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Activity 1—What are corpora? 
 

 
 

• Do you know what language corpora are?  If not, 
can you guess what they are and what their 
function might be in language teaching/learning? 

• Look at the picture below: can it help you 
understand what Language Corpora might be? 

• Now watch the short video and check your 
guesses 

Click the link under the video to share your views  
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What is the aim of  
this sub-section? 

 

• To introduce you to Language Corpora in 
ELT 

• To learn how to consult and use corpora in 
ELT 

• To encourage the use of corpora in language 
teaching and learning as an approach to 
teaching 

• To explore ELF in language corpora 
• To introduce you to Data Driven Learning 
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What is a Corpus? 

• A collection of a large amount of authentic 
texts, written, spoken or multimedia, stored in 
a computer 

• A principled collection of texts available for 
analysis with specially designed software 

• A corpus is principled because texts are 
selected for inclusion according to pre-defined 
research purposes 

• A corpus is not a dictionary 
 

Task: Watch the video in the link* and learn about Corpora 
and spoken language 
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What is Corpus Linguistics? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• A research approach for describing authentic 
language in use 

• It is a collection of methods for studying language  
• Software packages (concordancers) are used in 

order to study them 
• A corpus is built using data well matched to a 

research question it is built to investigate 
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Why use corpora in language teaching? 
Because… 

• Large amounts of data unveil tendencies and 
what’s normal or typical in real-life language 
use 

• Corpora show us what grammar books do not:  
anomalies in written & spoken language that 
seem to violate rules but are acceptable and 
authentic 

• Corpora can reveal instances of very rare cases, 
that we wouldn’t get from just looking at single 
written or spoken texts 
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• Extracting information from texts 
• Comparing different texts from different languages 
• Identifying most frequent words in a language 
• Learning about collocations 
• Unveiling unusual language occurrences 
• Observing spoken language features 
• Creating their own corpora for language projects 

• Corpora represent a valuable resource in the language 
teaching and learning process 

• They provide significant insights into authentic  
language use and strengthen learners’ autonomy  

We can ask learners to use corpora for: 

Why use corpora in language teaching? 
Because… 
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What do you expect corpora  
may reveal about English? 

 
 
 
 
 

ACTIVITY 2  
a. What do you expect corpora might reveal about English?  
b.  Can you guess which the most frequent words in English are? 
     And in your own language?  
c.  In the next slide there is a table with 2 columns with  
     the 50 most frequent words in written (W) and  
     in spoken (S) English 
d. Look carefully at the 2 columns 
• Think of what you answered in b, is there anything that 

matches your guesses? 
• What do you notice that you did not expect to find? 
• Would you use this table and this task with your students?  

 

When finished, go to the FORUM and share your findings 
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• What do you notice? What did you not expect to find? 

 
 
 
 
 

50.

AS

50.

WOULD

40.

NOT

40.

ONE

30.

THATХS

30.

NOT

20.

ON

20.

AS

10.

OF

10.

THAT

49.

ARE

49.

ALL

39.

RIGHT

39.

WHEN

29.

GOT

29.

THEY

19.

BUT

19.

HIS

9.

THAT

9.

FOR

48.

ABOUT

48.

WILL

38.

BE

38.

OUT

28.

DO

28.

HER

18.

SO

18.

AT

8.

YEAH

8.

WAS

47.

AT

47.

ABOUT

37.

ONE

37.

WERE

27.

HE

27.

ME

17.

OH

17.

BUT

7.

A

7.

I

46.

THEN

46.

WE

36.

LIKE

36.

UP

26.

WE

26.

BY

16.

NO

16.

YOU

6.

IT

6.

IN

45.

WITH

45.

HIM

35.

THERE

35.

BEEN

25.

HAVE

25.

HAD

15.

KNOW

15.

WITH

5.

TO

5.

AND

44.

IF

44.

IF

34.

ALL

34.

HAS

24.

YES

24.

FROM

14.

ITХS

14.

IS

4.

AND

4.

A

43.

THINK

43.

WHO

33.

JUST

33.

THIS

23.

WHAT

23.

HAVE

13.

IS

13.

HE

3.

YOU

3.

OF

42.

SHE

42.

SHE

32.

THIS

32.

AN

22.

WELL

22.

MY

12.

WAS

12.

ON

2.

I

2.

TO

41.

DONХT

41.

THEIR

31.

FOR

31.

ARE

21.

THEY

21.

BE

11.

IN

11.

IT

1.

THE

1.

THE

 S W S W S W S W S W

FREQUENCY in written ( W) and spoken ( S) language 
Adapted from Carter et al. 1999 
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Corpus termimology 

Collocation and colligation 
• Two concepts associated with the distributional properties o 

flinguistic items in actual language use 
• They refer to the likelihood of occurrence of:  

• (two or more) lexical items = collocation 
• grammatical categories  = colligation 

 

COLLOCATION                                         COLLIGATION 
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Corpora tools 
FREQUENCY LISTS 
The frequency list of a corpus includes its most frequent words with their numbers of 
occurrences  (eg most frequent words in English) 
CONCORDANCES  
They show the shades of meaning of a word in real contexts and the syntactic and 
grammatical contexts where the words are used 
See below Concordances of the word ‘problem’:  
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Corpora for Language Learning 
• What and How would you teach your learners to understand and use the word JOB?  
• Observe the occurrences  of JOB in the following concordance lines from the BNC 

Corpus 
• What precedes and what follows JOB? Does the meaning change in each line? 
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Corpora for Language Learning 
ACTIVITY 3 

• The following are extracts from spoken English corpora 
• They can be used by learners to “observe” spoken language 
• What do you notice? What can you ask your learners to notice?  
      (e.g. use of fillers, like ‘erm’; short forms, as ‘cos’; repetitions; slang forms;  
      discourse markers  as  Well, You know, I mean….) 
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Types of English corpora 
1. General English corpora—very large! e.g., 
• The British National Corpus (BNC) (100 million words of spoken and 

written British English) 
• The Collins Cobuild is an analytical database of English (over 4.5 billion 

words) 

2. Specialised corpus—e.g., 
• The Michigan Corpus of Spoken English (MICASE) 

3. Learner corpus—language use created by people 
 learning a particular language. e.g.,  
•  The International Corpus of Learner English. 

4. Comparable corpora—a corpus formed by 2 languages, 
e.g., English and Spanish—exactly the same texts translated 
5. Parallel Corpora—two or more collections of texts in 

different languages  
6. There are  Corpora of English as a Lingua Franca:  

          VOICE, ELFA and The Asian Corpus of Engish 
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Corpora of English as a Lingua Franca 

VOICE   https://www.univie.ac.at/voice/  
The Vienna-Oxford International Corpus of English 
(VOICE), compiled at the Department of English at the 
University of Vienna, is  a structured collection of 
language data capturing spoken ELF interactions;  
it aims to provide a general basis for analyses of English 
as a lingua franca (ELF) talk on all linguistic levels 
 

 

https://www.univie.ac.at/voice/
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ELF:  an extract from VOICE 
What do you notice? 
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Corpora of English as a Lingua Franca 

ELFA 2008—The Corpus of English as a Lingua 
Franca in Academic Settings.  

http://www.helsinki.fi/elfa  
• The ELFA corpus contains 1 million words of 

transcribed spoken academic ELF 
• It  includes approx. 650 speakers representing 51 

first languages  
• The percentage of speech by native English speakers 

is 5%.  
• Explore ELFA: http://metashare.csc.fi/repository/browse/elfa-

corpus/b0a50844086d11e68302005056be118ec040f2484984409ab1b
22ec303278d96/ 

 
 

http://www.helsinki.fi/elfa
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Corpora of English as a Lingua Franca: 
 

The Asian Corpus of English 

Size: 1 million words 
Data nature: naturally occurring, spoken, interactive ELF in Asia 
Speech events: interviews; press conferences; service encounters; 
seminar discussions; working group discussion; workshop 
discussions; meetings; panels; question-and-answer sessions;  

http://corpus.eduhk.hk/ace/index.html  

http://corpus.eduhk.hk/ace/index.html
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Corpus platforms:  
BYU (Brigham Young University) 

 

https://corpus.byu.edu/overview.asp 

 
  

 
 
 
 

This online platform includes 16 corpora of English (British, 
American, Canadian, English for Specific Purposes).   
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Corpus platforms: SketchEngine 
https://www.sketchengine.eu 

 
 
 
 
 

This online platform contains about 500 corpora in more than 
90 languages. 
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Data Driven Learning (DDL) 
Pedagogical implications of language corpora use 

• Corpora are  tools with which learners can engage directly for 
guided or autonomous learning 

• The direct use of corpora for learning purposes has become 
known as Data-Driven Learning (DDL) 

• DDL is an approach where “the language-learner is also, 
essentially, a research worker whose learning needs to be 
driven by access to linguistic data – hence the term ‘data-
driven learning’ (DDL) to describe the approach” (Johns, 1991: 
2).  

• It is an approach where real language data are investigated by 
learners, and learner-centered activities focus on language 
discovery 
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S1: i think start from your first er statement (.) yeah 
S2: [first name1] 
S1: you can talk about anything from er malaysia 
S3: any any any topic will do i i think 
S2: i'm interested in (.) the (1) usage of english in your country how widely is english 
used [first name1] 
S1: oh (.) in my country as you know we use and learn english as a foreign language 
yeah 
S2: does this begin at the secondary school level 
S1: no you know erm only people from the city have opportunity to study english 
S3: hm 
S1: i mean the people who live far away from the city they don't have any opportunity to 
study english 
S3: do do you mean english is not used as a second language it's a foreign language  
S1: yeah it's foreign <1>language</1> yeah (.) some student they start er learning 
english just only at the <2>university</2> 

Observe the following extract from the ELF Asian Corpus.  
What features of non-standard English (ELF) use do you 

notice?  
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Corpora for language learning can be a very useful tool 
for exploring authentic uses of English 
• How can language corpora help EL teachers to better 

scaffold their students’ learning? 
• How can language corpora enhance an ELF-aware 

approach in ELT? 
• What might be the pedagogical advantages of using 

Data Driven Learning? 
• Make a list of what you foresee as pros and cons of 

using corpora in the ELT class 
 

Answer the above questions and report your thoughts in 
the FORUM 
 

ACTIVITY 4    
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What have you learnt about  
Language Corpora? 

 
 

 

What  a 
Corpus is. 

What  
Corpus 

Linguistics is. 

Using 
Corpora in 

ELT. 

What  
Corpora 

reveal about 
English  

Corpus 
Terminology 

& Tools 

Corpora 
platforms: 

BYU & 
Sketch 
Engine  

DDL: a new 
approach for 

ELF 
Awareness 
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