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 Corpus:  

collection of texts & language samples 

 it provides evidence of real language in use 
(more reliable than NS’s intuition) 

A way of collecting and storing data, which can 
be accessed by means of corpus query 
programmes (WordSmith Tools, AntConc, The 
Sketch Engine, etc.) 
 

A corpus tells us what language is like 
(descriptive approach) 
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A corpus is a more reliable guide to language use 
than NS intuition is. Cook (2001) points out that 
although a NS has experience of very much more 
language than is contained in even the largest of 
corpus, much of that experience remains hidden 
from introspection. 
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When a learner asks why a particular 
phrasing is preferred in a particular context 
to another, a language teacher usually  
replies that “ it just sounds better” (source 
of irritation to learners!      ) 

 

MAIN USES: research/teaching purposes; 
translation; contrastive studies; discourse 
analysis  
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PROS CONS 
RELIABILITY: results are NOT based 
on human intuition, which is a poor 
guide to collocation, phraseology, 
prosody and phraseology.  
 
Frequency counts: lexis, grammar 
 

It does not give information 
about whether something is 
possible or not, only whether it is 
frequent or not (Sinclair 1991; 
Biber et al. 1998; McEnery & 
Wilson 2001; Hunston 2002) 

It provides evidence for collocations 
and phraseology: access to plenty of 
examples of real language in use. 
 
It is stored electronically: it can be 
studied non-linearly, and both 
quantitatively & qualitatively 
 

It may claim to be representative, 
but all attempts to draw 
generalisations from a corpus are 
in fact extrapolations (Hunston 
2002).  
WATCH OUT! A corpus is always a 
SAMPLE of language. 
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TYPOLOGY:  
 

 Specialised corpus (of a variety of language/domain): 
representative of a given type of text & used to investigate 
a particular type of language (e.g., Health Science Corpus) 

 

 General corpus: a corpus of texts of many types; much 
larger than a specialised one. It may be used to produce 
reference materials for language learning or translation, and 
it’s often used as a baseline for comparison against more 
specialised corpus (i.e., as a reference corpus) (e.g., British 
National Corpus; Bank of English) 
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Comparable corpus: two or more corpora in different 
languages (Eng. & Sp.) or in different varieties of a 
language (BrE vs. AmE). They are designed along the same 
lines (e.g., same size, same typology of texts, etc.) 

 

 Parallel (translated) corpus: two or more corpora in 
different languages (Eng. & Sp.), each containing texts that 
have been translated from one language to another.  
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Learner corpus: a collection of texts produced by learners of 
a language; aims at identifying how the language of NNS 
differs from the language of NS. (e.g. The International 
Corpus of Learner English, the VESPA project) 

 

 Diachronic corpus: a corpus of texts from different periods 
of time, so as to trace the development of linguistic aspects 
throughout different periods of time (e.g., Helsinki Corpus, a 
1.5 million word corpus which consists of English texts from 
700 to 1700) 

 

https://www.uclouvain.be/en-cecl-vespa.html
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Issues to bear in mind in corpus design: 

Corpus type: general/specialised corpus? 

Content 

Parts & type of files (sections & subsections?/ 
whole texts or extracts from texts?) 

Size (manageable data!) 

Balance & Representativeness 

Permanence 
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“It is no exaggeration to say that corpora, and the 
study of corpora, have revolutionised the study of 
language, and of the applications of language, 
over the last few decades. The improved 
accessibility of computers has changed corpus 
study from a subject for specialists only to 
something that is open to all.” (Hunston 2002, p. 
1) 
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What does processing data provide? 

 

– Frequency 

– Collocations 

– Phraseology 
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The words in a corpus can be arranged in order of 
their frequency in that corpus. 
 

Possible applications: comparing frequency lists 
from different corpora 

 Example 1:  
Below are the top 25 words in a corpus of politics 
dissertations compared with a corpus of materials 
science dissertations and with the Bank of English 
corpus (University of Birmingham) 
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Another possible application  is to look at the 
frequency of given words, compared across 
corpora 

 Example 2:  
Below are the frequency counts of must, have to, 
incredibly and surprisingly across corpora (per 
million words) (Hunston 2002:6) 
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Another approach is to compare the frequency of 
use of two lemmas in a corpus 

 
Example 3:  
Below are two screenshots from the BNC, each of 
which shows the frequency counts of the lemmas 
fast and quick, respectively 
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• Let’s have a look at some BNC corpus 
data provided by The Sketch Engine 
(©Lexical Computing): 
 

a) Which one is more frequently used?  

b) What kind of contexts allow for both? 

c) What contexts do show a preference 
for fast or quick? 

 

http://www.sketchengine.co.uk/
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Another example of how corpus data can be exploited is 
the calculation and, most importantly, analysis of 
collocations  
 

What is a collocation?: Statistical tendency of words to 
co-occur 

Collocations  can indicate pairs of lexical items (e.g., shed 
light; ride a horse; brew tea; critically ill), or the association 
between a lexical word + its frequent grammatical 
environment (colligation), such as result in; his head; head 
of the department; a ... (bunch, group, type, part, etc.) of; 
the ... (woman, man, problem, etc.) in 
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Most users access a corpus through concordance 
lines, which bring together many instances of a 
key word in context (KWIC lines) and allow the 
user to observe regularities in use that would 
remain unseen without a context. 

 

It is through concordance lines that phraseology 
(i.e., multiword expressions, clusters, lexical 
bundles) is observed. 
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Phraseology and the use of concordancing 
programmes are very useful tools to explain 
certain linguistic phenomena, such as words that 
are often confused by L2 learners, polysemy, etc. 

Example 4:  
Below are a few concordance lines of the 
adjectives boring and bored (selected at random 
from the BNC) 
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“The importance of corpora lies not in 
the answers they provide but in the 
questions they provoke.” (Widdowson 
2000:23) 


