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Introduction

It is increasingly easy for teachers to have access both to computer-based corpora of English text and the software that can be used to access these corpora in various ways. With this new resource, teachers can become researchers as they seek to produce better-informed classroom activities and teaching materials. In the paper that follows, I would like to explore with you what might be done with a corpus of writing produced by advanced learners and a comparable corpus of published text. 

First, though, some basics. What is a corpus and how do we access it? A corpus – in the way that I want to use the term - is simply a collection of text stored on a computer and accessed using special software. Perhaps the most common and convenient way of accessing the corpus is by means of a concordancer, which will search the text and produce concordance lines with a key word or phrase in the centre as in:
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Depending on your focus of interest, these can be alphabetically sorted to the left:
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2
Compiling and accessing a corpus

It is now a relatively straightforward exercise to obtain large amounts text in a computerised form. For most of us there are three main sources. First, text of various kinds is available on CD-ROM; for example, back issues of newspapers or magazines, or more specialised texts such as encyclopaedias or academic journals. (TESOL Quarterly is now available in this form, for example). Perhaps the main drawback to this source of text is the cost, which can be high. Second, if you have access to a scanner you can build up a corpus of text scanned from paper sources. However, this is a time-consuming method. Third, and most conveniently, text can simply be downloaded from Internet sources. The procedure is very straightforward. When you have found a text you want, save the document as a text file and then open the saved file with a word processor. The result may need a little editing to remove material around the text itself, but usually this, too, is a simple process. In this way you can rapidly build up files which together might be a corpus of general English taken from a wide variety of sources, or a more specialised collection. The possibilities are, of course, endless, but to give just a few examples, you could quickly build fairly large corpora of such documents as company reports, literary texts, academic papers, newspaper editorials, or book reviews. The great advantage of this source of material is that you can easily and cheaply build up on your own PC a corpus of text that is relevant to your own teaching context or your particular students.

A number of concordancers are available. I find that the excellent MicroConcord by Mike Scott and Tim Johns does most of the things that I need (except compiling a word frequency list). It is possible to download MicroConcord for free from Mike Scott’s web site. If you need something more sophisticated, and are prepared to pay, then you could look at the very sophisticated WordSmith Tools 3.0 by Mike Scott. This not only produces word frequency lists, but various statistical and other analyses. 

3
Native speaker corpora and learner corpora

There have been many applications of corpora in recent years for language analysis in areas such as lexicography (e.g. for the COBUILD dictionaries and the Cambridge International Dictionary of English), studies of speech (eg the CANCODE project), and grammatical studies (e.g. the Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English).

It is only relatively recently, however, that the use of corpora more directly as a tool for language teaching and learning has started to become more common. Teachers are only now becoming aware of the value of corpora in their day-to-day working lives. Essentially, corpora have two main uses in language teaching and learning. First, the data from the corpus, perhaps in the form of concordance lines, can be given directly to students as part of a process of inductive learning about how the language is used. This is sometimes called ‘data-driven learning’ (see Tim Johns’ work).

Second, teachers can analyse a corpus themselves to inform design of teaching activities or materials, or simply to provide authentic examples. It is this kind of use that I want to focus on here, and will return to below. 

Most of the work that has been done so far in applications of corpus analysis in language teaching has used native speaker corpora – texts written by native speakers and usually published. Less frequently used are corpora of non-native language – texts produced by learners. Some work, of course, is being done: for example, the major project headed by Sylviane Granger at the Catholic University of Louvain in Belgium has compiled the International Corpus of Learner English from a number of countries around Europe; Lynne Flowerdew in Hong Kong has compared grammatical features in small corpora of texts produced by learners and in professional publications.

4
The corpora used in this study

My own particular interest comes from work that I do with students taking an MBA (Masters in Business Administration) programme at the University of Birmingham. I am responsible for English language support for international students on this programme. As part of an initial diagnostic assessment of English, students are asked to produce a short piece of writing in response to the following task
:

	Using the information in the pie charts below, answer the following questions. Write about a paragraph for each answer.

How did the composition of world imports change over the period 1965 to 1987?

What further changes do you think have taken place in the composition of world imports after 1987?

What predictions can you make for the future?


Figure 1 
The composition of world imports, 1965
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Figure 2
The composition of world imports, 1987


A few years ago some 80 examples of these were retyped by a research student at the University of Birmingham 
 to form a 22,000 word corpus of student writing. I have also compiled, together with a colleague at the University, Chris Kennedy, a corpus of published business texts – textbooks and journals that appear on MBA reading lists. In the work that I want to talk about here, I will use part of this – some 150,000 words of continuous text, taken from 28 articles from 3 journals: Journal of General Management, Journal of Business Research, and International Marketing Review. I have taken this because it is the kind of writing - in terms of style, audience, and content – to which the students are encouraged to aspire in their own writing. 

So I will be comparing two corpora, referred to as the JOURNALS corpus and the MBA corpus, the details of which are summarised below: 

	JOURNALS corpus

143,725 words

28 articles

3  journals:

Journal of General Management,

Journal of Business Research,

International Marketing Review
	
	MBA corpus

22, 000 words

80 samples of students’ writing


5
Comparing features of the two corpora

I would like to look at three areas of language in the two corpora – style, collocation and grammar - and focus on a particular feature in each. My purpose is to identify the kinds of things that can be spotted by teachers, in a fairly rapid and unsophisticated way, that can then be built into teaching material. 

5.1
Style

If we assume that the style of writing should be similar in both corpora, one way we can begin to compare style is to look at the relative frequencies of words. There are various sophisticated statistical ways of making this kind of comparison, but we can also discover interesting features ‘by eye’, and this can give an indication of appropriacy or correctness. In the table that follows, I have given the 40 most frequent words in the two corpora. Before I offer my own observations, perhaps you would like to compare the two frequency lists and make your own. 
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To begin, we might note two things that are not surprising about the information presented here. Certain grammatical words occur with similar relative frequency in the two corpora: the, of, in, and, to, and be, for example, are all in the top twelve in both lists. Certain content words occur with very high relative frequency in the MBA corpus, but not with comparable relative frequency in the JOURNAL corpus – for example, imports, machinery, services, commodities, and equipment - simply because this is what the task requires students to write about. 

However, other things are more noteworthy, and I would like to focus on two of these.

First we might observe the high relative frequency of I in the MBA corpus. There are 93 instances in this corpus (at number 32 in the list) while there are only 22 instance in the JOURNALS corpus (way down the list
). This suggests that I is in some way ‘over-used’ in the MBA corpus. But an examination of concordance lines for I in the two corpora allows us to see more precisely its use in the two corpora. Here are right-sorted concordance lines from each corpora. (In some places below I have given sample concordance lines both to save space, and to help focus on what I consider to be the most salient points.) What do you observe about how I is used?

Sample concordance lines for key word ‘I’: MBA corpus 

    3 ed on the news on TV or from magazine, I am in the opinion that service sector i

    4 ll require more consumption of fuels.  I am almost certain that there will be a 

    7 r share of world imports composition.  I believe services commodities will incre

    8 rld imports composition. In the future I believe there will be a new trend in In

    9 gain or loosing a million dollars.  So I believe services commodities will be mo 

   19 factures sector.  As a result of this, I can predict that there will be a decrea

   23 services imports appeared. After 1987, I do not think that there was a big chang

   24 of world imports about one third.  But I don't think it will grow so much more b

   26 duce further.  As a result, therefore, I expect that the countries producing sur

   27 s portion more than other commodities. I expect service industry will be a major

   28 is like "services" and is intangible.  I feel that the intangible value like ima

   37 e to be developed in the next future.  I personally see the above idea mode as a

   41 es" in the world. But, before I go on, I should make a point.  After these crite

   42 ow.  For more detail analysis, I think I should take deeper consideration and sh

   45 .  But from a long term point of view, I suppose the composition of world import

   46 to the answer for the second question, I supposed that world imports of machiner

   47 here is a declining trend. After 1987, I think that services will take a larger 

   49 about the same as in 1965. Since 1987, I think that the most important change wo

   89 7 the trend has not change very much.  I would say therefore that services and m

   90  and face the original.  In this point I would like to point out that the percen

Sample concordance lines for key word ‘I’: JOURNALS corpus

    1 esiduals during the estimation period. I also computed Patell's (1976, p. 258) v

    4  technology. The question: When should I buy? has one      logical answer: NOW. 

    5 f returns (SVR) metric (in all cases), I choose to present only the results of t

    6 th 'over the wall' statements such as 'I don't care how you do it, just do it'. 

    7  information environment. In addition, I examine several subhypotheses based on 

    8  and HA3) Size Test.  In this section, I first test the hypothesis of differenti

   12 a seemingly perennial question: should I invest now or       wait for the 'next'

   13 Marsh it was a long way from reality: 'I just did not want to be part of a big f

   14 -makers keep asking themselves,'How do I know? What evidence is there?' The othe

   15  technology? By information technology I mean the hardware and software, compute

   16 h as: 'If I were doing this what would I need?' Another useful heuristic reveale

   18 ion required per ASR No. 190. That is, I test the hypothesis that inflation-adju

   20 wo or three key questions such as: 'If I were doing this what would I need?' Ano

       21 tegies both domestically and globally. I will, therefore, focus more on the impl
The students in the MBA corpus use I almost exclusively when they are expressing their own opinion: I believe, I do not think, I suppose. In contrast, this very rarely occurs in the JOURNALS corpus. Instead, I in this corpus is associated with organising text or reporting a procedure that was followed (e.g. As I have already pointed out…; I shall pass now to discussing…; Here, I am attempting…; The survey I conducted among my students…) or occur in reported speech, either actual or imaginary (e.g. ‘I just didn’t want to be…’; 'If I were doing this what would I need?'). Evidence like this allows us to give our students something better than ‘Don’t use ‘I’ in academic writing’. It does occur in published academic writing, but for certain specific purposes – but not often when reporting the opinion of the writer. 

5.2
Collocation

Another kind of information that we can obtain is about words that frequently ‘go together’, or collocation. Let us explore this by looking at the words increase and decrease in all their forms (increases, increased, decreasing, etc.). Taking all the forms together, these are relatively frequent words in both corpora. If we look at concordance lines for these words in the MBA corpus, we can see that a common pattern is increas*/ decreas* + * ly (that is, words beginning increas- and words beginning decreas-, followed by an adverb ending in –ly), so this will be our focus here. 

This pattern is quite common in the MBA corpus, with 20 instances out of a total of 402 instances of increas*/ decreas* and these are given below:

Concordance lines for key word ‘increas*/ decreas* + *ly’: MBA corpus 

1   other primary commodities decreased conspicuously.  The only category that rema

2  87, the services should be increased continuously to become a larger portion in 

3   other primary commodities decreased extremely.  The site of the service sector 

4  y, equipment, manufactures increases highly and also occupies the largest portio

5  uipment, manufactures have increased noticeably since 1965 to 1987 because the w

6  owly, but the service kept increasing quickly.  Food and other primary commoditi

7   in the world continues to decrease rapidly, the population of the world may suf

8   in the world continues to decrease rapidly, the population of the world may suf

9   other primary commodities decreased rapidly nearly half of the proportion of th

10 riculture and productivity increase rapidly.  It can be noticed that services in

11 quipment and manufacturers increased remarkably during that period of time, impo

12 mary commodities, however, decreased sharply over the period 1965 to 1987. Basic

13  other primary commodities decreased significantly in the composition, both item

14 imary commodities will not increase significantly because of the possibility of 

15 imary commodities had also increased significantly.  On the other hand, the impo

16  Primary commodities might increased significantly due to the requirement of raw

17 ent manufactures, etc. had increased significantly.  Other primary commodities h

18 ervices import share would increase steadily. The predictions which I can make f 

19 orts of fuels are going to increase surely.  Besides that manufacturing company 

20 rimary commodities imports decreased tremendously during that period. From the a
(In passing, you might like to consider how many of these increas*/decreas* + *ly combinations you would mark as wrong in your own students’ writing. Some of them, such as decreased conspicuously and decreased extremely seem wrong to me.)

However, there are only four instances of increas* + *ly in the JOURNALS corpus (out of a total of 205 instances of increas*/ decreas*):

Concordance lines for key word ‘increas*/ + *ly’: JOURNALS corpus 

1 a given price continued to increase rapidly as computer manufacturers took advan

2  in the underlying indexes increase sharply relative to the same measures on the

3 ed non-index stocks likely increases sharply. Because the MMI involves only 20 s

4 nufacturing firms has been increasing consistently between 1981 through 1987 (Ta
and no examples at all of decreas* + *ly. But if the writers in the JOURNALS corpus don’t use –ly adverbs to modify the words increas* and decreas*, what do they use? Or, to put it another way, how do they talk about the sizes of increases and decreases? 

To explore this, let us look this time to the left of the key word. Compare these concordance lines, first from the MBA corpus and then from the JOURNALS corpus in which ‘increases’ and ‘decreases’ are described in some way by the preceding word or phrase. What do you observe?

Concordance lines for key words ‘increas*, decreas*’: MBA corpus
1  ties import had a considerable decrease from 1965 to 1987. I would say that the 

2  ars, there has been a definite increase in the demand for services because since

3   commodities showed a dramatic decrease.  Not only machinery and equipment but a

4  edicted to have a dramatically increase after 1987.  That is because of the chan

5   primary materials drastically decreased into about 30%.  On the other hand, the

6   import of food will gradually increase as a result of increasing affluence. Thi

7  ver, the change will gradually increase because in the future, service sector wi

8  y, there is a relatively great increase on the imports of machinery, equipment, 

9  he pie charts there is a great increasement in world imports of machi

10  time to 1987, it had a little increase becoming to be fifty percent of all impo

11  services.  We can see a sharp increase in the proportion of services being impo

12 ct on world imports is sharply decreasing!). ?? t  eased sharp

13  stable with a possible slight increase in terms of the services. Since the fact

14 e halved. d) There is a slight increase in the importation level of the service 

15 and other commodities slightly decreased in 1987 compare to the year 1965.  The 

16   Thirdly, there is a slightly increase in services imports.  Finally, the impor

17 mmodities of those have slowly decreased and will continually decrease in the ne

18 s of world imports have slowly increased and will enhance in the near future whi

19 ies and food had a substantial decrease, whereas the amount of imports of servic

20  commodities had a substantial decrease.  Therefore, it can be concluded that mo

21 anufacturers will tremendously increased due to the industrialization (industria
Concordance lines for key words ‘increas*,  decreas*’: JOURNALS corpus 

1 long-time customers, 36 per cent increased research to improve long term strateg

2 1980s there has been an enormous increase in the use of IT throughout the servic

3 y was contracting. A significant decrease in membership in the various industry 

4 uld lead to the most significant increases in g *. Profit margin on sales is a 

5 nclude that the most significant increases in g * would come from encouraging a

6 t's industry sector; Spectacular increase over a shorter period if there is a re

7 ver a 3-year period; Substantial increase in the percentage of total export sale

8 loyed: Substantial and sustained increase in total exports over a 3-year period;

9 3.5 billion in 1987--a threefold increase over a period of 7 years. Of the total

You may notice the tendency in the JOURNALS corpus to use increas*/ decreas* as a noun more commonly than as a verb and that modification is achieved using adjectives (enormous, significant, sustained, etc.) while this pattern is less common in the MBA corpus. In the MBA corpus, in contrast, increas*/decreas* is predominantly used as a verb with modification by –ly adverbs (dramatically, gradually, slightly, etc.), a pattern which is rare in the JOURNALS corpus. We might also note the use in the JOURNALS corpus of a precise quantification of the increase or decrease (36 per cent, threefold) although as the MBA students didn’t have access to precise figures this option was not available to them. 

5.3
Grammar

In this section, I want to explore the perennial problem of the use of rise(s) / rose/ risen (‘rise(s)’ as both verb and noun; ‘rose’ and ‘risen’ as verb only – nothing to do with flowers!) Here are concordance lines taken from the MBA corpus. What do you think is the main difficulty that students have?

Concordance lines for key words ‘rise(s), rose, risen’: MBA corpus 

    1 ver food imports have again on the rise due to population problem at few countri

    2 e next century will see a constant rise in the importance of services being supp

    3 it.  The demand of new energy will rise sharply. 25 As both the pie charts of wo

    4 n of world imports after 1987 will rise continually in the machinery, equipment 

    5 lution, deforestation, etc. can be risen simultaneously.  Moreover, if the propo

    6 , equipment, manufactures also has risen because almost every country, especiall

    7 , it was found that its import was risen up slightly.  in the opposite way, food

    8 ell.  This kind of commodities has risen its share from 10% in 1965 to approxima

    9 and the services sectors have also risen. Based on the information in the charts

   10 n 1965 and 1987.  Their proportion rose from about 40% in 1965 to about 50% in 1

   11 ry and equipment but also services rose its importance in 1987. According to the

   12  decreased. In 1987, services part rose. For the future, my prediction makes as 
The verb rise is intransitive, so doesn’t take an object and doesn’t have a passive form, yet in lines 5, 7, 8 and 11 students treat it as a transitive verb. 

What can we learn from the use of rise, etc. in the JOURNALS corpus that might help with this problem and other aspects of the use of rise? Perhaps you could explore the following concordance lines and compare them with the concordance lines above from the MBA corpus. 

Concordance lines for key words ‘rise(s), rose, risen’: JOURNALS corpus 

 1 hortages and fear of further price rises, a consumer buys a product not when he 

 2 cus discussion on how the team can rise above its problems and shortcomings.  He

 3 s. As the price of energy began to rise and energy shortages loomed on the horiz

 4 and market research will be on the rise, as will planning and strategic planning

 5 use preference intensity generally rises as we move to the left. The exception i

 6 t in         the capital structure rose by a factor of 4.5, on average, and most

 7 umber with specialized departments rose from 7.1 per cent (in 1970) to 18.9 per 

 8 the hard tooling as market volumes rose. Frustration at the loss of custom to th

 9 isors administer the rules for pay rises (i.e. pay administration). A possible e

10 ce of ~sk responds positively to a rise in work hours as 0 ~ s~ c I;         equ

11 k is indeterminate. For example, a rise in the probability of receiving         

12 alue of the firm is increased by a rise in pension benefits as the firm's       

13     systematic risk is positive. A rise in pension benefits is the result of an 

14 firm is increased (decreased) by a rise in pension benefits if        the firm's

15 (negative) systematic risk, then a rise in the probability of receiving expected

16 ough nominal interest        rates rose in the late 1970s, LBOs continued to boo

17 n its use. This is linked with the rise of the PC, the increasing use of compute

18 d. Interviewees also felt that the rise of cut-rate trading houses and unscrupul

19 rature, particularly vis-a-vis the rise of globalization of world business, and 

20  Such developments have led to the rise of new acquisition techniques such as th

21 ally forces the cost of capital to rise.    Second, in Table 2, the estimate of 

22 costs after 1992 will, inevitably, rise.   The aim to harmonize working conditio

23 he market price of risk         to rise.         The EXecf of Var~af~ons ~n Dec~

24 and Jensen (1986)         may give rise to nonprofitable investments. Low accoun

25  legislative conditions have given rise to (depressingly?) similar retailing env

26 estored. Obviously, this will give rise to further''injustice'' in distribution 

27 and examine their origins. Japan's rise to economic prominence is widely believe

28 se conditions, the cost of capital rose to the highest level in four years. Larg

29 y over one-third of the firms, had risen with the strong dollar, but fell when g
One interesting thing to notice is the greater proportion of noun use of rise(s) in the JOURNALS corpus. In 10 of the 12 lines in the MBA corpus rise is used as a verb and only in two is it a noun. In contrast, in only 12 of the 29 lines in the JOURNALS corpus is it used as a verb. It would be interesting to see whether this tendency is repeated in the writing of your own students. Perhaps the lesson for us is that we should be encouraging students to rephrase their talk of rises in a ‘noun’ way rather than a ‘verb’ way. This at least would resolve problems of arising from transitivity.

Another thing that stands out in the JOURNALS corpus lines is that in the majority of cases rise is followed by a preposition or adverb: by, in, of, to (as in give rise to) and with. In contrast, there are only three examples in the MBA corpus: rise in, rise from, and (an incorrect) rise up. 

6
Conclusions

In conclusion, let me first sum up what I see to be the main uses for teachers of learner corpora and corpora of published texts.

First, by exploring a specialised corpus built from texts of one particular register, or from one particular field, or relating to one particular topic, we can find out how writers in that area typically express themselves. 

Second, by compiling a learner corpus we can begin to identify common areas of difficulty for a particular group of students.

Third, we can use these two resources in tandem in various ways to inform classroom practice and materials design. In this paper we have examined features of style, vocabulary and grammar in a learner corpus and a comparable published corpus taken from the field of Business Administration to identify how students and published writers do things differently. The contrasts that we have identified can then be used to inform our teaching. 

Let me finish with a more general point about this kind of work. It seems to me that having access to corpora of various kinds and the software to investigate them places the facilities for doing small-scale research in the hands of the people who need its results most: teachers. The findings can then be exploited for either immediate classroom use or in the development of teaching materials. Equally important, perhaps, the effective use of corpus resources is a way of economising on our efforts, saving time, enhancing the quality of teaching, and refreshing our own perspectives on language use. 

7
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In case you have problems with the links in this document, here are the relevant details.

Information on WordSmith Tools 3.0 by Mike Scott (O.U.P.) is available at:

http://www1.oup.co.uk/elt/catalogu/multimed/multimed.html
Mike Scott’s homepage is: http://www.liv.ac.uk/~ms2928/homepage.html
Information about COBUILD is at: http://titania.cobuild.collins.co.uk
Information about the Cambridge International Dictionary of English is at:

http://www.cup.cam.ac.uk/elt/dictionary
Information about the CANCODE project is at: http://www.cup.cam.ac.uk/elt/reference/cancode.htm
Information about the Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English is at:

http://www.longman-elt.com/dictionaries
Tim Johns’ homepage is: http://web.bham.ac.uk/johnstf/timconc.htm
Information about the International Corpus of Learner English is at:

http://www.fltr.ucl.ac.be/FLTR/GERM/ETAN/CECL/introduction.html
Information about Lynn Flowerdew’s work is at:

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~talc98/flowerdew.htm
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� My thanks are due to Helen Drury of the Learning Assistance Centre, University of Sydney, who devised this exercise. 


� I would like to thank Tiew Lee-Ching who compiled this computer corpus. Her analysis is presented in her MA dissertation: ‘Orientational metaphor in English for specific business purposes: a corpus-based research’. Centre for English Language Studies, The University of Birmingham, UK, 1997.


� Here we might note a limitation of WordSmith – or at least a limitation in the way I use it! In compiling a frequency list for the JOURNALS corpus, it recognises all instances of ‘I’ including lower case uses such as ‘i’ for the number 1, in ‘i.e.’ and so on. There were no examples of these in the MBA corpus. So, while I was able to arrive at an absolute number of occurrences of ‘I’ in the two corpora by editing the concordances by hand, it is not possible to get a position in the frequency list just for ‘I’.
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