it is then easy 
to follow up how (and with which verbs, in which structures) the proper 
nouns which occur in such lists are used in the text’. (2) Provided that the 
texts involved are not too quantitative in character, very simple search 
strings such as 200* and 19** would retrieve common citation years.2 
(3) Proper names can also be retrieved, based on the names listed in the 
bibliographies of the corpus texts (cf. Ädel and Garretson 2006). There is 
only so much time we can ask our students to put into interpretation and 
analysis, so there is an urgent need to be inventive in retrieving relevant 
examples.

The examples above illustrate the fundamental issue at stake in the seventh 
challenge: the form-function split in human language. The challenge for 
corpus work is to fi nd mappings between functional categories (such as 
politeness, evaluation or metadiscourse), which are very important in 
writing, and surface forms. Corpus linguists need to consider this split 
more thoroughly in order to make progress in corpus-based analysis of 
text and discourse.

One way in which we can make progress is through the use of annotation, 
or mark-up. The annotation of corpus text to allow for searches above the 
word level has been suggested in corpus stylistics (see Wynne 2005), and it 
also represents a promising avenue for creating corpora that are more useful 
in the classroom. A corpus annotated for features such as hedging and attri-
bution, exemplifi ed above, would be highly useful in the EAP classroom.

One relatively simple example of annotating a written corpus is mark-
ing all quoted material (typically explicitly marked by quotation marks, or 
set off in block quotes) as distinct from the running text. It is a serious 
restriction in present-day written corpora that there is no automatic way 
of making a distinction between the current writer’s text on the one hand 
and quoted text on the other. This presents an unnecessary obstacle to 
many studies of writing, specifi cally those concerning the choices that 
writers make in their texts. In the case of students researching corpus 
frequencies, for example, it means having to spend time looking at the 
co-text of every single occurrence in order to determine whether it is a 
case of the current writer’s text or quoted material. To give an example, 
when investigating writer visibility in research papers, one may end up 
with thousands of hits for ‘I’, particularly in papers from the social 
sciences, which tend to include text from informants, questionnaires, etc. 
Figure 3.1 shows a concordance sample of ‘I’ from a collection of research 
articles in the humanities, where the occurrences have been grouped into 
three categories.
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In the fi rst group, what you see is not an academic writer, but an informant 
or interviewee, speaking. While the second group consists of metalinguistic 
quotes, the third group is the only relevant one for anyone researching 
academic writer visibility. This illustrates how a relatively simple annotation 
of quoted material would enable more effi cient corpus searches.

3.4.8 Summary of Challenges

The seven challenges are listed in Table 3.2, together with a number of 
potential ways of meeting these challenges.

As I hope to have shown in this discussion, there are many pitfalls and a 
great deal of work remains to be done. With greater awareness of the diffi -
culties involved, however, it should be possible to make faster progress. 
After all, the underlying assumption is that corpus-based inductive methods 
have a great deal to offer to both students and teachers of academic 
writing.

3.5 Conclusion

The impact of the digital revolution on teaching practices is an exciting but 
slow-moving process. While the use of corpus tools in researching writing 
and discourse became somewhat common in the early 2000s (e.g. Ädel 
and Reppen 2008), such tools can at best be described as marginal in the 
teaching of writing. This chapter has shown that there are several 
challenges that need to be addressed before we can cover a larger number 

 of mode? Brandon: No, because I actually think that it may have hurt
 and I almost went under then, I couldn'a cared less, whether I got
  a bit of coova [cocaine] and I didn't talk to him for ages because
 he was from Minnesota, "Well, I guess they're just too much east coast
      hot pies, soup. But......I just generally walk around the streets. 

 first-person reports such as 'I am afraid', and 'I am in pain'
  questions should be "How can I help?" and (perhaps) "How much will

very much in line with the one I am suggesting here in terms of 
     their social environment. I am not saying that individuals are

    be consistent with what I call the "Historical Principle,"    
       and detect limitations. I conclude with suggestions for future  
     In the following section, I demonstrate how the references to

In general terms, as I have suggested elssewhere (1994b)

Figure 3.1 Concordance sample of ‘I’ from research articles in the humanities
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of the traditional topics in academic writing using the direct corpus 
approach. It is impossible to know at this stage how far corpus-based writing 
instruction can be taken, but it is clear that so far we have explored few 
of the possibilities.

It seems appropriate to conclude this chapter by returning to the topic 
of annotation, especially the addition of pedagogically useful functional 
interpretations to texts, as one way of making progress. Annotation is 
needed in order to move beyond the surface level of text, which is often 
necessary in the context of the teaching of writing. Researchers into writing 
and discourse are beginning to explore the annotation of rhetorical or 
discoursal features, for example rhetorical moves in specifi c genres (e.g. 
job applications; see Connor et al. 2002). There also seems to be a growing 
pedagogical awareness among these researchers. For example, Flowerdew 
(1998: 549) suggests that annotating texts for generic move structures 
‘would have wide pedagogical applications’.

There are, of course, plenty of challenges involved in order to achieve 
successful corpus annotation. The primary among these is the need for 
solid taxonomies in the areas of discourse and rhetoric. These taxonomies 
need to procure high rates of inter-rater agreement while not avoiding 

Table 3.2 Summary of challenges

Challenges Suggested measures

  Availability of 
corpora

Greater efforts among corpus linguists are needed to make corpora 
generally available. Copyright issues need to be resolved, e.g. by 
forming a lobby group of linguists and educators.

 Corpus as a maze Teacher-guided settings, clearly defi ned tasks and smarter tools would 
all contribute to making it easier to fi nd ways out of the maze.

 Drowning in data Random sampling needs to be built into search tools (this would also 
result in improved representativeness). A less desirable option is to 
have different students work on different parts of the corpus.

 Interpretation Students need to be somewhat familiar with the texts included in the 
corpus. Comparison as a basic method makes it easier for students 
to gauge the typicality etc. of linguistic features found in a corpus. 

 Evaluation Reference materials can be used in conjunction with corpus data. 
Teachers need to take their advisory role seriously while at the same 
time embracing the descriptive corpus approach. 

  Decontextualized 
data 

Contextualization of the corpus data is needed, e.g. by giving students 
other perspectives on the target writing. Corpus-based instruction is 
one of many methods to be used in teaching writing.

  Focus on surface 
form

The most serious challenge. Annotation of functional features is a 
possible solution, although it is time-consuming and often subjective. 
The possibility of fi nding simple proxies exists in some cases.
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categories where there is less agreement. The actual units we work with also 
need to be more explicitly defi ned (e.g. where do they begin and end?). 
Another issue at stake here is a technical one: the need for more user-
friendly annotation software that enables powerful searches that still appear 
simple.3 On that note, we can conclude that the bulk of the work outlined 
above makes demands on corpus linguists rather than teachers themselves; 
these improvements have to begin in research before they can trickle down 
to teaching.

Notes

1 Information on the internet about MICUSP is found at http://lw.lsa.umich.edu/
eli/eli1/micusp/Index.htm and about BAWE at http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/
soc/al/research/projects/resources/bawe/ (retrieved May 2008).

2 The asterisk represents a wildcard, i.e. it represents any single character.
3 One example of a useful piece of annotation software is Dexter (Garretson 2006; 

www.dextercoder.org).
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Chapter 4

‘I sort of feel like, um, I want to, agree 
with that for the most part . . .’: 

Reporting Intuitions and Ideas in 
Spoken Academic Discourse

Begoña Bellés-Fortuño and Mari Carmen Campoy-Cubillo
Universitat Jaume I, Spain

4.1 Introduction

The study of spoken academic discourse on discourse analysis and corpus 
linguistics has raised the interest of researchers in the past 20 years. One of the 
main focuses of corpus-based discourse analysis has been the study of the 
linguistic features that are common in specifi c discourse genres (Bellés-
Fortuño 2004, 2007; Crawford 2004; Swales 2004; Biber 2006, Campoy and 
Luzón 2007). In this context, corpus-based analysis to examine interaction in 
professional contexts is one of the most productive areas of research. This 
chapter aims at analysing the use of I feel in the Michigan Corpus of Academic 
Spoken English (MICASE) as a means of expressing stance in natural discourse. 
Other aspects on the use of I feel that have been taken into consideration 
are its disciplinary and gender uses. Our analysis has revealed that I feel in the 
MICASE corpus has a considerable number of instances which are not evenly 
distributed among the corpus speech event types. Following the semantic 
classifi cation of lexical verbs proposed by Biber et al. (1999), feel may be cate-
gorized as a mental verb. Among other verbs in this category, mental verbs 
include perception verbs (see, taste) and verbs refl ecting attitudinal states (feel, 
prefer). Another useful approach to grammar on semantic principles is pro-
vided by Dixon (1991) who classifi es the verb feel as a primary transitive verb 
within the THINKING semantic verb type. Biber et al.’s and Dixon’s proposals 
are contrasted with the MICASE data in order to explore how the expression 
I feel is used in spoken academic English by different speakers and across dif-
ferent genres. Usage patterns emerging from the spoken academic discourse 
analysed in this chapter suggest ways to inform learners on how to use I feel and 
its variants in an academic context as different from other usage contexts.
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4.2 Method

To carry out the analysis we have used the MICASE corpus (Simpson et al. 
2002). MICASE (Michigan Corpus of Academic and Spoken English) is an 
online search engine containing a collection of transcripts of academic 
speech events recorded at the University of Michigan, in Ann Arbor (MI, 
USA). It has approximately 1.8 million words transcribed from a variety 
of speech events that goes from February 1998 up to now. Recently, the 
original MICASE search interface has been updated enabling users to get 
some additional information about descriptive statistics across speech 
events and speakers relating factors like academic roles and gender.

We used the MICASE corpus searching for I feel and some other colloca-
tional patterns in which the elements in the phrase I feel are non-contiguous 
(e.g. ‘I sort of feel, you know, that . . .’), analysing data by sorting results to the 
left (2L, 3L) of the word feel. Positions to the right of feel (2R, 3R, 4R) were 
also analysed for subordination patterns. A total of 38 non-contiguous 
uses of I feel were found (see for instance examples 9 and 10 in Figure 4.1 
below). Within non-contiguous I feel there is a preference for position 2L as 
shown in example 10 in Figure 4.1, although non-contiguous I feel in 3L is 
also common.

1. mean i'm gonna be having other classes 
but it would would it mean that like, if i i mean i feel 

like i'm worf- working at this same pace, that i 
do or anything near i'm gonna be_ have, edited 
re-e 

2. ll raise the issue, of tradition and ethics 
which of course is in fact, a- an important 
issue. uh so i 

feel that he e- really pushes it to the extreme, to an 
extreme that i, i i'm not very happy with, by read 

3. he opposite effect, if you have the same 
perceptive per- uh person regardless of 
cultural background i 

feel 
that person can feel, when he's being 
condescended to and when the performers, are 
uh performing wit 

4. um like my, i think my biggest problem with 
MacKinnon is just like, i feel like she has this overarching idea of like how 

sex is and like that just is, i don't know like i thi 

5. I’m writing and how I’m going about it. I’m 
having a lot of trouble because I sort of  feel as though, um, it’s frustrating because I have 

these ideas and then i- like i´ll I’ll for example 

6. I I definitely I mean I can appreciate that 
notion too I I just i  feel like in order to really try to make that a little bit 

more successful – and I think you started  

7. um, they don’t want to be confronted with it. 
Um, and I I think that’s a cultural thing, I mean 
I  

feel 
it also, as a teacher I I like that sense of, um, of, 
open flow of communication and equality in the 
 

8. and i guess no i agree i feel_ i think um, maybe it's like the causes that we 
have like, 

9. it sounds good. i just feel like i'm i mean, i is it the 

10. i am, and i s- this is a, perhaps a 
discussion for another time but i sort of feel like, um, i want to, agree with that, for the most 

part but i also know that um, 

Figure 4.1 Examples of contiguous and non contiguous I feel matches taken 
from the MICASE corpus
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4.3 Analysis

A general search for the phrase I feel in MICASE (contiguous position) has 
given a total number of 147 matches in 59 transcripts. The word feel has also 
been searched in combination with I in non-contiguous instances where I 
precedes feel (e.g. I certainly feel . . .). Examples of some of these matches 
can be read in Figure 4.1.

There are some recurrent collocational patterns for contiguous I feel. The 
most frequent collocate to the right of I feel is like. The function of this 
particle in the bundle I feel like (as seen in the examples 1, 4 and 6 in 
Figure 4.1) is different from its meaning ‘wanting/desiring to do some-
thing’ expressed in the following examples:

(11) an artist’s musical journey, that remains, an inspiration for me. gee, 
i feel like clapping <LAUGH> that was really, great.

Although the bundle (I) feel like is usually taught in English language 
learning contexts by introducing examples similar to (11), in academic 
speech it is clear that the typical use of this bundle is that of combining the 
thinking meaning of ‘feel’ with the word ‘like’ to introduce a particular 
opinion or attitude, in fact only a couple of examples in the corpus have the 
meaning of ‘wanting or desiring to do something’. This use of like in (1), 
(4) and (6) emphasizes the hedging nature of I feel in academic discourse. 
This may then be seen as a genre and context specifi c use of the bundle
I feel like.

The other most frequent collocates are a group of verb modifi ers such as 
just, kinda, sort of, still and the phrase I mean to indicate reformulation or 
hesitation. Some examples also illustrate this hesitation by reformulation of 
utterances where the speaker uses several thinking verbs, as may be seen in 
example (8) in Figure 4.1 above.

A recently updated engine on the MICASE interface provides statistical 
counts for speaker and speech event categories. These include information 
on the number of matches for a specifi c search in each speech event, the 
number of hits arranged according to academic division, interactivity rating, 
gender and academic role. In this chapter only statistics for contiguous 
use of I feel will be given in the tables that follow, though it should be noted 
that the preferences for non-contiguous I feel is the same as its contiguous 
counterpart, in terms of percentage of use in the different disciplines and 
when used by different speaker roles and genres. Likewise, there is a marked 
preference for highly interactive modes.
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Regarding the academic division factor, Social Sciences and Education is the 
academic division in which the highest number of contiguous I feel tokens 
is found (61), followed by Humanities with 38 hits and the rest of academic 
divisions with similar results: Physical Sciences and Engineering, Biological and 
Health Sciences. There are some academic divisions that do not apply to any 
of the categories established in the MICASE corpus and these only repre-
sent 16 hits out of the total number (see Table 4.1).

Engineering, Physical, Technical, Biological and Health Sciences are generally 
believed to show an objective and positive discourse, whereas the discourse 
in the Humanities and Social Sciences and Education (which belong to more 
closely related areas of research) tends to be more creative and subjective. 
Moreover, the academic division boundaries within MICASE are somehow 
blurred since if we take into consideration the concept of academic disci-
plines, we could amalgam Humanities, Social Sciences and Education under 
the broader branch of Humanities. Thus, as may be seen in Table 4.1, it is 
clear that there is a preference for the use of this hedging device (I feel) in 
the Humanities disciplines as opposed to the other sciences.

The semantic nature of the verb feel has been studied in Biber et al. (1999) 
who included feel within the category of verbs referring to mental/attitudinal 
states or activities (mental verbs), where stance on the part of the speaker is 
expressed. Thus, within the major grammatical devices conveying attitudi-
nal stance, we fi nd verbs followed by complement clauses, although Biber 
et al. do not include feel as a typical example in this category. Dixon (1991) 
provides a more complex verb type semantic classifi cation explaining how 
the verb feel may belong to different semantic and grammatical classifi ca-
tions. Following Dixon’s typology, feel may be included under CORPOREAL, 
ATTENTION, THINKING (KNOW sub-type) and SEEM. The analysis of feel in 
this chapter takes into consideration the use of feel as described in Dixon within 
the THINKING category. We want to point out a difference between THINK 
and KNOW sub-types within the THINKING verb types (see Table 4.2). While 
in THINK the speaker’s perspective is internal and the speaker takes the role 
of Cogitator focusing on one person, thing, state or happening, in KNOW 

Table 4.1 Hits by academic division

Types Hits

Biological and Health Sciences 13
Humanities 38
Not Applicable/Other 16
Physical Sciences and Engineering 19
Social Sciences and Education 61
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‘the Cogitator is aware of some fact, body of information or method of 
doing something’ (Dixon 1991: 133). As stated in Dixon (1991: 133) feel 
could be included within the KNOW category with the meaning: ‘to know 
something intuitively’.

When we want to report intuitions and ideas we may observe how the verb 
feel is frequently used as a KNOW verb type in examples where clusters 
expressing attitude such as very acutely, a little bit more, more talented, really 
important, really thoughtful, is probably worth it, are frequent. Feel as a KNOW 
verb sub-type also seems to be used when speakers are aware of some piece 
of information and try to convey it but their knowledge of that information 
is intuitive or the relationship with the other speaker is such that this knowl-
edge cannot be stated as such (i.e., it has to be presented as an intuition so 
as not to be face-threatening).

A closer look at the use of the phrase I feel regarding Speech Event Title 
shows that the highest number of occurrences (20 tokens) are found in a 
Senior Thesis Study Group, followed by 7 and 6 matches respectively, in Intro 
Biology Study Group and in Women in Science Conference Panel and Astronomy 
Peer Tutorial with the same token result. Table 4.3 shows the total amount of 
I feel matches (147 matches) organized by Speech Event Title, number of 
matches and frequency of I feel occurrences per 1,000 words.

Taking a look at the frequency of words, we can see a close match between 
this frequency and the total number of I feel matches in the above-
mentioned speech events (Table 4.4). Therefore, the high frequency word 
rate could be contributing in some way to the high number of matches 
in the Senior Thesis Study Group or the Intro Biology Study Group. It is worth 
mentioning that the highest number of matches for I feel occur in group 
speech events and not in proper lecture and seminar genres. Study groups 
are probably less fossilized academic speech events that allow a more 
subjective type of discourse, as opposed to lecture or seminar genres, which 
tend to be more monologic.

Table 4.2 Dixon’s (1991) THINKING Primary-B semantic verb type

Semantic Type Semantic Subtypes

Primary-B verbs
THINKING

(roles: Cogitator & Thought)

THINK (the cogitator’s mind just focusing on one person, 
thing, state or happening; the cogitator being aware of 
some fact, or body of information or method of doing 
something. e.g. think about / of / over, consider, imagine

KNOW (referring to the Cogitator being aware of some fact, 
or body of information, or method of doing something)
e.g. know, sense, learn, understand, teach.
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Table 4.3 I feel matches distributed by Speech Event Title and word count

Speech Event Title  Matches Word count Frequency /

10,000 words

Honors Advising 2 9,519 2.1
Academic Advising 3 28,160 1.06
Provost Public Lecture 1 9,116 1.09
Women’s Studies Guest Lecture 1 10,370 0.96
Women in Science Conference Panel 6 20,099 2.98
Career Planning and Placement Workshop 1 14,842 0.67
Peking Opera Colloquium 1 12,152 0.82
Christianity and the Modern Family Colloquium 2 12,666 1.57
Social Psychology Dissertation Defence 1 12,280 0.81
Music Dissertation Defence 1 15,516 0.64
Artifi cial Intelligence Dissertation Defence 2 21,594 0.92
Philosophy Discussion Section 3 8,939 3.35
Intro to American Politics Discussion Section 4 7,751 5.16
Graduate Student Research Interview 2 1 2,963 3.37
Interview with Botanist 1 5,159 1.93
Biology of Fishes Field Lab 1 11,370 0.87
Cognitive Psychology Research Lab 3 14,839 2.02
Behaviour Theory Management Lecture 2 14,385 1.39
Fantasy in Literature Lecture 2 13,545 1.47
Separation Processes 1 5,438 1.83
Radiological Health Engineering Lecture 1 13,658 0.73
Visual Sources Lecture 1 12,526 0.79
Intro to Psychopathology Lecture 2 8,375 2.38
Rehabilitation Engineering and Technology 1 7,374 1.35
Intro to Groundwater Hydrology Lecture 1 14,151 0.7
Sex, Gender, and the Body Lecture 4 14,629 2.73
Ethics Issues in Journalism Lecture 2 16,291 1.22
Technical Communications Tutorial 4 4,178 9.57
Astronomy Peer Tutorial 6 21,798 2.75
Computer Science Offi ce Hours 1 19,977 0.5
Anthropology of American Cities Offi ce Hours 2 31,268 0.63
American Culture Advising 4 8,511 4.69
Linguistics Independent Study Advising 1 6,943 1.44
Economics Offi ce Hours 1 14,050 0.71
Graduate Education Advising 3 9,224 3.25
Intro to Poetry Offi ce Hours 1 12,317 0.81
Art History Offi ce Hours 3 9,233 3.24
Graduate Philosophy Seminar 1 22,214 0.45
Graduate Buddhist Studies Seminar 1 26,075 0.38
Graduate Public Policy Seminar 1 25,414 0.39
First Year Philosophy Seminar 1 13,906 0.71
English Composition Seminar 3 21,442 1.39
Math Study Group 1 17,753 0.56
Objectivism Student Group 3 22,416 1.33
Biochemistry Study Group 1 17,530 0.57

(Continued)
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As to the type of speech event interactivity rate, i.e. interactive or mono-
logic, the results for I feel show that this collocate is regularly used when the 
speech event is of a highly interactive or mostly interactive nature, as 
opposed to the low number of I feel matches in mostly monologic and highly 
monologic speech events (see Table 4.5).

Other aspects under study concern the speakers profi le on subjects such 
as gender or academic status. Regarding the latter, MICASE distinguishes 

Table 4.3 Continued

Speech Event Title  Matches Word count Frequency /

10,000 words

Organic Chemistry Study Group 1 18,124 0.55
Intro Biology Study Group 7 24,514 2.85
American Family Group Project Meeting 5 14,116 3.54
Senior Thesis Study Group 20 15,483 12.91
Second Language Acquisition Student 

Presentations
5 10,365 4.82

Bilingualism Student Presentations 1 15,956 0.62
Multicultural Issues in Education Student 

Presentations
2 13,078 1.52

Architecture Critiques 2 24,228 0.82
Brazilian Studies Student Presentations 5 12,905 3.87
Nursing Student Presentations 3 25,251 1.18
Black Media Student Presentations 3 10,540 2.84
Media Union Service Encounters 1 19,072 0.52
Science Learning Centre Service Encounters 1 8,613 1.16
Art Museum Tour 2 9,190 2.17

Table 4.4 Interactivity rating

Type Hits

Highly interactive 87
Highly monologic  2
Mostly interactive 31
Mostly monologic 14
Mixed 13

Table 4.5 Gender tokens

Gender Hits

Female 113
Male  34
Unknown   0
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among Faculty, graduate, undergraduate and other categories. When 
searching for I feel matches related to these factors, the results have given a 
higher number of hits for I feel among female speakers in comparison to 
male speakers. Regarding the academic role, the undergraduate category 
stands out. Undergraduate speakers tend to use I feel more than other 
academic roles, followed by Faculty with the highest number of tokens 
(see Table 4.6).

That female speakers in MICASE stand out in the use of I feel could be 
explained as the way females express attitudes and emotions and the degree 
of commitment towards what is being said. The specifi c use of personal 
pronouns determines the distance between speakers and listeners, the 
association of the verb feel with the pronoun I cannot be interpreted as a 
coincidence. In fact, some research on how personal pronouns behave in 
spoken academic discourse carried out (Morell 2001; Fortanet 2004b) show 
that the use of the fi rst person singular pronoun (I) excludes the audience 
and creates a distance between speaker and hearer, as opposed to the most 
common meaning of the fi rst person plural (we), in which speaker and 
hearer are usually included (Fortanet 2004b). That does not mean that 
males deliberately avoid the use of the collocate I feel, rather that they may 
use other hedging devices and collocates.

An observation should be made regarding gender and academic role in 
MICASE. Since the distribution of these factors is not balanced in the cor-
pus, it could occasionally lead to some misinterpretations.

Similar mental verbs in phrases referring to fi rst person speaker yielded 
the following results in MICASE: I think1 (4,4028 matches, 149 transcripts; 
2,246 female and 1,782 male); I believe (110 matches, 57 transcripts; 69 
female, 41 male); my belief (1 instance, no examples found for it is my belief); 
it seems to me (56 matches, 27 transcripts; 22 female, 34 male); it is my opinion 
(20 matches, 14 transcripts; 10 female, 10 male). They all seem to prefer 
highly and mostly interactive speech and are most widely used in the 
Humanities and Social Sciences and Education academic divisions. It can be 
seen from these data that I feel shows a marked preference of use by female 

Table 4.6 Academic role tokens

Role Hits

Faculty 26
Graduate 14
Other 21
Undergraduate 86
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speakers (113 female, 34 male) over the other verbs and phrases, at least in 
the corpus used here.

4.4 Implications for EAP

Statistical information provided in MICASE reveals data which might be of 
interest when applying research results to the classroom. As stated in Luzón 
et al. (2007: 18):

Previous corpus use for language teaching purposes relied to a great 
extent on concordances and the identifi cation of collocates in order to 
focus on lexical and grammatical patterns. But pedagogically oriented 
corpora are currently experiencing a shift from focus on concordance to 
focus on text and text selection: the challenge now lies in the enhancement 
of the connection between the concordance, or bottom-up approach to 
corpus use, and the top-down, text-oriented approach. In the intersection, 
understanding and application of both approaches lays the future of 
corpora in learning environments.

In this sense, the data discussed here on the use of I feel can be explored in 
the classroom in connection to various speaker roles, gender differences, 
speech events, various academic disciplines and different interaction 
modes. MICASE online availability makes it a useful tool for the classroom 
and students may analyse aspects of the use of I feel by accessing concor-
dances, keywords in context and full texts. Moreover, they may carry out 
their own restricted searches. For instance, they may want to see if there 
are any differences in use by graduates and undergraduates, or among the 
disciplines included in MICASE. This analysis may also be prompted by 
the teacher by posing questions such as:

Why do you think some disciplines use 1. I feel frequently while others 
don’t?
In which situations do faculty speakers use 2. I feel in the Humanities?
Why do you think most people use 3. I feel in highly interactive speech 
events and only a small number of speakers use this phrase in monologic 
events?
After analysing the concordances and answering the above questions, 4. 
what can you say about the use of I feel?
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4.5 Conclusion

We have seen how I feel behaves in spoken academic discourse in the MICASE 
corpus when we want to report intuitions and ideas. Gender differences 
were observed in the use of I feel. Female speakers make a higher use of I feel 
in their discourse utterances which may be interpreted as a female tendency 
towards an emotional and attitudinal academic discourse.

The co-text of I feel instances in MICASE has shown that it tends to 
co-occur with words and utterances with a high level of hedging. I feel rarely 
appears in isolation in spoken academic discourse and it usually co-occurs 
with other modifi ers that form collocates such as I sort of feel, I mean I feel, 
I feel like, which deserve further and deeper analysis as multi-word units or 
lexical bundles. This is also evident in the occurrences of I feel in highly 
interactive speech events. Socio-cultural factors show the preference for the 
use of I feel as a stance marker in female discourse conducted in the Human-
ities branch and within highly interactive events.

This chapter has also shown how improvements in the design of multilay-
ered corpora allow the combination of the study of grammatical and lexical 
features along with a wide range of socio-cultural features such as different 
kinds of speech events, social roles, gender and level of interactivity in a 
specifi c academic situation. Corpus-driven and corpus-based applications 
in the fi eld of teaching and learning spoken speech should focus on the 
interaction of these different levels.

Recent advances in technology have thus been crucial in the compilation 
and improvement of large database corpora. These advances have made it 
possible to computerize socio-cultural features in order to assist corpus lin-
guists in the understanding of discourse.

Notes

1 The high number of I think occurrences also provides for a more extensive 
range of functions as stated in Fortanet (2004a), who classifi es them into opinion, 
vagueness, uncertainty, politeness, approximator and hesitation.
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Chapter 5

Hong Kong Engineering Corpus: 
Empowering Professionals-in-Training to 
Learn the Language of Their Profession

Winnie Cheng
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, China

5.1 Introduction

To be successful communicators in the future workplace, ESP learners, i.e. 
professionals-in-training, need to enhance their language awareness 
through learning how to analyse language use, making informed decisions 
about their language choices, and being creative in their use of language. 
Bhatia (2004: 146) describes three components of ‘professional expertise’, 
namely disciplinary knowledge, professional practice and discursive com-
petence. Discursive competence in professional contexts, which is relevant 
to the purpose of the present study, can operate at the levels of textual com-
petence, generic competence and social competence (Bhatia 2004: 144). 
Textual competence refers to the ability for professionals to both master 
language (i.e. sounds, words, grammar, word meanings, discourse) and 
to use textual, contextual and pragmatic knowledge to construct and inter-
pret texts. Generic competence is the ability for professionals to respond to 
recurrent and new communicative situations by producing, interpreting 
and using generic conventions in the accountancy disciplines to achieve 
professional goals. The last competence, social competence, according to 
Bhatia (2004), refers to the ability for professionals to use language more 
widely to participate effectively in a wide variety of social and institutional 
contexts to give expression to their social identity.

The study reported in this chapter is unique and innovative in two ways. 
First, it describes a new English ESP corpus, the Hong Kong Engineering 
Corpus,1 and how it can be interrogated to empower professionals-in-
training to learn the language in their profession. Second, it introduces a 
new computer-based methodology, ‘concgramming’ (Cheng et al. 2006; 
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Greaves and Warren 2007) and discusses how it can be used to facilitate the 
introduction of phraseology to ESP learners. The study argues that the 
phraseology and phraseological profi le of the language contained in a 
text or a corpus that is specifi c to a discipline constitutes the ‘aboutness’ 
(Phillips 1983, 1989) of the discipline or profession. ‘Phraseological 
profi le’ refers to the identifi cation of the meaningful word co-occurrences 
in a text or a corpus (Cheng et al. 2006). The purpose of the study is, 
therefore, to empower professionals-in-training to learn the phraseology 
and phraseological profi le characteristic of their profession, and most 
importantly, to learn the techniques in order to make inquires into the 
language, as a step towards achieving ‘textual competence’, and hence
‘discursive competence’, and eventually ‘professional expertise’ (Bhatia 
2004: 146).

The chapter describes the strategies and methods to make corpus-based 
and web-based inquiries which will support the learning of the contextual 
use, and patterns of forms and meanings of language. The concgramming 
methodology is then described. For illustration purposes, the chapter will 
describe the aims and contents of Hong Kong Engineering Corpus, followed 
by presenting examples taken from the Hong Kong Engineering Corpus 
to investigate the key words and phraseology of distinctive engineering 
fi elds and text-types, in order to fi nd out their local grammars and mean-
ings in context. It also describes how ConcGram was used by students in 
corpus linguistics studies in a university in Hong Kong.

5.2 Phraseology

The chapter argues that phraseology is a major area of English language 
study that has yet been given suffi cient attention. Two different approaches 
to classifying the product of the phraseological tendency in language 
(Sinclair and Renouf 1991; Sinclair 1996; Biber et al. 1999) are briefl y 
outlined below. The fi rst approach is expounded by Biber et al. (1999: 989–
1025) and distinguishes among four different types of word associations: 
idioms, collocations, lexico-grammatical associations and lexical bundles. 
Examples of ‘idioms’ are crop up, put up with, get away from (Ibid.: 988); 
‘collocations’ are associations between lexical words when the collocates 
co-occur more frequently than expected by chance (Ibid). An example of 
‘lexico-grammatical associations’ (Ibid.: 989) is when verbs such as think 
and know are strongly associated with to-complement clauses (Ibid.: 989). 
Lastly, ‘lexical bundles’ (Ibid.: 989–1025) can be ‘regarded as extended 
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collocations: bundles of words that show a statistical tendency to co-occur’ 
(Ibid.: 989), e.g. do you want me to, the nature of, has not been and put it in.

The second approach to classifying the product of the phraseological 
tendency is Sinclair’s two types of extended unit of meaning, namely lexical 
core and grammatical core. A lexical core is an obligatory element in 
Sinclair’s (1996) ‘lexical item’. Lexical item is based on ‘a lexical core 
and extended to incorporate grammatical as well as other lexical choices’ 
(Ibid.: 105). The second type of extended unit of meaning is based on a 
grammatical core which constitutes Sinclair and Renouf’s (1991) ‘collocational 
framework’ that is ‘extended to incorporate lexical choices’ (Ibid.: 105). In 
Sinclair’s notion of extended unit of meaning, there is a core unit (either 
lexical or grammatical) around which are co-selected lexico-grammatical 
and semantic choices. The centrality of phraseology in language use pro-
pounded by Sinclair has led those working in the fi eld of pattern grammar 
(e.g. Francis 1993; Hunston and Francis 2000; Hunston 2002) to argue that 
eventually corpus linguists will be able to describe all lexical items in 
relation to their syntactic preferences, and all grammatical structures with 
regard to their lexis and phraseology (Francis 1993: 155).

Sinclair (1996, 2004) describes the fi ve categories of co-selection in 
accounting for the internal structure of a lexical item or a unit of meaning, 
namely the obligatory invariable core and semantic prosody, and the optional 
collocation, colligation and semantic preference. The lexical item ‘recon-
ciles the paradigmatic and syntagmatic dimensions of choice at each choice 
point’ (Sinclair 2004: 141), using the fi ve descriptive categories to describe 
both dimensions (Ibid.: 148). The fi rst obligatory category is the ‘core’, 
which is ‘invariable, and constitutes the evidence of the occurrence of the 
item as a whole’ (Ibid.: 141). The other obligatory category is the ‘semantic 
prosody’. It is ‘the determiner of the meaning of the whole’ lexical item, 
expresses the ‘function’ of the lexical item and shows ‘how the rest of the 
item is to be interpreted functionally’ (Ibid). A word may be said to have a 
particular semantic prosody if it can be shown to co-occur typically with 
other words that belong to a particular semantic set and display ‘a subtle 
element of attitudinal, often pragmatic meaning’ (Ibid.: 145). The three 
optional categories are collocation (Firth 1935, 1957), colligation (Firth 
1935, 1957) and semantic preference. Collocation refers to ‘the co-occurrence 
of words with no more than four intervening words’ (Sinclair 2004: 141). 
Colligation is ‘co-occurrence of grammatical choices’, and semantic prefer-
ence is ‘the restriction of regular co-occurrence to items which share a 
semantic feature, e.g. about sport or suffering’ (Ibid.: 141). The three 
optional categories ‘realize co-ordinated secondary choices within the item, 
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fi ne-tuning the meaning and giving semantic cohesion to the text as a 
whole’ (Ibid).

5.3 The Hong Kong Engineering Corpus

The Hong Kong Engineering Corpus used in this study is comprised of 
1,066,602 words and is the product of the fi rst large-scale research project 
to collect corpus texts representative of the English language of the engi-
neering sector in Hong Kong. It is compiled to enhance our understanding 
of real-world language use in the engineering industry in Hong Kong, in 
particular the study of the patterns of language use and their meanings. 
The Hong Kong Engineering Corpus consists primarily of the texts retrieved 
from the following sources: the Hong Kong Institution of Engineers (HKIE) 
website, the CD-ROM holding the 10th Anniversary HKIE Transactions (a pro-
fessional journal), newsletters from the i-version Journal Hong Kong Engineer 
Online, and other engineering-related websites, primarily Hong Kong gov-
ernment departments, academic institutions, and engineering companies.

The Hong Kong Institution of Engineers (HKIE) website provides a large 
variety of engineering texts and genres for all the engineers in Hong Kong. 
Corpus texts and genres were collected under the following headings: Civil 
Discipline, Conference Proceedings, Disciplinary Advisory Reports, Ethics 
in Practice, Guidance Notes, Mandatory Basic Safety Training, News, 
Press Release, Practical Guide, Newsletter Article, and Rules of Conduct. 
Table 5.1 summarizes the number of words for each genre downloaded 
from the HKIE website, and the total number of words is 335,080.

Table 5.1 Texts and genres in Hong Kong Engineering 
Corpus downloaded from HKIE website

HKIE website Words

Civil Discipline 1,865
Conference Proceedings 131,265
Discipline Advisory Report 4,854
Ethics in Practice 11,816
Guidance Notes 1,301
Mandatory Basic Safety Training 465
News 3,677
Press Release 16,112
Practical Guide 14,538
Newsletter Article 147,814
Rules of Conduct 1,373

Total: 335,080
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The second source of corpus texts is HKIE Transactions which is a 
quarterly periodical of the Hong Kong Institution of Engineers. HKIE 
Transactions publishes papers concerning engineering in all aspects, and 
are useful and interesting to practising engineers and academics. The four 
main genres are Abstracts, Research Papers, Technical Notes and Discussion 
Articles. The 10th Anniversary HKIE Transactions CD-ROM contains an archive 
of ten years (1994–2003) of back issues of HKIE Transactions, amounting to 
731,522 words.

Apart from the HKIE website and HKIE Transactions, newsletters from the 
Hong Kong Engineer i-version, October 2005 to May 2007, were included in 
the corpus. Hong Kong Engineer is the offi cial monthly journal of HKIE and 
contains articles on engineering topics and news about HKIE activities. 
The fourth and last source of texts for the Hong Kong Engineering Corpus 
is the websites of Hong Kong government departments, institutions and 
private companies. To date, nine engineering-related government depart-
ments, six institutions, and fi fty private engineering companies have been 
selected for data collection. At the time of writing, data collection for cor-
pus compilation is in its fi nal stages.

5.4 Concgramming the Hong Kong Engineering Corpus

‘Concgramming’ (Cheng et al. 2006; Greaves and Warren 2007) is a new 
computer-based methodology that has as its primary aim the automatic 
identifi cation of the phraseological profi le and hence the ‘aboutness’ 
(Phillips 1983, 1989) of a text or a corpus. With the use of the search engine 
ConcGram© (Greaves 2005), it is possible to extract recurrent ‘concgrams’, 
i.e. sets of between 2 and 5 co-occurring words, fully automatically, within a 
wide span (up to 12 words on either side of the origin), and which include 
all of a concgram’s confi gurations irrespective of any constituent variation 
(e.g. AB and A*B) and positional variation (e.g. AB and BA) present. Cheng 
et al. (2006) suggest that identifying the concgrams in a corpus facilitates a 
fuller understanding of Sinclair’s (2004) idiom principle, by revealing the 
word co-selections made by the speakers and writers represented in the 
corpus. Concgrams are, therefore, a useful starting point for quantifying 
the extent of phraseology in a corpus, and thus determining the phraseo-
logical profi le of the language contained within it.

Applying the function of ‘exclusion list’ on the computer program 
ConcGram, the present study examines only the lexically-rich words in the 
1,066,602-word Hong Kong Engineering Corpus. Membership of the 
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lexically-rich words is determined by the majority of the co-occurring 
words, being what are traditionally termed ‘lexical words’. In other words, 
in this study, words that are traditionally termed ‘grammatical words’ were 
excluded from the concgram searches.

5.5 Findings and Discussions

In the following, some fi ndings of the study are presented and discussed. 
The purpose is also to demonstrate the methods that ESP learners can 
employ and the kinds of activities that they can carry out in order to under-
stand the aboutness of the texts specifi c to their disciplines and professions. 
The author teaches an undergraduate subject ENGL303 Corpus-driven 
Language Learning, which was taken by students from different disciplines. 
In two computer laboratory seminars, the students worked on some tasks 
which were designed to search for the ‘aboutness’ of the HKEC, using Conc-
Gram. The following describes the steps students followed in the seminars:

First, a basic search function found a total of 10,713 2-word concgrams in 
the HKEC. Table 5.2 shows the top twenty 2-word concgrams, i.e. phrases or 
word co-occurrences, with their frequencies of occurrence.

Table 5.2 Top twenty 2-word concgrams in Hong Kong 
Engineering Corpus

First word  Second word  Frequencies 

 1. Hong Kong 2,457
 2. as such 577
 3. as well 458
 4. concrete strength 342
 5. more than 318
 6. al et 218
 7. carried out 218
 8. Dr Jr 202
 9. concrete high 189
10. high strength 172
11. fi gure shown 164
12. engineers Hong 158
13. engineers Kong 158
14. Civil Engineering 156
15. Kong University 153
16. Hong University 152
17. power supply 150
18. less than 148
19. power system 143
20. control system 138
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A glance at Table 5.2 suggests the aboutness of the texts contained in the 
corpus, which is one that is concerned with engineering. An illuminating 
example is ‘Dr/Jr’, occurring 202 times, which is the top 8th 2-word 
concgram. ‘Jr.’ is the short form for ‘ingenieur’ in French which means 
‘engineer *[noun-masculine]’. ‘Jr.’ is a conventional title, and in the case 
of an engineer with a doctorate degree, the conventional address form is 
‘Jr. Dr’.

The next step is to divide the twenty concgrams into discipline- and 
profession-specifi c (Table 5.3) and non-specifi c concgrams (Table 5.4). 
Table 5.3 shows that ten of the twenty (50 per cent) concgrams are 
discipline- and profession-specifi c. They are, in descending order of 

Table 5.3 2-word concgrams from top twenty 2-word 
concgrams that are characteristic of engineering 

First word  Second word  Frequencies 

 1. concrete strength 342
 2. Dr Jr 202
 3. concrete high 189
 4. high strength 172
 5. engineers Hong 158
 6. engineers Kong 158
 7. Civil Engineering 156
 8. power supply 150
 9. power system 143
10. control  system  138

Table 5.4 2-word concgrams from top twenty 2-word 
concgrams that are not specifi c to engineering

First word  Second word  Frequencies 

 1. Hong Kong 2,457
 2. as such 577
 3. as well 458
 4. more than 318
 5. al et 218
 6. carried out 218
 7. fi gure shown 164
 8. Kong University 153
 9. Hong University 152
10. less than 148
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frequencies, ‘concrete/strength’, ‘Dr/Jr.’, ‘concrete/high’, ‘high/strength’, 
‘engineers/Hong’, ‘engineers/Kong’, ‘Civil/Engineering’, ‘power/supply’, 
‘power/system’ and ‘control/system’.

Table 5.4 shows the other ten two-word concgrams that are not specifi c to 
the engineering discipline and profession; in other words, they are generic 
concgrams which are expected to be found in other disciplines and 
professions.

The students then further divided the ten general 2-word concgrams 
(Table 5.4) into two groups: those that are indicative of the nature of the 
corpus under study, and those that are not. Table 5.5 lists the fi rst group 
which consists of ‘Hong/Kong’, ‘Hong’ or ‘Kong’, showing that the corpus 
is related to Hong Kong. There are three such examples among the ten.

The remaining six 2-word concgrams are interesting to analyse in order 
to fi nd out the nature of these 2-word concgrams (Table 5.6).

Sinclair’s (2004: 141) semantic preference refers to ‘the restriction of 
regular co-occurrence to items which share a semantic feature, e.g. about 
sport or suffering’. The respective ‘indicative or predicted’ semantic prefer-
ences for the six concgrams are shown in Table 5.6 above. In other words, 

Table 5.5 2-word concgrams from top twenty 2-word 
concgrams that indicate other aspects of the corpus

First word  Second word  Frequencies 

1. Hong Kong 2,457
2. Kong University  153
3. Hong University  152

Table 5.6 2-word concgrams from top twenty 2-word concgrams that are neither 
characteristic of the disciplinary language nor the nature of the textual corpus

First word  Second word Frequencies  Indicative or predicted semantic preference 

1. as such 577 quality or characteristic intrinsic of a person or thing
2. as well 458 additive relation
3. more than 318 comparison of two items
4. al et 218 academic referencing
5. carried out 218 steps or procedures
6. fi gure shown 164 quantitative reporting
7. less than 148 comparison of two items
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the concordances for the concgrams would need to be carefully studied to 
see whether the regular co-occurring words to the 2-word concgrams share 
a semantic feature, and then whether the shared semantic feature is what is 
predicted.

Regarding teaching input, in a lecture the following was explained to 
prepare students for a similar task. The following analysis taken from Cheng 
et al. (2006: 424–25) shows all of the concordance lines for the 2-word 
concgram ‘high/low’, with ‘high’ as the single origin. The corpus being 
examined is the 2-million-word Hong Kong Corpus of Spoken English. The 
purpose is to illustrate the procedure of analysing the phraseological 
profi le of a concgram.

Example 1: 2-word concgram ‘high/low’

1 proved my er hypothesis is correct it’s um high profi ciency students got better results than low

2 low profi t and low earnings and and not very high stock prices and that makes people
3 authority versus the low authority versus the high structure versus the low structure
4 people that’s a low authority society a high authority society is just the
5 try and buy when it’s low and sell when it’s high otherwise doesn’t matter how
6 they’re taking advantage of the low cost and high quality of production facilities in
7 a low individualism society or or or if you’re high collectivist say Hofstede
8 okay can you (inaudible) (.) individualism high and low individualism if you are low

9 because it is too erm the whatever it’s too high and too [low then erm this is
10 ays and bad the great changes the moments of high peaks and low troughs but I always
11 lity to be able to feel that at all that’s a high EQ person a low EQ person’s one
12 period of over fi fty months of defl ation high unemployment low levels of consumer
13 ividual er relationships are emphasized in a high individ- in a low individualism
14 students in order to know whether they are high profi ciency or low profi ciency
15 tside and there’s imbalance because it’s too high and this is too low (.) and that
16 del is applicable for any company dealing in high tech middle tech low tech and even
17 business model applies for any company doing high tech middle tech low tech and even
18 individualist versus the collectivist between high authority versus the low authority
19 it’s the group will take care (.) whereas a high individualism society or a low

20 wer-fi xed correction if the voltage ratio is high in the case of the boost or low in
21 he buckle converter is not preferred for its high peak current especially when low

22 (laugh)) B: but it needs to doesn’t [come up high enough a1: [well it’s too low it

All the instances of ‘high/low’ are non-contiguous, meaning there are 
always intervening words between ‘high’ and ‘low’. The concgram ‘high/
low’ has both constituency and positional variations. The positional variant 
‘low . . . high’ in lines 2–7 has between 2 and 7 intervening words. In lines 
1 and 8–22, the other positional variant ‘high . . . low’ has between 1 and 7 
intervening words.
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Three uses of ‘high/low’ are observed. First, speakers juxtapose points 
on a scale of ‘high <--> low’, and the item or attribute being juxtaposed 
include profi ciency (line 1, 14), authority society (line 4), individualism 
(line 8, 13), EQ person (line 11), tech(nology) (line 16, 17), authority (line 
18) and voltage ratio (line 20). Second, speakers present a relationship 
between two related items or qualities, e.g. ‘low earnings’ and ‘not very 
high stock prices’ (line 2), ‘low cost and high quality of production 
facilities’ (line 6), ‘low individualism society’ and ‘high collectivist’ (line 7), 
‘high peaks’ and ‘low troughs’ (line 10), ‘high unemployment and low 
levels of consumer confi dence’ (line 12), and ‘high peak current’ and 
‘low voltage ration’ (line 21). The last usage is that the concgram 
‘high/low’ extends across two speakers, and is an example of paraphras-
ing in which one speaker’s ‘doesn’t come up high enough’ is another 
speaker’s ‘it’s too low’ (line 22) (Cheng et al. 2006: 424–25).

5.6 Conclusion

This chapter has introduced a new computer-based methodology, ‘conc-
gramming’ that was designed primarily for automatic identifi cation of the 
phraseological profi le of a text or a corpus. The methodology has been 
outlined, and examples from the Hong Kong Engineering Corpus have 
been discussed. The chapter argues that the linguistic information gener-
ated by ConcGram is not available in a dictionary or a thesaurus, but, with 
the right training provided to ESP learners, or the professionals-in-training, 
it is available through searching ESP corpora, such as the Hong Kong 
Engineering Corpus. The chapter has also described concgramming 
learning and teaching activities that highlight key elements in the under-
standing and production of phraseology in English, and which have been 
used in a corpus linguistics subject in a university in Hong Kong. The 
students found the concgram analysis task challenging but learned a lot 
about phraselogical patterns, particularly when the corpus texts are related 
to their disciplines.

The chapter strongly recommends employing the concgramming 
methodology and activities in ESP learning and teaching to raise the aware-
ness of students and teachers regarding the role, nature and importance of 
the phraseological tendency in English language. They can also enhance 
both learners and teachers’ critical and creative thinking through the 
understanding, analysis, comparison and application of phraseology that 
is specifi c to ESP texts and genres.
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Note

1 The Hong Kong Engineering Corpus now contains 9,224,384 words and is avail-
able by entering ‘search a profession-specifi c corpus’ on the website of the 
Research Centre for Professional Communication in English (RCPCE), Depart-
ment of English, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University (http://www.engl.polyu.
edu.hk/RCPCE/).
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Chapter 6

Analysis of Organizing and Rhetorical Items 
in a Learner Corpus of Technical Writing

María José Luzón Marco
Universidad de Zaragoza, Spain

6.1 Introduction

The analysis of expert and learner corpora is key in determining the items 
of the language code that are the most worth teaching in ESP courses. The 
increasing number of corpus-based studies which analyse the features 
of English for Academic and Professional Purposes (e.g. Oakey 2002; 
Biber 2004; Biber et al. 2004; Groom 2005; Ward 2007) provide valuable 
information for the design of teaching materials. Some of these corpus-
based studies (e.g. Biber et al. 1999; Oakey 2002; Biber 2004; Biber et al. 
2004) have revealed the high frequency of some word combinations which 
fulfi l organizing or rhetorical functions, such as introducing a topic, con-
trasting, explaining, summarizing, concluding, e.g. the aim of this study, in 
addition, for example, it has been suggested, as a result of. Therefore, in order to 
improve their textual competence and produce effective texts, students 
need to be trained to get familiar with the clause-combining and text-
organizing items that tend to occur in professional and academic genres.

However, as several researchers (e.g. Flowerdew 1998, 2000; Aston 2000) 
have pointed out, studies based on the analysis of expert or native corpora 
are not enough to inform the design of EAP teaching materials and must 
be complemented with studies which analyse students’ interlanguage. Aston 
(2000: 10) mentions two reasons why the analysis of corpora of native-
speaker texts does not provide on its own an adequate basis for syllabus 
design. First, the fi ndings from such analysis, ‘provide no information as to 
the relative diffi culty and learnability of particular features to be taught’; 
second, these fi ndings do not provide help in identifying the productivity 
of particular features from the learner’s perspective. He proposes using 
learner corpora in order to get relevant information on interlanguage 
development, ‘which can be used to code and classify recurrent errors, 



80 Corpus-Based Approaches to English Language Teaching

along with over-uses and under-uses, with a view to identifying features which 
teaching should perhaps emphasise and to evaluating their diffi culty’.

In this chapter we report the results of the analysis of a computerized 
corpus of technical English texts, written by Engineering students from the 
university of Zaragoza. The purpose was to fi nd typical features of these 
students’ interlanguage and identify unconventional elements that might 
not be accepted or might be misunderstood by professionals in their 
discipline. In this chapter we focus specifi cally on linguistic items used by 
students to organize the text, signal rhetorical relations between parts of 
the text or combine clauses within the text. The analysis will help us 
to refl ect on how to improve the teaching of technical genres in the ESP 
classroom and to identify the aspects that should be focused on when 
teaching.

6.2 Pragmatic and Textual Errors in Learner
Corpora of English for Academic or 

Professional Purposes

The analysis of learner corpora of academic writing has revealed recurrent 
errors and unconventional features in the writing of EFL students. 
A substantial part of this research has focused on errors occurring at the 
pragmatic and textual levels. In some cases there is a striking difference in 
the frequency of use of some items or word combinations in the discourse 
of students and experts. Students underuse some types of connectors, while 
they overuse other connectors that are frequent in their mother tongue and 
many typical EAP multi-word sequences (Granger and Tyson, 1996; Bolton 
et al., 2003; De Cock, 2003; Cortés, 2004; Carrió, 2006). For example, 
Granger and Tyson (1996), in their study on connector usage, found that 
French learners of English used more frequently those connectors which 
add to, exemplify or emphasize a point, but underuse connectors which are 
used for contrast or to take an argument logically forward. Carrió (2006) 
found that Spanish students tend to overuse additive, result and contrastive 
connectors, and underuse apposition connectors, which are considered 
repetitive and more informal in Spanish. Flowerdew (2000) examined both 
referential errors (faulty collocations and word forms) and pragmatic errors 
in a learner corpus of recommendation-based survey reports written by Hong 
Kong undergraduates and found that pragmatic markers (e.g. boosters 
and downtoners or hedging devices) were underused and sometimes 
semantically misused. The overuse of some items or word combination is 
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sometimes a result of the infl uence of the mother tongue, as shown by 
Granger (1998) in her study of phrases which function as macro-organizers 
with a pragmatic function. She discovered that French learners massively 
overused the frame ‘we/one/you can/cannot/may/could/might say that’.

Corpus-based research has also revealed how learners’ use of some lexical 
items is different from experts’ use (Flowerdew, 1998; DeCock, 2003). Flow-
erdew (1998) observed that Cantonese speakers always used the connectors 
so, thus and then as markers of local coherence, while in an expert corpus 
these connectors usually wrap up a previous stretch of text. Similarly, De 
Cock (2003) noted that French learners misuse some English sequences 
that have French deceptive cognates (e.g. on the contrary ≈ ‘au contraire’). 
Cortés (2004) found that in the few cases in which students used certain 
lexical bundles,1 their use did not correspond to the uses of such bundles 
by professional authors. L. Flowerdew (2003) also pointed to important 
differences between expert and novice writing in the use of problem in the 
problem-solution pattern. The results of Flowerdew’s study show that 
students have trouble with a very frequent type of organising items in 
academic and professional writing: signalling nouns. Signalling nouns are 
defi ned by J. Flowerdew (2003: 329) as ‘potentially any abstract noun, the 
meaning of which can only be made specifi c by reference to its context’, 
e.g. diffi culty, process, reason, result. The importance of these nouns in aca-
demic writing has led some researchers to analyse how they are used by 
students (e.g. Aktas, 2005; Flowerdew, 2006). Flowerdew (2006) examined 
a corpus of argumentative essays written by Cantonese L1 learners of 
English to produce a taxonomy of error types and frequency data of the 
different types.

6.3 Method

The learner corpus for this research was made up of 111 student 
assignments of approximately 800 words each, totalling 88,835 words. 
71 texts were written by Computer Science students and 40 by Chemical 
Engineering students. Students wrote their assignments as response to 
a real-life task, where they were asked to produce either a report or a 
proposal for a specifi c audience. Although most learner corpora are com-
piled from the writing of high-intermediate level students, the texts in our 
corpus were produced both by students with a high-intermediate and a
low-intermediate level, since our main purpose was to identify the errors 
that our students (no matter what level) make.
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The fi rst step of the analysis involved producing a wordlist, ordered by 
frequency. The list was analysed manually in order to identify items, including 
signalling nouns, which could potentially fulfi l organizational or rhetorical 
functions, such as contrasting (on the other hand, in contrast to), explaining 
(therefore, so) exemplifying (for example), concluding (in conclusion), express-
ing purpose (The purpose of this report is), signalling transitions between parts 
of the text, combining clauses and linking paragraphs (These results show), 
and so on. We did not compare the frequency of the items in the learner 
corpora with their frequency in an expert corpus. Only in the cases where 
we considered that an item occurred with an extremely high frequency, did 
we check our impressions by searching the item in the written component 
of the BNC corpus. We will therefore make few statements concerning 
overuse or underuse and focus on the study of misuse or atypical, uncon-
ventional use.

In the second step we resorted to concordancing and qualitative analysis of 
the different organizing items to fi nd information on positioning, patterns 
and function. As several researchers have pointed out (e.g. Flowerdew 2000), 
qualitative analysis is necessary in research concerned with pragmatic and 
textual aspects because concordances do not always show whether certain 
pragmatic and rhetorical devices are being used appropriately or not.

6.4 Results

The analysis of the corpus revealed that the students’ misuse of English 
organizing items was sometimes due to a poor command of English and 
sometimes due to lack of genre awareness and of familiarity with generic 
conventions. The cases of misuse or atypical use of organizing items were 
classifi ed into the following categories: (i) errors regarding the meaning or 
function of an item, (ii) use of lexical bundles or multi-word combinations 
which are atypical or inexistent in English, (iii) errors involving confusion 
in word class, (iv) position in the sentence different from expert’s use, 
(v) use of words typical of informal discourse or oral discourse, (vi) errors 
regarding genre phraseology and (vii) errors involving signalling nouns.

(i)  Errors regarding the meaning or function of an item
The learners had a tendency to use some items with a meaning or function 
which does not correspond to the uses of the item in native writing. This is the 
case, for instance, of according to or on the other hand. The Spanish prepositions 
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según y de acuerdo con share several meanings or functions with according to 
(e.g. both the English and the Spanish prepositions are used to indicate the 
source from which the speaker got a piece of information, or to indicate 
that something is done according to a particular set of principles), but 
there is not an exact match in meaning between according to and the 
Spanish terms. However, due to transfer from the mother tongue, según/ de 
acuerdo con are just mapped to according to, and this item is used in the 
corpus with all the meanings of the Spanish terms, for instance to introduce 
the data which the speaker uses to draw a conclusion or to express an 
opinion. Learners often used according to with the meaning of taking into 
account/ considering (see examples 1a and 1b).

 (1) a.  According to the information that has been given above, we think 
that the Government should use booms and skimmers in order 
to remove the biggest part of the spillage.

 b.  According to the characteristics of the Prestige disaster zone, the 
best methods to clean the oil spilled are . . .

Another rhetorical item that was often misused in the learner corpus is on 
the other hand. This item is used in English to introduce ‘a second argument 
that contrasts with what has just been said’ (Chalker 1996: 33). However, 
the most frequent use in our corpus is not a contrastive, but an additive 
one, to signal that a further argument is being added, with a very similar 
meaning to besides.

(2) Although the industry of VR is growing faster and faster, there are 
technological problems that prevent a massive application in games (list 
of the problems). On the other hand, there are ethical and psychological 
barriers.

A group of items that were frequently misused by students are listing 
words. Although some of these items are only used to signal the different 
stages of a process, learners also used them to refer to the different parts of 
a text, with a metadiscursive function. In the corpus there is a lack of lexical 
bundles or words which refer to the following text (e.g. in the following 
paragraph/section, below), and the learners tended to use instead adverbs 
such as next or subsequently. For instance, subsequently, a time connector used 
to ‘indicate that an event takes place at a later time than a previously 
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mentioned event or time’ (Chalker 1996: 17), was sometimes used in the 
learner corpus to refer to some other part of the text (e.g. 3).

(3) Subsequently, I’m going to make a description of the advantages and 
disadvantages of these renewable energies.

Another type of organizing items that posed problems were those used 
for stating a topic or referring to a different but related topic (e.g. as for, 
as regards, with reference to). Most students are not familiar with these items 
and tend to always use the expression with respect to, more similar in form 
to the Spanish con respecto a (e.g. 4). We analysed a random sample of 
100 occurrences of with respect to in the written component of the BNC, 
and only in one case was it used to state a topic.

(4) With respect to the future of virtual reality, due to the current 
technological limits, only the sight and sound are the two senses that can 
be implemented and improved.

(ii) Use of lexical bundles or multi-word combinations which are atypical or inexistent 
in English
This is the case of multi-word items used to express cause in the structure 
“preposition+ this/that (pronoun)” (due to this/ that) (e.g. 5) which occur 
in the text more frequently than it would be expected. Both due to this/that 
(pronoun) and because of this/that (pronoun) occurred in the learner 
corpus eight times.

(5) . . . so a high-pressure tank is not necessary. Due to this, the tank can 
have an appropriate size for use in vehicles.

Because of this is relatively frequent in the written component of the BNC 
(470 occurrences), both with this as a pronoun or as an adjective, but there 
is no occurrence of due to that (pronoun) and only three occurrences of 
due to this (pronoun). In two of these occurrences the pattern is “be due to 
this” (e.g. ‘The relatively sudden rise of xenophobic parties is largely due 
to this’). In the remaining 25 occurrences of due to this in the written 
component of the BNC, this is an adjective, followed by signalling nouns or 
by nominalizations (e.g. due to this infl uence/condensation/process/factor). 
Nominalizations and signalling nouns are powerful cohesive devices but 
they seem to be problematic for our students. The only signalling nouns/
nominalizations occurring in our corpus after due to this/because of this 
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are fact, change and aspect. Because of/due to this fact and because of this aspect 
are used instead of common causal bundles, such as for that reason or this is 
the reason why (e.g. 6).

(6) These simpler chemicals continue the damage of the environment 
although in a smaller amount and, because of this aspect, the substances 
that can be used in the area are regulated.

In some cases interlingual transfer leads learners to change the form of 
multi-word items. For instance, to start is used in our corpus instead of to 
start with as a listing connector, to emphasize the points that the speaker is 
making both to refer to time or reason. In Spanish no preposition would be 
placed after items such as para comenzar, para empezar and students seem to 
have transferred to English the structure of the lexical bundle in their 
mother tongue.

(7) Game devices deliver side effects. To start, extremely long playing 
can confuse some users, and make them believe reality and VR are the 
same thing

There are also several examples in the corpus of unusual expressions to 
indicate the different sections of the text. For instance, I would bet for instead 
of I would recommend, or It is for all this that I recommend.

 (8) a. I would bet for study better the possibilities
 b.  It’s for all this that I recommend the investigation for the immediate 

future of the Virtual Reality and . . .

Nesselhauf (2004: 141) points out that ‘the unavailability of pragmatic 
chunks for the learners (. . .) appears to be the underlying reason for a 
number of deviant collocations which are used to structure the body of the 
essay’, e.g. Only have a look at; A fi rst argument I want to name for this. These 
deviant collocations are frequent in our learner corpus when learners 
use metadiscourse to present the topic/points that are going to be dealt 
with in the text.

 (9) a.  The fi rst point that should be clear is that hydrogen is not an energy 
source but a storage method.

 b.  Some solutions to this problem are going to be introduced now.
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 c.  First of all, current and future consequences are going to be raised. 
Afterwards available solutions which can be adopted are going to be 
described.

 d. Global warming consequences are our second point.

(iii) Errors involving confusion in word class
Some prepositions, specially those expressing cause (due to, because of) and 
contrast/concession (despite, in spite of, unlike) are used as if they were 
conjunctions, as a result of transfer from the Spanish mother tongue, where 
many conjunctions take the form “preposition+ that” (e.g. a pesar de que, 
debido a que).

 (10) a.  We can only make tanks that are not practical for their use in 
vehicles, due to they are too heavy and too large

 b.  In spite of hydrogen has good density per weight, occupies too 
much volume at atmospheric pressure.

(iv) Position in the sentence different from expert’s use
In her analysis of the expression of causality in expert and learner corpora, 
Flowerdew (1998) found marked differences in the positioning of cause-
result connectors. In the expert corpus therefore occurred in sentence initial 
position in just 1 line out of 13. By contrast, in the learner corpus, therefore 
occurred in sentence initial position in 31 out of the 32 lines. Granger and 
Tyson (1996: 25) also pointed to the students’ inexperience in ‘manipulating 
connectors within the sentence structure’. This is also the case in our 
corpus. Therefore occurred in sentence initial position in 69 out of 74 lines. 
In three of the fi ve remaining lines therefore occurred in the construction 
and therefore+verb with the subject ellipted.

(11) High-pressure tanks achieve 6,000 psi, and therefore must be 
periodically tested and inspected

Sentence initial position is preferred with virtually any type of connector, 
not just with causal connectors. For instance, however occurred in sentence 
initial position in 71 out of 72 lines. Also is another item very frequently used 
at the beginning of a sentence, when another reason is given, or when extra 
information is added (e.g. 12). Out of the 238 occurrences of also in the 
corpus, 50 were in sentence initial position (in 4 cases the initial item was But 
also). These fi gures contrast with those yielded by searches of these items in 
the BNC. In a random sample of 100 occurrences of therefore, however and 
also, we found that therefore occurred in sentence initial position only in 
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4 cases, however in 52 cases and there was only one occurrence of also in
sentence initial position, but in the structure ‘also+ gerund’ (‘Also benefi ting 
from the fund (. . .) is Courtaulds Engineering pensioner Frank Burslem’).

(12) Wind is becoming the most popular renewable source of energy 
but only few places have enough wind to work. Also windmills can fail due 
to the fact that some birds crash with the blades.

(v) Use of items typical of informal discourse or oral discourse
Although the task required the students to produce a written text (a report 
or a proposal) many of the items used to structure the text were more 
typical of oral academic genres (e.g. so, by the way). This may be due to the 
fact that students got explicit instruction on oral presentations and on how 
to organize and deliver them.

(13) Europeans have to be proud because Europe is currently the global 
leader in wind energy exploitation. By the way, I consider very important 
the evolution of Aragon in last years.

So is sometimes used in the corpus at the end of a text, with a conclusive 
function (So, in my opinion; so, as a conclusion). In oral discourse, so is 
sometimes used to ‘suggest that what has been said is understood and 
therefore the next statement follows’ (Chalker 1996: 122). There are a 
few occurrences of so with this function in the learner corpus.

(14) So, recapping the main points of this text up.

Learners frequently used items and lexical bundles typical of oral 
discourse when they wanted to introduce the next topic or point to be 
discussed in the text (e.g. 15). For instance, although next is used in oral 
discourse to mention what the speaker intends to discuss or do when he/
she has fi nished discussing or doing something else (Collins Cobuild English 
Dictionary), e.g. Next, I’ll explain . . ., it is not common to use next in academic 
writing for this purpose. Thus, example (15b) could be more correctly 
rephrased as “Some of those equipments will be described below”.

 (15) a.  To start, I tell the history of the e-books (The correct form is to 
start with)

 b.  But there are other VR equipment quite developed. Next, some 
of those equipments are going to be described.

 c.  Moving to the next point, generation IV reactors are one type of . . .
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The presence in learners’ essays of items that are more typical of speech 
than of writing has already been noted by several researchers (e.g. Granger 
and Tyson, 1996; Gilquin and Paquot, 2007), who point out that the lack of 
register awareness is shared by learners from several mother tongue (L1) 
backgrounds (Gilquin and Paquot, 2007).

(vi) Errors regarding genre phraseology
The texts written by our students exhibit an absence of phraseology used to 
mark the different moves or parts of academic and professional written 
genres. This suggests that students are not familiar with generic conven-
tions or with the phraseology of academic and professional discourse. For 
instance, very few texts state their purpose or goal explicitly. Lexical bun-
dles such as the objective/purpose/aim/ goal (of this report) is are missing. The 
word objective occurs 10 times, but only 3 in the fi rst part of the text. In 
4 cases it occurs in the last paragraph, when the learner wants to summa-
rize. Similarly, goal tends to occur at the end of the text, when stating the 
conclusion or recommendation.

(16) Our goal should be to convert our fi rm in the fi rst one releasing a 
playable virtual console.

The lexical signalling of specifi c moves in a genre is related to what Hoey 
(2005) calls ‘textual colligation’: the fact that words/items are primed to 
occur in or avoid certain textual positions. Words such as goal, purpose, etc. 
would be expected to occur in the fi rst part of the text, where the purpose 
needs to be made explicit. But this is not the case in our corpus.

A striking example of deviant use in textual colligation is the use of 
First and First of all in text initial position (in the fi rst sentences of the 
text) (e.g. 17). In a few cases First/First of all is the fi rst item in the text 
(e.g 17a).

(17) a.  First of all, let’s defi ne what virtual reality is.
 b.  The text deals with global warming. First of all, current and 

future consequences are going to be raised.

The use of First/ First of all in text initial position suggests that students 
are not familiar with the moves of the report genre, and therefore do not 
state the purpose of the report or provide background information before 
presenting the different parts of the report. When First of all occurs in text 
initial position the fi rst move in the text is ‘indicating text structure’, 
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a move that does not occur as the fi rst one in academic or professional 
written genres. As pointed out above, the use of items such as First/First of all 
may be due to the infl uence of the instruction they have got on how to 
structure oral discourse.

Finally is another item which was used to signal report moves in a differ-
ent way as it would be expected in expert writing. Although fi nally is 
normally used to indicate that the writer is reaching the end of a list (Chalker 
1996: 56), in the learner corpus fi nally is sometimes used at the end of the 
text, before presenting a conclusion.

(18) Finally, everybody must contribute to decrease CO2 emissions. 
We must become more environmentally aware.

From my point of view is also frequently found in the learner corpora at the 
end of the text, as an item introducing a recommendation (e.g. 19). This 
item was used in the learner corpora more frequently than it would be 
expected in academic or professional writing. In the corpus there were 
10 occurrences of from my point of view, 30 occurrences of in my opinion and 
2 occurrences of in my view. A search in the written component of the BNC 
yielded the following results: from my point of view (49), in my opinion (484), 
in my view (434). Thus, while in native written discourse from my point of view 
is much less frequent than in my opinion or in my view, in our learner corpus 
in my opinion is only three times more frequent than from my point of view 
and in my view is much less frequent. These results are in agreement with 
Gilquin and Paquot’s (2007) fi nding that the expression from my point of 
view is overused in learner academic writing.

(19) In conclusion, from my point of view the company should develop 
videogames with all the potential that the technology permits us to exploit 
the sound and the sight.

(vii) Errors involving signalling nouns
Signalling nouns such as reason, conclusion, consequence, result, effect, 
advantage, etc. are powerful cohesive devices in academic and professional 
writing, but students seem to have problems in using them to structure 
the text. This may be due to the fact that, as Flowerdew (2006: 345) 
points out, lexical cohesion has been neglected in the teaching of English 
as a second language. Signalling nouns are usually realized either earlier 
in the text, in a previous clause or clauses (e.g. 20), or later in the text,
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in the following clause(s) (e.g. 21) or as post-modifi cation within the 
noun group.

(20) Although ebooks appeared years ago they have never really got off 
the ground. This situation is due to the lot of problems that ebook 
publishing entails.

(21) In this group we can underline the following effects: a change in the 
weather in several countries, . . .

J. Flowerdew’s (2003) analysis of native corpora shows that in native writing 
the meaning of signalling nouns is most often realized across-clause than in 
the clause. However, our students do not seem to master the use of signal-
ling nouns to create cohesive relations and, although there are cases of 
signalling function across clause, signalling nouns are most frequently used 
with their realization within the clause. Learners over-rely on the in-clause 
use of signalling nouns (e.g. 22) and underexploit them at the across-clause 
level. The analysis of our corpus also reveals that some learners have prob-
lems with the form of the post-modifi cation. In some cases the problem 
arises from the fact that learners post-modify the signalling noun with a 
prepositional phrase instead of with a that-clause (e.g. 23).

(22) The most interesting aspect of this method is that the resulting com-
pounds are carbon dioxide, water and other compounds that do not 
damage the environment.

(23) Also, sometimes there are special gloves to simulate the sense of 
touch, but they have the drawback of sweat with them

In his study of errors in signalling nouns in a corpus of essays written by 
Cantonese L1 learners of English, Flowerdew (2006) found four types of 
errors which were also common in our corpus: colligation, collocation, 
incorrect signalling nouns and missing signalling nouns. For instance, a 
frequent error is the use of the wrong lexical noun to label a stretch of 
text. In example (24) it is not clear what ‘that point’ encapsulates, and in 
example (25) it would be more appropriate to use ‘this type of storage’.

(24) If hydrogen economy were viable, the transportation sector would 
be clean and carbon dioxide emissions would be less. But that point is at a 
developing stage.

(25) Hydrogen can be stored in fossil fuels. This way is known as liquid 
carrier storage.
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A signalling noun that is sometimes misused is fact, which occurs 98 times 
in our corpus in different patterns. Thirty-eight occurrences of the word 
function as signalling noun. Fact seems to be an all-purpose word, very
frequently used by learners instead of an appropriate nominalization. 
For instance, in example (26) rise/increase (in temperature) might be more 
appropriate alternatives.

(26) According to some models and sources, it is expected that global 
temperatures will rise between 1.4 and 5.8°C (2.5 to 10.5°F) between 
1990 and 2100. This fact will cause climatic and environmental changes in 
the ecosystem.

The misuse (and overuse) of some signalling nouns seems to be due in 
part to the fact that learners have problems with nominalizations and that 
they rely on a limited repertoire of signalling nouns. In this respect, an 
interesting remark made by Flowerdew (2006: 352) is that the use of a 
wrong signalling noun ‘might be considered developmental in terms of 
second language acquisition’. The learners understand how signalling 
nouns can be used to encapsulate a concept in the preceding or following 
co-text, but they lack the knowledge of the specifi c abstract noun to be used 
in a given cotext.

Another common error in our corpus, also pointed out by Nesselhauf 
(2004) and Flowerdew (2006) was the use of some typical EAP nouns 
(e.g. action, aim, attitude, problem, question, statement, step and conclusion) with 
deviant verbs (e.g. lay out facts).

(27) Given all the facts laid out above, everybody must do something to 
improve this situation.

Another frequent atypical grammatical pattern with signalling nouns is 
‘There are (several)+ signalling noun’. Although with some nouns the 
pattern is correct, in other cases a different structure would be more appro-
priate. For instance, in examples (28a) and (28b) appropriate alternatives 
would be ‘current technology poses several problems’/or ‘solar energy has 
several advantages’.

(28) a. There are several problems in the current technology
 b.  Solar energy (. . .) There are several advantages, for instance, 

it’s an inexhaustible supply of energy . . .
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6.5 Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to identify cases of misuse or atypical use of 
items with organizational or rhetorical functions. In addition to confi rming 
many of our intuitions concerning learners’ problems when using these 
items, the results have also drawn our attention to some problems we had 
not previously noticed or whose importance we had overlooked.

The analysis has revealed that some of these items are used repeatedly 
with meanings or functions they do not have in the writing of native 
speakers. One of the aspects that seemed to be more problematic for our 
students was the use of metadiscursive multi-word sequences to organize 
the text and indicate transitions. Likewise, many students lacked the skill to 
correctly use nominalizations and signalling nouns as cohesive devices, 
which led them to produce problematic or erroneous language when 
trying to use other cohesive devices instead. Even when signalling nouns 
were used to encapsulate a preceding or following text, students frequently 
stuck to a few signalling nouns and so tended to use nouns that were not 
appropriate in the co-text. The study has also shown students’ diffi culty to 
distinguish formal/informal and written/oral registers. Many of the items 
used to structure the text were more typical of oral academic or profes-
sional genres than of written genres.

The cases of misuse or atypical use of organizing and rhetorical items are 
due either to the learners’ inadequate linguistic competence or to their 
lack of genre awareness and familiarity with genre conventions. Thus, we 
agree with Connor et al. (2002) when they claim for the need to develop 
genre-specifi c learner corpora which facilitate the analysis of student 
writing for specifi c purposes and show the diffi culties that learners have to 
acquire genre knowledge. The results from analysing this kind of corpora 
could inform learning materials both to enhance learner’s writing compe-
tence in general and to improve their generic competence.

Finally, it should be pointed out that some of the errors identifi ed in our 
study seem to be due to the infl uence of the mother tongue, but others 
(e.g. the overuse of some items, the diffi culty to ascribe an item to a specifi c 
register) seem to result from the instruction they have received. Students 
often tend to oversimplify and use a limited set of items for expressing some 
functions, without realizing that some apparently similar items may have 
different pragmatic meanings or may express different degrees of formality. 
More classroom time should be devoted to teaching organizing and 
rhetorical items at the discourse level, focusing on how they can be used to 
produce coherent, effective and pragmatically appropriate texts. Materials 
designed for this purpose should be based on the analysis both of native 
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and learner corpora, since only learner corpus data can reveal problematic 
areas for students and help to identify learner patterns that differ from 
expert writing patterns.
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Notes

1 Cortés (2004: 400) defi nes lexical bundles as ‘extended collocations, sequences of 
three or more words that statistically co-occur in a register’, e.g. as a result of, on the 
other hand, in the case of the, the context of the, it is likely to.
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Chapter 7

A Corpus-Informed Approach to 
Teaching Lecture Comprehension Skills in 

English for Business Studies

Belinda Crawford Camiciottoli
Università degli Studi di Firenze

7.1 Introduction

The infl uence of corpus linguistics on ESP research has grown steadily in 
recent years. The availability of increasingly user-friendly software for text 
analysis has created greater incentive and more opportunities for ESP 
researchers to compile and analyse specialized corpora. As a result, there 
are now abundant studies that provide insights into how authentic spoken 
and written language is used in various professional settings (Partington 
2003; Bhatia et al. 2004; McCarthy and Handford 2004 – to cite only a few). 
However, what has received less attention is how this knowledge can be 
fruitfully applied in the ESP classroom. In other words, while a corpus-based 
approach to ESP research is now well consolidated, the same cannot be said 
with regard to ESP pedagogy. There are several possible explanations for 
this gap. As pointed out by Gavioli (2005: 6), a corpus of specialized lan-
guage must fi rst be carefully designed not only to represent the domain of 
specialization, but also with a particular learning objective in mind. Then 
the corpus must be collected and thoroughly analysed before it can be used 
in ESP contexts. This process is obviously quite lengthy and complex. More-
over, when the corpus is based on spoken discourse, other complications 
can emerge. First of all, it is necessary to identify speech events that are suit-
able for recording or, if already recorded, suitable for inclusion in the spe-
cialized corpus. In either case, the more specialized the corpus is, the fewer 
options there will be. Second, there may be issues of accessibility when col-
lecting spoken data, i.e. not all speakers may agree to be recorded. Finally, 
the recorded data must be transcribed for successive analysis with corpus 
tools. Transcription is a notoriously time-consuming task, with one hour of 
speech taking up to 20 hours to transcribe (McCarthy 1998: 12). These are 
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all plausible reasons why the use of corpora in ELT teaching contexts, typi-
cally based on pre-existing corpora or easily accessible texts of general lan-
guage, is clearly a step ahead of the use of corpora in the ESP classroom.

Starting in the 1990s, language researchers and ELT practitioners began 
to explore the benefi ts of using corpora with L2 learners. One way that this 
has been done is through ‘corpus-informed’ (McCarthy 2004: 18) 
approaches where corpus research fi ndings and corpus data itself can be 
used to design curricula and materials. For example, Carter (1998) dis-
cussed the need to exploit the fi ndings from the CANCODE corpus of 
everyday spoken English to make L2 learners aware of important features 
of speech that are often neglected in standard grammars (e.g. ellipsis and 
vague expressions). Thurstun and Candlin (1998) described a project to 
develop self-study materials for learning academic vocabulary based on 
concordance lines drawn from the Microconcord corpus of academic texts. 
Tribble (1997) proposed the creation of small informally produced cor-
pora derived from CR-ROM encyclopaedias or internet sources on which 
materials to teach lexical patterning and collocations can be based. 
Corpora can also prove useful when teaching features of language that 
are particularly problematic for L2 learners. On the basis of a corpus of 
newspaper texts, Partington (1998) showed that if-constructions were much 
more varied and complex in this authentic usage with respect to traditional 
forms presented in most ELT materials. Römer (2004) found the same 
discrepancy in the way that if-clauses were presented in a corpus of ELT 
textbooks in comparison with spoken language from the BNC corpus.

Corpora may also be used directly by learners. This application is inspired 
by the concept of data-driven learning (Johns 1991, cited in Hadley 2002) in 
which L2 learners make their own discoveries about language. Rather than 
fi rst learning grammar rules and then trying to apply them, in this inductive 
process learners formulate rules by themselves through the analysis of 
databases of real-life language with corpus tools, such as concordancers and 
wordlists. According to Stevens (1995), using corpus techniques in the class-
room has some important advantages. Corpora imbue the learning process 
with authenticity and allow learners to take control, acting as language 
‘researchers’ in their own right. For example, Gavioli and Aston (2001) 
described an episode when Italian learners of English used concordances to 
carry out a contrastive analysis of food and the Italian equivalent cibo and
succeeded in pinpointing some marked differences in usage. Hadley (2002) 
used concordance lines of eaten with Japanese EFL students to enhance their 
awareness of how the word is actually used in authentic language (i.e. the 
COBUILD Bank of English), which was quite different from how it was 
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presented somewhat unnaturally in their grammar books (i.e. it was eaten by 
me). Cobb’s (1997) study showed how concordance software was used by 
Arab learners to acquire new English vocabulary through a series of progres-
sively diffi cult activities. In Davies’ (2004) study, learners of Spanish enrolled 
in online courses in the USA used large Spanish language corpora to 
research and ‘discover’ forms of syntactic variation, thus moving beyond the 
prescriptive approach of most foreign language textbooks.

Relatively few studies have focused on how to use corpora specifi cally in 
ESP settings. Flowerdew (2001) used concordancing techniques in a spe-
cialized corpus of biology texts in order to select the most salient linguistic 
features to include in the ESP syllabus, to extract language examples for 
instructional materials and to evaluate the authenticity of currently used 
materials. Fuentes and Rokowski (2003) described how a specialized corpus 
of texts in the area of business and information technology was used to 
design tasks for Business English students. Gavioli (2005) has used two 
‘hand-made’ sets of specialized corpora extensively in ESP courses on medi-
cal translation and on European issues. Respectively, the medical corpora 
contain research papers on various topics of medical research, while the 
economic-political corpora comprise research papers and speeches about 
the European monetary union, marketing and business management. The 
students successfully engaged in concordance-driven learning activities 
based on the two corpora.

As a further step in this direction, this chapter shows how a small special-
ized corpus can be utilized to benefi t learners in English for Business Studies 
(hereinafter EBS) teaching contexts, with particular reference to content 
lecture listening skills. Previous studies indicate that understanding content 
lectures in English is often quite challenging for L2 learners, even those at 
relatively high profi ciency levels (Thompson 1994; Mulligan and Kirkpatrick 
2000), with one of the major causes of diffi culty being unfamiliar vocabu-
lary (Kelly 1991; Rost 1994). As an interdisciplinary fi eld, Business Studies 
lectures contain particularly challenging lexis for L2 learners. Indeed, we 
fi nd terminology not only from the core subjects of economics, accounting 
and marketing, but also from other related domains such as law, statistics, 
information technology and human resource management. In addition, 
the interdisciplinarity of Business Studies lectures is refl ected in different 
knowledge orientations which are all integrated into the language: theo-
retical vs. practical and empirically based vs. humanities-based. In the era of 
globalized education with more opportunities for international exchanges, 
it is of paramount importance that L2 business students acquire a solid 
grasp of the multi-dimensional lexis associated with their discipline.
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Using both quantitative and qualitative techniques, I analysed the 
specialized lexis of a small corpus of business studies lectures in order to 
determine a set of items that L2 students need to acquire for successful 
comprehension. I then show how the fi ndings can be incorporated into 
learning activities in the EBS classroom, thus lending further support to 
the value of corpus-based research for the development of more effective 
methodologies and authentic materials in ESP pedagogy.

7.2 The Business Studies Lecture Corpus

This study is based on a specialized corpus which consists of the transcripts 
of twelve lectures in the area of business studies. The Business Studies 
Lecture Corpus (hereinafter BSLC) was specifi cally designed and compiled 
to gain more understanding of the linguistic and discursive features of 
this particular type of lecture, with particular reference to those that play a 
fundamental role in L2 listening comprehension.

Table 7.1 provides an overview of the BSLC. As can be seen, the corpus 
includes lectures that deal with a variety of business studies topics. They 
were delivered by both native and non-native speakers of English to both 
undergraduate and postgraduate students in large (>40) and small (<40) 
class sizes, thereby representing the types of lectures to which international 
business students are typically exposed.

Lectures 1–6 were derived from a guest lecture series offered at the 
University of Florence Faculty of Economics. Guest lectures are a valid way 

Table 7.1 The Business Studies Lecture Corpus (BSLC)

Topic  Source/Setting  Speaker 

status

 Level Class 

size

 Word

count

 1. SMEs in the UK Florence/L2 guest NS/BR UG Small  5,566
 2. The Japanese Economy Florence/L2 guest NS/BR PG Small  11,460
 3. UK Business Strategies Florence/L2 guest NS/BR UG Small  9,444
 4. Productive Systems in Spain Florence/L2 guest NNS UG Small  14,667
 5. SMEs in Aachen (Germany) Florence/L2 guest NNS UG Small  3,665
 6. UK Industrial Policy Florence/L2 guest NNS UG Small  12,905
 7. Labor Economics MICASE/L1 class NS/US UG Small  12,005
 8. Macroeconomics MICASE/L1 class NS/US PG Large  8,046
 9. Economic Principles NYU/L1 class NS/US UG Large  6,138
10. Ethics and Economics NYU/L1 class NS/US UG Large  7,410
11. Microeconomics Iowa/L1 class NS/US UG Large   7,006
12. Industrial Organization Ohio/L1 class NS/US UG Large  11,137
    Total words 109,449
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to provide L2 learners with new listening experiences and to achieve an 
‘international perspective’ that is desirable in many disciplines (Crawford 
Camiciottoli 2007: 33). These six lectures were attended by NNS students 
(both Italian and various other nationalities), and therefore constitute an 
L2 setting.

Lectures 7–12 were procured from various sources. Two (University of 
Iowa and North Central State College in Ohio) were available via internet. 
Two lecture transcripts and corresponding audio fi les were retrieved from 
the MICASE online corpus (Simpson et al. 1999). Finally, two lectures were 
recorded at New York University. The transcriptions and audio tapes were 
courteously provided by a colleague from another Italian university. These six 
lectures were attended by NS students who shared the same speech commu-
nity with the NS lecturers, and therefore constitute an L1 setting.

7.3 The Analysis of Specialized Lexis in the BSLC

Specialized lexis can comprise more than the technical terms associated 
with a given domain, including items that are neither strictly technical nor 
domain-exclusive, but still have an important role in the context of inter-
action (Drew and Heritage 1992: 29). This might comprise semi-technical 
or sub-technical lexis, meaning ‘words which are not specifi c to a subject 
specialty but which occur regularly in scientifi c and technical texts’ 
(Kennedy and Bolitho 1984: 57). In business studies, these would include 
terms like market or price that are neither strictly technical nor discipline-
exclusive and may easily be found in everyday language. Nevertheless, they 
are fundamental concepts in business studies and can thus be categorized 
as specialized lexis.

The analysis was undertaken using a two-pronged methodology that inte-
grates both quantitative and qualitative analytical techniques. As a fi rst step, 
a wordlist was generated using Wordsmith Tools (Scott 1998). To facilitate the 
elimination of large series of unwanted items, the wordlist function was set 
to include only words of three or more letters, thereby excluding many 
frequently appearing grammatical items. In addition, the minimum fre-
quency for inclusion was set at 10 tokens. This procedure produced a list of 
1,078 different word types. I then manually sorted through the alphabeti-
cally ordered list to distinguish between specialized and non-specialized 
items. Non-specialized items were considered to be words from general 
English that do not have any particular semantic link to business contexts 
(e.g. you, here, yesterday, talk) and could usually be quickly identifi ed as such. 
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An item was instead classifi ed as specialized if it could be interpreted as 
belonging to one of fi ve semantic categories inspired by previous research 
(Poncini 2004: 152; Nelson 2005: 223):

Business/economics concepts (e.g., 1. turnover, innovation, competition)
Business entities and actors (e.g., 2. fi rms, companies, partner)
Business activities (e.g., 3. production, manufacturing, input)
Description of business activities and economic trends (4. profi table, 
failing, deal)
Measurement of business performance (5. price, cost, rate)

Table 7.2 shows a short sample of the alphabetized and lemmatized 
wordlist. The items in bold were classifi ed as specialized, e.g. account,

Table 7.2 Sample of wordlist generated from the BSLC

N  Word  Frequency  Lemmas  N  Word  Frequency Lemmas

1 AACHEN 31 31 ALWAYS 38
2 ABLE 32 32 AMOUNT 50
3 ABOUT 496 33 ANALYSIS 32 analyze (8)
4 ABOVE 12 34 AND 2,721
5 ABROAD 17 35 ANNUAL 12
6 ACCORDING 10 36 ANOTHER 80
7 ACCOUNT 18 37 ANSWER 16
8 ACROSS 24 38 ANTICIPATED 10
9 ACT 14 39 ANY 111

10 ACTIVITIES 116 activity (77) 40 ANYTHING 40
11 ACTUAL 13 actually (149) 41 ANYWAY 18
12 ADD 25 42 APARTMENT 14
13 AFTER 47 43 APART 2
14 AGAIN 80 44 APPROACH 20
15 AGAINST 21 45 ARE 910
16 AGE 53 46 AREA 120 areas (48)
17 AGGREGATE 23 47 ARGUE 28 argument (15)
18 AGO 31 48 AROUND 69
19 AHEAD 13 49 ASK 54 asked (23)
20 AID 11 50 ASSETS 21

21 ALERTNESS 28 51 ASSISTANCE 10
22 ALL 342 52 ASSUME 44 assumption (32)
23 ALLOW 14 allows (2) 53 ATTRACT 22 attractive
24 ALMOST 18 54 AUTHORS 10
25 ALONG 16 55 AVAILABLE 12
26 ALREADY 24 56 AVERAGE 37

27 ALRIGHT 38 57 AWAY 43
28 ALSO 153 58 BACK 78
29 ALTERNATIVE 3 alternatives (10) 59 BAD 29
30 ALTHOUGH 15 60 BANK 96 banks (50)
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aggregate, alertness. As might be expected, there was some overlapping 
among the categories. For instance, a term such as assets can be interpreted 
as both a concept and a measurement of business performance. However, 
because the aim here was to identify specialized lexis for teaching purposes 
and not to produce absolute quantitative data, any overlapping was not 
seen as a problem.

To check for the reliability of the item classifi cation, I asked a colleague 
who also teaches EBS to review the lists of specialized and non-specialized 
items, using the same classifi cation criteria described above. Her assess-
ment largely concurred with mine; we discussed the very few discrepancies 
of opinion until we came to an agreement. This procedure resulted in a 
fi nal list of 174 lemmas which I believe can be considered as ‘core’ special-
ized lexis in business studies lectures (see Table 7.3).

7.4 Classroom Applications

Once the essential specialized lexis of the business studies lectures had 
been identifi ed, it was then possible to look for ways to use it in the EBS 
classroom on two different yet interconnected levels: as guidelines for 
teachers in course/materials selection and preparation, and as tools for 
hands-on use by learners.

7.4.1 Corpus-informed instructional materials

Following Flowerdew (2001), perhaps the initial usefulness of the list of 
core specialized lexis is as a reference source for teachers when evaluating 
existing instructional materials and selecting new ones. It is important to 
choose published EBS textbooks with an overall vocabulary input that 
largely covers the items in the list. Moreover, the list serves as a valuable 
guide for teachers who wish to prepare their own materials for students. 
For example, teachers could formulate sets of semantically related items 
(e.g. innovate, research, cooperation, collaborate, investment, dynamic) and match 
them to the topics of ad-hoc texts or audio/visual materials.

The BSLC corpus could serve as a source for tasks that target both vocab-
ulary acquisition and lecture listening skills. Using text excerpts prepared 
from the lecture transcripts, various types of exercises could be devised to 
help learners recognize and assimilate the meanings of key specialized 
vocabulary: gap-fi lling, matching or multiple choice. Extracts from the tran-
scripts could also be used to help students become aware of the multi-di-
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Table 7.3 Specialized lexis in the BSLC ranked according to frequency (number 
of tokens in parentheses)

fi rm (423)1 
companies (378)2 
product (362)3 
economy (292)4 
price (235)5 
percent (231)6 
work (223)7 
market (189)8 
retire (186)9 
investment (176)10 
model (174)11 
industry (168)12 
dollar (160)13 
employ (159)14 
policy (157)15 
sector (154)16 
growth (149)17 
value (144)18 
rate (139)19 
business (135)20 
pay (120)21 
stock (120)22 
GDP (117)23 
money (111)24 
profi t (107)25 
wage (103)26 
innovation (108)27 
manufacturing (104)28 
competition (100)29 
service (97)30 
bank (96)31 
interest (96)32 
increase (91)33 
corporate (83)34 
bond (78)35 
data (76)36 
cost (73)37 
labour (70)38 
rent (70)39 
develop (68)40 
fi nance (68)41 
tech (68)42 
capital (67)43 
income (66)44 
foreign (63)45 
fi gure (62)46 
export (61)47 
quantity (60)48 
measure (59)49 
sell (59)50 
equilibrium (57)51 
supply (56)52 
fund (55)53 
utility (55)54 
index (51)55 
spend (50)56 
collaborate (47)57 
exchange (46)58 

objective (46)59 
option (45)60 
buy (44)61 
partner (44)62 
union (44)63 
unit (44)64 
tax (43)65 
saving (42)66 
nominal (39)67 
overseas (38)68 
average (37)69 
decline (37)70 
derivative (37)71 
goods (37)72 
job (37)73 
SME (37)74 
demand (36)75 
management (36)76 
trade (35)77 
net (34)78 
bucks (33)79 
structural (32)80 
curve (31)81 
enterprise (30)82 
fi xed (30)83 
number (30)84 
calculate (29)85 
risk (29)86 
share (29)87 
alertness (28)88 
output (28)89 
quality (28)90 
transnational (28)91 
cluster (27)92 
infl ation (27)93 
input (27)94 
basket (24)95 
consumption (24)96 
household (24)97 
aggregate (23)98 
worth (23)99 
fi scal (22)100 
assets (21)101 
domestic (21)102 
fail (21)103 
research (21)104 
strategic (21)105 
dynamic (20)106 
equation (20)107 
group (20)108 
turnover (20)109 
deal (19)110 
discount (19)111 
entrepreneur (19)112 
housing (19)113 
international (19)114 
monetary (19)115 
pension (19)116 

technology (19)117 
yen (19)118 
account (18)119 
recession (18)120 
windfall (18)121 
defl ator (17)122 
range (17)123 
skill (17)124 
board (16)125 
impact (16)126 
pounds (16)127 
probability (16)128 
divide (15)129 
estimate (15)130 
institution (15)131 
parameter (15)132 
reduce (15)133 
borrow (14)134 
credit (14)135 
gain (14)136 
gross (14)137 
raise (14)138 
survey (14)139 
earnings (13)140 
falling (13)141 
horizontal (13)142 
organisation (13)143 
proportion (13)144 
variable (13)145 
drop (12)146 
ineffi cient (12)147 
owners (12)148 
package (12)149 
statistics (12)150 
surplus (12)151 
capacity (11)152 
cooperation (11)153 
database (11)154 
euro (11)155 
exogenous (11)156 
expand (11)157 
expenditure (11)158 
external (11)159 
fl owing (11)160 
loss (11)161 
meeting (11)162 
micro (11)163 
minus (11)164 
report (11)165 
residual (11)166 
security (11)167 
dividend (10)168 
ethical (10)169 
fl exible (10)170 
liability (10)171 
maximize (10)172 
opportunity (10)173 
sample (10)174 
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mensional character of some key items, such as fi rm, which is used in both 
theoretical and practical contexts, as shown below:

Theoretical context
So the goods that are fl owing away from the fi rm are the products that the 
fi rm’s producing. In other words GDP. (Lecture 11 – Microeconomics)

Practical context
I mean that small fi rms are an important layer in the economy. (Lecture 6 – 
UK Industrial Policy)

Perhaps at a later stage, students could read excerpts of transcripts and 
be asked to identify specialized lexis themselves. To prepare a pre-lecture 
listening activity, teachers could use the wordlist function to determine 
the key specialized lexis of one lecture from the corpus. The list could be 
then presented to students who could predict what the lecture is about 
before they listened to it. While listening to or watching recorded lec-
tures, students could refer to various sets of specialized vocabulary drawn 
from computer-generated wordlists and select the one that best corre-
sponds to the topic of the lecture. As a more advanced task, students could 
listen to a lecture excerpt, list all specialized items that they hear and then 
check to see if this matches a list prepared by the teacher (based on the 
master list of specialized lexis). As a follow-up task, students could pre-
pare a short oral or written summary that incorporates the items that they 
identifi ed.

7.4.2 Corpus-based learning activities

If students have been familiarized with the basics of corpus methodology, 
with careful guidance they can be encouraged to use BSLC themselves.1 
As a beginning task, students could be given some sets of concordance 
lines generated from specialized lexical items, but with the search word 
blanked out. They could then be asked to complete the concordances 
appropriately choosing from a list of options. To increase awareness of 
collocations and colligations, students could also be presented with com-
plete concordances and asked to study and identify patterns in the items 
that surround the specialized lexis. For example, a few concordances of 
fund (see below) could help students discover its usage as both a noun 
and a verb, common collocations/colligations and especially the impor-
tant noun + noun pattern often found in business English (e.g. capital 
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fund and retirement fund).

N Concordance

1 und they created a regional venture capital fund together with some

2 w it’s too risky the what the banks want to fund uh is large companies

3 d to take them under government control to fund them and restructure t

4 blah blah blah and he says you own a mutual fund? Yeah I’ve got a

5 n a mutual fund? Yeah I’ve got a retirement fund I’ve got a mutual fund

6 bad corporations If they have a retirement fund and insurance policy

7 they own any stock or if they own a mutual fund I love to- I love to t

8 a link between him and uh uh that endowment fund that he and his wife put

As a more advanced discovery-driven task, students could be asked to 
generate a wordlist of one lecture and then decide for themselves which 
items are specialized or not. Some interesting discussion is likely to emerge 
as they justify their choices. They could also carry out follow-up concor-
dancing and cluster analysis of the items they selected to discover usage 
tendencies.

7.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown how a small specialized corpus can be analysed 
to determine its key discipline-related lexis and how these fi ndings can be 
developed into corpus-informed, corpus-based and corpus-driven activities 
to help EBS students better understand content lectures in English. Because 
the language used by business studies lecturers represents a merger of the 
academic, disciplinary and professional worlds (Crawford Camiciottoli 
2007: 190), the ability to understand these lectures is crucially important 
not only for the learners’ more immediate academic needs, but also for 
their future careers.

With this study focusing on a particularly popular area of language study 
(i.e. business English), I hope to have made a contribution towards bridg-
ing the gap between ESP research and ESP pedagogy. ESP is destined to 
play an increasingly vital role in language teaching due to the growing 
demand for professionals with specialized knowledge and skills. Indeed, in 
today’s globalized workplace the possession of multiple specializations has 
become an important advantage for job candidates (Crawford Camiciottoli 
2007: 1). For this reason, additional studies targeting corpus applications in 
other areas of ESP (e.g. legal English or technical English) would be 
extremely useful.
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Notes

1 I agree with both Gavioli (2005: 29–30) and Fuentes and Rokowski (2003: 4) that 
students need to be guided and supervised by the teacher when learning to work 
with corpora and corpus tools in the classroom.
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Chapter 8

Creating a Corpus of EIL Cross-Cultural 
Interaction in the Public Domain

Maria Georgieva and Lilyana Alexandrova Grozdanova
Sofi a University St. Kliment Ohridski

8.1 Introduction

In this chapter, we discuss the creation of a corpus of cross-cultural oral 
communication samples from the public domain. In particular, we focus 
on the principles of corpus building, the selection and organization of 
sample material, topic and genre characteristics of the data, and issues 
of representability of the corpus at large. Inasmuch as the corpus consists 
of interchanges in contact situations, attention is also paid to the social 
dimensions of the communicative events of interest and the instruments 
ensuring cross-cultural and inter-text comparability of sample data.

This corpus is designed as part of a wider project focused on the investiga-
tion of the strategies – accommodation, compensation and social – employed 
by EIL speakers in domain-specifi c cross-cultural discourse. The aim is to 
establish how speakers’ general disposition to reach mutual understanding 
in interaction is moulded to fi t the demands of intercultural communicative 
situations under the joint infl uence of local and global social practices and 
models of communicative behaviour that make up an individual’s socio-
cultural capital. Given that the corpus consists of samples of complete 
communicative encounters, backed up by ample ethnographic data on the 
participants in the communicative events, it will have a much broader range 
of applicability in research and English language teaching alike.

8.2 English as an International Language

Intercultural communication is constantly growing in scope and impor-
tance as a key feature of globalization and the ever- increasing cross-border 
mobility of workforce and information. From a purely elitist endeavour of 
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relatively small circles of politicians, academics, or people involved in 
business or culture, international communication is gradually turning into 
a way of life for the mass population. Whether seeking advancement on the 
job market of multinational companies, or crossing geographical borders 
for tourism, work or study, or traversing virtual spaces, taking advantage of 
the opportunities offered by high communication technologies, more and 
more ordinary people around the globe enter into communication in 
languages that are not their native. Against this backdrop, knowledge of a 
foreign language, particularly English that is unrelentingly diffusing into all 
spheres of life, has grown into a most highly valued resource.

As many explorers of International English (hereafter EIL1) have pointed 
out, the causes for the selection of this particular language as an instrument 
for international communication are complex and varied, bearing not 
so much on linguistic as geo-historical, socio-political, economic and 
technological factors (Crystal 1997; Graddol 1997; McArthur 1998; Spolsky 
2004). So, although English is deeply entrenched in our postmodern world, 
its world role is far from uncontested, attitudes towards it going to opposite 
extremes. Some scholars tend to attribute its globalization to purposefully 
pursued policy of intentional destruction of smaller languages (Phillipson 
1992) while others perceive it as a legitimate instrument of international 
communication that needs to be recognized as a specifi c variety in its 
own right (Seidlhofer 2001; Jenkins 2006). The debate over global socio-
linguistic situation notwithstanding, EIL is a fact of life, a product and a 
driver of globalization (Graddol 2006). Accordingly, the tensions triggered 
by its unprecedented diffusion into all spheres of our life and the ensuing 
variability of use caused by the ever-increasing diversity of linguistic, 
cultural or social background of its users deserve careful consideration as 
they touch on the very make up of our postmodern world.

Among the important questions with a bearing on teaching and transla-
tion practices in the countries of the so-called Expanding circle,2 the 
question of the nature and status of EIL seems the most intriguing, as it 
challenges a basic tenet of modern EFL teaching and use – the native 
speaker model as a benchmark for foreign language competence. Refer-
ring to some of its general characteristics of use and function, a number of 
analysts have voiced the view that EIL is suffi ciently different from native 
speaker varieties to justify claims for granting it a status of an autonomous 
variety (e.g. Seidlhofer 2001; Jenkins 2006, etc.). Indeed, it is widely acknowl-
edged today that as an instrument of wider communication EIL is not 
connected to the culture of a specifi c community of native speakers. On the 
contrary, it tends to pick up features from the cultures of those who speak 
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it and, given the diversity of linguistic and cultural background of its 
speakers, may be assumed to have a multicultural base. EIL differs from 
native varieties also in function, as it is utilized largely to attend to social 
practices associated with globalization – world business and economy, 
technology and communications, culture, science and education. Finally, 
EIL tends to establish itself alongside other languages in contexts composed 
of bilingual or multilingual speakers (Grozdanova 2002). As such, it is 
predominantly utilized for instrumental purposes, as a ‘language for com-
munication’ (House 2003) or, especially in the newly established democratic 
states, as a symbol of modernity (Georgieva 2002). Unlike national languages, 
which have a strong identifi catory function, the use of EIL has such more 
practical drivers as ‘communicative effi ciency and economy of language 
learning and use’ (Seidlhofer 2001: 141).

Led by the conviction that in order to gain in credibility the claims of EIL 
as a specifi c variety have to be substantiated by concrete evidence of its 
manifestations in diverse domains of use, scholars have launched numer-
ous projects aimed at a systematic description of EIL discourse practices 
from various perspectives. A detailed account of all existing corpora of EIL 
goes beyond the scope of this chapter. By way of an example, we could 
mention the Vienna-Oxford project created to serve as a basis for describ-
ing the most salient features of English as it is actually used as a lingua franca 
with the ultimate objective of its codifi cation as a widely accepted and 
respected alternative to ENL to be employed in appropriate contexts of 
teaching and use (Seidlhofer 2002). The ICLE3 corpus’s main thrust is to 
provide a basis for contrastive studies of the written production of learners 
from different language backgrounds that would highlight the diffi culties 
foreign learners have with native English. The CADIS4 corpus is built for the 
more socially oriented purpose of exploring the range of ‘identity-shaping 
strategies’ linked to ‘local or professional cultures, as communicated by 
contemporary English in various domains among native and non-native 
speakers’ (Gotti 2006: 44). There are also numerous corpora focused on the 
investigation of EIL discourse patterns in different specialized domains – 
academic, business, legal, etc.

A common feature of most existing projects is their concern with a 
systemic description of EIL characteristics conducive to its ultimate codifi -
cation as an autonomous variety with interaction having the auxiliary 
function to serve as a basis for linguistic analysis. Contrariwise, the current 
project focuses on the process of interaction itself aiming to throw light on 
the specifi c nature of understanding, meaning negotiation and regulation 
of social relations in intercultural communicative situations. In particular, we 
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want to fi nd out what strategies participants in intercultural communicative 
encounters employ to overcome or alleviate differences that would inevita-
bly arise, given that linguistic knowledge as embedded in sociocultural 
knowledge tends to be moulded to a lesser or bigger extent by speakers’ 
local social practices, cultural ideologies, moral judgments and beliefs. 
What patterns emerge in their mutual endeavour to bring their different 
stances to alignment, to co-adapt their communicative performance and 
construct their talk in a way that is both communicatively effective and 
socially respectful to all those concerned?

Public discourse, selected as the subject of our investigation, is among the 
discourses most strongly affected by globalization with new topics and freshly 
coined jargon reverberating through a wide range of social practices – social 
management, public relations, human and citizenship rights or education. 
Thus, by focusing on such a perpetually changing domain, we hope to grasp 
the dynamic nature of intercultural communication and the way it adapts to 
the growing demands global processes pose to all those involved in them. 
Another feature of public discourse that makes it particularly valuable as 
a basis for interaction analysis is the low level of highly specialized terminol-
ogy, conducive to a very broad social base of the study in terms of type of 
participants and practices. The opportunity to draw on diverse sources 
of information will reasonably enhance the validity of the fi ndings and 
broaden the range of their application. Hence, they could prove useful to 
any general English course addressed to people seeking career advancement 
in the public sector.

8.3 Interaction and Communicative Strategies in Corpus 
Design: A Problem-Oriented Approach

Interaction itself is a complex process that could be approached from 
various angles but the main thrust of our project is to investigate whether, 
and to what extent, the use of communication strategies (hereafter CS) can 
contribute to the enhancement of the interaction process in cross-cultural 
contexts. The issue is important because it links cross-cultural interaction, 
believed to constitute a minefi eld of miscommunication, with strategic 
behaviour that implies awareness of the need of control and conscious plan-
ning in executing messages skilfully. Unfortunately, due to the proliferation 
of its uses, the concept of communication strategy is notoriously diffi cult to 
defi ne. In mainstream SLA literature CS are commonly associated with pre-
sumed competence defi ciencies and are defi ned as ‘potentially conscious 
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plans for solving what to a participant in a communicative exchange presents 
itself as a problem in reaching a particular communicative goal’ (Faerch 
and Kasper 1983: 36). Scholars working in the tradition of Communication 
Accommodation Theory, in turn, stress on the natural inclination of speakers 
to modify their speech according to some situational or personal variables 
and make it more like that of their interlocutors for solidarity reasons or to 
enhance comprehension (Giles and Powesland 1975; Boggs and Giles 1999). 
What these two different approaches have in common is that in either case 
communication strategies tend to be used in situations where the interaction 
process fails to meet the needs of one or all participants in the encounter,
i.e. there is some kind of a real or apparent problem. On these grounds we 
have adopted a broader defi nition of communication strategy with problem-
orientedness as its defi ning characteristics and a possibility for multiple 
representation by a range of strategy types – compensatory, accommodation 
and social. Participants’ awareness of the problem may vary according to its 
perceived relevance to the interaction process and it is not necessary for 
all those concerned to agree on whether or not there is a communication 
problem at all. However, inasmuch as strategic behaviour is triggered by a 
speaker’s desire to make oneself better understood, or more acceptable to 
the person addressed it seems reasonable to assume that it will always involve 
a certain level of conscious planning and expended effort.

In line with the broader interpretation of CS we also adopt a looser frame-
work of problematic communication following in the main the typology of 
miscommunication processes suggested by Coupland et al. (1991, quoted 
in Boggs and Giles 1999: 225). Accordingly, CS identifi cation and classifi ca-
tion will be carried out in terms of the following problem groups:

Problems arising from personal defi ciencies in speakers’ competence  

(resource gaps) that may be conducive to such compensatory strategies 
as explication, language switch or avoidance.
Problems arising from minor misunderstandings, misalignments or  

information gaps that may lead to the use of interpretative strategies 
involving meaning negotiation or meaning adjustment.
Problems bearing on speakers’ conversational needs that may trigger  

various discourse management strategies, such as grounding and goal 
alignment, coordination, face-maintenance, etc.
Problems stemming from differences in speakers’ linguistic or socio- 

cultural norms that may call for various approximation strategies aimed 
at establishing a shared assumptive framework or common ground, 
mutual attuning or reconciling of divergent stances.
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Problems addressing role relations conducive to a continuum of relational  

strategies ranging from such aimed at reducing the social distance 
between interlocutors and building solidarity and rapport, to strategies 
of confl ict resolution and power management that might signal a desire 
to maintain, or even increase social distance.
Problems concerned with group or culture affi liation that may spark off  

various maintenance strategies aimed at identity building and self-
assertion.

It is important to emphasize that contrary to expressed views that CS 
are just analysts’ constructs of specifi c social-psychological processes, we 
consider them as inherent elements of interpersonal communication, 
fi rmly rooted in a paradigm of meaning transfer between autonomous 
individuals irrespective of their language background or profi ciency. They 
may be utilized separately or in clusters, concentrated in a single inter-
action act or spreading across a sequence of acts and are commonly, though 
not always, rendered visible by participants through specifi c actions of 
‘fl agging’ (Wagner and Firth 1997). Inasmuch as CS use involves certain 
costs to interlocutors in terms of expended effort, it seems natural to 
believe that they would not leave a strategic move to pass unnoticed and 
divest themselves of the potential rewards for getting social approval. Quite 
the contrary, they are more likely to ‘fl ag’ an upcoming problem in dis-
course thereby signalling that a communicative strategy is imminent, and 
then, individually or conjointly, try to realign their stances and resolve the 
problematic situation.

The following examples serve to illustrate the type of strategies that will 
be analysed. The fi rst is an example of a compensatory strategy, taken from 
students’ performance in a simulation game. It shows how the student in 
the role of travel agent ‘fl ags’ his understanding problem by an alternative 
question and how in the subsequent moves his partner helps him resolve it 
fi rst, by repetition of the problematic word and then through elaboration 
on the question put in the beginning.

Example 1: Compensatory strategy
S1 (Customer): Well, what about pollution in the city?
S2 (Travel Agent): Oh, the population . . .? . . . Pollution?
S1: Pollution . . . Pollution
S2: Aha! . . . the pollution!
S1: Yes. Is there much pollution in the streets of your city?
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The second provides an example of an accommodation strategy employed 
by a profi cient speaker in an intercultural context. The Bulgarian’s inten-
tion to signal similarity of views with her partner, or to accommodate 
for solidarity reasons, was obviously conceived as problematic in terms of 
politeness as she ‘fl agged’ her move both verbally by I wanted to ask you . . . 
and non-verbally by laughter presumably as a sign of modesty and uneasi-
ness. In spite of all the precautions taken by the Bulgarian speaker 
however, her British interlocutor chose to opt out of conjoined rapport 
building and used a divergence strategy responding in a way that people 
would normally use in self-talk. This shows how speakers’ attempts 
at accommodation in an intercultural situation are not always, or neces-
sarily, unidirectional.

Example 2: Accommodation strategy
 S1 (Bulgarian):  I wanted to ask you something. I overheard . . . Yeah 

(laughing) I was eavesdropping last night and I over-
heard you were saying something about the tradition of 
theoretical presentations . . . you weren’t very happy 
with what people were doing . . . (laughing)

 S2 (British):  Oh, yeah. I’m sorry. (laughs). I should be careful what I’m 
saying . . .

 S1:  Oh, no, no! Well, this seemed interesting to me, you 
know, and . . .

The different profi ciency level of the speakers in the two encounters 
comes to imply further that there is no direct relationship between strategic 
behaviour and competence defi cit as commonly assumed in mainstream 
SLA research. This brings into relief a second focus of our research, namely, 
to identify the factors – linguistic, social or situational – compelling speak-
ers to take strategic action.

The study of strategic competence has led to identifi cation of numerous 
communication strategies. While the list of strategies has been growing 
steadily (see Tarone 1981; Faerch and Kasper 1983; Rost and Ross 1991; 
Williams 1999, etc.), it became clear that speakers often make use of ‘their 
own rules’ (Cohen and Aphek 1981), which poses the dilemma which 
method to choose in pursuing our goal – the deductive or the inductive 
one. We believe that the latter will be more effective for at least two reasons: 
fi rst, it investigates strategic competence in a straightforward way, i.e. the 
data reveals what strategies the respondents do use and not what they think 
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they use; and second, instead of using preconceived ideas we can discover 
new strategies unaccounted for so far. In other words, we fi nd the inductive 
approach more productive as it does not predetermine the results and can 
help us put together a true picture of the intercultural communication in 
the public domain by discovering new strategies.

8.4 Designing an EIL Corpus of Cross-Cultural 
Oral Communication

The fi rst stage of our study aims to collect a corpus of semi-spontaneous 
conversations, which will supplement the existing comprehensive corpora 
of English (e.g. ICE-GB, ICLE) with data about its use in oral communi-
cation, thus serving as a source of evidence for linguists, teachers and 
textbook writers. What will make this product valuable is the fact that, 
unlike previous corpora, which over-emphasize written language, or seek 
comparisons between native and non-native speaker performance, it will 
focus on the spoken mode and provide interaction samples of competent 
communicators who use language as a lingua franca in intercultural 
encounters. The collection of intercultural conversations, duly recorded, 
transcribed and organized for easy reference, will enable us to move on to 
the second stage, when samples will be analysed and a second corpus 
derived – that of the communicative strategies used by the interlocutors.

Aware of the diffi culties to operationalize criteria for corpus building, we 
shall try to achieve descriptive adequacy by organizing as many cross-cultural 
conversation events as feasible. Five teams of linguists with different native 
languages and culture, namely Bulgarian, Romanian, Spanish, Italian and 
British will conduct interviews in fi ve different settings, respectively, 
Bulgaria, Romania, Spain, Italy and the United Kingdom. Both interviewers 
and interviewees will be fl uent EIL speakers. The interviewees will represent 
various spheres of the public domain such as non-government organiza-
tions, EU-related organizations, mass media, education, welfare, etc. Thus, 
we hope to sample as widely as possible, in a balanced and unbiased way. 
Sources of data will be duly stated along with other relevant information. 
We believe that the corpus size and diversity, as well as the numbers of 
researchers and respondents with different linguistic and cultural back-
ground will guarantee maximum validity of the study.

The tool to be used is a semi-structured interview that will concern a topic 
of current relevance in the public domain. The interview will be constructed 
in such a way as to create a need for social regulation and establishing 
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common ground on the part of the interviewees, thus provoking the use of 
communicative strategies. By way of an example, we present a tentative 
interview script on the topic of education. As a fi rst step, we shall prepare 
a bank of snippets of information to be distributed among potential 
conversational partners, by means of which we hope to give more substance 
to the interaction, and create a basis for comparison of the produced 
conversations.

Topic: EDUCATION

Read and refl ect on the situation in your country.1. 
 FACTFILE

(front-of-class teaching) ‘If a teacher is transmuted into a deskilled lackey 
facilitating learning, rather than being a highly skilled actor, artist, or crafts-
man, the children will lose out. From our own schooling, we remember 
most of all the charismatic front-of-class teacher and we remember his 
lessons and how excited we were to be in them. The foregrounding of 
learning over teaching puts an end of that romantic image; it also foretells 
of a move towards serried ranks of students plugged into computers, 
supervised by IT technician.’ (Guardian, 15 January 2008)

(a new right to discipline) ‘Teachers in England will be given the right to 
discipline unruly schoolchildren outside the school gates. The new govern-
ment move will give teachers a clear legal right to restrain pupils with 
reasonable force and confi scate “inappropriate items” outside schools 
without fear of repercussions. “Children are as nice now as they ever were”’, 
a headmaster said. ‘Generally they can behave a lot better than adults do – 
they are idealistic and altruistic, but they are also learning and need bound-
aries. We put in front of children a culture of greed and get-rich-quick, and 
then are surprised when some of the most vulnerable ones copy it.’ (The 
Observer, 5 February 2006)

(admission practices) Some English schools are ignoring rules that are sup-
posed to ensure that all children have a fair chance of gaining admission. 
They are using ‘covert admission practices’ that discriminate against poorer 
families such as asking parents for their marriage certifi cates, insisting that 
children wear uniform only available from expensive shops, etc. The new 
rules on admissions that came into force last year are designed to stop 
schools using subjective admissions procedures that would discriminate 
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against low-income families or children with disabilities or special needs. 
(The Guardian, 17 January 2008)

***

Competition to get at Oxford and Cambridge Universities has become so 
intense that a ‘mini industry’ has been built around it, offering advice, tips 
and support through the application process. Parents are paying up to 
£3,500 for a package of tuition, mock interviews and help with completing 
application forms. Sales of books on how to get into Oxbridge are rocket-
ing. (The Times, 1 October 07)

(Quality assurance in education) A recently published book by a professor of 
English at Warwick University has sparked off a heated debate about the 
quality in education. The cause of disagreement seems to be the Quality 
Assurance Agency considered by some as a ‘safeguard designed to maintain 
and improve academic standards’ and by others as ‘a cancer that gnaws at 
the core of knowledge, value and freedom in education’ and, consequently, 
‘the worst thing to happen to higher education in recent times’. (The 
Guardian, 17 Jan, 08)

After reading the materials and refl ecting on the situation in their own 
countries, the interviewers will be instructed to single out two controversial 
issues – one they approve of and are going to support during the interview, 
and one they disapprove of and are going to criticize. In the next stage –
the interview proper – they are to elicit similar information from their 
respondents:

Interview Script

Elicit from your partner a brief overview of the education system in his/1. 
her country:

 a. Positive/negative aspects
 b. Current reforms
 c. People’s attitude towards education, etc.

Express a positive stand on an educational issue, initiating a discussion.2. 
 e.g. All children should have a fair chance of gaining admission to language 

schools.

Express a negative stand on an educational issue, initiating a discussion.3. 
 e.g. Teachers should not have a legal right to restrain pupils with force outside 

schools.
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Compare practices.4. 
 e.g. admission to universities; or, quality assurance programs.

Find out which of the following stereotypes is relevant to your partner’s 5. 
nation (to be enumerated).

Various degrees of accommodation are expected to be displayed in the 
above interaction, depending on the respondents’ communicative abilities. 
To keep the conversation going, they will have to resolve problems con-
cerned with information gaps and comprehensibility, accommodation of 
communication patterns, overcoming inter-cultural differences, rapport 
building and avoiding threats to face. In short, the common topic and strat-
egy elicitation techniques will serve as a framework for the researchers 
involved in the project.

Additional data are to be derived from the post-interview stage, when 
both interviewers and interviewees will be instructed to evaluate indepen-
dently the conversation in general, the contribution of their interlocutors 
and their own contribution, as well as any problems or peculiarities.

In the second stage of the study, the collection of transcripts in Corpus A 
will be analysed by each team independently. We hope that the combina-
tion of participant observation and objective analysis will lead to the
discovery and explication of the recurrent communicative strategies 
employed by the respondents. A coding system will be developed to 
account for such dimensions as interpretability, discourse management, 
interpersonal control, positive and negative face, assertion (Gardner 
and Jones 1999: 204) plus any other variables that might emerge. The 
strategies identifi ed will be tagged for intercultural consideration and 
comparison, with a view to reaching inductive generalizations. The latter 
are expected to fi lter out idiosyncratic features and explicate recurrent 
communication strategies. The resulting Corpus B will help outline cer-
tain similarities and differences in the socio-cultural norms of speaking, 
in particular, the preferred strategies by speakers using English as an 
international language.

We realize that a large-scale project of this kind will consume much time 
and collaborative effort. What makes it worthwhile is the multifaceted 
application of its fi ndings. As pointed out earlier, the text collection in 
Corpus A can serve as a source of linguistic evidence and information. 
Corpus B and the respective inventory of communication strategies, in 
turn, will enable applied linguists, teachers and textbook writers to work 
towards developing learners’ strategic competence. All in all, the project 
will help raise people’s general strategic awareness and contribute to the 
use of EIL in a more effective way.
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Notes

1 The distinction commonly made between EIL (English as an international 
language) and ELF (English as a lingua franca) is deemed irrelevant for the pur-
poses of this paper.

2 According to Kachru’s (1985) classifi cation of English varieties into Inner, Outer 
and Expanding Circles.

3 ICLE – International Corpus of Learner English (http://cecl.fl tr.ucl.ac.be/
Cecl-Projects/Icle/icle.htm)

4 CADIS – Corpus of Academic Discourse (http://www.unibig.it/Cerlis)
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Chapter 9

Spoken Learner Corpora and EFL Teaching

Sylvie De Cock
Centre for English Corpus Linguistics, Université Catholique de Louvain

9.1 Introduction

Learner corpus analysis has been a very active fi eld of research since the 
emergence of computerized learner corpora in the early 1990s (Granger 
1998). Computer learner corpora are systematic ‘electronic collections of 
spoken or written texts produced by foreign or second language learners’ 
Granger (2004: 124). As is also the case for native corpora, there are far 
fewer learner corpora containing spoken productions than corpora con-
taining written productions. Although both spoken and written learner 
corpora are extremely variable in size, the biggest spoken learner corpora 
(e.g. the 2-million-word NICT JLE, Tono 2007) are much smaller in size 
than the biggest written learner corpora (e.g. the 25-million-word Hong 
Kong University of Science and Technology Learner Corpus, Pravec 2002). Not 
only do these two observations regarding number and size hold true for 
what Granger (2004) calls academic learner corpora, i.e. learner corpora 
compiled in educational settings, but there are as yet, at least to the author’s 
knowledge, no spoken equivalent(s) of the big commercial corpora of 
learner writing such as the 10-million-word Longman Learners’ Corpus or the 
15-million-word Cambridge Learner Corpus. Further evidence of the predomi-
nance of written learner corpora comes from the forthcoming release of the 
Louvain International Database of Spoken English Interlanguage (henceforth 
LINDSEI) at least six years after the fi rst release of its written counterpart, 
the International Corpus of Learner of English, in 2002 (Granger et al. 2002). 
The bias towards written learner corpora is hardly surprising considering 
that collecting and transcribing spoken data is extremely tedious and time-
consuming (Granger 2004; Luzón et al. 2007). Although spoken learner 
corpora have lagged behind written learner corpora, they are slowly but 
surely catching up and fi nding their voice. An increasing number of spoken 
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learner corpora are currently being compiled or have seen the light of day 
over the past few years.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold as it sets out to give a brief overview 
of both spoken corpora of learners of English and spoken learner corpus 
research, and to assess the contribution of this type of corpus and research 
to EFL teaching.

9.2 The Many Voices of Spoken Learner Corpora and 
Spoken Learner Corpus Research

9.2.1 Spoken Learner Corpora

Rather than providing readers with a detailed survey of spoken learner 
corpora, this section explores some of the key features of spoken learner 
corpora, namely their spoken character or ‘spokenness’ and a number of 
design criteria relating to learner and task.

9.2.1.1 The ‘spokenness’ of learner corpora in the spotlight

Transcribing recordings of speech has been the necessary fi rst step for 
researchers embarking on the linguistic investigation of spoken discourse 
using corpus linguistic methods and tools. Transcriptions are, however, a 
subjective hand-crafted product (Leech et al. 1995: 10) and can be regarded 
as far removed from what they are intended to represent. Representing 
speech through writing fundamentally alters the very nature of spoken 
discourse. The change of medium involved inevitably leads to a change 
in perception, as is illustrated by what Stubbs calls (1983: 228) the ‘estrange-
ment effect’ of transcription: because of phenomena like false starts, repeti-
tions, hesitations and overlapping utterances, spoken discourse ‘looks odd, 
incoherent and broken when seen in the written medium – but it does not 
sound odd to those taking part in it’ (Ibid.). In addition, transcription is ‘a 
fi ltering process’ (Ochs 1979: 44) and no transcription, however fi ne 
grained, could ever be complete. A selection must unavoidably be made as 
to the type and amount of information to be included and as to the way this 
information should be displayed. A distinction is often made between two 
extreme types of transcriptions: ‘broad’ and ‘narrow’ or ‘fi ne-textured’ 
transcriptions (Edwards 1995: 20). While broad transcriptions provide only 
little information over and above the verbatim record of what is said, narrow 
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or fi ne-textured transcriptions provide considerable detail regarding aspects 
such as voice quality, intonation, stress and other phonetic/phonemic 
details of pronunciation. The level of detail included is determined both 
by a series of linguistic-related factors such as who the transcription 
is designed for, what the researcher’s purposes are or whether expert 
knowledge is available, and by non-linguistic factors such as time, corpus 
size and budget.

Although spoken learner corpora all have their origins in audio and/or 
video recordings of spoken productions by language learners, they can be 
seen to exhibit various degrees of ‘spokenness’ depending on the transcrip-
tion conventions used and on the role played by the sound recordings after 
the transcription process. Corpora comprising broad orthographic tran-
scriptions (e.g. the current version of LINDSEI) would, e.g., occupy posi-
tions far closer to the low spokenness end of the scale than corpora 
containing fi ne-textured transcriptions with detailed prosodic and/or pho-
netic information (e.g. the ISLE corpus, Atwell et al. 2003). In the same 
vein, corpora that offer researchers no access whatsoever to the original 
sound recordings and corpora with easy and ready access to such record-
ings would occupy very different positions on the continuum. Recent tech-
nological developments are increasingly making it possible for spoken 
learner corpora to reinstate the spoken medium and, as a result, to make 
their voice heard towards the high spokenness end of the continuum. 
Developments that have helped restore and enhance the spoken character 
of these ‘new generation’ spoken learner corpora by generally enabling 
researchers to play back the original source of the text that they can see on 
their screen include the alignment of digital audio fi les with the transcrip-
tions (Pérez-Paredes 2003) and the advent of multimodal corpora. The 
integration of video recordings with the transcriptions in multimodal cor-
pora also gives users access to the visual non-verbal communication aspects 
of spoken discourse (Reder et al. 2003; Braun 2007; Luzón et al. 2007).

9.2.1.2 Spoken learner corpora: learner and task variables

As highlighted by Granger (2004) and Nesselhauf (2005), to qualify as 
learner corpora electronic collections of texts produced by language learn-
ers have to be collected and compiled according to strict and explicit design 
criteria. This section examines some of the design criteria that are specifi c 
to computerized learner corpora; i.e. those relating to learner and task vari-
ables (Granger 1998, 2002).
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9.2.1.3 Learner variables

The majority of the spoken learner corpora under investigation in this 
chapter contain spoken productions by young adult learners of English as 
a foreign language (e.g. LINDSEI, De Cock 2004; the Gießen-Long Beach 
Chaplin Corpus, henceforth GLBCC, Müller 2005). Notable exceptions 
include the Multimedia Adult ESL Learner Corpus (MAELC, Reder et al. 2003), 
a corpus of learners of English as a second language and the Evaluation of 
English Corpus of Norwegian School English (henceforth EVA; Hasselgren 
2002), a corpus of secondary school pupils. A large proportion of the 
subjects who have contributed data to spoken learner corpora are students 
in higher education. The corpora tend to be made up of data from either 
university students of English language, literature and/or linguistics 
(e.g. LINDSEI; the Spoken Corpus of Chinese Learners, henceforth SECCL, 
Wen 2006), university students of subjects other than English (e.g. the 
College Learners’ Spoken English Corpus, henceforth COLSEC, Wen 2006), or a 
combination of both (e.g. GLBCC).

With respect to the mother tongue backgrounds of the learners in the 
spoken learner corpora, a major distinction can be drawn between mono-L1 
corpora and multi-L1 corpora. Mono-L1 corpora contain the productions 
of learners that share the same mother tongue (e.g. Japanese learners in 
NICT JLE; Chinese learners in COLSEC). Multi-L1 corpora, by contrast, are 
made up of a number of distinct components that cover learners from 
several mother tongue backgrounds. LINDSEI, e.g., currently contains data 
from EFL learners from 12 different mother tongues (i.e. Bulgarian, 
Chinese, Dutch, French, German, Greek, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, 
Polish, Spanish and Swedish).

Regarding profi ciency level, two main types of spoken learner corpora 
can be identifi ed: corpora that contain spoken productions by learners of 
the same profi ciency level (e.g. LINDSEI) and corpora that are made up of 
productions by learners of a variety of profi ciency levels (e.g. NICT JLE). 
The level of the learners in a corpus like LINDSEI tends to be determined 
on the basis of external criteria: the non-native interviewees in the corpus are 
considered as ‘advanced’ provided they are third or fourth year university 
students of English. Only a small proportion of the corpora that include 
data from learners of various profi ciency levels are genuine longitudinal 
corpora that contain productions by the same learners over a period of 
time (e.g. parts of NICT JLE and the corpus described in Czwenar 2004). 
The majority (e.g. COLSEC; the PAROLE corpus; Osborne 2007) contain 
data collected at a single point in time from different learners and are 
therefore quasi-longitudinal (Granger 2004).
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9.2.1.4 Task variables

The types of task that the learners contributing to spoken learner corpora 
are requested to carry out are extremely varied and typically include infor-
mal interviews or discussions about the learners’ personal lives (e.g. travel 
experience, university life, fi lms, etc.; e.g. LINDSEI), role-plays (e.g. NICT 
JLE, EVA), picture descriptions (e.g. PAROLE) and oral narratives based on 
picture or video prompts (e.g. GLBCC). While some tasks are monologic in 
nature, the majority tend to involve some form of interaction between 
either two learners (e.g. EVA) or a learner and an interviewer (e.g. LINDSEI) 
for example. The relationships between the participants in tasks involving 
interaction can be extremely diverse (compare: two fellow-students engaged 
in a conversation vs. a young student learner interviewed by an examiner 
unknown to the him/her). Factors affecting the type of relationship 
between the participants in interactions include, among others, the age of 
the participants, the power distance between them or task settings.

It is not uncommon for spoken learner corpora to be made up of more 
than one type of task. For example, the interviews in the LINDSEI corpus 
are rounded off with a more controlled short picture-based story-telling 
activity and the LEAP corpus (www.phonetik.uni-freiburg.de/leap/) is 
made up of both highly controlled reading aloud tasks and tasks involving 
free speech.

Among the criteria that determine the task type(s) to be included in a 
corpus, the following can be listed: the general purpose of the project 
within the framework of which the corpus is collected, the format of the 
exams/language tests used as a basis for the corpus, the learners’ learning 
context or the type of research the task type enables researchers to engage 
in. Informal interviews are, for instance, often collected in an attempt 
to gather data that would be as close as possible to informal conversation 
from learners in EFL settings, where English is rarely used in fully authentic 
non-artifi cial communications (Granger 2002). The more controlled 
picture-based story-telling activity in LINDSEI was included to allow for 
targeted NS-NNS comparisons of lexis (De Cock 2004).

Learners’ contributions are collected in very diverse settings. Typical task 
settings include data being collected within the framework of formal exam 
or language test situations (e.g. COLSEC, SECCL, NICT JLE, EVA), classroom 
or language laboratory activities (e.g. Kindt and Wright 2001; Pérez-Paredes 
2003) or activities in which the learners take part on a voluntary basis 
(outside the classroom and not in exam situations; e.g. LINDSEI, GLBCC).

Another task variable concerns whether or not the learners were granted 
any preparation time before performing certain tasks (e.g. LINDSEI, 

www.phonetik.uni-freiburg.de/leap/
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COLSEC). The learners in LINDSEI were given a few minutes to choose a 
topic and gather their thoughts about it just before the interview in an 
attempt to make them feel at ease.

9.2.2 Spoken learner corpus research

The lion’s share of the growing body of research on spoken learner corpora 
appears to have centred around a number of aspects of what Biber et al. 
(1999) call the ‘grammar of speech’. Discourse markers have attracted 
much of the attention (e.g. He and Xu 2003; Pulcini and Furiassi 2004; 
Müller 2005; Buysse 2007), as have fl uency and performance phenomena 
such as fi lled and unfi lled pauses (Czwenar 2004; Osborne 2007; Götz 
2007). Some studies have focused on other phenomena that are specifi c 
to spoken language such as intonation (Ramírez and Romero 2005) or 
segmental errors (Cheng 2005). Other lines of research include lexis 
(Miliander 2003), phraseology (taken in a wide sense; De Cock 2004), 
grammar (Kaneko 2004) and the organization of spoken discourse (Chen 
2004). The increased availability of spoken learner corpora for research has 
also made it possible for linguistics to embark on systematic comparisons of 
learner speech and learner writing (Abe 2003; De Cock 2003; Miliander 
2003; Kaneko 2004). Research investigating the development of certain 
linguistic phenomena across profi ciency levels that make use of genuine or 
quasi-longitudinal spoken learner corpora has started to emerge (Czwenar 

2004; Osborne 2007; Tono 2007) and will grow with the compilation of 
bigger and better corpora of this type. A review of publications on spoken 
learner corpus research also reveals that the full potential of multi-L1 
spoken learner corpora has yet to be exploited.

It is noteworthy that very few studies have been carried out using part of 
speech (POS) tagged versions of the spoken corpora (Tono 2007). The 
combined presence of downright errors, high numbers of hesitation items, 
false starts and repeats makes learner speech a challenge for POS taggers, 
which have been trained on the basis of native corpora. Studies based on 
error-tagged versions of spoken learner corpora are also few and far between 
(Abe 2003). Error-tagging written learner data is notoriously complex and 
time-consuming and it is not diffi cult to see how crucial it is for existing 
error tagging systems developed on the basis of learner writing to be adapted 
to accommodate the very nature of spoken learner language. Projects of 
this kind are currently in the pipeline (Mukherjee 2007). Error-tagging will 
undoubtedly benefi t a great deal from the easy and ready access to the 
original sound recordings the new generation spoken learner corpora give 
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or will soon give researchers. The benefi ts offered by new generation 
spoken learner corpora are clearly not limited to error-tagging. Not only 
will these corpora facilitate research into all aspects of spoken learner
language, they will also without doubt open up new avenues of research.

9.3 Pedagogical Applications

According to Granger (2009) ‘learner corpus research has not yet fully 
realized its stated ambition’ (. . .) in that ‘it has given rise to relatively few 
concrete pedagogical applications.’ Granger’s observation is especially true 
for spoken learner corpus research. This should in fact come as no surprise 
considering that corpora of native speech, which have been around for 
much longer than corpora of learner speech, have only recently started to 
make their way into teaching (Mauranen 2004) with recent pedagogical 
projects based on new generation spoken native corpora like the ELISA 
(Braun 2007) or the SACODEYL project (Alcaraz et al., this volume). It is 
also clear that far more analytic work based on spoken learner corpora is 
required before spoken learner corpus informed teaching materials can be 
made available.

This section explores the contribution of learner corpora to EFL teach-
ing. The focus is on possible applications based on spoken learner corpora 
in the fi eld of materials design and in the classroom.

9.3.1 Spoken learner corpora and materials design

Learner corpus-based research has a great deal to offer specialists engaged 
in the design of teaching and reference materials like monolingual learners’ 
dictionaries, grammars or textbooks as it allows for a systematic account 
of learners’ diffi culties and needs. Thanks to methods of analysis such as 
Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (CIA, see Granger 1996) and computer-
aided error analysis (Dagneaux et al. 1998) learner corpus-based research 
makes it possible to expose patterns of misuse and over- or underuse. Studies 
that make use of multi-L1 learner corpora such as LINDSEI also enable 
researchers to uncover which problems tend to be shared by various groups 
of learners and which problems tend to be shared by the members of one 
specifi c group only. While the former would require treatment in reference 
materials aimed at all learners regardless of their mother tongue back-
grounds, the latter, if clearly shown to be transfer-related, could receive 
treatment in reference materials aimed at learners from one specifi c L1.
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The production of materials that address learners’ attested needs 
typically makes use of what Granger (2009) refers to as learner corpora 
for delayed pedagogical use (DPU). Learner corpora for DPU ‘are not 
used directly as teaching/learning materials by the learners who have 
produced the data’ (Ibid.). They are collected and used by academics and 
publishers in order to provide better descriptions of interlanguage and/or 
to create learner corpus informed teaching materials.

Granger (2009) emphasizes the need for a great deal of careful analytic 
work before learner corpus informed teaching materials can be created. 
Great care must be taken when conducting learner corpus research because 
of the many variables involved. For example, when contrasting learner 
and NS speech to bring out possible patterns of overuse or underuse, it is 
essential to compare data from the same task type collected in the same 
setting as these variables have been shown to have a signifi cant impact on 
the type of language that is used (De Cock 2002, 2003; Müller 2005; 
Luzón et al. 2007). Collecting fully comparable corpora containing data 
from native speakers performing the same task(s) as the learners in identi-
cal settings is one way of making sure researchers do not draw hasty and 
erroneous conclusions based on comparisons between apples and oranges. 
Fully comparable native speaker corpora have, e.g., been collected within 
the framework of the GLBCC and the LINDSEI project (the Louvain Corpus 
of Native English Conversation, De Cock 2004).

An illustration of the type of fi ndings from spoken learner corpus research 
that would be particularly relevant when designing reference materials is 
learners’ attested underuse of sentential relative clauses in informal contexts 
(De Cock 2003, 2007). As the following example from native speaker speech 
illustrates, sentential relative clauses can be seen to play an important role 
in informal native speech because they tend to have evaluative function 
displaying speakers’ affective involvement with and attitudes to the events 
and experiences they are relating (see also Tao and McCarthy 2001):

<B> they all come and visit me cos they think it’s great having a student 
life so close to <X> so a lot of them travel up at weekends and that [ which 
is quite nice <B> (Louvain Corpus of Native English Conversation)

Sentential relative clauses would in fact be a particularly good candidate 
for inclusion in a contextualized discourse-oriented grammar of speech. 
As well as providing learners with a wider range of ways of expressing 
attitudinal stance in interactions, giving more prominence to sentential 
relative clauses could also help learners cope with the pressures of online 
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processing in unplanned spoken discourse. The use of sentential relative 
clauses is indeed consistent with the ‘clause chaining style’ or clause ‘add-on 
strategy’ that has been shown to be particularly well-suited to the constraints 
of real-time planning (Biber et al. 1999).

In addition to helping researchers identify potential candidates for 
inclusion and in-depth treatment in reference materials, spoken learner 
corpora can also serve as a testbed to assess whether existing teaching 
and/or reference materials are providing learners with the help they 
should provide. Possible starting points for investigating the content of 
teaching materials can for instance be found in De Cock (2002, 2004, 
2007) and in Götz (2007).

De Cock (2002, 2004) has shown that advanced EFL learners tend to 
overuse and misuse the sequence (yes/yeah) of course in a way that may well 
make them sound rather over-emphatic and even impolite: the learners are 
reported to use the sequence to answer a request for information or to 
respond to an opinion expressed by another speaker. An analysis of the 
treatment of of course in recent editions of monolingual learners’ dictionaries 
reveals that two of the major learners’ dictionaries, namely the Longman 
Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE 2001, LDOCE 2005 – Summers 
2005) and the Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dictionary (OALD 2000, OALD 
2005 – Wehmeier 2005) actually address learners’ inappropriate use of (yes) 
of course in such contexts in usage notes.

Several recent studies investigating contracted forms in advanced learner 
speech (De Cock 2007; Götz 2007) have highlighted learners’ underuse 
and inappropriate use of these forms in informal speech. A possible 
follow-up to these studies would be to use the Corpus of Textbook Material 
(TeMa, Meunier and Gouverneur 2007), which contains over 700,000 words 
of upper-intermediate/advanced textbook material, to examine the extent 
to which contracted forms are included in listening comprehension 
activities and whether or not contracted forms are the focus of discussions 
and/or exercises in textbooks.

9.3.2 Spoken learner corpora in the classroom

Another possible contribution of learner corpora to ELT is as part of 
data-driven learning (DDL) activities in the classroom (Johns 1991). DDL 
activities involving learner corpus data are presented as particularly useful 
when attempting to raise learners’ awareness of their own fossilized errors 
or persistent overuse of certain words or phrases (Granger and Tribble 1998; 
Granger 2002; Nesselhauf 2004). As pointed out by Granger (2002: 26), the 
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use of learner corpus data in the classroom is however ‘a highly controver-
sial issue’. Exposing learners to erroneous data from learner corpora can 
be regarded as highly dangerous in that it may well reinforce erroneous 
usage. Nesselhauf (2004) and Granger and Tribble (1998) believe this 
danger can be addressed by ensuring that the learners are presented with 
ample positive evidence and that the activity is followed by consolidating 
exercises.

Mukherjee and Rohrbach (2006) advocate the use of ‘local learner 
corpora’, also called ‘home-grown learner corpora’ (Kindt and Wright 
2001) or ‘learner corpora for immediate pedagogical use’ (Granger 2009) 
when preparing DDL activities for the classroom. These corpora are 
‘collected by teachers as part of their normal pedagogical classroom 
activities’ (Granger 2009) and the learners who produce the data are also 
the users of the data. Not only can the use of these corpora help increase 
learners’ motivation as they are working on their own productions, but 
the activities will also be relevant to the needs of the learners. That said, 
learners would probably also fi nd activities based on learner corpora for 
DPU that contain data from learners who have similar profi les to theirs 
rather motivating. Mukherjee and Rohrbach (2006) argue that the use of 
local corpora has the added bonus of involving more teachers in corpus-
based activities. This will however only be possible if teachers are given 
access to (learner) corpus training through in-service or teacher training 
(cf. Mauranen 2004).

As emphasized by Mukherjee (2009: 213), ‘it is neither desirable nor 
useful to establish a rigid dichotomy between good and correct usage 
in native data on the one hand and incorrect usage in learner output 
on the other.’ In other words, the part played by learner corpora needs 
not be limited to providing the teachers with negative evidence only. Using 
learner corpora as a source of positive evidence can lead to increased 
motivation as the focus is also on what the learners have already mastered 
and get right.

The use of spoken learner corpora in the classroom is still very much in 
its infancy. This section therefore mainly focuses on how these corpora 
could be integrated into the teaching of spoken English. Although learner 
corpus informed classroom activities can be created to focus on any 
number of linguistic phenomena such as lexico-grammatical patterns 
(e.g. verb or noun complementation), collocations (see Mukherjee 2009) 
or pairs of commonly confused words, I confi ne myself to examples of 
possible concrete applications that concentrate on aspects that are specifi c 
to spoken discourse.
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Mukherjee (2009) illustrates how data from spoken learner corpora 
can be integrated into a two-step activity designed to improve advanced 
learners’ spoken fl uency. The activity centres around discourse markers as 
research has revealed (1) that there is a strong correlation between learners’ 
discourse-markers competence and their overall fl uency (Hasselgren 2002), 
and (2) that advanced learners tend to underuse them in informal speech 
(Müller 2005). The focus of the activity presented here is more specifi cally 
on the discourse marker you know. The aim of the fi rst step consists in 
making learners aware of the natural use of the discourse marker you know 
in spontaneous spoken discourse. To this end they are presented with 
concordances of you know and are instructed to identify the typical uses of 
the discourse marker (e.g. ‘can be used if you want to indicate that the next 
words are perhaps not very precise’). Mukherjee suggests following this 
fi rst step by exercises that would help learners automatize the use of you 
know. Learners could be asked to explain how new and unfamiliar games or 
computer programmes work ‘by using less precise vocabulary, which they 
should indicate by you know as an approximator’. It is unfortunately not 
clear whether this activity has been tested in a classroom situation. One 
concern might be that this activity may well lead to learners’ overuse of you 
know without adequate supervision from the teacher.

Pérez-Paredes (2003) reports on learner corpus informed language
laboratory activities (based on local corpora) in which the learners work on 
the basis of digital sound fi les collected within the framework of networked-
based language teaching. These activities require teachers’ prior digital 
bookmarking (a facility offered by some digital players) of points in the 
fl ow of discourse to highlight segmental pronunciation problems or faulty 
discourse organization. The learners are instructed to review the book-
marked passages and to relate them to the contents of the language course 
they are taking.

Annotating spoken learner corpora for a number of typical language 
functions and notions used in informal speech (Coccetta 2008) or for com-
munication strategies could also provide teachers and learners with a useful 
starting point when concentrating on spoken English in the classroom.

9.4 Looking Ahead

These are truly exciting times for spoken learner corpora. Although a great 
deal of collection and analytic work is still needed before they can realize 
their full potential for ELT, all the ingredients are there to help them 
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make their voice heard louder in the not too distant future: technological 
developments that will make it easier to collect and transcribe spoken data, 
new generation spoken corpora, increased activity in the fi eld, and increased 
focus on speech in ELT.
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Chapter 10

Designing and Exploiting a Small Online 
English-Spanish Parallel Textual Database

for Language Teaching Purposes

Julia Lavid, Jorge Arús Hita and Juan Rafael Zamorano-Mansilla
Universidad Complutense de Madrid

10.1 Introduction

Twenty years ago Leech and Candlin advocated classroom access to 
‘language databases, lexicographic and grammatical corpora, oriented 
towards learners’ interlanguages and displayed in terms that learners can 
understand’ (1986: xvi). Today many dictionaries, several grammars and 
a growing number of EFL courses and teaching materials proclaim them-
selves to be ‘corpus-based’. Indeed, the availability of large corpora and the 
enormous potential they offer for empirical linguistic research has meant a 
revolution for linguistic studies in the information age.  

However, in spite of the growing number of studies advocating the use of 
corpora in language teaching (Burnard and McEnery 2000; Sinclair 2004; 
inter alia), relatively few attempts have been made to use corpora directly in 
the classroom. One of the reasons is the confusion over the distinction 
between what is ‘scientifi cally interesting’ and what is ‘pedagogically useful’ 
(Kennedy 1992: 364–367). The developers of large corpora were not 
concerned with language pedagogy when compiling corpora, and this fact 
has consequences for the learning context. While a good number of 
relevant studies have acknowledged the potential of large corpora as useful 
tools for classroom activities (see Bernardini 2000; Lavid 2007b; inter alia), 
many of those experiences have also reported teachers’ and learners’ 
problems when working with large corpora. 

In this chapter, we report on a current effort at creating and exploiting 
a small bi-directional English-Spanish textual database for a variety of 
linguistic tasks in a mixed learning scenario at Universidad Complutense 
de Madrid (UCM). 1
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The chapter is organized as follows: section 10.2 presents some prelimi-
nary background issues to the work reported in the rest of the chapter. 
Section 10.3 focuses on design criteria used in the compilation of the 
database, and explains some issues concerned with its online access and 
management. Section 10.4 outlines some examples of exploitation activi-
ties and section 10.5 provides a summary and some concluding remarks. 

10.2 Background Issues

The students which formed the basis for the development of the bilingual 
textual database are registered in the area of English language and linguistics, 
applied and contrastive linguistics (English-Spanish) and translation at the 
UCM. While all of them are computer-literate and frequent internet users, 
none of them – except those attending previous courses taught by the 
authors of this chapter – has had previous contact with computer corpora 
or corpus analysis tools. Moreover, their exposure to authentic language 
materials in the subjects mentioned above is limited and very much depen-
dent on the preferences and expertise of the instructor. Therefore, the 
creation of an online textual database which can be consulted from the 
Virtual Campus was felt as a much needed tool to extend and enrich their 
learning environment.

The needs and backgrounds of such a heterogeneous group of students 
are varied. Those students registered in the studies programme of English 
Philology take courses on English Syntax, Semantics, Pragmatics and 
Discourse Analysis as compulsory subjects, while Contrastive Linguistics 
(English-Spanish) is an optional course in this programme. All of them
are native speakers of Spanish and have an advanced level of profi ciency 
in English. Those students registered in the Master on Translation take 
different courses on translation theory and practice, and Contrastive 
Linguistics (English-Spanish) is a compulsory course. These students have 
different linguistic and educational backgrounds and, except for those 
with a degree in Linguistics or Philology, only have a basic knowledge of 
linguistic theory.

Even though the needs of these two groups might not be exactly 
the same, it is clear that an initial mixture of everyday genres could be a 
starting point for the compilation of the bilingual database. On the basis 
of this general principle, a bi-directional (English-Spanish) textual data-
base is being compiled using a series of design criteria, as described in the 
following section.
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10.3 Designing and Compiling the Textual Database

A series of design criteria have been considered in the compilation of 
the bilingual database. The fi rst criterion is its bi-directional, also called 
‘reciprocal’, character. Thus, the database consists of original English texts 
and their translations into Spanish, and of original Spanish texts and their 
translations into English, as illustrated in Figure 10.1.

This design allows to meet the needs of a variety of learners and carry 
out linguistic comparisons on a number of different dimensions. One 
can use the database to compare original texts in both languages, or 
original and translated texts in both languages or in the same language, 
or compare translated texts in the two languages, to reveal general 
features of translations. It must be pointed out that even though a con-
scious effort is made to achieve a balance with respect to the direction of 
the translations, in many genres one direction (English to Spanish) tends 
to dominate over the other. Thus, it is common to fi nd translations 
into English of Spanish academic article abstracts, while the reverse is not 
the case.

Another design criterion is genre variation. Initially we have included 
a variety of non-specialized genres, both monologic and dialogic, which 
may be of interest to a variety of learners at our University. Among the 
monologic texts, the database includes short stories, editorials, tourist 
descriptions, academic article abstracts and scientifi c essays. The dialogic 
variety currently includes interviews and parliamentary debates. As explained 
before, the compilation is limited by the availability of comparable genres 
which have been translated in both directions. Whereas comparable trans-
lations from English into Spanish are varied and numerous, those in the 
opposite direction are limited in type and size.

Spanish source texts English translations

English source texts Spanish translations

Figure 10.1 Architecture of the bilingual database
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As to the current size of the database, we follow Douglas Biber (1990, 
1993) who shows that smaller corpora are capable of covering all linguistic 
features of a given register. His calculations, i.e. ten texts per register/genre 
with a length of 1,000 words, serve as an orientation for the size of our 
current core corpus. However, the database will keep growing as more texts 
in both directions of translation become available, but also when the need 
arises to work with specifi c corpora from a given genre. For example, 
suppose that we are interested in analysing and comparing the linguistic 
features of letters of application in both languages. It would be possible to 
compile such a genre-specifi c corpus from different sources and then add 
it to the database. Search facilities in the current interface design will allow 
users to download and search only the (sub)corpus the user is interested in. 
Likewise, it is also possible for users to extract specifi c subsets of texts from 
the database to compile specifi c (sub)corpora. For example, it is possible 
to extract a small corpus of editorials, or of academic article abstracts. 
Figure 10.2 below presents a partial view of the online database, more 
particularly, the one corresponding to the subcorpus of short stories. 

As shown in Figure 10.2, the fi rst column displays the title of the text, the 
second column shows the name of the author(s) and of the translator(s), 
when available, the third column shows the direction of the translation 
(original or translated text), and the fourth column shows the language in 
which the text is written. 

Texts stored in the database are aligned to allow column display on the 
web-based computer application, as shown in Figure 10.3.

Figure 10.2 Partial view of the text database 
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The current web-based design allows for different types of searches once 
the user has accessed the online database which is password protected.2 

10.4 Exploiting the Textual Database

A number of exploitation activities have been implemented in the context 
of several of the courses mentioned above. Some of them focused on the 
analysis of the individual texts in the corpus and on ‘whole-corpus reading’ 
(Henry and Roseberry 2001), thus becoming the source for teaching mate-
rials. Other activities were based on direct access to the database by stu-
dents. In the following subsections we describe some examples of these 
activities.

10.4.1 Some examples of exploitation activities

Example 1: Aspectual distinctions in English and Spanish

Purpose of the activity

This activity was planned in the context of the Contrastive Linguistics course 
and was designed to contrast aspectual distinctions about past state of affairs 
in English and Spanish. The purpose of the activity was to make students 
apply theoretical notions learnt in class about the different types of Aktionsart, 
how they interact with various grammatical aspects in a past-time environ-
ment and its infl uence on the selection of tenses in English and Spanish. 

Figure 10.3 Web display of translation units
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For this activity one single text was chosen: a fragment of over 1,000 from 
Robert Graves’ I, Claudius and its translation into Spanish. The main reason 
for selecting this text was that it contained a good number of Past tenses 
with different translations into Spanish, which made it particularly suitable 
for the purposes of the activity. The activity consisted of several phases: 

Phase 1 

The students received a questionnaire that they should apply to each verb 
form in the Past tense in the text. The questionnaire consisted of the 
following questions:

Which tense would you use to translate the verb?1. 
What is the 2. Akstionsart of the state of affairs? How do you know?
What is the grammatical aspect of the verb? How do you know?3. 
Is the subject defi nite or indefi nite?4. 
Is the complement defi nite or indefi nite?5. 
Are there time circumstantials? If so, of what type?6. 
Is there a match between your translation and the one provided by the 7. 
corpus? If not, which one is more accurate? Why?

The questions were aimed at helping the students identifying the factors 
potentially responsible for the translator’s choice, such as the stativity and 
telicity of the situation, the presence of defi nite or indefi nite subjects or 
direct objects, pragmatics factors or knowledge of the world. The compari-
son between the translation proposed by the students and that provided by 
the corpus also raised their awareness about the semantic contrast between 
tenses in Spanish.

Phase 2

After fi lling in the questionnaire, the students shared the results, discussed 
the discrepancies and were asked to write a fi nal report with the conclu-
sions that could be drawn about the factors responsible for tense selection 
in English and Spanish.

The next two activities involved direct access to the database by stu-
dents. Figure 10.4 below shows a partial view of the Applied Linguistics 
site on the UCM Virtual Campus, with a direct link to the activity that is 
described next.



144 Corpus-Based Approaches to English Language Teaching

Example 2: Practice in contrastive discourse analysis

Purpose of the activity

This activity, involving 28 students, was carried out in the context of the 
Applied Linguistics course as part of the curriculum of the degree in 
English Studies. It allowed practice in a number of applied areas in linguis-
tics (e.g. corpus linguistics, contrastive linguistics, translation and discourse 
analysis), as will be explained in the description of the activity. This activity 
was compulsory as it represented the two credits corresponding to the 
Academic Activities of the course. The activity consisted of different phases:

Phase 1

Students were asked to choose one original text from the corpus and carry 
out a contrastive analysis with its corresponding translation in terms of 
either of the following: context analysis, topicality and thematic progression, 
rhetorical structures analysis or genre analysis. 

Phase 2

Regarding context analysis, students had to trace how the contextual 
variables of fi eld, tenor and mode were linguistically realized in English and 
Spanish. For topicality and thematic progression, their task was to compare 
different patterns of topical thematization for the same clauses in each 

Figure 10.4 Partial view of the online Applied Linguistics course 
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language, e.g. whether both languages thematized the same or different 
experiential constituents. Those choosing rhetorical structure analysis 
would have to compare the rhetorical devices employed by each language 
to arrange the clause constituents in terms of the Theme/Rheme and 
Given/New structures. In the case of genre analysis – the most challenging 
choice – students were supposed to compare both texts in terms of their 
register confi guration, schematic structure and realizational patterns.

Phase 3

They were to write a 3,000 word paper which would be submitted to their 
instructor via email by a given date. Before the paper submission, the 
students had to give a 15-minute oral presentation where they explained 
their most relevant fi ndings.

Example 3: Testing students on semantic analysis through the 

use of new technologies

Purpose of the activity

This activity, involving 30 students of a course on English Semantics, 
represented an innovative type of take-home fi nal exam for the subject. 
Using the date offi cially assigned to the fi nal exam as deadline for its 
submission, the exam was a take-home in the sense that students did not 
have to sit in a classroom to take it; it was innovative because it involved 
the use of new technologies for its completion. The activity consisted of 
several phases.

Phase 1

Students were instructed in this case to work exclusively with the English 
texts from the corpus, following the instruction given in the exam for the 
English Semantics course. 

Phase 2

The exams were submitted, as an attachment, to the instructor by the 
due date.

Phase 3

The instructor corrected them on the computer, using blue and red to 
highlight slight and big mistakes, respectively.
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Phase 4

After the correction, students had their exams returned to them, again via 
email, with the corresponding grade.

10.4.2 Evaluation of the activities

For the evaluation of the tasks, students were requested to fi ll in an anony-
mous questionnaire. The feedback on the activities was highly satisfactory 
in general. The immense majority acknowledged that the activities had 
been quite stimulating and expressed the wish that this kind of practice be 
extended to other subjects. Students were particularly enthusiastic about 
the exam activity. Among the reported advantages of this type of examina-
tion, perhaps the most outstanding is the lowering of anxiety as opposed to 
traditional exams and the ‘cleanliness’ of the method, environmentally 
speaking, since no paper whatsoever was used in the whole process. On the 
negative side, a few students found that their limited computer-skills 
negatively affected their performance. 

Regarding activities 2 and 3, i.e. those involving direct access to the 
database by students, a good deal of students admitted that these turned 
out to be harder than they had originally expected. The students’ tasks 
were in principle facilitated by the fact that they ‘simply’ had to apply the 
theory and analyses explained in class to the texts they chose. However, 
linguistic analysis based on exposure to whole texts from the database 
turned out to be harder than the use of selected extracts by the instructor 
to illustrate the points under consideration. For many of them this was their 
fi rst exposure to linguistic analysis of authentic language data. The diffi culty 
in applying theory to real corpus data also fostered discussion among 
students and emphasized the sense that there was not a single correct 
answer or analysis, as every theoretical framework has problematic cases 
which cannot be handled without debate.

10.5 Summary and Concluding Remarks

The main motivation for the work reported in this chapter is the distinction 
between what is ‘scientifi cally interesting’ from what is ‘pedagogically use-
ful’ when using corpora in the context of language learning. In an attempt 
to create a pedagogically useful resource at our university, we have com-
piled a web-based bilingual resource which may be useful for a variety of 
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learners of English linguistics, Contrastive Linguistics and Translation 
studies. The main criteria for building such a resource are its availability 
through the Virtual Campus and its opportunistic character, including 
an initial mixture of genres which might be interesting for a variety of 
learners’ needs. 

Current exploitation activities focus either on the analysis of the individual 
texts in the corpus and on ‘whole-corpus reading’, while others are based on 
direct access to the database by students. Future work will concentrate 
on extending the range of genres and number of texts of the database, and on 
the design of specifi c exploitation activities tailored to the students’ needs.

Notes

1 The work reported in this paper is part of a larger project on “Corpus Linguistics 
and Contrastive Online Learning (English-Spanish)” (930175), led by Dr Julia 
Lavid as principal investigator and fi nanced by the Programa de Creación y 
Consolidación de Grupos de Investigación Universidad Complutense-Comunidad 
de Madrid. We gratefully acknowledge the support provided by these authorities.

2 For a more detailed description of the tasks involved to manage the database 
effi ciently through the UCM Virtual Campus, see Lavid (2007a).
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L2 Spanish Acquisition of English 
Phrasal Verbs: A Cognitive Linguistic 

Analysis of L1 Infl uence

Rafael Alejo González
University of Extremadura

11.1 Introduction

Almost any teacher with experience in the area of English as a Second
Language (ESL) will point out Phrasal Verbs (PVs) as a source of diffi culty 
for their students. To bear witness to this fact we only have to look at the 
shelves of an ESL specialized library. The amount of material published on 
PVs, both in the form of dictionaries and workbooks, is phenomenal.

However, not all teachers would put PVs at the top of their list of diffi culties, 
and equally not all students experience the same level of diffi culty in tackling 
these verbs. That is, PVs are acknowledged as a source of trouble but they 
may affect students in different ways, the L1 of the students being of the 
most likely explanation.

The scant research on the subject, which we shall see later on, has 
corroborated these impressions and has shown that Swedish and Dutch 
students experience a lesser degree of diffi culty, while students whose L1 is 
a Romance language (e.g. Italian), may have more trouble with these verbs. 
In other words, language transfer may well be the main factor accounting 
for the problems experienced by students (Odlin 1989). Despite being 
ignored by some researchers in Second Language Acquisition (cf. Dulay 
and Burt 1974 or Krashen 1981, as cited in Jarvis and Pavlenko 2008: 100), 
it seems that transfer, which has now been purifi ed and adapted to the new 
fi ndings in the fi eld, has become respectable again.

Identifying, in a general way, the origin of the problem, however, may not 
be enough to help students. L1 transfer merely points to the dissimilarity 
between the source and the target language, in this case between those 
languages which contain two- or three-word verbs and those languages 
which do not, but it does not identify the nature of the problems students 
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face when acquiring PVs and to what extent some verbs may be more 
diffi cult to learn than others. Furthermore, a lexical approach in which 
general reference to opacity in meaning is made does not help either. 
Diffi culty and opacity may be considered as equivalent terms and do not 
provide an explanation.

In this chapter, an attempt is made to identify the specifi c source of 
diffi culty that PVs pose for learners. Thus, the key element of the problem 
will be located within one of the words that constitute the PV: the particle. 
Particles are highly frequent, non-salient polysemous words and as such 
they are, like other words with the same features, very diffi cult to learn. 
They apparently provide redundant information and are diffi cult to notice 
by learners whose fi rst languages have not trained them to pay attention to 
this specifi c linguistic element. In short, as established by the Associative-
Cognitive Creed (Ellis 2007: 84), they constitute typical elements that are 
‘blocked’ by the learners’ fi rst language experience.

The organization of the chapter is as follows. After giving a broad linguistic 
defi nition of PVs, so that the limits of the phenomenon studied become 
clear, I make a brief summary of the main fi ndings in the literature on the 
subject and identify how progress can be made from there. Then, I intro-
duce the methodology used in the study and I fi nally present the results 
and the discussion of the analysis carried out.

11.2 Defi nition of PV

The concept of Phrasal Verb has traditionally been used in language teaching 
to refer to those verbs that are made up of two (e.g. look up) or three words 
(e.g. look forward to). The tendency has mainly been to consider them 
as vocabulary items that needed to be learned as a whole because their 
meaning was sometimes diffi cult to be inferred from their constituent parts. 
No specifi c linguistic criterion is adopted and the defi ning trait in this 
context is related to their formulaic and opaque nature, something which 
makes them closer to idioms.

Within the linguistics literature, however, a different terminology is 
adopted. Thus, Quirk et al. (1985) talk about ‘Multi-word Verbs’ to refer to 
the same group of verbs that language teaching texts and dictionaries refer 
to as ‘Phrasal Verbs’ and, what is more important, this reference grammar 
uses the term ‘Phrasal Verb’ to refer to a subgroup of ‘Multi-word Verbs’. 
The other two groups would be ‘Prepositional Verbs’ (PRVs) and ‘Phrasal 
Prepositional Verbs’ (PPVs).
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The reason for this classifi cation is mainly syntactic. Even though 
apparently similar, PVs are used in constructions which the other groups 
do not licence. Thus, most PVs allow for a change in the position of the 
direct object complement, whereas PRVs and PPVs do not. This makes 2b 
unacceptable in the following examples:

1a I’ll have to look up his records at least
1b I’ll have to look them up at least
2a I’m looking for a biography on Lincoln
2b *I’m looking it for

There are other tests and, even though it is true that not all of them work 
equally well, they can serve to make this distinction appropriate from a 
grammatical point of view (see O’Dowd 1998; Cappelle 2005 for a full 
account). I will therefore adhere to this restrictive defi nition of PVs, since 
I consider that some of their syntactic and phonological peculiarities may 
have an infl uence on their acquisition.

11.3 Cognitive Linguistics Approach to PVs

The acceptance of the linguistic terminology explained in the previous 
section does not imply that I understand PVs in a similar way. Although
I believe that the exploration of the syntactic properties of PVs is appropri-
ate, they do not account for the way meaning is created within these 
linguistic units. The total rejection of compositionality of meaning, 
apparently in accord with the idiomatic meaning of PVs, does not really fi t 
a view of language where syntactic behaviour is related to meaning. In other 
words, their emphasis on grammar produces a separation from lexis that 
I do not think is appropriate.

This means that I subscribe to a Cognitive Linguistics approach to the 
analysis of PVs. As a consequence, I will propose that it is possible to posit 
some sort of compositionality in the interpretation of the meaning of 
PVs and that, based on this compositionality, the key to the understanding 
of these verbs lies in the meaning of particles.

According to the cognitive linguistics literature (Lindner 1981; Tyler 
and Evans 2003), particles are linguistic elements whose basic meaning can 
be traced back to their proto-typical use as spatio-temporal adverbs. From 
this basic meaning, sometimes resulting from metaphor and sometimes 
from what Gibbs (1997) calls experiential correlation, a radial web of senses 
are derived.
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Thus, the cognitive framework used for the interpretation of spatial 
scenes can also be used, and as a consequence concepts such as Figure/
Trajector or Ground/Landmark can serve to establish the meaning of the 
particle even when used in a PV construction. In this way, in a sentence
like (3), the verb walk out will establish ‘staff’ as the trajector and ‘bank’ as 
the landmark of an action where the meaning of the verb is metaphorically 
derived from the spatial interpretation: ‘the staff of most banks are not in 
their jobs today, i.e. they are on strike’.

(3) Staff at most banks walked out today

Cognitive Linguistics, then, provides a more adequate framework to study 
the acquisition of PVs since the concepts this school uses are more likely to 
refl ect learners’ intuitions of their meaning.

11.4 L2 Research on PVs

Research on the acquisition of PVs by L2 learners has mainly adopted a 
vocabulary approach. It is mainly concerned with the factors and circum-
stances that explain why L2 learners avoid using PVs (Dagut and Laufer 
1985; Hulstijn and Marchena 1989; Laufer and Eliasson 1993; Sjöholm 
1995; Liao and Fukuya 2004).

Although the amount of research on PVs can be considered to be scarce, 
some preliminary conclusions have already been drawn:

A preliminary fi nding established by the literature (Ishii and Sohmiya a. 
2006; Siyanova and Schmitt 2007) is the clear distinction in the use of 
PVs between native and non-native speakers.
There are language distance effects, which will explain why L1 Dutch b. 
(Hulstijn and Marchena 1989) or Swedish (Sjöholm 1995) learners 
show less avoidance than L1 Hebrew learners (Dagut and Laufer 1985). 
Dutch and Swedish, in so far as they are Germanic languages, share 
certain similarities with English with respect to the use of particles.
A developmental sequence from avoidance in the fi rst stages of c. 
acquisition to non-avoidance in the later stages has also been identifi ed, 
although individual variability has been found with regard to profi ciency. 
Advanced students show less avoidance than students at other levels (Liao 
and Fukuya 2004). However, this remains a controversial matter since a 
more recent study (Siyanova and Schmitt 2007) has found no difference 
in avoidance between profi ciency levels.



 L2 Spanish Acquisition of English Phrasal Verbs 153

The context of acquisition makes no differenced.  (Siyanova and Schmitt 
2007). Thus, learners of English as a Foreign Language and as a Second 
Language have diffi culty in acquiring PVs. This, of course, may be 
another way of stating that profi ciency levels have no determining infl u-
ence on the fi nal outcome.
Idiomaticity has been demonstrated to play a role in avoidance. Thus e. 
more opaque PVs will be susceptible to higher avoidance by L2 learners 
(Dagut and Laufer 1985; Liao and Fukuya 2004; however see Ishii and 
Sohmiya 2006, for different fi ndings).
Avoidance is related to task effects (Liao and Fukuya 2004). Thus, more f. 
controlled tasks, like multiple choice tests, will produce fewer instances 
of avoidance.

These conclusions, however, have mainly been obtained in experimental 
conditions and one should consider whether a different methodology 
might produce different results or whether at least these could be qualifi ed. 
Experimental tasks overlook learners’ word choices in more normal, 
extended and unguided language use.

Thus, key factors such as frequency effects have not been taken into 
account and avoidance, which by defi nition should considered as a grad-
able concept, has been expressed in dual terms (yes/no, all/nothing). 
Finally, the selection of PVs used in the tasks of all the studies has not been 
justifi ed and therefore it may well be that the verbs chosen are not repre-
sentative of the phenomenon of PVs as such.

What is more important, if language distance or language typology deter-
mines L1 transfer, the concept should be used for something more than 
classifying L1s into different groups. Language typology (Talmy 2000) has 
been established on solid cognitive grounds and the explanation that it 
provides for other areas, such as motion events, may prove of great heuris-
tic value, if only because it also deals with words belonging to the same parts 
of speech: verbs of motion and particles or prepositions expressing path.

11.5 Goals of the Study

In this context, the present chapter aims to study the acquisition of PVs by 
L1 Spanish learners of English and to confi rm that language transfer or 
cross-linguistic infl uence may be posited as one of the driving forces behind 
the avoidance of this group of verbs. To support this hypothesis I have cho-
sen to use natural rather than experimental data since, as has already been 
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pointed out in the previous section, this approach may be more suitable 
to the task or at least offer a different perspective. This methodological 
decision also made it necessary to use natural data from learners with a 
different L1 background (in our case Swedish learners) and from native 
speakers; they both served as a benchmark against which to interpret the 
results obtained with the Spanish speakers.

The use of natural data also made it possible to broaden the scope of our 
study, and it allowed us to focus on other factors that may have an infl uence 
on the acquisition of PVs by Spanish learners. It is important here to note 
that the new developments in the fi eld of transfer, or Cross-Linguistic 
Infl uence, as Jarvis and Pavlenko (2008) like to call it, allow for the 
consideration of simultaneous intervening factors.

As there is a considerable number of PVs, this study has only focused 
those containing the particle ‘out’, on the grounds that the conclusions 
drawn from it could be useful to explain some of the patterns of PV avoid-
ance by L2 students.

11.6 Methodology

a. Corpora
As we have seen, the study has been conducted using natural data from 
existing corpora of learner language. In this case, both the Spanish and 
Swedish sections of the ICLE were used. The ICLE is a non-tagged corpus 
of short essays written by 3rd and 4th year university students on non-
academic, non-technical controversial topics (e.g.: ‘Television is the opium 
of the masses’). The average length of the essays is about 500 words, with 
the Spanish subcorpus containing about 200,000 words.

To provide an element of contrast and comparison of results, the 
university and school essay sections from the BNC were also used. Like 
the ICLE, they mainly consist of argumentative essays written in this case
by native speakers of British English.

The most important aspect to be considered was the comparability of 
the corpora in terms of subject matter and size. The subject matter of all the 
corpora used includes an array of topics ranging from literature to current 
affairs with a degree of specifi city which may be regarded as intermediate. 
With regard to the size of the corpora used (see Table 11.1), the match 
could be considered more than appropriate to be able to reach some 
preliminary conclusions.
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b. Procedure
Once the corpora were selected, the procedure carried out was the 
following:

All the concordances of the particle ‘out’ found in the three corpora 1. 
were extracted irrespective of whether the particle was located on its
own or accompanied by the preposition ‘of’. This was done using the 
concordancer WSmith Tools.
The concordances containing the particle ‘out’ were then tagged using 2. 
the following labels:

a. PV status. The categories used here were

  i. VPC (Verb Particle Construction), i.e. Phrasal Verbs.
 ii. V+P (Verb and Particle), constructions where the verb and the
 particle, though constructed together, do not constitute a syntactic
 unit, and basically describe motion events.
iii. Non-VP, instances where the particle ‘out’ is used outside the
 scope of direct infl uence by the verb.

b. PV syntax. This was encoded in two related fi elds: The fi rst fi eld 
indicated whether the verb was used transitively or intransitively, and 
the second expressed the position of the complement (before or after 
the particle) when the verb was used transitively.

c. Errors. The existence of a deviation from native usage was also 
recorded and then classifi ed into different categories: lexical, syntac-
tic, collocational or orthographic.

d. Particle meaning. Since the meaning of the particle was considered 
essential, all the instances were coded using the different meanings 
proposed by Tyler and Evans (2003: 203–216) for the particle ‘out’ 
(see Table 11.2).

The resulting database was included in a spreadsheet and the results 3. 
were analysed for statistical signifi cance using a binomial test.

Table 11.1 Corpora

Corpus  Tokens  Types  TTR

Spanish section of ICLE (SPICLE) 200,926 12.161 6
Swedish section of ICLE (SWICLE) 198,675 11.434 6
Written School and University Essays from the BNC 202,247 14.366 7
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11.7 Results and Discussion

The analysis presented here mainly focuses on what is considered to be 
the leading factor explaining the acquisition of PVs by L2 learners: 
avoidance. But PV avoidance is not a simple phenomenon and I will attempt 
to portray some of its complexity by relating it to other factors and by 
looking at it from different perspectives. Besides, I will also deal with 
‘frequency effects’, which, although apparently contradicting the impor-
tance of L1 transfer, can also be interpreted in ways that are consistent with 
our fi ndings on PV avoidance.

a. PV Avoidance
In a corpus study like the present one, it is not possible to measure 
avoidance behaviour by resorting to ‘think aloud’ protocols or similar tasks 
used in L2 studies, to access the intention or awareness of the learner in 
producing or, as in this case, in avoiding a specifi c structure. As a conse-
quence avoidance will be defi ned, in this study, in comparison to habitual 
behaviour by native speakers in a similar context. That is, L2 speakers will 
be considered to avoid using a PV when they use a signifi cantly smaller 
number of instances of the particle ‘out’ than native speakers.

Table 11.2 Meanings of ‘out’

OUT

1. PROTO-SCENE: Exterior to a Landmark

2. LOCATION CLUSTER
 a. Not In Situ Sense: Amy is out sick for the day
 b. No More Sense: We’re out of business
 c. Completion Sense (‘completely’): The ground has now thawed out

3. THE VANTAGE POINT IS INTERIOR CLUSTER
 a. Exclusion Sense: They voted out the unpopular member
 b. Lack of Visibility Sense: He switched out the light; He crossed out the typo

4. THE VANTAGE POINT IS EXTERIOR CLUSTER
 a. Visibility Sense: The sun is out
 b. Knowing sense: The secret is out; We fi gured out the problem

5. THE SEGMENTATION CLUSTER
 Distribution Sense: I’m always having to fork out on my old car 

6. REFLEXIVITY: Spread out the butter

OUT OF

7. MATERIAL SOURCE: The chair is made out of wood

8. THE CAUSE SENSE: John sacrifi ced himself out of love
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In using this defi nition of avoidance, I share the view expressed by Liao 
and Fukuya (2004), who do not think it necessary to ascertain the learner’s 
previous knowledge of a PV. In contexts of real language use, it would 
require an enormous methodological effort to adopt the criterion that 
learners can only avoid what they already know. More importantly, when 
this previous knowledge is measured, as some of the studies have done 
(see, for example, the case of Siyanova and Schmidt 2007), some sort of 
experimental task is necessary, thus failing to take advantage of the richer 
information derived from natural contexts. In a way, my defi nition of 
avoidance is very similar to one given, in corpus linguistics studies, for 
the term underuse (see, for example, Cobb, 2003), which I think is more 
appropriate. I keep the former term because it is the one used in the 
bibliography dealing with PVs.

As Table 11.3 shows, the total number of ‘out’-PVs used by both L1 
Swedish and L1 Spanish learners is signifi cantly smaller than that habitually 
used by L1 English speakers. This means that avoidance of ‘out’-PVs can 
be said to affect all the second language learners studied, although, as we 
can see in the same table, Swedish learners have a much lower level of 
avoidance than Spanish students.

These data are confi rmed by the results analysed in Table 11.4, where the 
data for ‘out’-PV types are recorded. As one would expect, avoidance is not 
only related to stylistic choices but to the size of the vocabulary that stu-
dents show.

These results confi rm for PVs what has been hypothesized for formulaic 
sequences in general (Wray 2002), i.e. that non-native speakers are less 
likely to use PVs than native speakers. In this sense, the fi ndings are not new 

Table 11.3 Out-PV tokens

VPC Tokens  Number  %  Avoidance

BNC 283 100,00 –
SWICLE 194  69,26 30,74
SPICLE 127  44,88 55,12

Table 11.4 Out-PV types

VPC Types Number  %

BNC 107 100,00
SWICLE 60  56,07
SPICLE 35  32,71
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and bear out, for the formal written context analysed here – essay writing –
the ones obtained by Siyanova and Schmitt (2007) for more informal 
spoken contexts. But, at the same time, they contradict the hypothesis these 
authors put forward at the end of their article (‘the notion that learners 
tend to avoid multi-word verbs in spoken colloquial, but perhaps not in 
written contexts’ Siyanova and Schmitt 2007:133) when they compared 
their results with previous studies on PVs and attempted to explain why 
avoidance was not found in some of them (Hulstijn and Marchena 1989; 
Liao and Fukuya 2004). In my opinion, avoidance was found to be statisti-
cally non-signifi cant in the latter studies not because of the written context 
but because of thee types of experimental tasks used, such as multiple-
choice tests, which tap less into natural language use and the skills typical 
of online processing.

On the other hand, the fact that Spanish L1 learners are less likely to use 
PVs than are Swedish L1 learners can be explained – as Laufer and Eliasson 
(1993) and Sjöholm (1995) do for Hebrew and Finnish vs. Swedish – on the 
grounds that Spanish lacks this category of verbs while Swedish does not. In 
other words, the present study shows, once again, that the L1 of the learner 
is highly infl uential and that the distance between the L1 and the L2 can 
explain a great number of the problems learners may have with this 
construction.

b. PV Avoidance as a particular case of particle avoidance
The importance of PV avoidance can be more clearly perceived if consid-
ered in the larger context of particle use. Thus, as Figure 11.1 shows and 
Figure 11.2 corroborates, ‘out’-PV avoidance is by far the most important 
phenomenon if compared to avoidance in similar constructions. In other 
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words, the particle ‘out’ is avoided to a much a greater extent when used in 
PV constructions (VPCs) than when it is used in other constructions of the 
English language to describe motion events (V+P) or in other adverbial or 
prepositional uses that fall outside the immediate scope of infl uence of the 
verb. This is not surprising given the idiomatic or non-transparent meaning 
of PVs in comparison with other constructions.

However, in spite of these differences, the avoidance of ‘out’-PVs should 
be understood as a special case within a general trend of avoidance of the 
particle ‘out’, as L2 learners, especially Spanish speakers, also tend to avoid 
the use of the particle in the remaining constructions types (V+Ps and Non-
VPs). Indeed, these data suggest that PV avoidance could be related with 
lower frequency with which path morphemes and manner verbs occur in 
the narratives of L1 Spanish speakers while describing motion events in an 
L2 (see Cadierno 2004). In other words, avoidance of PVs could be seen as 
further support of the ‘thinking for speaking hypothesis’ (Slobin 1996, 
1997, 2000, 2003), since the particles used PVs, as defended by Cognitive 
Linguistics, can be considered as metaphoric extensions from their spatio-
temporal meanings (Tyler and Evans 2003).

c. Specifi c areas of avoidance within PV use
Further insight into PV avoidance may gained if, instead of looking at PVs 
as a homogenous phenomenon, we consider their semantic and syntactic 
variation. I analyse this variation using a cognitive-linguistic framework, 
which is particularly useful for the semantic analysis of PVs. Thus, as indi-
cated in the methodology, I use Tyler and Evans (2003) to identify the 
meaning of ‘out’ in PVs. This will allows a more objective and fi ne-grained 
semantic analysis, less dependent on judgment than the labels ‘opaque’ 
and ‘transparent’, used so far in the bibliography, to classify PVs from a 
semantic point of view.
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Table 11.6 presents the range of meanings associated with the particle ‘out’ 
in English and the frequency with which each meaning is found in the three 
corpora studied (BNC, SWICLE and SPICLE). If we pay attention to signifi -
cant results, we can see that the relative frequency of certain meanings does 
not really correspond to typical native speaker behaviour. Thus, in the case of 
L1 Spanish speakers, we fi nd an overproduction of PVs expressing ‘visibility/
knowing’ and of those expressing ‘completion’, which is also noticeable, as 
we can see (cf. Table 11.5 above), in the number of deviant PVs L1 Spanish 
students use to convey these meanings (e.g. ‘From this point on everything 
tries to clear out’). On the other hand, PVs expressing ‘location’/‘motion’ 
and ‘distribution’ are much less frequently used by L1 Spanish speakers. For 
their part, L1 Swedish speakers show a less marked preference for ‘visibility’ 
and ‘knowing’ meanings than Spanish speakers, but still use more PVs 
expressing those meanings than native speakers. L1 Swedish speakers, how-
ever, make less use of PVs expressing ‘completion’ and ‘invisibility’.

These results indicate that avoidance may be affected by the meaning of 
the particle. This would imply that the L1 of the learner may have an infl u-
ence in the avoidance of certain meanings of the particle, perhaps those that 
are less transferable from their L1. On the other hand, the overuse of the 
‘visibility/knowing’ meaning may be the result of a more complex picture 
where L1 transfer and frequency effects have a combined infl uence. As we 
will see later, frequency is a factor that should also be taken into account.

For its part, the syntax of both L1Spanish and L1 Swedish learners (see 
Table 11.7) also shows areas of cross-linguistic infl uence. While the former 
group seems reluctant to insert a Nominal Phrase (NP+out) before the 
particle (Try to help sort things out) and concomitantly overproduce the 
symmetrical structure (out+NP), the latter also underproduce the NP 
insertion (NP+out). Finally, both groups of learners underproduce 
sentences where the particle is stranded.

The similarity in behaviour of both groups of learners indicates that the L1 
would be less infl uential and that factors at play here could be related to 
intrinsic diffi culty of the syntactic construction for L2 learners in general. 
As suggested by the cognitive-linguistic bibliography (see Dirven 2001), NP 
insertion before the particle, which is usually called Construction 2, is used for 

Table 11.5 Number of errors in L2 use

Deviations No. of errors  % over total

SWICLE 15  7.73
SPICLE 49 38.58
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discourse cohesion purposes and involves a greater degree of automaticity in 
language use since direct objects placed in mid-position require a lesser 
degree of awareness.

d. Errors in the use of PVs
Avoidance only refl ects part of the problems students fi nd when using PVs. 
Language transfer may also occur in the form of deviation from native 
speaker usage. Again there is a difference between L2 learners and native 
speakers, but as Table 11.5 shows Swedish learners would seem to have 
signifi cantly fewer problems than Spanish speakers.

Here we can see some examples of errors made by Spanish learners:

‘And the last main point – to jut out but not the less important is the role 
psychiatrics play inside jail.’ (SPICLE, lexical)

Table 11.6 Numbers and percentages of meanings for Out-PVs

VPC # VPC % 

MEANING2  BNC  SPICLE SWICLE BNC %  SPICLE % SWICLE %

VISIBILITY/KNOWING 131 75 103 46.29 59.06* 53.09*
COMPLETION 54 28 31 19.08 22.05 15.98
LOC/MOV 36 4 23 12.72 3.15* 11.86
EXCLUSION 18 8 17 6.36 6.30 8.76
INVISIBILITY 14 8 3 4.95 6.30 1.55**
DISTRIBUTION 14 2 7 4.95 1.57* 3.61
BEYOND 7 2 2.47 0.00** 1.03
NOT IN SITU 2 2 5 0.71 1.57** 2.58**
REFLEXIVITY 7 1 2.47 0.00 0.52
NO MORE 2 0.00 0.00 1.03

Grand Total 283 127 194 100.00 100.00 100.00

Notes Percentages whose differences with the BNC were found to be *signifi cant p < 0.05; **marginally 
signifi cant = p < 0.10

Table 11.7 Numbers and percentages for structures used with transitive Out-PVs

PARTICLE PLACEMENT BNC SPICLE SWICLE BNC (%) SPICLE (%) SWICLE (%)

NP + OUT  16  3  1  8,04   3,03**  0,80*
OUT + NP  62 44  44  31,16  44,44*  35,20
OUT + CLAUSE  53 25  40  26,63  25,25  32,00
PR + OUT  12  6  10   6,03   6,06   8,00
NON-FOLL.OBJ  56 21  30  28,14  21,21  24,00*

Total 199 99 125 100,0 100,00 100,00

Notes Percentages whose differences with the BNC were found to be *signifi cant p < 0.05; **marginally 
signifi cant = p < 0.10
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‘It – points out the idea of the family as the pillars of Victorian Society.’ 
(SPICLE, lexical: selection of the particle)
‘we should – stand out, the incipient attention to the social problems of 
the pre-capitalist society.’ (SPICLE, lexical and syntactic)
‘From this point on everything tries to – clear out.’ (SPICLE, lexical)
‘Nowadays the number of people who don’t – carry out Military Service 
has increased.’ (SPICLE, collocation)

The mostly lexical nature of the errors suggests that learners over-
generalize the use of the particle ‘out’ to form PVs that are non-existent 
in the English language. Language transfer may not be the only factor at 
play, however, as will be seen in the following subsection.

e. Frequency effects
The corpus analysis carried out in this article is especially helpful to identify 
factors that are much less evident using an experimental methodology. This 
is the case of frequency effects, which, following Ellis (2002), I understand as 
both the ease of processing and the learning outcomes derived from the 
frequency with which some linguistic elements are found in the input. Thus, 
since ‘fl uent language users tend to produce the most probable utterance for 
a given meaning on the basis of the frequencies and recencies of utterance 
representations’ (Ellis 2002: 162), this article assumes that those PVs used 
with a high frequency in the corpora analysed are most probably the result of 
implicit intralingual learning factors, dependent on the input speakers have 
been exposed to, rather than the result of cross-linguistic infl uence.

This assumption is supported by the fact that the most frequent PVs in all 
three corpora – all with a frequency higher than 5 – are, not surprisingly, the 
same: point out, carry out, fi nd out and turn out. It seems as if the specifi c essay 
writing task used to compile the corpora activates these specifi c PVs as they 
are very frequent in argumentative text-types. Figure 11.3 offers further con-
fi rmation of how L2 learners use of PVs parallels that of native speakers.

The importance of frequency effects is further emphasized if we consider 
not only the particular verbs but the meanings expressed through the par-
ticle. As Figure 11.4 shows, L2 students are very aware of the prototypical 
meanings that are expressed through the particle. This is also the case of 
syntactic constructions (see Figure 11.5).

Finally, frequency effects can also be seen in the syntactic patterns used 
with transitive verbs. Learners are not only aware of the frequency with 
which certain meanings are used but they also pay attention to the most 
prototypical syntactic structure in which PVs appear.
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It is by looking at these frequency effects that we can now explain some of 
the phenomena of overuse that were detected along with avoidance. As Cobb 
(2003) states, overuse is the other side of avoidance and is closely linked to it.

11.8 Conclusion

The analysis of OUT-PVs shows that learners’ L1may have an infl uence on 
underproduction of this group of verbs. This fi nding would seem to be in 
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accordance with the analyses which, based on Slobin’s ‘thinking for speaking’ 
hypothesis, posit that what Talmy (2000) calls Verb-framed languages (Romance 
languages in general) are less likely to express the path of motion events.

The data shown here for Spanish speakers reveal that the use or avoid-
ance of PVs will refl ect this tendency even more markedly than motion 
events. The level of avoidance detected in this study is a reliable indication 
that L1 Spanish learners of English underproduce ‘out’-PVs to a much 
greater degree than the speakers of Swedish.

However, avoidance of PV use seems to be compatible with awareness on 
the part of learners of the frequency and prototypicality of the different PVs, 
their most frequent meanings and the structures in which they are used.

Future research should establish whether the patterns described in this 
study will also hold for the entire phenomenon of PVs.
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12.1 Introduction

The development of Computer Learner Corpora (CLC) in the early 1990s 
marked a new direction in the fi eld of corpus linguistics and its relation to 
foreign language learning research and pedagogy. According to Granger 
(2003), CLC are electronic collections of authentic foreign or second 
language data. Undoubtedly, the International Corpus of Learner English 
(ICLE), founded and coordinated by Sylvianne Granger of the Université 
Catholique de Louvain in Belgium (Granger 1993, 1998), is the most cited 
in the literature. It was based on a large collection of essays written by 
French-speaking undergraduates of English Language and Literature. The 
original project was later expanded to include texts produced by language 
learners from a variety of different L1 backgrounds, including French, 
German, Dutch, Spanish, Swedish, Finnish, Polish, Czech, Bulgarian, 
Russian, Italian, Hebrew, Japanese and Chinese. In general the sub-corpora 
in the ICLE are of approximately 200,000 words per native language, and 
are therefore much smaller than native speaker (NS) corpora in general.

Our corpus, which is in its early stages, will be a multilingual learner 
corpus involving the written work of students learning English, Spanish, 
French and German as a foreign language, and also Catalan, as a fi rst, 
second or foreign language. With a student population of approximately 
30,000, and a total of 1,750 credits on the curriculum assigned to the 
Department of Applied Linguistics, we expect to achieve a reasonable sized 
corpus. The degree courses on offer include Architecture, Fine Arts, Civil 
Engineering, Agronomy, Applied Computer Science, Industrial Engineering, 
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Geodesy, etc. The students are required to read a large amount of scientifi c 
and technical texts, and to produce written texts themselves which may be 
of a specifi c nature and related to their mainstream subjects, or may involve 
general language output. To our knowledge, the only other multilingual 
learner corpus to date, COMET (Tagnin 2001), is being developed at the 
University of Sao Paulo, Brazil, and has been created for teaching and trans-
lation studies.

In the research reported here, we aimed to carry out an exhaustive analy-
sis of linguistic errors, trying to defi ne each category in detail and thus 
avoiding cases of overlap, as far as possible. With this in mind, our research 
question was the following: is it possible for the group of researchers 
involved in the MiLC project to carry out a computer-aided error analysis of 
student output and coincide with the detection, classifi cation and correc-
tion of the errors? And if not, why?

12.2 Materials and Methodology

An analysis of our students’ linguistic errors was carried out. It involved the 
following stages:

Looking in detail at the different errors detected and how they are – 
tagged by the researchers involved.
Commenting on similarities and differences in tagging.– 
Analyzing nuances/interferences that may affect this tagging.– 

The topic was presented to the students as shown in Appendix I. 
They were asked to write a short text on the subject of ‘Immigration’. The 
variables were controlled by asking the students to fi ll in a form providing 
information concerning their sex, mother tongue, years at university, 
degree course, etc.

Our research work was concerned with detecting, classifying and correcting 
the errors in our interlanguage (IL) corpus using the Université Catholique 
de Louvain (UCL) Error Editor.2 This tagging method, developed by 
Dagneaux et al. (1996), uses codes to classify the deviant forms according 
to their surface linguistic description.

To practise using the error tagging method, we took one text and analy-
sed it, fi rst individually, and then the group met to discuss the fi ndings. 
All the tags in the manual were used, as well as two tags of our own related 
to punctuation and code-switching. When comparing the results of the 
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analysis, it was found that there were notable differences regarding the 
classifi cation of the errors and the suggested corrections. The analysis was 
carried out by 7 researchers, all of them experienced university teachers of 
ESP: 3 working individually and 4 in pairs, coded as Researcher 1 = R1, R2, 
R3, R4 (two researchers working together), R5 (two researchers working 
together) and R6. The results presented in this study show the error analysis 
before any consensus was attempted to be reached on the classifi cation.

Although there are a total of forty error categories, the use of only fi ve 
tags was decided in order to quantify results, differences and coincidences 
more easily:

GA  (article the and a/an).
GP  (pronouns).
LS  (lexical single).
GVN  (noun-verb concordance).
LSF  (false friends).

The original text before tagging can be seen in Appendix II.

12.3 Results and Discussion

The quantitative results are shown in Table 12.1.
As can be seen, the most notable differences concerning the error tags 

used involve article errors (GA), and lexical errors (LS). We discuss the 
results below in the order they appear in the table.

12.3.1 GA (Article errors)

Following Quirk et al. (1972), the way we use articles with nouns having generic 
reference varies according to the type of noun. More specifi cally, article 
usage varies depending on whether the noun is countable or non-countable. 

Table 12.1 Quantitative results of error tagging

Researcher groups  GA GP GVN LS  LSF

R1 9 4 1 6 0
R2 3 4 0 5 0
R3 9 3 1 0 1
R4 7 3 1 11 0
R5 5 5 1 1 0
R6 10 2 0 0 2
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In generic reference, countable nouns need an article in the singular but 
not in the plural. However, as Swan and Smith (1987: 83) point out, in 
Spanish the defi nite article goes with mass nouns and plural countable 
nouns when used with a general meaning, whereas in English this is not the 
case. Also there are certain contexts in English (i.e. with single countable 
nouns) where articles are needed, and are not required in Spanish e.g. *My 
sister is teacher (Mi hermana es profesora). Article errors are therefore quite 
frequent among Spanish learners of English.

In the fi rst use of the word ‘immigrants’, the learner has made no errors 
as he/she copied directly from the instructions that were given as an intro-
duction to the topic.3 However the next mention of the noun ‘immigrants’ 
prompts a correction in exactly half of the researchers. Surprisingly, some 
evaluators did not consider this use of the article to be an error. In the third 
case, four of the six researchers classed this as an article error. It must be 
noted, however, that the researchers who decided not to tag the use of the 
article as erroneous were consistent with this view of the specifi c reference 
being made throughout.

R1
(LS)Since $for$ some years, in Spain and a lot of countries more, the number of 

immigrants is increasing.
(GA) The $0$ immigrants are a problem but, also, they are a benefi t for the city. 

(LCLC) In one hand $on the one hand$, (GA) the $0$ immigrants emigrate

R2
Since some years (WM) $ago$, in Spain and a lot (WR)of $0$ (WO) countries more 

$more countries$ , the number of immigrants is increasing.
The immigrants are a problem (PW) but, $0$ (WO) also, they are $they are also$ a 

benefi t for the city. (LCLC) In one hand $On the one hand$, the immigrants 
emigrate

R3
(SU) Since some years $?$, in Spain and a lot of countries (GADJN) more $0$, the 

number of immigrants is increasing.
(GA) The $0$ (GWC) immigrants $immigration$ are a problem but (PW), also 

(PW), they are a benefi t for the city. (LCLC) In one hand $on one hand$, (GA) 
the $0$ immigrants emigrate

R4
(LS) Since $in$ (LS) some $the past few$ years, in Spain and (S) a lot of countries 

more $many more/other countries$, the number of immigrants (GVT) is $has 
been$ increasing.
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The immigrants are a problem but (PW), $0$ (GADVO) (FS) also (PW), $0$ they are 
$are also$ a benefi t (WR) for the city$0$. (LS) In $On$ one hand, (GA) the $0$ 
immigrants emigrate

R5
(GA) Since some years $for some years$, in Spain and (WM) $in$ (GADJCS) a lot 

of countries more $many more countries$, the number of immigrants (GVT) is 
increasing $has been increasing$.

The immigrants are a problem but(PW), (WO) also, they are (LS) a benefi t $benefi cial$ 
for (GA) the $0$ city (FM)(GNN) $cities$. (LCLC) In one hand $On the one 
hand$, (S) the immigrants emigrate

R6
(LCC) Since some years $for$, in Spain and (WM) a lot of countries $also in a lot 

of countries$ more (SU), the number of immigrants is increasing. (GA) The 
immigrants $immigrants$ are a problem but, (WO) also, they are $they are also$ 
a benefi t for the city. (LCLC) In one hand $On the one hand$, (GA) the 
immigrants $0$ emigrate because

In attempting to understand the reasoning behind these differences, we 
referred once again to Quirk et al. (1972). The use of the defi nite article 
‘the’ depends on the concept of shared knowledge, encompassing the ref-
erence to the ‘immediate situation’ (this may be linguistic and/or extra-
linguistic), and also to the ‘larger situation’ involving general knowledge. 
The term ‘immigrant’ has already been mentioned in the general introduc-
tory sense in the fi rst sentence, and therefore the defi nite article that follows 
when the next reference is made to ‘the immigrants’ may be considered 
anaphoric as ‘the term anaphoric reference is used where the uniqueness 
of reference of some phrase the X is supplied by information given earlier in 
the discourse’ (Quirk et al. 1972: 267). It may also be the case of the ‘larger 
situation’ whereby the defi nite article is used to refer to cases where the 
mutual understanding is derived from the extralinguistic situation (Ibid.). 
As the phenomenon of immigration has become a prominent issue in the 
media, it may be that when referring to ‘the immigrants’ the evaluators who 
did not mark the use of the defi nite article as incorrect understand that the 
writer is writing about the immigrants we all see and hear about every day, 
and in this sense they are specifi c.

Thus the disparity in the results is due to the fact that the researchers 
did not agree upon the nature of one particular noun as being of generic 
or specifi c usage, and also the frequency of use of the noun ‘immigrants’ 
created a further imbalance in the results.
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12.3.2 GP (Pronouns)

Spanish L1 learners of English have a particularly high incidence of
this type of error (MacDonald 2004). Most errors in this category involve 
incorrect choice of personal pronouns and possessive adjectives. This may 
be due to the fact that subject pronouns are mostly unnecessary in Spanish 
since the verb infl ection indicates person and number. Errors are fre-
quently made by learners in their elementary practice of English in the 
correct use of possessive pronouns both attributive and predicative. In 
the analysis of the corpus under study, the subcategory GP – the use of 
errors involving not only all categories of pronouns but also reference 
problems – seemed to be easy to identify by the researchers, and there 
was a high rate of agreement among them. However, only one of the 
researchers (R5) included reference when analysing this subcategory: 
‘A city (GP) as Valencia $such as Valencia$’, ‘Problems (GP) as $such as$ 
the decrease’. As regards the tagging of both ‘like’ and ‘as’, there was a 
certain amount of disagreement, for instance, R2 thought it should be an 
LS (single lexical error).

R1
(GP) this $these$ people
(GP) his $their$ miserable life
(GP) other $a$ country

R2
(GP) they $themselves$
(GP) this $these$ people
(GP) other $another$
(GP) his $their$ miserable (FM) life $lives$

R3
(GP) his $their$ miserable
for (GP) they $them$ and immigrants (GP) that $0$ come

R4
(GP) It $Immigration$
(GP) This fact $which$ (not correctly tagged)

R5
for (GP) they $them$ and for their families
(GP) this $these people$
(GP) his miserable life $their
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A city (GP) as Valencia $such as Valencia
Problems (GP) as $such as$ the decrease

R6
(GP) this $these$ people
(GP) his $their$ miserable life

12.3.3 GVN (noun-verb concordance)

According to Quirk et al. (1972: 359), concord can be broadly defi ned as 
the relationship between two grammatical elements such that if one of 
them contains a particular feature (e.g. plurality) then the other also has to 
have that feature. The most important type of concord in English is con-
cord of number between subject and verb. In the present error study, GVN, 
errors of concord between a subject and its verb were identifi ed by four 
correctors; one other (R2) was chosen to mark the whole of the fi rst clause 
of the sentence as a style error (although including a change in subject verb 
concordance), while R6 had not noticed the error, possibly because of high 
reading speed or lack of attention.

R1, R3, R4, R5.
This fact (GVN) cause $causes$

R2
(S) This fact cause a lot of people begin to suspicious about them. $This fact makes a 

lot of people begin to be suspicious of them$

12.3.4 LS (lexical single)

First it should be noted that this category of error, like the defi nite article, 
also showed a great disparity in its classifi cation. The differences range from 
zero tags in the case of R3, to the highest number of instances, 11, detected 
by R4. We shall look in greater detail at the cases presented here and the 
possible reasons for the differences in tagging by the participants in the 
project.

12.3.5 * Since some years

R1
(LS)Since $for$ some years
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R2
Since some years (WM) $ago$

R3
(SU) Since some years $?$

R4
(LS) Since $in$ (LS) some $the past few$ years

R5
(GA) Since some years $for some years$,

R6
(LCC) Since some years $for$

In this case, although 3 of the 5 researchers proposed the same 
correction for this error, the tagging of the error does not coincide. One 
researcher was not sure how to handle it at all (R3), and the other two 
proposed completely different alternatives. In retrospective, R5 realized 
that it could not be tagged as GA.

12.3.6 *In one hand

The connectors that involve more than one word are, on the whole, more 
diffi cult to acquire as the learner has to memorize a longer term whose 
different parts are completely arbitrary i.e. Por otra parte (Sp.), On the other 
hand. These are what Nattinger and de Carrico (1992) describe as ‘strings 
of specifi c lexical items which allow no paradigmatic or syntagmatic 
substitution’ (1992: 36):

R1
(LCLC) In one hand $on the one hand$,
(LCLC) In the other hand $on the other hand$,

R2
(LCLC) In one hand $On the one hand$
(LCLC) In the other hand $On the other hand$

R3
(LCLC) In one hand $on one hand$,
(LCLC) In the other hand $on the other hand$,

R4
(LS) In $On$ one hand,
(LS) In $0$ the other hand
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R5
(LCLC) In one hand $On the one hand$,
(LCLC) In the other hand $On the other hand $,

R6
(LCLC) In one hand $On the one hand$,
(LCLC) In the other hand, $On the other hand $,

In two cases, the group with the highest rate of tags in the LS category 
wrongly tagged the expression *‘In one hand’, not realizing that, following 
the norms suggested in the manual, this error is a ‘complex logical connec-
tor’, and should have been tagged (LCLC).

12.3.7 LSF (false friends)

There was a certain amount of doubt concerning the identifi cation and 
classifi cation of this category. When we carried out the fi rst consultations, 
there was initially confusion caused by a tendency to classify as false friends 
those terms that could be attributed to direct transfer from the L1 to the 
L2, but which technically speaking were not false friends. Moss (1992: 142) 
makes a distinction between false cognates and false friends as defi ned 
below:

A. False cognates are those words that are similar in appearance but do not 
descend from a common ancestor, e.g. Spanish pie not cognate with Eng-
lish pie, or Spanish pipa not cognate with English pip.

B. False friends groups together those words that have similar ancestors but 
whose meanings (or some of their meanings) have diverged over time, 
e.g. Spanish éxito and English exit or Spanish remover and English remove. 
At times there may only be partial semantic identity, as Odlin (1989: 79) 
explains, e.g. Spanish suceder, and English succeed.

When using either false cognates or false friends, learners presume that 
there is both formal and semantic similarity between the familiar L1 form 
and the TL, and negative transfer results. Transfer can also be caused due 
to what the learner takes to be semantic equivalence between words, i.e. 
*He bit himself in the language (in Spanish the word lengua means both tongue 
and language).

In the following case, both R2 and R6 considered deviant the expression 
used by the learner, contract of employment, and a more ‘Englishy’ sort of 
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expression was proposed. These two cases do not coincide with their tag-
ging of the ‘error’. With the other researchers there was agreement on the 
non-marking of this expression as an error.

R2
(LP) contract of employment $work contract$.

R6
(LSF) contract of employment $working contract$

Another interesting case is that of the word ‘subsist’ as used by the learner 
in *they look for other way to subsist.

R1, R2, R3
to subsist

R4
(LS) subsist $survive$.

R5
(R) subsist $survive$.

R6
(LSF) subsist $survive$.

Three groups coincided in classifying ‘subsist’ as an error. In one case, R5 
considered its use to be related to a problem of register. R4 and R6 classi-
fi ed this word as an error, one group as a false friend and the other as a lexi-
cal single error. It is thought to be an error as there is a word with the same 
form that exists in Spanish, and these researchers most likely thought it did 
not actually exist in English. However, it does, but it would not normally be 
used in this context and by an intermediate learner of English; therefore, it 
may well be an error of register as indicated by R5.

12.4 Conclusions

Although there was agreement regarding detection of the errors made by 
the students and in their correction, there was also great disparity in the 
classifi cation of these errors, this being most apparent with the article errors 
and lexical errors.

The fi rst stage of detection of errors is achieved, logically, by comparing 
what was said or written with what the researcher thinks the learner meant 
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to say or write. Corder (1981) explains it as follows: ‘We identify errors by 
comparing original utterances with what I shall call reconstructed utter-
ances, i.e. correct utterances having the meaning intended by the learner’ 
(1981: 37). This idea of intended meaning has been the subject of great 
debate in the literature referring to the analysis of errors. How can we be 
sure of what the learner meant to say? Having analysed in our research 
work a 40,000-word corpus of learner language, we can confi rm that both 
the linguistic context and the topic sequence were decisive in helping to 
detect and classify those errors which could be classed as problematic, and 
it must be noted that only a very small percentage proved to be of this 
nature. In the cases in our corpus where non-native-like language was used, 
and it was diffi cult to pinpoint the exact nature of the error, the tags (S) for 
Style and its subcategories (SI = style incomplete, and SU = style unclear) 
were used.

Another important factor related to the detection and classifi cation 
of errors concerns the judge’s knowledge of the learner’s L1. The more 
familiar she/he is with the nuances of the language and culture, the 
more likely a correct interpretation of meaning can be achieved.

It is also necessary to point out that the researchers do not always have 
a clear vision of the error typifi cation so that a simplifi ed, easy-to-use and 
clear version of the tags list is desirable. It may be useful to give more exam-
ples in the error tagging manual of the different errors in order to clarify 
the doubts the evaluators have concerning classifi cation.

We may also add that, as the corrected versions of the errors do coincide 
on many occasions, we understand that the researchers probably need 
more practice with the actual error-tagging process.

During the process of our research, we observed differences among 
raters regarding both tagging and corrections. Future studies will organize 
the evaluators into NS and NNS groups in order to study in greater depth 
the variables involved in error correction and the similarities and differences 
to be found between these two groups.

Notes

1. We gratefully acknowledge the support given to the DIAAL research group 
(Project UPV PPI-06-04) by the Research Incentive Programme at the 
Universidad Politécnica de Valencia, Spain, for the opportunity to carry out
the research work described in this chapter.

2 An MS Windows programme which does not carry out an automatic analysis of 
errors but helps to simplify the classifi cation and tagging of the IL by the analyst. 
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It was developed by researchers at the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics 
(CECL) at the Université Catholique de Louvain in Belgium.

3 It was noted that this strategy was used on many occasions throughout the
learners’ texts.
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Appendix I

You have 30 minutes to write an essay on the topic of immigration. Essay 
length: 15–25 lines (approximately 150–250 words). Make sure you write 
your name, your School/Faculty, the degree course and/or specialism, and 
your language teacher’s name.
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Immigration

In a world where nearly every day we hear reference made to the phenom-
enon of globalization and the free movement of capital, many people ask 
why the inhabitants of this world do not also have the fundamental right to 
emigrate and move around freely in order to improve the quality of their 
lives. On the other hand, many others think that immigration (both legal 
and illegal) is a problem; that the immigrants take our jobs; that crime 
increases; that our socio-cultural and religious traditions are threatened . . .

Discuss this issue, taking into account both sides of the phenomenon as 
presented here.

Appendix II

Since some years, in Spain and a lot of countries more, the number of 
immigrants is increasing. The immigrants are a problem but, also, they are 
a benefi t for the city.

In the one hand, the immigrants emigrate because they want a better life, 
for they and for their families. It is one of the most important problems. 
Some people in Spain think the immigrants come to our country to get 
our jobs, but this people don’t understand that the 90 per cent of all the 
immigrants that come to other country is for change his miserable life. 
An advantage is the cultural wealth. A city as Valencia, e.g., now, it has 
an enormous cultural diversity, Colombians, Argentineans, Romans or 
Africans are only a few examples of the big cultural diversity caused by the 
increase of the immigrants.

In the other hand, the immigrants that arrive to a new country and not 
fi nd a job, they look for other way to subsist. They begin with little thefts, 
and later, they steal in house or stores. This fact cause a lot of people begin 
to suspicious about them.

I think the immigrants are a solution for some problems, as the decrease 
of the birthrate, and they contribute with an important improvement of
the culture. Although, the immigrant’s fl ow must be controlled and all 
of the immigrants that come to Spain or other country, they must have 
contract of employment.



Chapter 13

Focus on Errors: Learner Corpora as 
Pedagogical Tools

Amaya Mendikoetxea, Susana Murcia Bielsa and Paul Rollinson
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid

13.1 Introduction

As it has often been pointed out, there are two ways in which corpora can 
be exploited in language teaching (Aston 2000): (i) identifying features to 
be taught and developing materials to teach them, and (ii) as resources for 
autonomous language learning. The INTELeNG project1 belongs to the 
fi rst of these. In constructing a database of errors extracted out of a corpus, 
our purpose is to identify problematic areas, to evaluate their level of 
diffi culty and to develop relevant learning materials. This chapter offers 
a general description of the project, its motivation, objectives and its 
current state of development. Our purpose is to show that a small learner 
corpus can help (i) develop pedagogical materials which are appropriate 
for particular learners, and (ii) improve curriculum design (through the 
selection and sequencing of grammatical phenomena). We will fi rst outline 
some of the ideas that motivate the approach adopted (sections 13.2 to 
13.4), and will then describe the project: the learners (subsection 13.5.1), 
the corpus (subsection 13.5.2), the database (subsection 13.5.3) and the 
pedagogical materials (subsection 13.5.4).

13.2 Conceptual Motivation for a Database of Errors 
for Pedagogical Purposes

The conceptual motivation for the INTELeNG project is to be found in the 
ideas behind contrastive analysis (CA) and error analysis (EA), and in 
the resurgent interest in these areas as a consequence of the availability 
of both learner and native corpora. CA was the favoured paradigm for 
second and foreign language teaching and learning in the 1950s and 1960s 
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(Lado 1957). The general idea behind this approach was that diffi culties in 
learning were associated with differences in structure between the mother 
tongue (MT) and the target language (TL). The way it proceeded was by 
describing and comparing features of MT and TL, in order to formulate 
predictions about the areas that could cause interference and error. By 
the early 70s, CA was discredited partly as a result of its association with 
structuralism and behaviourism, but also because its predictions were 
thought to be unreliable.

E. A. (Corder 1967) was the paradigm to replace CA. It proceeded 
by describing the learner’s Interlanguage (IL) and the TL and then com-
paring the two in search for mismatches, without referring to the MT. It 
went out of fashion in the 1980s, with the advent of the communicative 
approach, but some contend that EA became, and is still, a much more 
widespread practice than it is given credit for. James (1998: 19), for instance, 
suggests that ‘EA has never been abandoned, but has rather lain in the 
doldrums perhaps awaiting the signal to ply the main’ (see James 1998 for 
the historical and theoretical background for EA).

We will defi ne error in a very loose way as an ‘unsuccessful bit of language’ 
(James 1998: 1). In the literature errors are to be distinguished from 
mistakes. While errors are taken to be ‘overt manifestations of learners’ 
systems’ (Brown 1987: 171), mistakes are performance deviances which are 
self-correctible. In a study of the type we are conducting, in which there is 
no direct access to the author of the text, the distinction between the two is 
blurred. This is why we will use the very general defi nition given above, 
though we are aware of the fact that it needs much refi nement.

A fully contrastive approach is adopted which brings CA and EA together, 
and involves MT vs. TL and IL vs. TL comparisons. It is also useful to 
compare the learners’ MT (Spanish, in this case) and their IL, to see how 
the features of the MT are present in the IL, as research shows that a signifi -
cant number of errors are interlingual (due to MT interference). On the 
other hand, the motivation for the focus on error approach is the idea that 
learning proceeds by learners comparing both their IL and TL (‘something 
that learners are naturally inclined to do but often need teacher guidance 
in doing effectively’, quoting James 1998: 258), as well as by comparing 
their MT and their TL. Our hypothesis is that by having a good understand-
ing of learners’ diffi culties, teachers and teaching materials can help 
students become better error analysts and contrastive analysts by fostering 
language awareness, with the ultimate purpose of promoting profi ciency. 
It is in connection with this that a learner corpus can be used as a powerful 
pedagogical tool.
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13.3 The role of learner corpora in relation to EA and CA

There is an increasing interest in learner corpora both as a pedagogical 
tool (to assist IL development), as well as a research tool (for the analysis of 
the features of IL). Learner corpora have been used mostly to provide 
information on learners’ common errors, as in the Longman Dictionary 
of Common Errors (based on the Longman Learner Corpus, Heaton and
Turton 2001) and the more recent Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced 
Learners (2007), developed in collaboration with the Centre for English 
Corpus Linguistics (CECL) at the Université Catholique de Louvain, and 
based on ICLE (International Corpus of Learner English, Granger et al. 
2002a) (see Nesselhauf 2004 for a state of the art account of the use of 
learner corpus for teaching purposes). But though it can be used for peda-
gogical purposes, ICLE (and earlier corpora like COALA, Pienemann 
1992) is mainly designed for research purposes together with many other 
academic and even commercial corpora (for an overview of learner cor-
pora from a research perspective see, among others, Granger 2002, 2004; 
Barlow 2005; Myles 2005).2

As Granger (2002: 11–12) points out, linguistic exploitation of learner 
corpora may involve one of the following two methodological approaches: 
(i) Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (Granger 1996; Gilquin 2001), 
involving quantitative and qualitative comparisons between (a) native and 
non-native data or (b) different varieties of non-native data, from learners 
with different mother tongue (see, among many others, Lozano and 
Mendikoetxea 2008), and (ii) Computer-aided error analysis, focusing 
on errors in IL and using computer tools to retrieve them. The use of 
computer tools has allowed researchers to handle vast corpora, giving a 
new dimension to both traditional EA and CA. But there is also a growing 
number of researchers and practitioners who are collecting their own 
smaller corpora to cater for the needs of a particular group of learners (see 
some of the papers in Hidalgo et al. 2007). INTELeNG is an example of the 
latter. By creating our own corpus and identifying and classifying errors in 
our database, we are able to design pedagogical materials which are more 
‘locally’ oriented for learners of a particular MT in a particular context.

Learner corpora may also be used for classroom methodology (exploiting 
the corpus in class for inductive learning) and as the basis for curriculum 
design (selection and sequencing of grammatical phenomena), an area on 
which learner corpora have had, so far, very little or no impact (see, for 
instance, Aston 2000; Meunier 2002; Hunston 2002). An advantage of using 
learner data for these purposes is that it is ‘authentic’ data, though as 
Granger (2002: 8) says, the notion of authenticity is somewhat problematic 
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with reference to learner data. Under Sinclair’s (1996) defi nition of 
‘authentic’ data is that gathered in real communication situations, with 
people going about their normal business (vs. experimental data). In that 
sense, learner data is very rarely authentic, and learner corpora are often 
‘experimental’. Granger (2002) defi nes learner data as ‘authentic’ when it 
is data resulting from ‘authentic’ classroom activity, as in the case of the 
written essays collected for our corpus.

It must be said, though, that while we strongly advocate the use of learner 
corpora for teaching and learning activities, the combination of both 
learner and native corpora is essential in our view: learner corpora show 
the gap between the learners’ IL and their TL, but the features of the 
TL are fully present in the native corpora. Our pedagogical materials 
combine both.

13.4 On grammar and formal instruction

Before we describe the INTELENG project in some detail, it is necessary to 
say a few words about the role of grammar instruction in language learning. 
Though the value of EFL grammar teaching has been much debated, there 
seems to be a growing consensus that grammar must play a larger role in 
the classroom than that granted by the communicative approaches of the 
1980s (see, for instance, Hawkins and Towell 1996). A large number of 
empirical studies have shown that drawing students’ attention to form 
(explicit teaching, corrective feedback and so on) gives better results than 
implicit learning (see, for instance, Hulstijn and Hulstijn 1984; Rutherford 
1987; Fotos 1993 and Robinson 1996) and can help avoid fossilization and 
pidginization (Harley 1993).

There remains, however, considerable disagreement about how grammar 
should be taught, as illustrated by the focus-on-form vs. focus-on forms 
debate. Without entering that debate, we agree with an increasing number 
of researchers and practitioners in the view that some sort of formal instruc-
tion is required for raising learner consciousness of grammatical structures 
in the TL in order to promote advanced level of TL attainment (Ellis 1990; 
Fotos 1993). According to Ellis (1995), attention to form facilitates ‘notic-
ing’; learners can accelerate their acquisition by noticing the gap between 
their own TL forms (‘no noticing, no acquisition’ (Ellis 1995: 98)). The 
kind of grammar teaching we believe is appropriate for our goals and meth-
odology is based on the idea of consciousness-raising (Rutherford 1987) and 
language awareness (James and Garrett 1991).3 Being aware of the forms one 
uses in the MT can help monitor transfer into the TL (Joyce and Burns 
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1999: chapter 3), while consciousness-raising may assist the language learn-
ing process by providing data through which the learners can test their 
hypotheses in order to confi rm them or disprove them, or to formulate new 
hypotheses.

Presenting the students with the errors they, or other co-learners, make 
and asking them to correct them is an activity appropriate for raising gram-
matical consciousness in an attempt to bridge the gap between what is 
known and the forms of the TL. A database of errors like that of the INTE-
LeNG project (see Figure 13.1 below) lends itself naturally to that kind of 
activity. Though researchers have emphasized the value of error correction 
(see, for instance, Ellis 1995 and Rutherford 1987), there are, however, 
those who point out the risks of exposing learners to printed errors pro-
duced by themselves or their peers. In our experience, as long as the errors 
are appropriately signalled, no such confusion arises. Students seem to fi nd 
error correction exercises motivating and fun, and they can get quite skilled 
at them, though whether they can then transfer that knowledge to their 
output is a different matter.

Before concluding this section, it has to be emphasized that not all 
learners have the same need for grammatical instruction. The type of 
instruction we have specifi ed here is particularly suited to the type 
of learner for whom the INTELeNG project has been designed (see 
section 13.5.1 below).

IDNo EssYrNo EssNo GRC ET Original Error Correction

1 1 1 2 GP I think that is the main
reason that *them* 
became criminals

I think that is the main
reason why they
became criminals

2 1 1 1 XNCO I think that is the main
reason *that* them
became criminals 

I think that is the main
reason why they
became criminals 

3 1 1 1 XNCO A person *loved* is a
happy one

A person who is loved
is (a) happy
(one/person).

4 1 1 1 LSF *Miles* of children
are abandoned every
year

Thousands of children
are abandoned every
year

5 1 1 2 WM Older children take
care of *younger*.

Older children take
care of (the) younger
ones

Figure 13.1 Sample entries in the INTELeNG database



 Focus on Errors 185

13.5 The INTELeNG Project

13.5.1 Our learners and their context

Our learners are fi rst year university students of English Philology at the Uni-
versidad Autónoma de Madrid (Spain) – a four year degree with courses in 
English language, literature and linguistics, in which English is the medium 
of instruction and evaluation. Thus, they belong to a group with very specifi c 
needs – the non-native student in a continental English department. These 
learners are atypical regarding the length of the period of formal instruction 
and the level of excellence they are expected to achieve (see Mair 2002). While 
in other contexts error only tends to matter as long as it impedes communica-
tion, correctness and accuracy are highly valued in an academic context such 
as the one we are describing. English, as well as the TL, is also an object of study. 
Explicit reference to grammar rules and concepts is expected to play a signifi -
cant role in the language class, and in the third and fourth year of their degree, 
students have specifi c courses in English grammar and syntax.

13.5.2 The corpus

The essays from which the errors have been extracted are examination 
papers of the Academic Writing Component of the ‘English Language I’ 
course, which is divided into 5 components: Listening, Reading, Academic 
Writing, Vocabulary and Grammar. In the Academic Writing component, 
students learn to write short academic essays, with emphasis placed on 
proper organization according to academic conventions, and on the pre-
sentation, development, support and analysis of arguments. In the exami-
nation, students are given two hours to write an essay of a minimum of 500 
words on current topics (e.g. domestic violence, homosexual marriages).

13.5.3 The database

Our database consists so far of a collection of all the grammar and lexis 
errors found in around 80 essays. The data collection was done manually, by 
marking the errors on the exam papers and then typing them into a Micro-
soft Access database specifi cally created for our purposes. It includes around 
2,000 errors, and contains the following information (see Figure 13.1):

Error identifi cation number (IDNo) 

Essay year  (EssYrNo)4

Essay number (EssNo), in order to enable us to refer back to the  

original if necessary (for example, to provide a wider context to 
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understand the error, to check whether the wrong spelling is an error 
or a typo, etc.)
Grammatical category (GRC) to which the error belongs. Here we 

classifi ed errors linguistically, according to a taxonomy which includes 
11 grammatical categories. Ten of these categories correspond to 
the grammar topics covered in each of the ten 2-hour sessions of the 
Grammar Component within the course, and the eleventh category 
contains errors that do not fi t into any of the other ten categories 
(e.g. word order, subject missing, style problems).5

Error Type (ET): a further linguistic classifi cation of errors using the  

error tags employed in the ICLE project (see Dagneux et al. 1998).6

Original Error, which includes the segments of text containing errors; 7

Correction, which gives the corrected text. 

13.5.4 The pedagogical materials

The Database has been used as a source for elaborating pedagogical materials 
for the Grammar component of the ‘English Language I’ course (a 20 hour 
component spread over 5 weeks and covering the grammar topics 1–10 given 
in footnote 5). We have elaborated tasks for each of the 11 grammatical 
categories in the database. Tasks are graded with one, two or three stars 
depending on their degree of diffi culty, which we have calculated on the 
basis of our experience. This is to cater for different learners as we have 
mixed-ability classes. Tasks are divided into two main parts: (1) the errors 
and comments, and (2) the exercises. The starting point is always an error 
made by our students: taken from the INTELeNG database. Underlining is 
used in Figure 13.2 for an incorrect word or phrase that has to be changed 

Topic 2: Task 2**: Partitive expressions and determiners with uncount nouns

Learners often have problems with the use of uncount (or mass) nouns. The following are two errors 
from our corpus:
 *A recent news reveals this football players are taking drugs
  A recent piece of news reveals that football players are taking drugs

 *It is acceptable to take soft drugs or drink alcohol in a little dosis
  It is acceptable to take small amounts of soft drugs or alcohol
In the fi rst error, an uncount noun news is used with the determiner a which can only appear with count 
nouns (e.g. a book, a man . . .).  Instead, a partitive expression like a piece of should have been used.

In the second error, the wrong expression is used to express quantity. Uncount nouns express that 
notion with determiners like little and much, as well as expressions like a lot of, a bit of, a great deal 
of, a small/big amount of . . . and so on.

Figure 13.2 Task Sample 1: error and comments
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or replaced by another. Each error is then followed by the corrected ver-
sion. The error and correction are then followed by comments about the 
possible sources of the error, brief grammatical explanation, explanation of 
the error, comments on usage, etc., as appropriate.

In providing the comments, our goal is to assist interlanguage develop-
ment, to help learners distinguish what is correct or appropriate use of the 
TL structures and what is incorrect or inappropriate use. As Osborne (2000) 
points out, providing grammatical explanations to language learners 
involves some assumption about: (a) the role that explanation may play in 
language learning, (b) how technical explanations should be, and (c) theo-
retical background.

The comments in Figure 13.2 assume knowledge of the distinction 
between count and uncount nouns. In a context like ours, ‘external’ 
knowledge of the type provided by grammatical explanation is expected by 
learners and can assist them in organizing their knowledge about the 
grammar of the TL. Since these are students who have had a fairly thorough 
grounding in descriptive grammar of a traditional type (in English and 
Spanish) and are familiar with the terms used in most pedagogical gram-
mars, some technical terms are included in the comments (noun phrases, 
partitive expressions, degree adverbs and so on). The theoretical back-
ground is ‘neutral’ but coherent – using terminology and ideas typical of 
traditional descriptive grammar that the students are familiar with.

Another example is provided in Figure 13.3, where we have provided 
reference to the possible source of the error – putatively intralingual. This 
is followed by a usage comment. Overuse of ‘very’ and lack of fi nesse in 
using intensifi ers (or downtoners) is an error that has often been pointed 
out in the bibliography (see, for instance, Lorenz 1998; Flowerdew 2000). 

Topic 4- Task 1***. Degree adverbs: use of very

A typical error of learners is to use very in contexts where other degree adverbs or other expressions 
should be used. 

 *This has been very commented on
 ≡ This has been much commented on
 *This point is very related to the previous one
 ≡ This point is closely related to the previous one

These errors may be infl uenced by the fact that the Spanish adverb muy is more widely used than its 
English equivalent very. Thus, if we translate these sentences into Spanish we would use muy with 
comentado (commented) or relacionado (related). In English, instead, the adverb much and degree 
adverbs like those below should be used:

highly  strongly hugely  fantastically intensely 

Figure 13.3 Task Sample 2: error and comments
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No general rule or explanation can be given in the comments since the 
reasons that guide the choice of a specifi c adverb for a particular adjective 
or vice versa are hard to pinpoint (apart from collocability) (see Partington 
1998; Bernardini 2002).

The errors and the comments are followed by a variety of exercises of 
both a deductive and inductive type involving common exercises such as 
error correction, cloze, rewriting and so on as well as data-driven (Johns 
1990) and discovery learning type of activities (McEnery and Wilson 1997) 
(based on concordances from native corpora). An example of the latter is 
the exercise in Figure 13.4, from a task on the use of degree adverbs, where 
learners are presented with a variety of adjectives typically found with 
certain intensifi ers (on the basis of examples extracted from the Cobuild 
Concordance Sampler at http://www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/CorpusSearch.
aspx) and are asked to identify collocation patterns.

Translation exercises are used as part of a contrastive approach which 
seeks to emphasize those grammatical points in which the grammars of 
English and Spanish show degrees of discrepancy. We make extensive use of 
translation exercises like that in Figure 13.5 (which was prepared for the 
task in Figure 13.2), and the fi nal test for the course contains an exercise in 
which they have to translate six sentences into English.8

While the translation exercises emphasize the differences between the 
learner’s MT and the TL, error-based exercises, which we have included 
for other topics, emphasize the differences between the learners’ IL and 

Exercise 1: Collocations with degree adverbs

The following adjectives, verbs and participles are often used with the adverbs like highly, 

strongly and so on.  On the basis of these examples, try to identify the meaning that the adverb 

adds to the verbal/adjectival elements it appears with. Can you observe any patterns: i.e. 

semantic types of verbal or adjectival elements which appear with particular adverbs?

closely related, linked, spaced, surrounded, interlinked, followed
highly   respected, recommended, regarded, respected, specialized, talented, critical, 

possible, productive, protective, educational, intelligent, signifi cant
strongly   advised, condemned, criticized, denied, favoured, preferred, object, supported,

competitive
greatly  admired, affected, attracted, desired, enhanced, helped, pleased, surprised, perturbed, 

encouraged
hugely  amused, impressed, pleased, underrated, popular, complex, successful, satisfying, 

expensive
largely disregarded, ignored, limited, undetected mysterious, responsible 
intensely  committed, concentrated, focused, involved, dramatic, emotional, irritating, 

moving, personal, proud, religious, (un)popular
extensively damaged, explored, pursued, read

Figure 13.4 Sample of discovery learning activity

http://www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/CorpusSearch.aspx
http://www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/CorpusSearch.aspx
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the TL. A database of errors like the one we have compiled lends itself 
naturally to this type of exercise, which some researchers have pointed out 
is most effective when learners are asked to correct typical errors of learners 
of the group they belong to (with the same L1) (see Rutherford 1987; Ellis 
1995). An example is given in Figure 13.6, from a task on passive structures, 
in which learners are asked to identify the sentences containing errors and 
correct them.

13.6 Conclusions

We hope to have shown how a small learner corpus (and its associated 
database) can assist the development of pedagogical materials specifi cally 
suited for a particular learner group. Learner corpora may be used not only 
for the elaboration of teaching materials, but also as part of classroom 

Exercise: Partitive expressions

Translate the following sentence into English using the noun in parentheses. Use partitive expressions 
when appropriate. 

Example: Me dió un buen consejo (advice)
  He gave me some good advice

 He gave me a good piece of advice

1. Tuvimos un tiempo buenísimo en vacaciones el año pasado. (weather)
2. Los trabajadores causaron daños en el material y tuvieron que pagarlos.  (damage, equipment)
3. Compramos un mueble muy bonito para nuestro piso nuevo. (furniture)
4. Se hizo mucho daño a las perspectivas de paz. (harm)
5. Nos compraron una cubertería muy bonita como regalo de bodas. (cutlery)

Figure 13.5 Sample of translation exercise

Exercise: Some errors in the use of passive sentences

Some of the following sentences contain one or more errors. Identify the errors and correct them:

  1. To sum up, in this essay it was discussed some possible solutions
  2. Linguistics is taught in some universities in Britain and Spain.
  3. His articles are referred to by relevant academics
  4. Also can be said that for a single parent to bring up a child it’s a very hard work
  5. This bench has been sat on all day
  6. John is resembled by his brother
  7. The prize was given me by the jury
  8. This bed was slept in by Queen Victoria
  9. John is rumoured to be a millionaire
 10. It was believed the letter to be a forgery

Figure 13.6 Sample of error identifi cation and correction exercise
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methodology (exploiting the corpus in class for inductive learning) and as 
the basis for curriculum design (selection and sequencing of grammatical 
phenomena). Regarding classroom methodology, discovery learning type 
of activities of the type developed, for example, by Bernardini (2000, 2002) 
in which ‘learners browse corpora much in the same way as they would 
explore an unknown land’ (Bernardini 2002: 166) do not fi t well within a 
20-hour grammar course with fi rst year undergraduates, but we realize that 
we must make an effort to encourage this type of exploratory learning at 
perhaps a smaller scale. As for curriculum design, learner corpora have so 
far had little or no impact (see Aston 2000; Meunier 2002). Perhaps as 
more data is gathered for the INTELeNG project we will be able to identify 
clear areas of diffi culty and infl uence the way topics are presented in the 
course. The objective of all this is to gain a better understanding of learner 
diffi culties and how to help learners overcome them by designing materials 
which focus on their errors.

Notes

1 INTELeNG stands for ‘Innovación tecnológica para la enseñanza/aprendizaje 
de las lenguas’. This project has been partly funded by the Universidad 
Autónoma de Madrid and is part of a general program designed to encour-
age innovation in teaching practices. Funding by the Spanish Ministry of 
Education and Science (research grant HUM2005–01728) is also gratefully 
acknowledged.

2 Granger (2002) classifi es computer learner corpora into ‘academic’ and ‘commer-
cial’. The latter includes the Longman Learner Corpus (10 million words), 
mentioned above, and the Cambridge Learner Corpus (16 million words). 
Academic corpora are smaller in size, the largest being The Hong-Kong University 
of Science and Technology Learner Corpus (25 million words). ICLE contains 
2.5 million words. Together with the INTELeNG corpus described here, we are 
currently involved in the compilation of two learner corpora (WriCLE- Written 
Corpus of Learner English and CEDEL2-Corpus Escrito del Español como L2) 
under a research project which seeks to identify word order patterns in L2 English 
(L1 Spanish) and L2 Spanish (L1 English) (see http://www.uam.es/proyectosinv/
woslac/). It is worth emphasizing the commercial corpora can be used for aca-
demic purposes and likewise academic corpora can be used for commercial 
purposes.

3 Though these two approaches are often taken to be synonymous, James (1998: 
260) proposes a way of distinguishing the two concepts. For this author, language 
awareness is a ‘learned ability to analyse one’s own repertoire – be they in the L1 
or in that part of the TL that one has learned so far’, while consciousness-raising 

http://www.uam.es/proyectosinv/woslac/
http://www.uam.es/proyectosinv/woslac/
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refers to ‘getting explicit insight into what one does not yet know implicitly of the 
TL in order to identify the discrepancy between one’s present state of knowledge 
and the target knowledge’.

4 So far, our database includes only fi rst year essays, but we intend to include essays 
from other years in the future.

5 Grammatical categories: (1) Nouns and Noun Phrases; (2) Pronouns and 
Determiners; (3) Adjectives and Adjective Phrases; (4) Adverbs and Prepositions; 
(5) Verbs and Verb Phrases (I): Tenses and Modals; (6) Verbs and Verb 
Phrases (II): Phrasal Complements of Verbs; (7) Complex Sentences; (8) Passive 
and Causative Constructions; (9) Reported Speech; (10) Conditionals, and 
(11) Other Problems.

6 In Figure 13.1, GP (error 1) stands for Grammar, Pronoun (meaning here 
wrong choice of pronoun); XNCO (error 2) stands for LeXico-Grammar, Nouns, 
Complementation: there is an error in the complement of a noun; LSF (error 4) 
stands for Lexical Single, False Friends: in this case, the error is due to MT inter-
ference, since Spanish miles means thousands in English; and WM (error 5) stands 
for Word Missing.

7 Where one segment of text contained more than one error, the segment was 
repeated as many times as errors it contained, and each of the errors was classifi ed 
independently.

8 Though translation into TL is a much more common exercise for learners, 
we have also used in some tasks exercises involving translation into MT, 
in an effort to promote awareness of the differences between the MT and 
the TL.
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Chapter 14

The Monolingual Learners’ Dictionary
as a Productive Tool: The Contribution 

of Learner Corpora1

Sylvie De Cock and Magali Paquot
Centre for English Corpus Linguistics, Université catholique de Louvain

14.1 Introduction

This chapter reports on the outcomes of a large-scale collaborative 
corpus-based project between the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics 
and Macmillan Education. The main aim of this project was to produce 
learner corpus informed materials for inclusion in the second edition 
of the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (Rundell 2007; 
hereafter MED2).

Monolingual learners’ dictionaries (MLDs) ‘are dictionaries that are 
specially designed to cater for the needs of foreign language learners and 
provide all the information in the learner’s target language’ (De Cock 
and Granger 2004: 72). As highlighted by Rundell (1999), MLDs have 
reaped enormous benefi ts from the increased use of computer corpora in 
dictionary making. Corpus-related improvements (e.g. enhanced descriptions 
of word meanings and phraseological patterns) have so far mainly involved 
the use of corpora of native speaker speech and writing. The use of learner 
corpora (i.e. see De Cock, this volume) when compiling MLDs is com-
paratively relatively recent: the fi rst learner corpus informed dictionary, the 
Longman Language Activator, was published in 1993 (Summers 1993). The 
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (Summers 1995), the Longman 
Essential Activator (Summers1997) and the Cambridge Advanced Learners’ 
Dictionary (Gillard 2003) followed suit.

Findings from learner corpus-based research, which shed light on 
learners’ diffi culties and defi ciencies, can be used by lexicographers 
to anticipate learners’ errors (Rundell 1999). De Cock and Granger 
(2004) identify two types of learner corpus-based information that can 
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help enhance MLDs: information relating to learners’ misuse of target 
language words or phrases and information relating to learners’ overuse 
and underuse of target language words or phrases. While the extraction 
of downright errors from learner corpora has greatly been facilitated 
by error annotation (De Cock and Granger 2004), cases of overuse and 
underuse can be uncovered by contrasting the frequency counts of 
words and phrases in a learner corpus and in a comparable native 
speaker corpus.

Information from learner corpora has overwhelmingly been included in 
the form of explicit ‘warning’ or ‘common learner error’ notes in MLDs. 
An investigation of these error notes in two learner corpus informed 
advanced MLDs (De Cock and Granger 2004) revealed that there was still 
room for improvement. It showed that, although some of the notes in the 
MLDs addressed corpus-attested frequently recurring advanced learner 
errors, a number of them were misguided as they focused on errors that 
were clearly inappropriate to the learners’ advanced level of profi ciency or 
on errors that were either rare or non-existent in a corpus of advanced 
learner writing like the International Corpus of Learner English. The study also 
highlighted a distinct lack of overlap between the errors targeted in the two 
dictionaries, which points to the problematic selection of the learner errors 
that should be focused on.

14.2 The Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced 
Learners (Second Edition, MED2)

14.2.1 Objective of the project

The main objective of the collaborative corpus-based project between the 
Centre for English Corpus Linguistics and Macmillan Education reported 
on in this chapter was to produce learner corpus informed materials that 
would help advanced learners cope with attested areas of diffi culty in their 
writing. Three learner corpus-based components were developed with this 
objective in mind: 100 ‘Get it right’ (GIR) boxes, six Grammar Sections and 
12 EAP Writing Sections.

The three components were compiled on the basis of detailed analysis of 
(1) learner corpus data from the 3.5-million-word International Corpus of 
Learner English (ICLE), which contains essay writing by EFL learners from 
16 different mother tongue backgrounds (Bulgarian, Chinese, Czech, 
Dutch, Finnish, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, Polish, 
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Russian, Spanish, Swedish, Tswana, Turkish) and (2) native speaker data 
from a 15-million-word corpus of academic writing.

14.2.2 ‘Get it right’ boxes

GIR boxes are located at individual dictionary entries. They are designed to 
alert learners to typical erroneous usage associated with a particular word 
or phrase. MED2 is aimed at all advanced learners regardless of their mother 
tongue backgrounds. It was therefore decided that, to make the shortlist 
of fl agged words or phrases, the errors associated with these items had to
be shown to be both frequent and widespread (i.e. attested in data from 
learners from at least fi ve different mother tongue backgrounds) in the 
learner corpus. Possible candidates for the shortlist were identifi ed on the 
basis of, on the one hand, careful scrutiny of the 680,000-word error-tagged 
component of ICLE available at the time and, on the other, systematic 
comparisons of word frequency lists from the advanced learner corpus and 
the native speaker corpus used. Once identifi ed, the possible candidates 
were subjected to rigorous analysis in the whole 3.5-word ICLE corpus. The 
errors in the GIR boxes cover a number of categories including ‘countability’, 
‘register’, ‘verb patterns’ or ‘spelling’.

As Figures 14.1, 14.2, 14.3 and 14.4 illustrate, GIR boxes typically
contain authentic erroneous learner examples clearly marked as incorrect 

Figure 14.1 GIR box at ‘damage’ in MED2
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(the examples are preceded by a cross and the erroneous items have been 
crossed out), clear explanations of the source of the problem and clear and 
practical advice on how the error can be corrected and avoided.

It is worth noting that emphasis was also laid on prominent eye-catching 
presentation (with the use of colour, bold type and underlining) to ensure 
that the information in GIR boxes is not overlooked by learners.

Figure 14.2 GIR box at ‘more’ in MED2

Figure 14.3 GIR box at ‘research’ in MED2
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14.2.3 Grammar sections

Six so-called ‘Grammar Sections’ are included as part of the ‘Improve your 
Writing Skills’ component (De Cock et al. 2007) located in the ‘Study 
Section’ in the middle of the dictionary. The sections address key areas of 
diffi culty relating to either word grammar (namely Articles, Complementa-
tion: Patterns used with nouns, verbs and adjectives, Countable and 
Uncountable Nouns, and Quantifi ers) or specifi c aspects of written dis-
course (i.e. Punctuation and Spelling). The focus on word grammar and 
punctuation and spelling was deemed particularly appropriate in a diction-
ary (words, words, words!) that seeks to help learners with their writing.

Research based on the error-tagged component of ICLE (cf. above) 
served as the starting point for the selection and content of the sections. 
The larger unannotated ICLE corpus and the native speaker corpus 
(cf. above) were also used in the compilation of the sections.

Figure 14.4 GIR box at ‘pay’ in MED2
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The Grammar Sections are typically structured around the following key 
elements:

an introductory presentation and description of the phenomenon in the 1. 
spotlight
learners’ problems and errors relating to it (with authentic learner 2. 
examples)
clear explanations of why the authentic leaner examples included are 3. 
problematic
suggested corrections of the authentic leaner examples4. 
general advice on how to avoid making such errors5. 

Frequency data is also provided where relevant to raise learners’ 
awareness of inappropriately overused items in academic writing, as 
illustrated by Figures 14.5 and 14.6 from the sections Punctuation and 
Quantifi ers respectively.

The fi nal paragraph of each section is entitled ‘Advice on avoiding errors’. 
In addition to providing learners with general advice on how to avoid 
making the errors discussed in the sections, the paragraph also systemati-
cally highlights how the dictionary can help them deal with these problem 
areas. For example, the section Complementation is rounded off with clear 
explanations and illustrations of where and how information relating 
to complementation can be found at dictionary entries (cf. Figure 14.7). 
The sections also include systematic cross-references to related ‘Get it 
right’ boxes and to related Grammar Sections and/or Writing Sections. 
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These ‘Advice on avoiding errors’ paragraphs can thus also be seen to 
provide learners with some form of dictionary training, which has been 
shown to be extremely valuable if learners are to make the most of the 
riches contained in MLDs.

14.2.4 EAP writing sections

Beside the Grammar Sections described above, the ‘Improve your Writing 
Skills’ component in the middle of the dictionary also includes twelve ‘Writing 
Sections’. These Writing Sections focus on rhetorical or organization 
functions that are particularly prominent in academic writing: (1) Adding 
information, (2) Comparing and Contrasting: Describing similarities and 
differences, (3) Exemplifi cation: Introducing examples, (4) Expressing 
Cause and Effect, (5) Expressing Personal Opinions, (6) Expressing 
Possibility and Certainty, (7) Introducing a Concession, (8) Introducing 

Figure 14.6 Frequency of the quantifi ers a lot of and lots of in learner and native 
speaker writing (section about Quantifi ers, MED2)
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Figure 14.7 Advice on avoiding errors using the Macmillan English Dictionary 
(section about Complementation, MED2)
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Topics and Related Ideas, (9) Listing Items, (10) Reformulation: Paraphras-
ing or clarifying, (11) Quoting and reporting and (12) Summarizing and 
Drawing conclusions. The Writing Sections were compiled on the basis of 
fi ndings from a detailed analysis of 350 EAP markers (see Paquot 2007) in 
the ICLE corpus and in the native speaker corpus used in the project. 
As well as explaining the main strategies that writers can use to perform the 
12 functions in formal writing, the sections also specifi cally address the wide 
range of problems advanced learners can be shown to experience when 
performing these functions. Special ‘Be careful’ notes, ‘Get it right’ boxes 
and Collocation boxes are included in the Writing Sections to help learners 
deal with problems of frequency, register, positioning, semantics and 
phraseology. For a detailed description of the Writing Sections and the 
method used to compile them, see Gilquin et al. (2007), Gilquin and Paquot 
(2008) and Granger and Paquot (2008).

14.3 Conclusion

The outcomes of the collaborative project reported on in this chapter
 are a good example of the invaluable contribution learner corpus-
based research can make to MLDs. In this project trained lexicographers 
have worked in very close collaboration with learner corpus-based 
researchers (who are also experienced ELT teachers) to produce 
materials that can be seen to help boost the confi dence of the MLD as
 a truly productive tool.

Notes

1 ‘Extracts, reproduced by kind permission of Macmillan Publishers Limited, taken 
from Macmillan English Dictionary, Second Edition, published 2007. © A&C Black 
Publishers Ltd 2007.’

References

De Cock, S. and Granger, S. (2004), ‘Computer learner corpora and monolingual 
learners’ dictionaries: The Perfect Match’, in Teubert, W. and Mahlberg, M. 
(eds), The Corpus Approach to Lexicography. Special issue of Lexicographica, 
20, 72–86.

De Cock, S., Gilquin, G., Granger, S., Lefer, M-A., Paquot, M. and Ricketts, S. (2007), 
‘Improve your writing skills’, in Rundell, M. (editor in chief) Macmillan English 



204 Corpus-Based Approaches to English Language Teaching

Dictionary for Advanced Learners (second edition). Oxford: Macmillan Educa-
tion, IW1–IW50.

Gillard, P. (ed.) (2003), Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Gilquin, G. and Paquot, M. (2008), ‘Too chatty: Learner academic writing and 
register variation’. English Text Construction, 1, (1), 41–61.

Gilquin, G., Granger, S. and Paquot, M. (2007), ‘Learner corpora: The missing link 
in EAP pedagogy’, in Thompson, P. (ed.) Corpus-based EAP Pedagogy . Special 
issue of Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 6, (4), 319–335.

Granger, S. and Paquot, M.(2008), ‘From dictionary to phrasebook?’, in Bernal, E. 
and DeCesaris, J. (eds), Proceedings of the XIII EURALEX International Congress, 
Barcelona, Spain, 15–19 July 2008, 1345–1355.

Paquot, M. (2007), ‘Towards a productively-oriented academic word list’, in 
Walinski, J., Kredens, K. and Gozdz-Roszkowski, S. (eds), Corpora and ICT in 
Language Studies. PALC 2005. Lodz studies in LANGUAGE 13. Frankfurt am 
Main: Peter Lang, pp. 127–140.

Rundell, M. (1999), ‘Dictionary use in production’, International Journal of 
Lexicography, 12, (1), 35–53.

Rundell, M. (ed.) (2007), Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (second 
edition). Oxford: Macmillan Education.

Summers, D. (ed.) (1995), Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. Harlow: 
Longman.

—(ed.) (1993), Longman Language Activator. Harlow: Longman.
—(ed.) (1997), Longman Essential Activator. Harlow: Longman.



Chapter 15

Advanced Learner Corpus Data and Grammar 
Teaching: Adverb Placement
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Institute for English Business Communication, Vienna University of Economics 
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15.1 Introduction

Learner corpus researchers often note the practical applications of their 
work for foreign language teaching (e.g. Granger 1998, Granger et al. 2002, 
O’Keeffe et al. 2007). Granger and Tribble (1998: 201) describe the advan-
tage of using corpus data as follows:

Until recently the selection of words, phrases and structures for form-
focused instruction was largely based on teachers’ intuitions. While this 
approach has its merits, it suffers from one major weakness: teachers’ 
intuitions fail to provide a complete picture of learners’ problems.

The answer to this weakness, they suggest, is the use of authentic learner 
data in the foreign language classroom. This idea has started to fi lter 
through to publishers and there are now a number of resources for 
language learners based on authentic data from learner corpora (e.g. 
Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners). Learner corpus data has 
been restricted mostly to use in the fi eld of pedagogical lexicography. The 
learner dictionaries produced as a result tend to have a focus on phraseol-
ogy, especially for EAP, highlighting appropriate collocations, and drawing 
the learner’s attention to issues of over- and underuse. Dictionaries such as 
Macmillan and others provide invaluable tools and aids to improve advanced 
learners’ writing in terms of complexity and fl uency, but grammar can still 
pose a problem at more advanced levels, and ELT grammars based on 
learner corpus data are rare.

This chapter seeks to add to the fi eld of learner corpus-based ELT by 
focusing solely on the possible application of learner corpus data to the 
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teaching of grammar and syntax. The grammar point to be investigated is 
adverb placement. The aim is to show how the errors produced by advanced 
learners can provide a basis for more focused grammar exercises and teach-
ing materials in a university English course.

15.2 Adverb Placement in Second Language Acquisition

Misplaced adverbs have been much studied in generative second language 
research as a diagnostic for verb raising (White 1990/91, Eubank 1993/94, 
Eubank et al. 1997, and others). The hypothesis, at least in the Government 
and Binding incarnation of generative theory, is that the verb raising 
parameter may be carried over from a learner’s L1 into a non-raising target 
language such as English, producing errors where the verb is raised over 
the adverb, which then surfaces in an ungrammatical position between verb 
and object.

Some of the work in this tradition (White 1990/91, Haegeman 1992) has 
looked at possible pedagogical implications/applications of the research. 
However, in a study of how classroom input might reduce the tendency to 
produce this type of error, White concludes that resetting this parameter 
successfully is resilient to long-term correction by formal instruction.

Problems with this approach, especially in terms of possible applications 
to language teaching, are that it does not usually take authentic learner 
data into account, preferring elicited production data or grammaticality 
judgements. Secondly, it concentrates on one type of learner error, the 
VAO (verb adverb object) sequence. While this is obviously a problem for 
particular groups of learners of English (or indeed a developmental prob-
lem learners from various L1 backgrounds, see Osborne 2008), it does not 
take into account any more general problems with adverb placement which 
might be related and could therefore be dealt with as a whole in grammar 
instruction.

By using learner corpus data here, it will be shown that there are regulari-
ties in the occurrence of misplaced adverbs in advanced German speaking 
learners’ writing. By comparing these to the materials used to teach adverb 
grammar in the university English course which the students followed, it is 
shown that the corpus data provides valuable information which could be 
exploited in the course’s grammar teaching materials and exercises. The 
notion implicit in this, and in learner corpus-based teaching methods as a 
whole, is that studying authentic learner language and incorporating the 
fi ndings into teaching will produce more effective teaching materials.
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15.3 The Study

15.3.1 Corpus and method

As part of a pilot study for a doctoral dissertation, a corpus of student 
work was collected at the Vienna University of Economics and Business 
Administration (WU). The part of the corpus used in this study is made 
up of 37 seminar essays by 37 different students and comprises a total of 
103,073 words. The students are all native speakers of (Austrian) German 
and they each completed a learner profi le giving demographic information 
and information about length of time spent studying English and living 
in an English-speaking country. The average age of the students in the study 
is 24.2 years and they had an average of 13.6 years of formal English 
teaching.

The materials used to teach adverb grammar to the group of students 
in the study were also collated and studied. This should not, however, be 
construed as an attempt to illustrate any straightforward link between 
grammar teaching and eventual attainment in a second language. Rather, 
the idea is to show how it might be possible to use advanced students’ 
writing to provide for the design of more subtle and appropriate grammar 
teaching materials.

Using the UAM Corpus Tool (O’Donnell 2006), the corpus was 
annotated for word order errors with adverbs. The error taxonomy was 
kept maximally simple and based on the fact that in English certain seman-
tic types of adverbs prefer certain syntactic positions and that adverbs 
can modify different phrasal categories. The error categories are illustrated 
in Table 15.1 (1).

While the absolute number of errors is low at 86 (8.03 per 10,000 words), 
it should be borne in mind that the students are at a relatively advanced 
level. They wrote the essays in their own time with access to reference tools 
and the work was submitted for assessment. It can therefore be assumed 

Table 15.1 Error taxonomy

Error Code  Description  Number of 

Occurrences

Post V

VAO

Adverb of wrong semantic category occurs after lexical 
verb (and its complements).

Adverb is placed between verb and its object.

30

Pre V Adverb of wrong semantic category precedes a lexical verb. 20
Pre Aux Adverb is placed before modal or aspectual auxiliary. 10
Modifi cation Adverb modifi es wrong phrasal category in clause. 26
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that those errors which remain are true refl ections of defi ciencies in the 
students’ knowledge rather than mistakes due to time pressure or online 
processing constraints.

In order to confi rm that the errors coded do in fact deviate from native 
usage, certain aspects of adverb usage in the WU Corpus were compared to 
the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays (LOCNESS). Both corpora 
were tagged using the CLAWS tagger in WMatrix (Rayson) to facilitate 
recovery of instances of adverbs.

15.3.2 English Course

A brief description of the English course the students followed is included 
to provide a point of comparison and to highlight where corpus data might 
suggest improvements.

The English course at WU is made up of three compulsory courses WIKO 
1–3 (English business communication). The fi rst of these courses deals 
explicitly with grammar points, and has a unit devoted to adjectives and 
adverbs. The second and third courses have a more ESP fl avour and deal 
more specifi cally with business English terminology and the sort of lan-
guage tasks necessary for business communication such as letter writing, 
report writing, etc.

There are standard course books produced in-house with teaching exam-
ples and exercises which the students complete. More detailed grammar 
explanations are left to individual teachers. Teachers can and do provide 
additional materials for their class but this obviously cannot be recon-
structed here and so only the ‘offi cial’ exercises are taken into account.

Altogether there were 14 exercises throughout the course which dealt 
with adverb grammar as illustrated in Table 15.2.

As is obvious, the focus of these exercises is the morphological distinction 
between adjectives and adverbs. It is understandable that there should be a 

Table 15.2 Adverb Grammar Exercises in WU English course

Grammar Point Type of Exercise Number of 

Exercises in Course

Adjective/Adverb Distinction Gapfi ll, Transformation, Editing 6
Comparative/Superlative Formation Gapfi ll 2
Adverb Function Gapfi ll, Transformation 2
Position Placement in sentence 2
Other Gapfi ll, Editing 3
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concentration on this aspect of adverb grammar in a course designed 
mainly to cater for German native speakers as German does not regularly 
distinguish morphologically between adjectives and adverbs. Indeed, this 
distinction continues to cause some problems for advanced learners as in 
example (8) below. The analysis of the errors which follows includes 
suggested changes to grammar teaching materials.

15.4 Results

15.4.1 Post-verbal placement/VAO

Altogether, adverbs wrongly placed after the lexical verb were the most 
frequent type of error at 2.9 occurrences per 10,000 words. This also 
includes instances of VAO, which alone accounted for 2.2 occurrences per 
10,000 words. These errors were relatively widely distributed in the corpus, 
occurring in 15 papers.

VAO is of course possible in native English in instances of heavy 
object shift. This is however rare in LOCNESS with a frequency of 0.06 per 
10,000 words in the British component of the corpus. Given the lack 
of coverage of heavy NP shift in grammar teaching and the fact that the 
same effect does not occur in the learner population’s L1, the use of this 
structure is simply taken here to be an error rather than an approximation 
of a native structure.

From a generative theoretical perspective, the occurrence of this sort of 
error is unsurprising in a learner population whose L1 allows verb raising. 
However, an examination of the instances of VAO reveals some striking 
similarities in the sort of errors made, which may be exploitable in gram-
mar teaching.

Fifty-two per cent of VAO sequences occur with a verb in the infi nitive as 
in (1).

(1) ‘In this period it is crucial to provide rapidly information to the 
public.’

Why this particular structure may induce the misplacement of adverbs 
perhaps warrants study in its own right. Perhaps the students have picked 
up during their studies that the split infi nitive is wrong and this is a 
method used to avoid splitting the infi nitive with an adverbial. Whatever 
the reason for misplacement in this particular syntactic environment, 



210 Corpus-Based Approaches to English Language Teaching

it provides valuable information for the grammar teacher and shows how 
learner corpora can provide added value in materials design. All teachers 
do of course have an instinct for what sorts of errors their students make. It 
is, however, unlikely that this sort of specifi c insight about a problematic 
syntactic environment would occur to a teacher without having examined a 
corpus of authentic learner writing. As it seems that this structure causes 
problems for advanced learners, perhaps this sort of sentence should be 
given special attention in teaching examples or in gap fi ll and adverb place-
ment exercises. This sort of corpus data would also be valuable as a source 
of editing or error correction exercises, providing as it does the sort of 
errors which the learners themselves might be prone to making.

The additive adverbs ‘also’ and ‘as well’ seem more prone to misplace-
ment after a verb than adverbs of other semantic categories. Overall these 
two adverbs account for 37 per cent of these errors, and 30 per cent of VAO 
errors. In fact, these adverbs accounted for 21 per cent of total errors in the 
corpus and focusing adverbs for a further 23 per cent. Again then, corpus 
data provides a helpful way to approach grammar teaching and suggests 
perhaps that these types of adverbs should be given more attention.

On the basis of corpus evidence, it seems that there are some syntactic 
and semantic regularities in the production of VAO errors in this learner 
population. This could be taken into consideration in the design of
teaching materials to target those areas which cause specifi c diffi culties 
for learners, rather than considering this error as the manifestation of 
an abstract grammatical constraint which is not amenable to correction 
by teaching.

15.4.2 Modifi cation

Errors connected to what phrasal categories an adverb may modify provide 
perhaps the most interesting category and could probably be dealt with 
most effectively in formal instruction. Modifi cation errors occurred in 
17 papers with a frequency of 2.4 per 10,000 words. In this category, 
focusing adverbs are particularly likely to be misplaced – 73 per cent of 
modifi cation errors involve focusing adverbs, an example is provided in (2).

(2) ‘On the one hand MNCs cannot only be blamed for these negative 
developments.’

From the context, the intended meaning is something like ‘MNCs alone 
cannot be blamed . . .’ However the focusing adverb has been placed in a 
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position where it focuses the proposition ‘be blamed.’ This problem of 
focusing one element in a proposition recurs as shown below.

(3) ‘For a lot of people, it might be even diffi cult to describe their own 
culture.’

(4) ‘The United States have passed a number of different Acts and Laws 
to protect the national security . . . only to name a few.’

In (3) ‘even’ modifi es ‘diffi cult’ too narrowly giving rise to an interpretation 
where one would expect ‘diffi cult’ to be in contrast with something in the 
previous discourse, whereas the intended and more natural usage would 
have been ‘. . . it might even be diffi cult.’ By contrast, in (4) ‘only’ modifi es 
the whole proposition in the fi nal infi nitive clause rather than focusing 
‘few’ as in ‘to name only a few.’

It seems then that the main diffi culty here is with discourse and prag-
matic infl uences on adverb placement. Indeed, this could just as easily 
apply to the cases mentioned above involving post-verbal placement of 
additive adverbs such as ‘also’. Example (5) is typical of the sort of error 
that occurs with ‘also’.

(5) ‘Therefore, separate computer installations caused also a lot of 
separate software solutions which became more and more diffi cult to 
maintain.’

This placement of ‘also’ is possible in native English but with a special 
discourse function. The interpretation of this example would be that a 
number of solutions caused by separate computer installations had already 
been evoked in the previous discourse and this sentence is then adding to 
that specifi c information, focusing this new special subset in some way. The 
more natural order here would have been to place ‘also’ before the verb as 
it relates better to the previous discourse where there had been a discussion 
of what else separate computer installations did but not what they had 
already caused.

It is possible that some errors in this category are due to overgeneraliza-
tion of the adverb placement ‘rule’ in English, i.e. before the lexical verb. 
Some of these examples are at best borderline errors, in example (6) for 
instance we have a focusing adverb in this position modifying the verb, and 
indeed no doubt many native speakers would fi nd this acceptable but it 
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seems strange in the context of the student essay, where ‘. . . especially 
when . . .’ would have been the more natural choice.

(6) ‘Such failures especially occur when there is a lack of experience 
with the method.’

Analysing these examples rigorously would necessitate an extensive 
comparison with native data which is not possible here. In any case, it 
becomes clear when looking at this data that modifi cation is a diffi culty 
for learners and the learner data again provides pointers for materials 
design. The focusing adverbs which pose problems can be used to modify 
various phrasal categories and perform specifi c discourse and pragmatic 
functions such as adding and focusing information. It would seem then to 
be helpful to include some instruction which makes explicit the semantic 
and pragmatic differences between different adverbial positions for these 
types of adverbs as in (7).

(7) ‘Even I like grammar classes.’
 ‘I even like grammar classes.’
 ‘I like grammar classes even.’

This could be especially relevant for advanced learners who are beginning 
to write longer pieces of work in English and so could be added to the 
familiar exercises and drills designed to practise using connectors and 
other discourse organizing phrases to create coherent discourse.

15.4.3 Pre-verbal placement

Misplacement of adverbs before a lexical verb does not seem to be a 
major problem for the students in this study. The occurrence at 1.94 per 
10,000 words is slightly lower than the fi rst two error categories but one 
quarter of the pre-verbal errors occurred in one paper. As mentioned briefl y 
above, the tendency where the error did occur was to overgeneralize the 
pre-verbal position to those semantic categories of adverb which prefer 
post-verbal position. The following example is informative:

(8) ‘The word metaphor is well known but often different seen by 
different people.’

Here ‘different’ (lacking adverb morphology) follows the pattern of the 
other adverbs in the sentence in pre-verbal position. This sort of authentic 
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example, as with all the others taken from the learner corpus, could be 
useful in editing and error correction exercises.

15.4.4 Pre-auxiliary placement

Reference grammars note a difference for this adverbial position between 
British and American varieties of English, stating that it is a possible 
unmarked position in American English (Swan 2002). In order to provide 
a valid comparison to the learner corpus, instances of pre-auxiliary 
placement of adverbs were extracted from both the British and American 
components of LOCNESS. Perhaps surprisingly, this position occurred 
marginally more frequently in the British part of the corpus (1.09 per 
10,000 words) than the American (0.83 per 10,000). These low frequencies 
would seem to suggest that this is a marked position for adverbs in both 
British and American English, at least in as far as the LOCNESS corpora 
can be taken to be representative of these varieties.

The WU corpus contains more instances of adverbs in this position 
but the frequency is still low at 1.06 per 10,000 words. It is perhaps possible 
that the slight overuse of this position is due to teaching effects if it is taught 
as a possible adverb position in American English. The learners do however 
seem to treat pre-auxiliary as a marked position and use it sparingly, if 
still quantitatively more compared to LOCNESS. Qualitatively there is a 
preference for modal and connective adverbs in pre-auxiliary position in 
the native corpora. Adverbs of these two types together account for 50 per 
cent of instances in LOCNESS but do not occur at all in this position in the 
non-native corpus.

This adverb position probably requires much more research to provide 
any concrete results. On the basis of the corpora used here, it seems that it 
might be wise not to make a simple distinction between British and 
American varieties but to provide students with information about what 
sort of adverbs are found in both varieties in this position. Here an explicit 
comparison between authentic native and non-native usage might be 
illuminating for students.

15.5 Conclusion

It has been shown that adverb placement continues to pose problems for 
the learners in this study and that adverb syntax is not dealt with to a signifi -
cant extent in the grammar teaching materials used in the courses followed 
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by these students. All the adverb grammar exercises do of course deal in 
some way with adverbial syntax as students have to choose which type 
of adverb to put in a particular position in all the gap-fi ll exercises for 
example. It is argued, however, that the course could be improved with 
some more attention paid to adverb placement. In particular, it seems that 
the residual problems with adverb placement are not due to any major 
defi ciencies in basic grammar but rather to the fact that appropriate varia-
tion in adverb placement for specifi c discourse and pragmatic contexts 
has not been mastered, and indeed has not been given signifi cant attention 
in teaching. This could and perhaps should be introduced in formal 
grammar/writing instruction at more advanced levels. Corpus data of the 
sort presented here could give pointers for the selection and sequencing of 
these sorts of topics at advanced levels of acquisition and provide practical 
help in choosing which type of semantic and syntactic features prove most 
problematic for the learners and should therefore be included in teaching 
examples and exercises. This would be particularly useful at more advanced 
levels when students have mastered basic concepts and require a more 
targeted and subtle approach to help eliminate persistent errors.
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16.1 Introduction

Since Krashen put forward his Input Hypothesis in 1985, many language 
acquisition theories stress the importance of input in L2 acquisition, espe-
cially its critical role in our understanding of how learners create linguistic 
systems (Van Patten 2003: 25). The kind of input that teachers of higher 
education courses consider for learners of English Studies at tertiary level 
includes texts dealing with literary or cultural aspects of the L2 which also 
show great variation in terms of topic, style or length. One of the strategies 
to minimize this variability is to adjust the length of the texts which will be 
used in the higher education course according to the type of learning activ-
ity in which the text will be used, such as the practice of reading compre-
hension skills or even of text-copying by means of dictations.

Our main aim in this chapter is to analyse how corpus methodology can 
help us defi ne the model of language we use in the classroom. The ratio-
nale for this is that the texts selected as class input may be considered in 
terms of their authenticity; as Johns points out, ‘[i]t is by now generally 
accepted by practitioners of EAP that texts used to teach reading should be 
tampered with as little as possible’ (Johns 1994: 103). There is also the con-
sideration of the kind of language those texts are meant to show to the 
learners. In this respect, the texts might be taken by the learners as a model 
of the language used for communication in the ‘real world’.

However, one of the problems we face here is that the texts chosen for 
class input are often adjusted in order to facilitate learners’ processing, or 
shortened to a more desirable length. When this happens, we may argue 
that the model of language presented to the learners may be different from 
language as it is used in real communication. In this chapter we suggest that 
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corpus analysis software such as WordSmith Tools (Scott 2004) may help us 
identify when adaptations or modifi cations result in different language pat-
terns from the linguistic representation expected and, therefore, it may 
help us implement the selection of texts for class input. Our underlying 
assumption is that better input availability may enhance students’ self-con-
trol of their learning, e.g. the detection of new words to learn or the par-
ticular use of an expression in different contexts.

16.2 Written Input Availability: The Use of 
Pedagogic Corpora

All theories of language acquisition consider input a basic component of 
the acquisition process. The underlying assumption for this is that, as lan-
guage is never produced in a vacuum, when acquiring a foreign language, 
learners need data which can be used as linguistic evidence in order to for-
mulate hypotheses about the foreign language. In a broad sense, ‘input’ is 
the term given to the language which is available to the learner through any 
medium (Gass and Mackey 2006: 4), so ‘[c]onceptually, one can think of 
the input as that language (both spoken and written forms) to which the 
learner is exposed’ (Gass and Selinker 2001: 260).

Nevertheless, the language available is considered to be input for acquisi-
tion only if it has some kind of communicative intent, i.e. if it consists of 
‘meaning-bearing utterances’ which can be used by learners for the cre-
ation of an implicit linguistic system (Lee and VanPatten 2003: 26–27). The 
construction of such a system is the result of the learner’s formulation of 
hypotheses about the foreign language, which depends on the learner’s 
experience in the foreign language. This experience is unique to each 
learner and includes the internalization of patterns of use of the language. 
Michael Hoey’s recent theory of lexical priming (Hoey 2005) is based on 
the assumption that exposure to words in use produces a cumulative effect 
in the internalization of their use in such a way that the particular use we 
make of a word is conditioned by our previous experience in our encoun-
ters with it in texts and communication. In this respect, the features of the 
input used in the classroom are extremely important.

In the instructional environment, learners are confronted with a linguis-
tic input which is ‘controlled and structured by the teacher [. . .] and by the 
materials used’ (Gass 1990: 42); it is the teacher’s task, then, to construct or 
compile the pedagogic corpus which will serve the course aims. The concept 
of corpus has been traditionally used in linguistics to refer to ‘a collection 
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of naturally occurring examples of language, consisting of anything from a 
few sentences to a set of written texts or tape recordings, which have been 
collected for linguistic study’ (Hunston 2002: 2), but more recently corpora 
tend to be described as ‘a collection of texts (or parts of text) that are 
stored and accessed electronically’ (Ibid.). The emphasis on the electronic 
storage of texts is justifi ed by the fact that, unlike other collections of texts 
such as libraries or electronic archives, a corpus is ‘stored in such a way that 
it can be studied non-linearly, and both quantitatively and qualitatively’ 
(Ibid.). The reason for this is that the purpose of the compilation is not just 
to be able to access the set of texts in order to read them but also to process 
the information contained in them with different aims, e.g. to fi nd out how 
frequent an expression is in a particular genre.

A pedagogic corpus is defi ned by Hunston as ‘a corpus consisting of all 
the language a learner has been exposed to’ (Hunston 2002: 16). Input can 
be made available as a pedagogic corpus by collecting and compiling the 
transcription in an electronic format of ‘all the course books, readers etc. a 
learner has used, plus any tapes etc they have heard’ (Ibid.). Hunston also 
explains that this kind of corpus is useful for FL teaching and learning 
because it can be used ‘to collect together for the learner all instances of a 
word or phrase they have come across in different contexts, for the purpose 
of raising awareness’ (Ibid.).

Teachers often rely on two criteria for selecting texts for class input: brev-
ity – it is easier to handle a shorter text than a longer one in class – and 
topic – according to its relevance to the course interests (Dubin et al. 1983: 
138). But we also tend to base our decisions on other parameters, often of 
a qualitative nature, such as whether the text is a good example of a certain 
type or a good sample of real language; in short, whether it is representative 
enough to illustrate the point we want to teach. Here the representativeness 
of the text is estimated from its identifi cation as belonging to a certain text 
type as well as from its particular textual features. Therefore, we interpret 
that the text is representative by estimating how typical it is as a sample 
of a type and also how successfully it fulfi ls the standards of textuality (De 
Beaugrande 1980; De Beaugrande and Dressler 1981), especially in rela-
tion to text-centred standards, i.e. cohesion and coherence. The question 
of the authenticity of texts is also related to this issue. The texts chosen for 
the written input of the course can also be categorized according to whether 
they are authentic or non-authentic (Harmer 1983: 146). Authentic texts 
are designed for native speakers, such as an editorial published in an 
English newspaper. Those texts are called natural texts by Dubin, Eskey and 
Grabe, who defi ne them as ‘examples of the target language as used by 
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native speakers for authentic communicative goals’ (Dubin et al. 1986: 
137). Non-authentic texts, however, are written either ‘to illustrate particu-
lar language points’ or ‘to appear authentic even though there has been 
some language control of the rough-tuning type’ (Harmer 1983: 146).

One of the problems of non-authentic texts in relation to their represen-
tativeness is that, when modifying an authentic text or when writing an 
ad hoc one, the resulting text can present features which are artifi cial when 
compared to natural language, particularly those related to cohesion and 
coherence. The text titled ‘The Next Morning’ presented by Harmer (1983: 
147) is an example of this. Even if coherence is achieved in the text, it pres-
ents features which cannot be associated with a good example of English 
language as it is used by native speakers in real communication, such as the 
sudden changes of topic, as the following excerpt illustrates: ‘The two girls 
are drinking coffee. It is very good and very black. Kate is a bad cook but 
she can make good coffee’ (Ibid.). In this sense, we cannot take ‘The Next 
Morning’ text as a good representation of English language; it is not a text 
which we would include in the pedagogic corpus. On the other hand, we 
should also emphasize that a pedagogic corpus for higher education stu-
dents cannot be easily compiled in terms of textual representativeness 
related to pertaining to a text type. Students are often provided with a very 
wide range of written material which may include a great number of text 
types within a course, so it is more realistic to aim at compiling a pedagogic 
corpus based on a notion of representativeness related to textual quality or 
communicative success.

In order to analyse the features of texts as candidates for a pedagogic 
corpus by means of corpus linguistics methodology, we have searched in 
our own personal experience with higher education courses. One of the 
written production activities which is often practised (at least in Spain) is 
taking down messages from the dictation of short texts, which involves the 
reading of a text as spoken input and the students’ re-production of the 
text as written output. Narrative texts are usually chosen for this kind of 
activity, dealing very often with descriptions of some cultural, literary or 
historical issue. Brevity is a crucial criterion here, as this activity is time-
consuming and tiring, so the texts selected are frequently modifi ed versions 
of authentic material, ad hoc texts for FL teaching, or also shortened ver-
sions of about 150–180 words. This modifi cation usually involves selecting 
only a few paragraphs from a longer text, typically the opening ones. Some-
times the modifi cation is based on the criterion of topic, by changing some 
words which are considered too diffi cult or irrelevant. The resulting texts 
are then quite homogeneous in length, although they vary in their degree 
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of diffi culty according to the familiarity of lexical words and their density in 
the text. Until recently, this selection was based solely on teachers’ intu-
itions about what should be maintained and what should be taken out but 
the question was raised as to whether those texts really presented features 
of authenticity. In the following section we present some of our results 
regarding this matter.

16.3 What Corpus Methodology Can Do for Input Visibility, 
Accessibility and Language Representativeness

Corpus linguistics is a framework which provides more advantages for 
enhancing input visibility and accessibility than introspective approaches 
(introspection and elicitation) because corpus-based observations can be 
verifi ed better and more accurately than judgements based on introspec-
tion (McEnery and Wilson 2001: 14) so, in this sense, this methodology is 
potentially more effi cient when compiling a pedagogic corpus than mere 
intuition.

The use of vocabulary lists derived from word counts of corpora is not 
new in foreign language pedagogy (McEnery and Wilson 2001: 4) but our 
claim here is that the use of more sophisticated tools for text processing 
logically leads to more accuracy and visibility of the written input. For 
example, teachers may be interested in producing a list of the vocabulary 
present in the texts used as input in class in order to control the amount 
and type of vocabulary practised and learnt. It is much easier and less time-
consuming to produce wordlists with the software developed for corpus 
processing than to try to keep control of the relevant vocabulary from the 
input without them. These advantages do not only benefi t teachers but 
students as well. If the written input is made visible in different types 
and degrees of processing (as a database of texts, as a collection of wordlists 
or any other kind of product), access to the information may not only be 
easier but may also result in a deeper understanding of how language 
is organized because, as Stubbs points out, ‘[i]ntuitive judgements are 
particularly untrustworthy with respect to the frequency and distribution 
of different forms and meanings of words, and to the interaction of lexis, 
grammar and meaning’ (Stubbs 1996: 31).

Nevertheless, if we envisage the compilation of the written input in terms 
of corpus construction, we must take into consideration which texts are to 
be included. As we have discussed in the previous section, this choice is 
usually based on their size, topic, authenticity and representativeness.
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Paltridge (2006: 162) points out that the sampling and representativeness 
of the corpus must be considered in relation to the defi nition of the target 
population that the corpus represents. Regarding this aspect, Biber sug-
gests that, while any selection of texts is a sample, the representativeness 
of the corpus further depends on ‘the extent to which it includes the range 
of linguistic distribution in the population. That is, different linguistic 
features are differently distributed (within texts, across texts, across text 
types)’ (Biber 1994: 378, as quoted by Paltridge 2006: 163). However, as we 
have already mentioned, when dealing with the corpus compilation of the 
written input, we cannot ignore the great variety of the texts used in higher 
education courses. The need for using texts from different types seems 
to impede the very possibility of compiling a representative corpus in 
terms of typological representativeness (representative of which type in 
particular?). Therefore, even if we are aware that this kind of representa-
tiveness is crucial for the value of the results we may obtain, we are not 
dealing with it here due to the practical diffi culties already mentioned 
in relation to the compilation of the pedagogic corpus. Thus, this chapter 
only considers texts as samples of ‘real language’, rather than representa-
tions of a particular text type.

We know that the frequency of words in a corpus presents a structural 
pattern which can be analysed by means of a list of the word types in the 
corpus, which typically presents three types: (a) high-frequency words, 
which are prepositions, determiners, pronouns and conjunctions (grammar 
or function words), although some can play a lexical role as well, (b) medium-
frequency words, most of which are lexical items and (c) words which appear 
only once in the corpus (hapax legomena) (Scott and Tribble 2006: 23).

In order to check whether the texts we use for written input in our 
English Language module are representative as samples of natural lan-
guage, we analysed their features in terms of their word frequency. Underly-
ing this, we established a hypothetical link between the frequency of words 
in a wordlist and the cohesive features of the text, especially in relation to 
the use, frequency and distribution of conjunctions and other grammar 
words typically used for signalling clause relations in text (Winter 1971, as 
quoted by Hoey 1983: 18). The rationale was that even on a small scale, the 
structural pattern of the wordlists of natural texts should be similar to that 
of a large corpus of natural texts except that the lists would probably 
present a higher percentage of hapax legomena. If this assumption was true, 
we expected to be able to identify some differences between the wordlists 
of natural texts and the wordlists of defective or non-authentic texts. 
For this purpose, we used the BNC as a reference, which presents a number 
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of about 40 per cent of hapax legomena, according to Scott and Tribble 
(2006: 26).

We started by studying a wordlist produced from an excerpt of 181 run-
ning words which was the fi rst part of a narrative text titled ‘The Origins of 
Policing’ included in the textbook ‘Initiative’ (wordlist TA1), and another 
wordlist from an excerpt of 187 running words which was the fi rst part 
of the entry ‘Edgar Allan Poe: Biography’ in Wikipedia (wordlist TB1). 
As expected, both wordlists presented a very short part consisting of types 
with a frequency higher than one and a much longer part consisting of 
hapax legomena, as Table 16.1 below shows.

It was soon observed that the fi rst part of the list containing the high-
frequency types was much shorter (less than 30 per cent) than the 
equivalent part in the wordlist of a large corpus (about 60 per cent in 
the BNC World Edition) and that the grammar or function words in the 
list were scattered throughout the list and not just concentrated in the fi rst 
part of the list. Similarly, there were lexical words with a much higher 
frequency than grammar words. It should be noted here that, in reference 
to the use of those texts as written input in dictation activities, we think it 
is important to keep a balance between known and new (lexical) words 
as well as between words which are more frequently used and words which 
are less frequent. The reason for this is that a very high percentage of 
hapax legomena involves a very high lexical variety and, therefore, the text 
is potentially more diffi cult to the learners than a text presenting a lower 
lexical variety.

In order to see the effects of text size on the structural patterns of the 
wordlists, we produced two wordlists from the whole texts from which the 
excerpts had been taken. In the case of ‘The Origins of Policing’, we found 
that the text had been taken from a British website titled ‘The Story of Our 
Police’, and we used this text as a reference (wordlist TA2), whereas in the 
case of ‘Edgar Allan Poe: Biography’ we took the whole entry in Wikipedia 
as a reference (wordlist TB2).

Our aim was also to determine whether this criterion of comparison 
could be useful for identifying defective texts in relation to their authentic-
ity and for this we produced a wordlist of the text discussed by Harmer 
(1983: 147), ‘The Next Morning’ (wordlist NM) and compared its features 
to the other wordlists in order to identify differences. In Table 16.1, the 
results of this comparison are shown.

As it was not possible to identify any signifi cant difference between the 
TA, the TB wordlists and the NM wordlist in the features analysed, we decided 
to analyse them again using this time a reference criterion. By making use of 
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Table 16.1 Wordlist statistics in relation to text length, completeness and representativeness

Wordlist TA1  Wordlist TA2  Wordlist TB1  Wordlist TB2  Wordlist NM  

181 6,493 187 8,065 166 TOTAL OF RUNNING 
WORDS

97 1,320 114 1,939 90 TOTAL OF WORD TYPES
69 676 90 1,173 62 NUMBER OF HAPAX 

LEGOMENA
71.14% 51.21% 78.95% 60.49% 68.90% % HAPAX LEGOMENA IN 

TOTAL LIST
30%
(43.3% 

HAPAX)

61% 
(ANALYSIS RESTRICTED 

TO THE FIRST 10% OF 
THE LIST)

24%
(33.3% 

HAPAX)

57%
(ANALYSIS RESTRICTED 

TO THE FIRST 10% OF 
THE LIST)

27%
(48.15% 

HAPAX)

% WORDS PRESENT FROM 
THE MOST FREQUENT 
100 WORDS (BNC)
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a reference wordlist – the list of the most frequent 100 words in the BNC 
(World Edition) quoted by Scott and Tribble (2006: 24) in this case – this 
time we were able to identify a different distribution of word types which had 
been listed in the BNC as most frequent. In Tables 16.2 and 16.3, wordlists 
TA1 and TB1 show a sequential pattern of the most frequent items in the 
BNC wordlist which reproduces on a small scale the typical distribution of 
high-frequency items in a wordlist structure.

In the fi rst ranks of the list (frequency higher than one), we can observe 
a high presence of items listed as most frequent in the BNC wordlist and a 
decrease along the ranks corresponding to hapax legomena.

As in Table 16.2, we can observe in the fi rst ranks of wordlist TB1 a high 
presence of items listed as most frequent in the BNC wordlist and their 
practically total absence from rank 24 (‘with’) down. Even if wordlist TB1 
presents the highest percentage of hapax legomena (78.95 per cent) and 
the lowest percentage of items coinciding with the BNC wordlist (24 per 
cent) (see Table 16.1), their distribution is consistently located within the 
high- and medium-frequency words in the list. In contrast, the pattern in 
wordlist NM shows a lower density of items in the fi rst part of the list than 
in wordlists TA1 and TB1 and a tendency to scatter along the hapax legom-
ena, as can be observed in Table 16.4. The density in the hapax legomena 
coinciding with the items in the BNC wordlist is the highest of the three 
wordlists, if we compare the percentage of hapax legomena in the list, 
which is the lowest (68.90 per cent), to the percentage of the hapax coin-
ciding with the BNC wordlist, which is the highest (48.15 per cent).

16.4 Conclusions

It is our belief that we can enhance the accessibility to the written input by 
making the pedagogic corpus of the course available to the students, and 
that a better access may help students gain control over their learning 
because they may be able to cope more effi ciently with reading comprehen-
sion and vocabulary learning even without the help of the teacher. But corpus 
methodology should be used prospectively rather than retrospectively, as is 
done in linguistic research, so that texts can be selected which meet the 
requirements of authenticity and representativeness more adequately.

In the experience described here, the diffi culties for compiling a peda-
gogic corpus representative enough in terms of the text typologies included 
involved that many of the choices made in the selection of texts were still 
based on intuition. When better representations of text types are made 
available, we will be able to analyse wordlists of singles texts also in relation 
to typological representativeness.



 FL Students’ Input in Higher Education Courses 225

Table 16.2 Wordlist TA1: Rank and frequency of word types and comparison to the 
100 most frequent words in the BNC and rank

Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

 1 THE 21  1
 2 AND 6  3
 3 IN 6  6
 4 OF 6  2
 5 TO 6  4
 6 WAS 6 12
 7 AGAINST 5
 8 ANGLO 4
 9 PEACE 4
10 THEY 4 30
11 WERE 4 35
12 A 3  5
13 CRIME 3
14 IT 3 10
15 SAXON 3
16 THAT 3  8
17 THEIR 3 42
18 ALL 2 40
19 COMMUNITY 2
20 CRIMES 2
21 DUTY 2
22 IF 2 43
23 KING’S 2
24 LAW 2
25 NOT 2 26
26 PEOPLE 2 89
27 SETTLED 2
28 THIS 2 23
29 ACCORDING 1
30 ACT 1
31 AGES 1
32 AMONG 1
33 AN 1 33
34 BE 1 17
35 BETWEEN 1
36 BRITAIN 1
37 BROKE 1
38 BROKEN 1
39 BROUGHT 1
40 BUT 1 25
41 BY 1 21
42 CALLED 1
43 CATCH 1
44 CITIZENS 1
45 COMMUNITIES 1
46 CUSTOM 1
47 CUSTOMS 1
48 DIFFERENT 1
49 EARLY 1
50 ENGLAND 1

Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

51 EXPECTED 1
52 FOR 1 11
53 GOOD 1
54 GRADUALLY 1
55 GREW 1
56 IDEA 1
57 INVADERS 1
58 IS 1  9
59 JUST 1 81
60 KEEP 1
61 KEEPING 1
62 KINGS 1
63 LAST 1
64 LAWS 1
65 LIVED 1
66 MALES 1
67 MORE 1 52
68 OFFENDERS 1
69 ORDER 1
70 ORIGINS 1
71 OWN 1
72 POLICING 1
73 PROPERTY 1
74 PROTECT 1
75 RATHER 1
76 RESPONSIBLE 1
77 RULE 1
78 SAID 1 55
79 SAXONS 1
80 SEE 1
81 SERIOUS 1
82 SIXTY 1
83 SMALL 1
84 SOME 1 59
85 SOMEONE 1
86 THAN 1 72
87 THEMSELVES 1
88 THESE 1 84
89 TIMES 1
90 TOWNS 1
91 TWELVE 1
92 UNDER 1
93 VICTIM 1
94 VILLAGES 1
95 WAVES 1
96 WHEN 1 53
97 WHOLE 1
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Table 16.3 Wordlist TB1: Rank and frequency of word types and comparison to 
the 100 most frequent words in the BNC and rank

Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

1 POE 12
2 THE 9  1
3 AND 8  3
4 OF 7  2
5 A 5  5
6 HIS 5 29
7 IN 5  6
8 WAS 5 12
9 VIRGINIA 4
10 # 3  7
11 FOR 3 11
12 RICHMOND 3
13 TO 3  4
14 AFTER 2 91
15 ALLAN 2
16 AS 2 16
17 AT 2 20
18 BORN 2
19 BUT 2 25
20 EDGAR 2
21 HE 2 18
22 LEFT 2
23 ONLY 2
24 WITH 2 15
25 ACADEMY 1
26 ACTOR 1
27 ACTRESS 1
28 AN 1 33
29 APPARENTLY 1
30 APPOINTMENT 1
31 ARMY 1
32 ATTAINING 1
33 ATTENDING 1
34 AUNT 1
35 BALTIMORE 1
36 BAPTIZED 1
37 BEFORE 1
38 BEGAN 1
39 BIOGRAPHY 1
40 BOSTON 1
41 BOTH 1
42 CLEMM 1
43 COMPEL 1
44 DAUGHTER 1
45 DAVID 1
46 DECEMBER 1

Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

47 DELIBERATELY 1
48 DIED 1
49 DISCHARGED 1
50 DISMISSAL 1
51 DISOBEYED 1
52 EDITING 1
53 ELIZA 1
54 ENGLAND 1
55 ENLISTED 1
56 FATHER 1
57 FICTION 1
58 HER 1 36
59 HIM 1 66
60 HIMSELF 1
61 HOME 1
62 INTO 1 64
63 ISSUE 1
64 JOHN 1
65 JR 1
66 LITERARY 1
67 MAJOR 1
68 MARA 1
69 MARYLAND 1
70 MASSACHUSSETTS 1
71 MAY 1
72 MEANS 1
73 MERCHANT 1
74 MESSENGER 1
75 MILITARY 1
76 MOTHER 1
77 MOVED 1
78 NAME 1
79 NEXT 1
80 ON 1 13
81 ONE 1 37
82 OERS 1
83 PARENTS 1
84 PERRY 1
85 POINT 1
86 PRIVATE 1
87 RANK 1
88 RECEIVED 1
89 REGISTERED 1
90 S 1
91 SCHOOLS 1
92 SERGEANT 1

(Continued)
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Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

93 SERVING 1
94 SON 1
95 SOUTHERN 1
96 STAYED 1
97 SUCCESSFUL 1
98 SUPPORTING 1
99 TAKEN 1
100 THOMAS 1
101 THREE 1
102 TWO 1 62
103 U 1

Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

104 UNIVERSITY 1
105 US 1
106 USED 1
107 USING 1
108 W 1
109 WEST 1
110 WHEN 1 53
111 WHITE 1
112 WIDOWED 1
113 YEAR 1
114 YEARS 1

(Continued)

Table 16.4 Wordlist NM: Rank and frequency of word types and comparison to 
the 100 most frequent words in the BNC and rank

Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

1 THE 17  1
2 IS 10  9
3 AND 8  3
4 TO 6  4
5 ARE 5 22
6 IT 4 10
7 KATE 4
8 VERY 4 87
9 A 3  5
10 FLAT 3
11 GOING 3
12 HAVE 3 24
13 ON 3 13
14 ALL 2 40
15 BUT 2 25
16 CLEAN 2
17 COFFEE 2
18 GIRLS 2
19 GLASSES 2
20 GOOD 2
21 GOT 2
22 IN 2 6
23 LAST 2
24 NIGHT 2
25 PENNY 2
26 ROOM 2
27 SHE 2
28 THERE 2 39

Rank Word Frequency BNC Rank

29 ASHTRAYS 1
30 BACK 1 96
31 BAD 1
32 BLACK 1
33 CAN 1 51
34 CHAIRS 1
35 CLOUDS 1
36 COMING 1
37 COOK 1
38 CUPS 1
39 DAY 1
40 DIDN’T 1
41 DIRTY 1
42 DRINKING 1
43 DULL 1
44 EVERYTHING 1
45 FLOOR 1
46 FOR 1 11
47 FRANKLIN 1
48 FRIEND 1
49 FULL 1
50 GUITAR 1
51 HARD 1
52 HE 1 18
53 HER 1 36
54 HERE 1
55 INTO 1 64
56 ITS 1 63
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Our contribution is tentative in its application of corpus methodology for 
the study of textual features of single texts. Even if the structure of wordlists 
is not reliable as an absolute criterion to accurately differentiate authentic 
texts from artifi cial, non-authentic or defective ones, the results obtained in 
our analysis seem to suggest that our procedure may be useful to identify 
if a text is closer or further from what we can consider representative of 
real language in terms of the frequency of words and the balance and 
distribution of the function and the lexical words in the wordlist. In spite 
of this, further research is needed in order to establish a more accurate 
relationship between a sample text and its corresponding text type/s, as 
well as of the kind of relationship that may (or may not) hold between the 
structure of a wordlist and the text cohesion.
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Chapter 17

A Generic Tool for Annotating Tei-Compliant 
Corpora: An ELT-Based Approach to 

Corpus Annotation1
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17.1 Introduction: Annotation and Language Pedagogy

Annotation plays a signifi cant role in Data Driven Learning (DDL). If 
annotation is pedagogically oriented, this role may be even more relevant. 
In cognitive-mediated learning processes, such as foreign language learn-
ing, it is usual to fi nd tools, materials and pedagogic media which guide 
and help the learner to understand the information she is trying to learn. 
These pedagogic tools may be of different nature. They could be elements 
such as a slide, a photograph or a fi gure; teaching media such as a board, a 
computer or an overhead projector, and learning tools such as computer 
programs, books or any other conventional source of knowledge. In this 
context, a computer could be considered as a tool, a medium as well as a 
piece of material. 

Annotation tools make it possible that the user enrich texts or a linguistic 
corpus with additional information or meta-information which might be of 
interest to researchers or applied linguists. This possibility may be helpful 
in developing high-quality pedagogic materials ranging from plain texts 
to well-designed annotation of information. This was a very important 
concern in SACODEYL.

Leech (1993) states that generic annotation does not necessarily lead 
to high quality standards. It is necessary fi rst to design and select the 
characteristics of the text we want to annotate depending on what the anno-
tation is going to be used for. However, the challenge for a generic tool 
is tremendously ambitious as the possible applications that linguists could 
expect are galore. For example, Levy (1997, 49–50) has classifi ed the 
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general fi eld of CALL in 24 sub-fi elds, such as language data processing, 
language teaching methodology, linguistics or second language acquisition 
among others. The scope of application of a given tool, such as a test, will 
necessarily determine the way and the qualities of the annotation process. 
In other words, the scope of the application of a text or a corpus precedes 
the design of the annotation approach. Thus, in the fi eld of language teach-
ing topic-driven approaches (Braun 2006) highlight the most relevant char-
acteristics from a pedagogic perspective.

If we analyse some of the current annotation tools (Pérez-Paredes and 
Alcaraz 2007; Pérez-Paredes et al. 2009, forthcoming), we can observe that 
most of them carry out the annotation process from the perspective of the 
researcher in linguistics, who needs textual annotation on morpho-syntac-
tic level. Hence, almost all the annotators are specialized in carrying out a 
morphological and syntactic text annotation in a manual, semi-automatic 
or automatic way with, inter alia, Xeros-EAGLES (Cutting and Pederson 
1993), TreeTagger (Schmid 1995), CLAWS (Garside 1987) and FreeLing 
(Atserias et al. 2006).

Despite this majority of tools, there are now annotation solutions which 
allow the use of a more general and open process of annotation, not only a 
specifi c, closed set of labels or tags. This is the logical consequence of 
changing the representation system of the annotation process from the 
traditional way described above to a new approach for representing the 
information based on XML. Therefore, there is an increasing amount 
of new tools based on XML-aware annotation, among which we fi nd 
Calisto (Bayer et al. 2006), LACITO (Jacobson 2006) and LT XML (Grover 
et al. 2006).

However, even though there are now more XML-based tools which allow 
an annotation process, these tools do not generally enable the user to 
defi ne which characteristics to annotate. It would be then ideal that these 
XML tools were generic and extensible. We can fi nd some proposals in this 
context, such as Dexter (Garretson 2006) or EXMERaLDA (Schmidt 2004). 
These tools are a step forward in getting annotation tools to be used in a 
generic way in different contexts of knowledge representation, e.g. foreign 
language teachers who want to prepare teaching materials. However, these 
tools are designed with a research aim in mind and it is not easy to use 
them pedagogically. Furthermore, these solutions code the annotation of 
the linguistic corpora using their own XML schema, not following any 
standardized2 mechanism to represent the linguistic annotation of data 
and metadata.
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In the language teaching context, we need thereby a tool which enables 
a pedagogic annotation to facilitate the development of high-quality peda-
gogic resources to be used by both learners and teachers in the context of 
DDL. These pedagogic resources may be used later for data-driven teach-
ing or just for creating CALL exercises. What is more, it would be advisable 
to produce pedagogic resources which could be reused by other applica-
tions, which implies using a universally accepted academic standard to rep-
resent the information of the annotation (Ward 2002). This way, any 
application using standard-compliant XML annotated corpora could reuse 
these new pedagogic Cushion (2004).

The bottom line here is that if pedagogy can be annotated, language 
learning resources which make use of corpus-based materials are more 
likely to be implemented in the classroom.

17.2 SACODEYL Annotator

17.2.1 Using SACODEYL Annotator

SACODEYL Annotator3 has been developed as part of undergoing work 
on System Aided Compilation and Open Distribution of European 
Youth Language. The aim of the tool is to give the multilingual and multi-
national SACODEYL team the means to annotate seven different corpora. 
The main distinctive feature of the tool is that it has been developed 
originally to implement pedagogical annotation, which means that we 
have not adapted or converted other tools that may have been developed 
with other aims. Another design principle has been that of providing ease 
of use for the annotators as well as power and robustness in terms of the 
output data.

It is expected that different users will have an interest in the tool, from a 
computational linguist interested in annotating texts to a language learner 
that wishes to navigate the features annotated in a corpus, and thus become 
more acquainted with the sort of meta-information that has been included 
by the annotators. Certainly language teachers will show a natural inclina-
tion towards material selection and/or development. All of these users will 
fi nd a very friendly interface that greatly facilitates both the annotation as 
well as the navigation process. Let us examine this interface in detail.

Figure 17.1 shows the distribution of the main window of the tool. On the 
left, we can fi nd the annotation structure established by the annotator(s). 
On the right, we fi nd the annotation performed on a text, in the example 
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above an oral text. Let us concentrate fi rst on the left–hand side of the 
application.

This area of the tool clearly shows the potential of SACODEYL Annotator 
to become a truly generic tool for problem-oriented tagging (McEnery 
and Wilson 1996). This is possible as annotators are given the chance 
to decide on the tags they want to work with, and the tool takes care of 
the rest, i.e. the application performs management, extension, addition, 
modifi cation and suppression functions on this set of tags. This is a key 
point in the development of a multi-purpose application that seeks to meet 
the needs of a wide range of language professionals. 

On the right-hand side we can fi nd the annotation of an oral text. The 
area is divided in four different columns. In the fi rst column we fi nd 
information as to the section of the text that is being annotated (section1......
sectionn). In SACODEYL this is a crucial issue, as the different texts of 
a corpus are segmented bearing a didactic exploitation in mind. For a 
further discussion on the idea of section see Braun (2005, 2007), Pérez-
Paredes et al. (2009, forthcoming) and Pérez-Paredes and Alcaraz (2007). 
On the second column (under Applied Taxonomies) we fi nd the annotation 
that has been assigned to a section, while on the third it is possible to iden-
tify the speaker or contributor. Finally, on the fourth column we can see the 
text proper. Here you can note some highlighting which matches the 

Figure 17.1 SACODEYL Annotator: a multi-purpose generic tool
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relationship established between the tags and the stretch of text that 
motivated the adscription of a particular sub-taxonomy or tag on a section. 
This is optional, i.e. a tag can be assigned and the annotator may decide 
not to establish a link between the language data and the annotation. In 
SACODEYL we call this highlighted stretch of text a keyword.

Figure 17.2 shows how a search tool may render the annotation 
performed on section 1 of the text previously displayed in Figure 17.1.

As seen above, the tool has been developed to meet the needs of a very 
wide range of users, and as a consequence no a priori knowledge of CL is 
needed in order to start annotation right away. The tool is very easy to 
use: tag assignment is performed through drag and drop and keyword 
assignment through select and click basic operations. To facilitate this 
process the application fi lters out the information shown on screen and so 
users can decide which highlighted keywords they want to see or hide. 
Secure deleting of the annotation is also provided. The tool is so intuitive 
that even learners with no CL background whatsoever might use it to 
navigate the annotation. 

Figure 17.2 Taxonomy tree as rendered by SACODEYL Search Tool
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But there is more to the tool. SACODEYL Annotator allows for the 
management of multiple corpus fi les, an underlying principle in 
SACODEYL. Users can thus create, import or select different corpora 
and perform the same or different annotation schemes on each of them. 
The user may work on texts of different nature, spoken or written, mono-
logic or dialogic. The tool has used UNICODE standard (Needleman 2000) 
which gives it truly multilingual power. For SACODEYL this means that 
all seven language corpora (DE, EN, ES, FR, IT, LT, RO) can be annotated 
with the same tool, but for the generic potential discussed above it means 
that any corpus of any language could be annotated with it, from Chinese 
to Korean, just to cite two important non-Western languages. Also, it must 
be stressed that, apart form the language of the corpus, SACODEYL
Annotator will read fi les encoded according to different standards: ANSI, 
ASCII, ISO, UFT-8 and Unicode. 

A key issue in CL is how meta-data are handled. SACODEYL Annotator 
allows that the different XML entities in a corpus, i.e. texts, be assigned all 
kinds of meta-information such as title, author, editor, date, participants, 
description, language, etc. Figure 17.3 shows how this is done.

An interesting issue is the possibility for annotators to incorporate 
external resources or data to a particular section. In the framework of 
SACODEYL, it has been envisaged that this particular feature will be used 

Figure 17.3 SACODEYL Annotator meta-data screen
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to enrich the corpus pedagogically and feed the DDL web system with links 
to web services such as pages, multimedia, textual resources and FLT activi-
ties. In SACODEYL we have for the most part used this feature to feed our 
DDL web system, although learners or teachers may very well use it to enrich 
their language experiences in different ways.

It is worth mentioning that most annotation tools will not let the users 
modify or edit the linguistic data that is being annotated. In the framework 
of SACODEYL this power feature has performed a very important role in 
securing consistency and accuracy. These textual alterations can be easily 
done preserving the annotated tags, which no doubt facilitates the 
transcription-annotation-data delivery process. This is another feature that 
will be of interest to different professionals in a wide array of fi elds.

So far we have discussed the usefulness of SACODEYL Annotator in the 
annotation of corpus-based learning resources. However, the tool has been 
designed with a generic use in mind. SACODEYL Annotator is language 
input-independent, as different languages and text typologies can be anno-
tated. A case in point is spoken language where different contributors can 
be represented by the tool interface, making the annotation and navigation 
process more intuitive. Also, the tool is discipline-independent due to the 
fact that annotators are given fl exibility to establish the use that the corpus 
will be put to and, in accordance, the discipline where the annotated 
corpus is to be delivered. It is interesting to underscore the relevance that 
may have for non-XML-aware users, the fact that both annotation and 
‘taxonomy defi nition’ can be performed with the same tool and on the 
same screen interface. 

Within the fi eld of language and linguistics, SACODEYL Annotator allows 
very refi ned uses and applications. Some of these include translations and 
interpretation studies, general and specifi c language learning purposes, 
computational studies, creation of folksonomies and the generation of 
ontologies. Last but not least, SACODEYL Annotator is multi-user oriented 
as it may cater for different and simultaneous needs, ranging from those of 
teachers, learners and materials developers.

Having discussed the generic potential of the tool, let us move to gloss 
over the technology that makes these generic uses possible in SACODEYL 
Annotator: the Text Encoding Initiative (Burnard 1995).

17.2.2 TEI as standardization method

One of the challenges to be met by system developers is that of standards 
and normalization. In our case the main issue was to decide on the way in 
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which our linguistic data and our annotation should be stored. As discussed 
by Pérez-Paredes et al. (2009, forthcoming), our aim was to develop tools 
and products that could be reusable and, in this way, contribute signifi -
cantly to the ever-growing movement of open-content. We were aware of 
the fact that existing ad hoc solutions could provide us with tools that could 
do the job, but we still felt that, given the nature of our initiative, we should 
strive for standardization as a goal. 

Having such a goal in mind, we decided to use the standard XML repre-
sentation of the Text Encoding Initiative. TEI is a widely spread standard 
for text encoding that provides an XML schema for storing corpus and the 
metadata information associated to them. The main target of TEI is to offer 
a common framework for text encoding and cover all the different aspects 
and features that could be associated with any text or corpus. This way, 
spoken discourse features such as pauses or breaks, can be treated 
uniformly across different software applications. In the case of written 
texts, structural divisions of a text at different layers such as, documents, 
sections, paragraphs, sentences or words, bibliography description, tables 
of content, tagset description, and metadata can be conveniently stored in 
standard XML with a wide range of tools.

The number of XML tools that support TEI is increasing by days: oXygen 
by SyncRO Soft (2007), OpenOffi ce (Haugland and Jones 2002), TEI 
E-macs (Lease 2005), Anastasia Scholarly, by Digital Editions (2004), TEI 
Publisher (Lease 2005) and, inter alia, Xaira (Burnard 1995). SACODEYL 
annotator benefi ts from this standard coding at the same time that provides 
users with an extremely intuitive interface. Our SACODEYL XML fi les are 
corpus fi les that contain the language data, the language data structure 
information and the annotation proper (Pérez-Paredes et al. 2009, 
forthcoming).

It must be stressed that the tool easily adapts to the needs of advanced 
users or computational linguists who wish to work on the XML code itself. 
This feature allows advanced XML-aware users the possibility to perform 
changes on the very code. This can be better appreciated in Figure 17.4.

17.3 Annotation in the Foreign Language Classroom

Adapting texts and corpora to the needs of the language classroom is an 
area where SACODEYL Annotator may be instrumental. It is well-known 
that the text encoding initiative allows the subdivision of a text into 
meaningful fragments for analytic purposes, a feature which has been 



 A Generic Tool for Annotating Tei-Compliant Corpora 241

conveniently adapted into SACODEYL Annotator for the representation of 
our own section element. The annotation categories are declared in a 
<classDecl> element which allows for creating extensible subcategories as 
deemed by the annotators. The section element has been integrated into 
the <div> tags. An example of the categories annotated on a section of the 
Spanish corpus follows:

<div decls=“#routinesTopic #Adverbios #TextOrganizationFeatures #futurePlan-
Topic #Tipical OffSpokenLang” type=“event” xml:id=“R2738C0D1”>
 <head>Una semana de mi vida</head> 

An important feature of the SACODEYL system is that every corpus can 
be looked upon and searched dynamically in the sense that each corpus 
informs our search tool about the different annotated categories that have 
been applied to the corresponding sections. Figure 17.5 exemplifi es this 
point.

This is a major breakthrough in the customization of corpus-based 
language learning and teaching. To date, language professionals have 
been prompted to make use of materials whose primary orientation was 
linguistic research. In this sense, annotation can give language learning 
and teaching stakeholders the chance to adapt corpus methods and 

Figure 17.4 SACODEYL Annotator XML edition and exploration screen
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resources to the type of authenticity that is sought after in the language 
classroom. The search interface shown on Figure 17.5 can be reached from 
the SACODEYL website http://www.um.es/sacodeyl or from the SACODEYL 
dedicated server http://www.purl.org/sacodeyl/search. This search inter-
face dynamically reads the annotation and renders a query tree based 
on the information which has been provided by the annotators. This is a 
ready-to-use example of how pedagogic annotation can be used in varied 
language learning contexts. In the case of SACODEYL the aim was to 
develop annotation which could serve as a pedagogic mediator in the 
process of foreign language learning of young Europeans. Although the 
possibilities are unlimited, the annotation categories which were used 
by the seven language teams in SACODEYL focused very signifi cantly on 
topics, CEFRL levels and the features of spoken language. 

Learners and teachers interested in evidence-driven language learning 
can use the power of annotation to query multimodal corpora. Say, a group 
of learners is interested in learning more about the hobbies topic area. 

The Search interface (Figure 17.6) displays 71 results for this corpus, 
which is probably way too many. Learners may want now to refi ne their 
search and establish technology as a subset within the results (Figure 17.7). 

Now the learners get seven sections where Hobbies > Using technologies 
are used. In a way, we have applied CL methods to the notion of topic 
and pedagogic section, which we expect to be of usefulness in most FLT 
contexts. Learners have now sections which deal with a very restricted 
thematic area and which can be further searched. Figure 17.8 shows how 
one of these sections has been annotated as displaying modality, while 
retaining the thematic feature.

Figure 17.5 Annotation in action as displayed by SACODEYL Search Tool

http://www.purl.org/sacodeyl/search
http://www.um.es/sacodeylorfromtheSACODEYL
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This section called ‘On the Internet’, can be viewed in isolation or in the 
context of the whole interview/text and, interestingly, in red, displays a 
feature which the annotation team has found of interest from a pedagogic 
perspective: modality. Now the search has been expanded into Hobbies > 
Using technologies > Modality by way of the suggested features added by 

Figure 17.6 Searching for sections where ‘Hobby’ has been annotated

Figure 17.7 Refi ning a search

Figure 17.8 A section in the SACODEYL Search Tool
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the annotators. If the learner is interested in the section, she can watch it, 
as shown in Figure 17.9.

Of course, word search is central to the application. Figure 17.10 shows 
‘Facebook’ search in SACODEYL.

Using this search, learners could build up a sense of the contexts where 
one could expect to fi nd Facebook in discourse, i.e. being a member of 
Facebook, fi nd Facebook really good, Facebook is for slightly older people, 
go on Facebook, etc., which while not being representative of English 

Figure 17.9 A multimodal section

Figure 17.10 Word search
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discourse as BNC, still can compensate for the important weaknesses of 
representative corpora in pedagogic contexts.

17.4 Conclusions and Future Work

SACODEYL Annotator has already enabled the SACODEYL team to 
accomplish DDL-oriented pedagogical annotation (Tornero et al. 2007). 
However, it is our intention to refi ne and improve the tool to make it as 
generic and fl exible as possible. 

The tool may contribute to building knowledge in many disciplines and 
provide textual resources with different kinds of annotated enrichment. 
In special, the tool could be helpful in CALL-related fi elds providing 
high-quality pedagogical materials stored in a standard format. Further-
more, these materials could be also reused by a wide amount of tools that 
support TEI.

SACODEYL is then the fi rst major effort where pedagogic DDL has been 
implemented. By using TEI standardization, we hope to make this effort 
even more meaningful to the FLT and linguistic community. This environ-
ment can be viewed as a language learning platform which integrates 
multimodal search facilities, including section search and browse plus the 
more traditional concordance lines.

So far we have implemented P5 version of the TEI guidelines, which were 
released on 1 November 2007. Future work on SACODEYL Annotator 
is focused on the dissemination of the tool in connection with the Text 
Encoding Initiative tools and utilities such as XAIRA (Burnard 2004), 
TAPoR 4, PhiloLogic 5 or Wordhoard 6.

A wiki7 has been established to attract the interest of fellow researchers in 
pedagogical annotation, and we expect to continue to develop SACODEYL 
Annotator into a more powerful device and system independent tool to store 
and process texts and corpora that can be used in the language classroom.

Notes

1 System Aided Compilation and Open Distribution of European Youth Language 
research funded by the European Commission under the Socrates-Minerva initia-
tive (225836-CP-1-2005-1-ES-MINERVA).

2  The importance of standards in computer science lies beyond the scope of this 
article. Suffi ce it to say that if standard XML is used more and more users and 
applications will reuse the annotated resources.
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3  SACODEYL Site, http://www.um.es/sacodeyl, URL last accessed 15.07.2009)
4 http://portal.tapor.ca/portal/portal, URL last accessed 15.07.2009)
5 http://www.lib.uchicago.edu/efts/ARTFL/philologic/, URL last accessed 

15.07.2009)
6 http://wordhoard.northwestern.edu/userman/index.html, URL last accessed 

15.07.2009)
7 http://www.tei-c.org/wiki/index.php/Sacodeyl_Annotator, URL last accessed 

15.07.2009)
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Chapter 18

Translation and Language Learning: 
AlfraCOVALT as a Tool for Raising Learners’ 

Pragmatic Awareness of the Speech 
Act of Requesting1

Josep Roderic Guzmán Pitarch and Eva Alcón Soler
Universitat Jaume I, Castelló

18.1 Introduction

Applied linguistics has always been infl uenced by linguistic theories. In this 
sense, the shift from a concern with formal aspects of language (structural 
and generative linguistics) towards the study of language as communication 
created the conditions for adopting a pragmatic approach in linguistics 
and a large body of research on factors infl uencing learners’ development 
of communicative competence. In the fi eld of linguistics, Hymes (1972), 
Levinson (1983) and Leech (1983) encouraged a new emphasis away from 
Chomsky’s notion of competence towards meaning in use, and different 
defi nitions of the term pragmatics were provided. Among them, Crystal’s 
(1997) defi nition, and Leech’s (1983) and Thomas’s (1983) distinction 
between pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic components within pragmat-
ics may be relevant when we deal with pragmatics in language learning. On 
the one hand, Crystal (1997: 301) defi nes pragmatics as:

The study of language from the point of view of users, especially of the 
choices they make, the constraints they encounter in using language in 
social interaction and the effects their use of language has on other 
participants in the act of communication.

Following Crystal (1997), pragmatics pays attention to meaningful interaction 
among users of language in particular sociocultural contexts. This perspec-
tive, also shared by LoCastro (2003), considers both speakers and hearers, 



 Translation and Language Learning 249

or writers and readers, as users of language in context, whose actions may 
be directed towards conveying and interpreting communicative and inter-
personal meanings. Their behaviour, in addition, is motivated by certain 
assumptions of universality concerning matters of linguistic politeness. 
Thus, research has shown that speech act categories and their realization 
strategies, such as indirectness, minimization and maximization of the 
pragmatic force, are found across languages. However, they do not 
apply in the same way to all languages. Leech (1983) and Thomas (1983) 
account for this fact by dividing pragmatics into two components: 
pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics. The former refers to the resources 
for conveying communicative acts and interpersonal meanings, whereas 
the latter refers to the social perceptions underlying participants’ inter-
pretation and performance of communicative acts. Hence, when dealing 
with pragmatics we should consider knowledge of the means to weaken or 
strengthen the force of an utterance, that is pragmalinguistic knowledge, 
and knowledge of the particular means that are likely to be most successful 
for a given situation, i.e. sociopragmatic knowledge. Similarly, Goodwin 
and Duranti (1992) suggest that to understand meaning in interaction it is 
necessary to look beyond the event itself and consider situational factors 
because language in use does not only refl ect context, but it shows how 
interlocutors negotiate which aspects of context are relevant for specifi c 
situations.

From this perspective, translation can not be understood as a linguistic 
procedure, but as an act of communicating across cultures. According to 
House (2008), translating always involves both languages and cultures 
because they are inextricably intertwined. Thus, translation could be 
defi ned as communication across cultures, which in turn involve using 
linguistic resources for conveying communicative acts and interpersonal 
meanings, while paying attention to the social perceptions underlying 
participants’ interpretation and performance of communicative acts. 
The question is whether and how this defi nition of translation can be 
applied to language teaching. To answer this question in this chapter 
we will fi rst provide a historical outline of how translation has been 
used in foreign language teaching. Secondly, we will raise the need 
to focus on pragmatics and review research dealing with learners’ 
pragmatic awareness. Thirdly, we will illustrate how AlfraCOVALT is 
operated and make a number of suggestions as to how AlfraCOVALT 
might be used to improve learners’ pragmatic awareness of the speech 
act of requesting.
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18.2 Translation in Foreign Language Teaching

Translation has a long tradition in foreign language contexts. The basis of 
the grammar translation method consisted of translation from the foreign 
language and learning grammar rules and vocabulary through the transla-
tion of disconnected sentences. However, the direct method movement 
rejected the use of translation as a teaching technique and emphasized the 
importance of the spoken mode in foreign language teaching. Although 
criticism of the use of translation in foreign language teaching and learning 
continued at the beginning of the twentieth century, such criticism was 
emphasized with the advent of Audiolingual methodology, which was based 
on the assumption that oral communication is the main objective of 
language learning. The opposition of translation as a teaching technique 
was based on the belief that the mother tongue would avoid the learning 
of the target language. Finally, within the communicative approach the 
controversy about using translation in the language classroom is not settled. 
As far as the principles of communicative language teaching (CLT) are 
concerned, there seems to be a consensus on focusing on learners’ devel-
opment of communicative competence, as well as on the principle that 
communication is both an end and a means towards language learning. 
Concerning the former principle, speech act theory motivated the CLT 
content by designing functional-notional syllabi, which in turn infl uenced 
Hymes’s (1972) notion of communicative competence. Hymes’s original 
defi nition of communicative competence, which has been taken into account 
in several pedagogically communicative competence models (Canale and 
Swain 1980; Canale 1983; Bachman 1990; Celce-Murcia et al. 1995; Alcón 
2000), have infl uenced the selection of the content of CLT, pragmatics 
being a key component. However, although pro-translation voices suggest 
using translation in CLT as a technique to raise awareness of contrasts 
between native and foreign language pragmatic competence, translation is 
often not related to the desired principles of CLT. In our opinion, the 
problem seems to be that in evaluating translation as a technique 
to increase learners’ pragmatic competence, only pragmalinguistic is 
considered while sociopragmatic issues are neglected. The emphasis on 
pragmalinguistic issues results, as reported by House (2008), in failure 
to exploit the pedagogic usefulness of translation as a complex cross-
linguistic activity. However, in line with House, we suggest that the strong 
pragmatic component in translation makes it potentially useful in raising 
learners’ pragmatic awareness, an issue that has motivated current research 
in the fi eld of interlanguage pragmatics.
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18.3 Pragmatic Awareness and Language Learning

Analysing language use in context has provided language teachers and 
learners with a research-based understanding of the language forms and 
functions that are appropriate to the many contexts in which a language 
may be used. From this perspective, research in cross-cultural pragmatics 
has provided information on the interactive norms in different languages 
and cultures. Cross-cultural studies with a focus on speakers’ pragmatic 
performance aim to determine whether the same speech act can be found 
in different cultures, and if so, to what extent it is performed. Likewise, 
explanations that account for those differences are provided. Among them, 
pragmatic transfer at the level of formal, semantic and speakers’ perception 
of contextual factors seem to explain some of the differences between 
L1 and L2 speakers’ use of the language. In addition, research from 
an interlanguage perspective takes into account acquisitional rather than 
contrastive issues, but in line with cross-cultural studies, it has focused 
on routines and pragmalinguistic realizations of different speech acts. 
A wide amount of studies now exist with a focus on request realizations 
(Hassall 1997; Li 2000; Rose 2000, among many others). Other speech acts 
that have received some attention on the part of scholars may be refusals 
(Félix-Brasdefer 2004), compliments (Rose and Ng 2001), and apologies 
(Trosborg 1995). We may also fi nd exceptional studies in which socio-
pragmatic factors have been dealt with, but they usually refer to descriptions 
of situations presented to learners so that they acknowledge the most 
appropriate routine (Lorenzo-Dus 2001).

Although the sociopragmatic component has received less attention in 
interlanguage pragmatics, there is no doubt that sociopragmatics is relevant 
in L2 pragmatic development. On that account, Brown and Levinson’s 
(1987) politeness variables – namely those of power, distance and ranking 
of imposition – and Scollon and Scollon’s (1995) suggested politeness 
frameworks on the basis of face relationships have been used as a point of 
departure when dealing with pragmatics in foreign language learning and 
teaching. For instance, Scollon and Scollon’s framework is considered in 
Safont’s (2005) study devoted to examining the extent to which explicit 
instruction on learners’ use of request formulae throughout one semester 
affected their use of peripheral modifi cation devices. The training sessions 
consisted of description, explanation, discussion and practice on requests 
in context, and data were collected by means of a pre-test and post-test 
distributed before and after the instructional period. Results showed a 
positive effect of explicit instruction, since the use of the awareness-raising 



252 Corpus-Based Approaches to English Language Teaching

and production tasks employed in the study favoured learners’ appropriate 
use of request peripheral modifi cation devices after the treatment although, 
as claimed by the author, these elements had not been taught explicitly. 
Another example can be found in Martínez-Flor (2008). The author exam-
ined the effectiveness of an inductive-deductive teaching approach on 
learners’ appropriate use of request modifi ers in different situations that 
varied according to the three sociopragmatic factors described in Brown 
and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, namely those of social distance, 
power and degree of imposition. Results from this study indicated that, 
after being engaged in the instructional period, learners (i) used a greater 
number of request modifi ers; (ii) made use of a higher number of both 
internal and external modifi ers and (iii) employed all different sub-types 
of internal and external modifi ers, thus, including a wider variety of 
mitigating devices in learners’ requestive behaviour.

In addition, pragmatic awareness seems to be particularly relevant in 
foreign language learning. Research on ILP has demonstrated that, in 
contrast to native speakers, who may not need to recognize speech act 
type consciously, foreign language learners’ attention to pragmatic issues 
seems to be important due to the input diffi culties found in foreign 
language contexts for pragmatic learning. Alcón and Safont (2008) illus-
trate how several investigations draw on Schmidt’s (1993, 2001) noticing 
hypothesis to address awareness-raising as an approach to the teaching of 
pragmatics. These authors also point out that the studies conducted by 
Rose (2000) Grant and Starks (2001), Washburn (2001) and Alcón (2005) 
were motivated by the assumption that audiovisual input provides ample 
opportunities to address all aspects of language use in a variety of contexts. 
In addition, audiovisual input is reported to be useful to expose learners to 
the pragmatic aspects of the target language. Finally, the authors suggest 
that pragmatic judgement tasks based on audiovisual discourse analysis are 
useful to prepare learners for communication in new cultural settings.

From this perspective, corpora created and built with translations from 
audiovisual texts can be used to increase learners’ pragmatic awareness. 
As stated by various scholars, learners’ pragmatic awareness manifested 
in their ability to recognize and identify speech act types is limited. For 
instance, Kasper’s (1984) investigation of the pragmatic comprehension of 
German-speaking English learners, suggested that failure to comprehend 
the illocutionary force of speech acts could be explained by learners’ inabil-
ity to produce those illocutionary devices in non-conventional indirect 
speech acts. In addition, the effect of language profi ciency on learners’ 
pragmatic awareness has been examined by Koike (1996), Cook and 
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Liddicoat (2002) and García (2004) pointing out learners’ profi ciency-re-
lated differences in the identifi cation of speech acts. In our opinion, contex-
tual knowledge and linguistic ability should be viewed as complementing 
variables that interact with each other in the comprehension of L2 culture. 
From this point of view, using translation in foreign language classrooms 
could be used as a fi rst step to raise learners’ sociopragmatic and pragma-
linguistic awareness. As we will illustrate next, teaching particular pragmatic 
features, such as requests, can be achieved by means presenting learners with 
contextualized examples of requests in translation and using AlfraCOVALT 
together with and an inductive-deductive teaching approach.

18.4 Using AlfraCOVALT to Increase Learners’ Pragmatic 
Awareness of the Speech Act of Requesting

The pragmatic feature selected to illustrate how to use AlfraCOVALT to 
increase learners’ pragmatic awareness is the speech act of request. 
Trosborg (1995), Sifi anou (1999), Márquez Reiter (2000) and Safont 
(2005) among others, have claimed that requests consist of two parts, 
(i) the core request or head act and (ii) the peripheral elements (see Safont, 
2008, for a detail explanation of the speech act of request). On the one 
hand, the head act is the main utterance which has the function of request-
ing and can stand by itself. On the other hand, the peripheral elements are 
additional items which may follow and/or precede the request head act. 
They do not change the propositional content of the request head act 
but rather serve to either mitigate or aggravate its force. Since request 
modifi ers accompany the request head act with the purpose of varying 
politeness levels and decreasing threatening conditions, they have notable 
importance when dealing with learning how to request. For the present 
study we followed Trosborg’s (1995) typology of request realization strate-
gies (Table 18.1) and the typology of peripheral request modifi cation 
devices suggested by Alcón et al. (2005) and described in Table 18.2. 
An adaptation of Sifi anou’s taxonomy (1999) and the analysis of Spanish EFL 
learners’ oral production data of request modifi cation devices (Martínez-
Flor and Usó, 2006) was taken into account in the design of the taxonomy 
provided in Table 18.2. Moreover, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) socioprag-
matic factors, summarized in Table 18.3, were also taken into account.

In addition, learners were trained to use AlfraCOVALT in their language 
classroom. AlfraCOVALT is a query programme that processes two corpora: 
the Auvi corpus and the COVALT corpus. Auvi is a corpus ad hoc created 
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Table 18.1 Trosborg’s typology (1995)

REQUEST REALISATION STRATEGIES

Indirect Hints: Statement I have to be at the airport in half 
an hour

Conventionally
Indirect 

(hearer-based)

Ability: Could you…?/ Can you…? Can you lend me your car?
Willingness: Would you…? Would you lend me your car?
Permission: May I…? May I borrow your car?
Suggestory formulae: How about…? How about lending me your car?

Conventionally
Indirect 

(speaker-based)

Wishes: I would like… I would like to borrow your car
Desires/ needs: I want/ need you to… I want you to lend me your car
Obligation: You must…/ You have to… You must lend me your car

Direct Performatives: I ask you to… I ask you to lend me your car
Imperatives Lend me your car
Elliptical phase Your car

Table 18.2 Typology of peripheral modifi cation devices in requests (Alcón et al. 
2005)

TYPE  SUB-TYPE  EXAMPLE

Internal
Modifi cation

Openers Do you think you could open the window?
Would you mind opening the window?

Softeners Understatement Could you open the window for a 
moment?

Downtoner Could you possibly open the window?
Hedge Could you kind of open the window?

Intensifi ers You really must open the window
I’m sure you wouldn’t mind opening 

the window
Fillers Hesitators I er, erm, er

I wonder if you could open the window
Cajolers You know, you see, I mean
Appealers OK?, Right?, yeah
Attention-getters Excuse me …; Hello …; Look …; Tom, …; 

Mr. Edwards …; father …
External
Modifi cation

Preparators May I ask you a favour?
Could you open the window?

Grounders It seems it is quite hot here. Could you open 
the window?

Disarmers I hate bothering you but could you open 
the window?

Expanders Would you mind opening the window?… 
Once again, could you open the window? 

Promise of 
reward

Could you open the window? If you open 
it, I promise to bring you to the cinema.

Please Would you mind opening the window, 
please?



 Translation and Language Learning 255

and built with TV series like Stargate SG-1 (with 94 episodes, of one hour), 
The Berenstain Bears (a cartoon serie of 40 episodes of half an hour each), 
and the movie Two can play that game (2001), directed by Mark Brown. The 
duration of all these programmes together is more than 116 hours. English 
is the language of the original texts, which are translated into Catalan for 
the Valencian TV. On the other hand the corpus COVALT (Guzman and 
Serrano, 2006) is built with full texts of narrative works and their translations 
into Catalan and Spanish published by Valencian press between 1990 and 
2000 (204 works). As far as the interface is concerned, the AlfraCOVALT 
program has embedded a sentence alignment algorithm. It is a query pro-
gramme that searches concordances between parallel texts using lexical 
information and certain heuristics. These searches can be carried out in the 
original text or in the translated text. Basically the programme works with 
internal and external sources. The external sources are three Access data-
bases, each database with two fi elds, the fi rst one with Catalan lemmatized 
words and the second one with the equivalence lemmatized word in 
English, French or German. All of them indexed and with duplicates. The 
German database has 54.581 entries, the English one 45.399 and the French 
one 73.474. The internal sources are Paradox databases with the texts’ split-
ting sentences. The texts are split with a multilingual sentence boundary 
disambiguation algorithm using regular expressions and saved as registers 
in the Paradox databases. After typing the search string the alignment 
algorithm looks for the sentences where that string is embedded. The 
selected sentence (S1) will be tokenized, and each token lemmatized. 
A SQL query searches the Access Database (depending on the languages 
involved, the English, German or French Database) for the lemmas’ trans-
lation, and then into the translated (or original) text looking for the 
sentences with the same words, of course with the morphological changes 
needed. So, in order to reduce time and economize resources, this search is 
done in a small window of the target text. This process is based on the idea 
that there is a relationship between the text length in terms of characters 
and the position of the searched string in both texts, original and trans-
lated. If the number of found words in a sentence of the target text (S2) is 

Table 18.3 Based on Brown and Levinson (1987)

FACTORS POLITENESS EFFECT

Social distance Social distance increases → Politeness increases
Power Power increases                → Politeness increases
Imposition Imposition is great           → Politeness increases
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bigger than fi ve and its percentage is 20 per cent bigger than the words in 
S2, then we can say that S1 and S2 are equivalent. If any of these conditions 
are negative, then the query continues with the sentences before and 
after the analysed sentence. At the end, the programme returns the 
concordances between both texts (OT and TT) as shown in Figure 18.1.

The following procedure was used with the aim of raising learners’ aware-
ness of requests:

1 Searching for requests in the original version
2 A comparison of the original version with the one provided by means of 

AlfraCovalt by focusing on the following pragmalinguistic question: How 
many forms of requests modifi ers did you fi nd in the original version? 
Are they translated literally? If not, write down the equivalent.

‘Would you mind telling me, Agatha, what it was that you dreamed about 
me?’ (A. C. Doyle, The Parasite)
 ‘[. . .] et faria res contar-me què has somiat de mi?’
 ‘BROTHER (delicately) Would you mind if I took that book? I left it here 
by mistake.’ (The Berenstain Bears ‘Think of those in need’ EPISODE 29A)
 GERMÀ (DE) Li importa que m’emporte este llibre? Me l’he deixat ací 
per error.

Figure 18.1 Concordances example
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3 A comparison of the OT and TT to check if there is any difference in the 
quantity and type of request modifi ers. If so, why?

 (a)  ‘My dear sir,’ said Mr. Otis, ‘I really must insist on your oiling those 
chains, [. . . .]’ (O. Wilde, Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime)

    Estimat senyor meu- digué el senyor Otis-, francament he d’insistir 
que greixe les cadenes

 (b)  SQUIRE (partly OS) ‘I’m going to need your skills. You see, I need 
a gift for my wife’s birthday. I’d like you to build her a very special 
chair.’ (The Berenstain Bears, ‘The hiccup cure’ EPISODE 29B)

    MONOCLE Necessitaré de les teues habilitats. Mira, voldria un 
regal per a l’aniversari de la meua dona. (ON/OFF) M’agradaria 
que li construïres una cadira molt especial.

 (c)  QUILTER #1 (to Brother) Thank you for the lemonade, Dear. (then 
to Sister) You know, my eyes aren’t what they used to be. Do you 
think you could thread my needle for me? (The Berenstain Bears, 
‘Trouble with money’ EPISODE 6A)

    TEIXIDORA Gràcies per la llimonada, bonico./Filla, amb 
l’edat he perdut molta vista.(OFF) Creus que podries enfi lar-me 
l’agulla?

 (d)  O’NEILL: ‘Oh, stop it, will you?’ (STARGATE SG-1 ‘Abyss’ EPISODE 
#P653)

   O’NEILL: Ai, deixa-ho ja, per favor.
 (e)  BROTHER Huh. You’ll never let me forget that, will you? (The 

Berenstain Bears ‘The talent show’ EPISODE 9A)
   GERMA: (G) No se t’oblidarà mai, veritat?
 (f)  ‘Shut the door so that it don’t fl y open, will you? I can’t stand a door 

banging. They’ve put a lot of rubbishy locks into . . .’ (J. Conrad, 
Typhoon)

   Tanque la porta de manera que no s’óbriga, vol?
 (g)  ‘Just hand over that sapphire cross of yours, will you?’ 

(G. K. Chesterton, The Secret Garden)
   Done’m ara mateix la seua creu de safi rs, entesos?

4 Teachers’ explanation of the typologies in Table 18.1 and 18.2 with 
presentation of request head acts and the internal and external 
modifi cation devices accompanying them in OT and TT are provided.

5 Teachers’ explanation on the effect of sociopragmatic factors on 
politeness is provided.

6 An analysis of requests in OT and the TT to examine whether the 
linguistic realizations of the speech act of requesting is infl uenced 
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by sociopragmatic factors such as degree of familiarity, interlocutors’ 
power or size of the request.

18.5 Conclusions

The above-mentioned procedure enables teachers to guide learners’ 
attention to different linguistic formulae requests that are given and 
received in different languages, and how different realization strategies 
are used, taking into account social factors such as interlocutors’ power, 
familiarity or status. These observation tasks based on translations may 
help students make connections between linguistic forms, pragmatic 
functions, their occurrence in different social contexts and their cultural 
meanings. In other words, students are guided to notice the information 
they need in order to develop their pragmatic competence in L2. Thus, we 
can claim that translation offers foreign language learners the opportunity 
to refl ect on different pragmatic options in a communicative event. In
 addition, by encouraging students to explore and refl ect on their experi-
ences, observations and interpretations of translations as communication 
across cultures we might gain a better understanding of the meaning in the 
original text.

Notes

1 Research for this article was funded by a grant from the Ministerio de Educación 
y Ciència and FEDER for the project HUM2006-11524, and HUM2004-04435/
FILO, and Bancaixa P1•1B2006-13.
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Chapter 19

The Videocorpus as a Multimodal 
Tool for Teaching

Inmaculada Fortanet-Gómez and Mercedes Querol-Julián1

Universitat Jaume I, Castelló

19.1 Introduction

As Römer has extensively commented in Chapter 2 of this volume, the use 
of corpora for research started a long time ago mainly in order to make 
dictionaries. However, it was with the creation and dissemination of the 
computers that the large corpora began to be compiled and research using 
these corpora started. Some years later more specifi c corpora were needed 
which compiled the discourse of certain events or contexts to collect exam-
ples of spoken genres at American and British universities. In order to assist 
in the analysis of corpora, software programmes were developed to search 
concordances and collocations, and to tag the language according to their 
syntactic, semantic or morphological features.

Corpus linguistics can be used for syllabus design, materials development 
and classroom activities (Krieger 2003), as prove the experiences that have 
been reported in several publications. However, from our point of view, 
when trying to teach spoken discourse using a corpus-based learning, tran-
scripts do not provide the real situation when and where language is used. 
There is a lack of general context and background, we do not know who says 
what, how, when and where. Language is accompanied by prosodic features 
such as intonation, accent or stress, among others; and kinesics such as 
gestures and body language, which are not present and cannot be discerned 
from a transcript, no matter how many labels are added to the text.

On the other hand, in order to provide this additional information, 
video recordings that try to exemplify situations accompany some textbooks 
of English. By experience, we know that these are not real situations, 
since they are performed by actors trying to produce a perfect discourse 
where characteristics of speech such as blending, hesitations, false starts 
or overlapping never occur.
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The proposal we present in this chapter is the creation of a video corpus 
including recordings of real situations, in which the English language is used. 
The example we provide has been recorded and edited for its application to 
a course of teacher training for lecturing in English at Universitat Jaume I. 
Lectures in English were recorded for this purpose and excerpts were tagged 
to exemplify the different functions of these classroom events. This is only an 
example of the type of tagging or classifi cation of speech events that can be 
done in video corpora, many other possibilities can be explored which can 
assist in the teaching of pragmatics, grammar, vocabulary, etc.

19.2 The Use of Corpora

The analysis of large amounts of texts started a long time ago with the aim of 
fi nding words and meanings for the creation of glossaries and dictionaries. 
However, it has been in recent times, since the late 1980s, but mostly during 
the 1990s, when most computerized large corpora have been compiled. 
According to Stubbs (1996: 231):

Within a very short period of time, linguists have acquired new techniques 
of observation. The situation is similar to the period immediately follow-
ing the invention of the microscope and the telescope, which suddenly 
allowed scientists to observe things that had never been seen before.

At the end of the 1990s, it was still diffi cult for a large amount of researchers 
to have access to these corpora, but in the latest years the popularization of the 
internet, in addition to the dissemination of software, has allowed the use of 
corpora, not only for research all over the world, but also for teaching.

Corpora can be used for syllabus design, materials development and 
classroom activities (Krieger 2003). One of the most well-known products 
of corpus linguistics is Biber et al.’s Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written 
English (1999) and the subsequent development of the student’s book and 
workbook. The novelty about this grammar is that it is based on the analysis 
of a corpus of over 40 million words, including conversation, fi ction, news 
and academic prose. For the fi rst time, grammar rules are established from 
samples of authentic language rather than by the intuition of a native 
speaker linguist.

Although the beginning of corpus linguistics was marked by the exclusive 
analysis of written texts, eventually spoken discourse also drew the attention 
of researchers. Transcriptions of speech formed corpora such as COLT 
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(Bergen Corpus of London Teenage Language 2000), Corpus of Profes-
sional American English (Barlow 2000), MICASE (Michigan Corpus of 
Academic Spoken English, Simpson et al. 2002) or BASE (British Academic 
Spoken English 2007). The procedure for the compilation of these corpora 
consists in audio or video recording native or non-native speakers when 
speaking in certain situations. As a second step, these recordings are tran-
scribed, including a certain annotation of circumstances that may affect the 
interpretation of the transcription, such as pauses, overlappings, noises or 
sounds, etc. It is these transcriptions that researchers and teachers have 
used as corpora for their research or tuition. However, transcriptions can-
not show the reality of spoken discourse since all multimodal elements are 
ignored, reducing so the richness of the spoken discourse to the restrictive 
meaning of the written mode. We believe that multimodal characteristics of 
spoken discourse should not be obviated, and a complete analysis could 
not be considered as fi nished without attending to non-verbal elements of 
communication. There has been a tradition in semiotics and sociolinguis-
tics in the study of NVC (Non-verbal Communication); however, only a few 
studies can be found in recent research to analyze these elements from the 
point of view of linguistics and together with the language (Räisänen and 
Fortanet 2006, Crawford-Camiciottoli 2007). Poyatos (2004) describes 
human communication as consisting of three basic types of elements: ver-
bal, kinesic (body movement, gestures, face expression) and paralinguistic 
(accent, intonation, pauses, stress, rhythm). Apart from these, spoken 
discourse is produced in a certain context, and a visual image of that 
context can provide also additional information about the space, the time, 
the function or role of the speaker and hearer, or the relation between the 
participants in the speech event. Furthermore, speakers commonly use 
supportive materials in the form of computer presentations (e.g. ppt slides), 
white or blackboard, handouts, etc. All this information is not present when 
analysing transcriptions, no matter how detailed it may be. The importance 
of showing video recordings in the language classroom has been observed 
by several researchers from the early 1990s:

Non-verbal behaviours are among the hardest to make learners aware 
of, yet we know their signifi cance for communication, especially cross-
culturally. (Candlin 1990: vii)

For this reason video recordings were created to accompany many English 
Language Teaching manuals, especially in the fi eld of business (Comfort 
and Utley 1995; Jones and Richard 1996). Stempleski and Tomalin (1990: 3) 
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encourage teachers to use video in the language classroom, since it improves 
students’ motivation, makes students more ready to communicate in the 
target language, shows the non-verbal aspects that accompany language 
and gives opportunities to observe differences in cultural behaviour.

Even though we acknowledge the importance of video recordings, most 
of the materials that have been traditionally used in language courses have 
been recorded on purpose with this aim using previously written scripts 
and actors who say their words learnt by heart in the clearest possible way 
to help students’ understanding. However, most language learners feel 
frustrated the fi rst time they try to hear an authentic conversation, with 
background noises, interrupted sentences, ellipsis, strong accents, unusual 
body language, etc. A way to prevent this frustration is providing students 
with recordings of authentic language, not in transcripts but all of it. How-
ever, something that was very convenient with the artifi cial recordings 
accompanying teaching materials was that they matched what was being 
learnt at the moment. How could video recordings be prepared to obtain 
this advantage? During recent years written corpora as well as some tran-
scripts of spoken discourse have been tagged, i.e. using electronic means a 
series of labels are added to the text to identify parts of the text, linguistic 
elements, speakers and their characteristics, etc. (Campoy 2002: 123).

Although multimodal resources and multimodal systems of annotation 
are developing in different fi elds, mainly in psychology or cross-linguistics 
studies of multimodal communication; they have seldom been used from a 
linguistic perspective as language resources per se. Apart from Baldry and 
Taylor (2004), and Martin et al. (2002) we have not found any references to 
the recording and tagging of lectures for being used as pedagogical mate-
rial. Baldry and Taylor (2004) created an online multimodal concordancer 
the Multimodal Corpus Authoring System (MCA) for rich fi lm analysis, 
subtitling and dubbing. Designed originally as a support for translators’ 
research to examine and compare multiple contexts and texts, it is also 
used as a resource for distance language learning. Martin et al. (2002) 
worked on the annotation of a corpus of video-taped lectures and student 
working sessions to improve the existing online tutorial with multimodal 
and adaptive hypermedia features. However, these studies focus exclusively 
on the use of the annotated material in distance language learning. This 
chapter proposes the use of annotated real lecture recordings in face-to-
face English for Academic Purposes (EAP) classes.

The group of research GRAPE (Group of Research on Academic and 
Professional English), at Universitat Jaume I, is currently working in a 
project to compile and design a multimodal corpus of academic events in 
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English that take place at the university. The corpus does not only include 
video recordings, but also fi les used as computer presentations displayed 
during the sessions, handouts and other materials related to the event, as 
well as full transcriptions of the recordings. The Multimodal Academic and 
Spoken Language Corpus (MASC) has a dual-purpose, to do research and 
to design materials to teach English for Academic Purposes (EAP). The aim 
of this chapter is to illustrate how the video recording of a lecture given in 
an e-business postgraduate course at Universitat Jaume I can be edited and 
tagged with standard editing software to be used in the EAP classes.

19.3 Method

The method we followed to create the teaching material is divided into two 
stages: recording, and edition.

19.3.1 Recording

The sessions were recorded using a Mini-DV Digital Video camera with an 
external wireless unidirectional microphone. We used 90 minutes LP tapes 
which allowed full recordings of the lectures without unnecessary cuts. It is 
important to record some seconds before the speaker starts, and to do the 
same after she/he fi nishes the session. This simple measure guarantees 
complete recordings. In addition, other aspects should be considered 
before video-taping, in order to prevent problems which may affect the 
quality of the fi lm, especially those related to environmental factors, and 
speakers performance.

Regarding the environmental factors, the room size, and distribution of 
tables, blackboard, aisles, and other elements in the room should be 
observed before setting up the camera. We should cause little trouble to the 
speaker, so that she/he does not feel threatened by the camera, keeps an 
eye on it the whole time, or behaves unnaturally; the smaller the room the 
more diffi cult it will be to create a comfortable environment keeping the 
speaker in focus. On the other hand, the camera should neither prevent 
the audience from seeing the speaker, nor call their attention and distract 
them from the lecture. Light conditions are also important. Excessively 
dark rooms or light contrasts when using projectors on a screen may cause 
poor recordings. Furthermore, depending on the light conditions, writing 
or drawing on white or blackboards may not be visible. Finally, in some 
rooms which are designed for holding conferences or meetings, audio 
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points are available. In these cases it is recommended to connect the cam-
era to these points to avoid background noise. In the other situations, we 
can plug an external microphone into the camera.

As for the speakers’ performance, they may be sitting during the whole 
event, stand up, or stand up and move (along the front row, or up and down 
the room). The three possibilities should be considered when setting up 
the camera to be able to have the speaker in focus all the time.

We should check in advance all these aspects to avoid poor recordings 
with the speaker out of focus; non-visible slides, whiteboard or blackboard; 
or audio problems.

19.3.2 Edition

The edition stage is divided into three parts: tagging, subtitling, and cre-
ation of an interface. We use the video editing software Avid Liquid 7.0 to 
create and edit the DVDs converting the recordings into .avi fi les. One of 
the advantages of this software is it works with multiple tracks of audio, 
video or the combination of both. This feature opens a range of possibili-
ties to edit the fi lm for research and pedagogical purposes. In this chapter 
we make a proposal for a pedagogical use of the recording of a business 
lecture in EAP classes.

The fi rst step in the edition is tagging. Tagging has been widely used for 
transcripts and written corpora, but not for video recordings up to now. 
There are many aspects that can be considered in an annotated corpus. We 
adopted Fortanet-Gómez et al.’s (2008) functional approach to tag the 
lecture. This work describes eight functions fulfi lled by the teachers in 
university lectures: to start the lecture, to defi ne concepts, to introduce a 
classifi cation, to give examples, to explain a process, to set up objectives, 
to compare and contrast and to end the lecture. We selected one excerpt 
from the clip (90-minute lecture recording) to exemplify each function. 
Then the excerpts were spliced in a new clip of about 5 minutes. Each 
excerpt was tagged with the name of the function it represents.

The second stage is the subtitling. We did it with a tool available in the 
program to create titles. We only included in the subtitle the fragments 
that contained the most characteristic expressions and discourse markers 
used in each function. For the selection of these expressions and discourse 
markers we used as a source Bellés-Fortuño (2007) and Fortanet et al. 
(2008) (Figure 19.1).

Finally, we created an interface to access the multimodal clip in a practi-
cal way to be used in class. Thus, we designed a DVD menu with eight 
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entries, one for each function. When we click on an entry the example of 
the function that we want to show is screened (see Figure 19.2).

The clip is exported as a .vob fi le type to avoid incompatibility problems 
and to keep the quality of the original fi lm. The fi les have an extension 
of 186 MB, which allows making a copy in a DVD, but also in a portable 
hard disk.

19.4 Pedagogical Application

In recent years there has been a growing demand in Spanish universities for 
training courses in advanced English for faculty. The internationalization 
of higher education encourages and even obliges university faculty members 
to teach in other languages, mainly in English. At Universitat Jaume I these 
EAP courses are taught by lecturers from the Department of English Studies. 
One of the main diffi culties of these courses is the lack of specifi c materials. 
Students in these courses are rather demanding and require authentic 
materials where they can observe the behaviour and language of other native, 
or non-native lecturers with a high profi ciency in the English language, 

To start a lecture To set up objectives To end the lecture

Figure 19.1 Video shots of tagged functions (pictures taken from MASC)

Figure 19.2 Video shot of the DVD menu
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and in a similar situation to that they are going to fi nd when teaching
in English.

Some of the sessions that created more interest among the students were 
those related to the language used for the functions carried out in a lecture, 
such as starting the lecture, defi ning concepts or introducing examples. 
A deep analysis of the material we had recorded, as well as some research 
carried out by members of the research group (Bellés-Fortuño 2007, 
Querol-Julián 2007) provided us with the key language. However, there was 
a need for contextualized examples and video excerpts had to be carefully 
searched.

Searching for the most appropriate examples proved to be an exhausting 
task that would have to be repeated for every course, unless the video 
recordings were tagged and a search tool could be applied. The fi rst stage, 
the tagging of the videocorpus has already been started and will continue 
in the next months with the creation of new software to search the recorded 
and tagged materials, completing therefore the second stage of the 
experience.

19.5 Conclusion

This chapter tries to prove how simple it can be to use a standard editing 
software to create teaching material for the class. In this way EAP students 
are provided with full examples of natural language (in opposition to the 
artifi cial scripts performed by actors in traditional materials) used in 
some of the functions accomplished by the teacher in lectures. With these 
examples students do not only listen to the most frequent expressions and 
discourse markers employed by an authentic teacher; but also watch how 
he speaks, behaves and moves (prosodic features and kinesics); how he 
uses hesitations, false starts, pauses, ellipsis; and how he interacts with the 
classroom elements.

However, we are currently working on a more complex task, to design a 
multimodal concordancer. The MASC (Multimodal Academic and Spoken 
Language Corpus) is presently constituted by three elements: (a) video 
recordings of English academic events from different disciplines (not only 
lectures, but also guest lectures, paper presentations, plenary speakers 
presentations, seminars, dissertation defences and students presentations), 
(b) full transcriptions of the events (some annotations have been already 
added such as identifi cation of the speakers, pauses, overlaps, laughter, 
contextual events, reading passages, uncertain or unintelligible speech) 
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and (c) supportive materials used by the speaker (e.g. slides, computer pre-
sentations or handouts). Nevertheless, the fi rst step in the concordancer 
design is to properly annotate the corpus according to our needs.

Two big groups of annotations are to be made. The fi rst group will include 
general features: (a) type of event (lecture, paper presentation, seminar, 
etc), (b) academic discipline (Business, Biology, Chemistry, etc) and 
(c) speaker profi le (sex, genre, status, etc). The second group will cover 
discursive features: (d) speaker performance (sitting, standing up, standing 
up and moving), (e) linguistic functions (those used in this chapter and 
others more commonly employed in other types of events), (f) prosodic 
features (intonation, accent or stress), (g) kinesics (hand gestures, gaze, 
posture, facial expressions) and (h) use of supportive materials.

The multimodal concordancer will design queries to go into these two 
groups of annotations. Hence, the result of the query will be a multimodal 
outcome: audio, video, graphics, visuals and written text. Our intention is 
that when we search for instance how to start a lecture the concordancer 
looks for this function in all the lectures in the corpus and retrieves that 
particular excerpt from all of them with the four elements that will consti-
tute the corpus: video recording, transcription, annotations and supportive 
materials.

Furthermore, these tagged corpora can be useful for the teaching of the 
English language from the point of view of pragmatics and intercultural 
communication, since language is usually accompanied by multimodal ele-
ments which often provide the most important clues for communication.

Notes

1 The contribution of this author was supported by Universitat Jaume I under Grant 
Number PREDOC/2005/23.
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