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A language corpus is

• a large electronic body of texts (written or spoken)

– authentic (a sample of actual language)

– annotated (= provided with additional information)

– about each text (bibliographic and sociolinguistic data)

– about each word (its dictionary form, POS etc.)

– representative (includes many different texts/speakers)

• corpus shows how we really speak and write

• frequency as a key indicator: typical vs. rare words

• meaning, prototypical use, context, word combinations...



A language corpus is not: 

• a dictionary or a handbook of standard vocabulary

– we can also find non-standard word forms, mistakes and ungrammatical

constructions in the corpus (however, frequency is an indicator)

• the internet

– no corpus is unlimited, we cannot find everything in there

– a published corpus usually does not change, it serves as a reflection of

the language situation at that particular time

• an answer to everything

– it is not meant to completely replace all traditional teaching methods

– it can be successfully used to provide up-to-date language information



Types of corpora

written: newspapers, magazines, journals, books, 
academic publications…                    

spoken: transcribed spontaneous speech or
TV/radio dialogues

parallel: original texts aligned with their
translations

web: texts downloaded from the web

specialized: acquisition corpora, learner corpora…



1. we can search it directly in a so-called concordancer



2. or we can use corpus data in corpus-based tools



What can we search in a corpus?

• words in a particular form, phrases, collocations…

• all the word forms of a lexeme using the dictionary form

• words according to their part-of-speech and their
combination

• words according to their beginning or ending (e.g. –ing) 

• words standing at the beginning or end of a sentence

• more complex structures (e.g. similes)





Data-driven Learning (DDL)

• student as an explorer who learns about language from

authentic texts and reveals the rules by himself/herself

• two main approaches:

1. direct (hard DDL or hands-on): students work directly with a 

concordancer and search the corpus themselves

2. undirect (soft DDL or hands-off): students solve corpus-

based tasks prepared by the teacher, e.g. filling in a missing

word in a concordance



Principles of corpus-based teaching

• priority is what is frequently used, not just what is “correct”
– language is only rarely as regular as it tends to be described

– grammar is usually more varied than in grammar books (see

Conrad & Biber’s Real Grammar)

• emphasis on collocability

– words do not cluster freely, they are rather picky

– You shall know a word by the company it keeps. J. R. Firth

• focus on recurrent combinations

– our speech consists of chunks, rather than individual words

– these chunks can easily be identified in a corpus 



Examples of corpus-based exercises

Read the following sentences and underline words that are commonly 

used with the word dog. 

He took the stick out of the dog's mouth

Lee got hold of the dog by its collar

He could hear a dog barking

I was just taking the dog for a walk

The dog had brought the stick back

An elderly man, walking his dog, came out of a driveway

A dog howled in the distance

Another dog started to bark

One important thing the dogs learn is not to chase cats

That dog hadn't got a collar on
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Read the following sentences and fill in the gaps. What words are missing

and which words helped you guess? 

1.
These __________ are just summer visitors

It was a silent place where no _______ were singing
Many __________ nest and sleep in hedges and eat insect
The house was full of caged _______ owned by the old lady

The _________ looked up and flew away
The _________ had a beak and a neck

2.
A _________ flew out of the woman's sleeve

____________ buzzed in the clover
My head is buzzin' like a hive of ____________

The _________ flew off, into the sunshine
Bumble __________ are among the first insects to appear in the spring

Examples of corpus-based exercises



Search and identification (searching for the right collocation etc.)

Search the word key in different text types (e.g. newspapers, fiction etc.) 

and write down typical contexts and word combinations as suggested.

newspapers: key role
key to success
_________________________
_________________________
_________________________

fiction: bunch of keys
key in the lock
_________________________
_________________________
_________________________

non-fiction: key areas
key questions
_________________________
_________________________
______________________

Examples of corpus-based exercises



Corpus as a source of data for teachers
• corpus as a great source of information about language use

• examples of possible queries (for English):

− what verbs are most frequently used in typical present perfect

sentences (Have you ever... ? I have never... etc.)?

− how to translate the present perfect tense into Czech?

− is there a difference in use of near-synonyms (e.g. food/meal, 

home/house, work/job, idea/thought, slight/mild)?

− what adjectives are often used in comparative?

− which words in English end with –tion and -ity?

− what are typical combinations with a particular preposition?







www.korpus.cz



Free online registration



KonText: Example 1

Search for the phrase absolutely fantastic in a web corpus



KonText: Example 1

result = the phrase in context (incl. the information on the
dictionary form and its POS)



KonText: Example 2
What other adjectives occur with absolutely?



KonText: Example 2
result = all adjectives that follow the word absolutely in context



KonText: Example 2
result = a frequency list of the combinations





frequency list



selected equivalent is displayed in 

real translations (source in blue)





BNC Lab
• freely available teaching materials based on the latest

spoken corpus BNC Spoken 2014



Frequent n-grams
phrasesinenglish.org



Frequent n-grams
ADJ + meal





English-corpora.org
a variety of American corpora



Corpus of Contemporary American English



Corpus of Contemporary American English



News of the Web (NOW)



Movie corpus



Word and phrase
www.wordandphrase.info

• free website based on American corpora

• search in frequency lists:

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/micase/


Word and phrase

• text analysis:

• each word is assigned a colour according to its frequency



Word and phrase

• text analysis in Academic English:

• terminology in red




