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Abstract

This article reports on the use of free online corpora in L2 academic literacies classes. The corpus
being a record of over 100 million words, phrases and samples of spoken or written English from a
variety of sources has long held potential for incorporation in second language learning. The report
uses both the Corpus of Contemporary American English and the British National Corpus depending
on the online based resource used. The article will examine the rationale for incorporating corpora in
the L2 language classroom in terms of developing vocabulary clusters, developing a student’s
personal corpus around a topic, examining questions of usage and register as well as error correction.
With reference to university level L2 academic literacies classes, the author maintains that the corpus
can be an invaluable resource to both learners and practitioners.

INTRODUCTION

The challenge has long existed for practitioners to provide learners in the classroom with authentic
examples of how language is used (Reppen, 2010). From the Early studies which reported on the use
of the efficacy of concordances (Stevens, 1991: Cobb 1997) to the later studies on the use of corpora
in the classroom (Braun, 2007; Reppen, 2010) it has already been concluded that corpora in the
classroom can be of benefit to L2 language learners. In addition, the use of a corpus of language for
consultation requires students to practice greater cognitive skills. Students have to undertake a process
when consulting a corpus from formulating the question, looking at the evidence found and then
drawing conclusions to their question (O’Sullivan, 2007). This article will not add evidence based
research to further conclude that the use of online corpora should be used in the language classroom;
rather it will give practitioners advice on the use of corpora on specific aspects of language learning
and show examples of materials for each use.

BACKGROUND

The article will examine how corpora can be used in academic L2 literacies classes. The classes in
guestion are those at a Japanese university specializing in foreign language education. The students are
all second year English majors and their proficiency levels range from level 4.5 to 6 on the IELTS
band score scale. Learners are required to undertake both academic reading and writing courses which
may or may not be conducted by the same lecturer. In the academic reading course students complete
both an extensive and intensive reading component. Academic written tasks may take the form of
narrative texts, academic essays or reflective journals as well as a lengthy independent research
assignment. While the specific uses of corpora detailed in this article have been tailored to fit tertiary
academic literacies classes, it is important to note that corpora have been shown to be an effective
learner aid in Secondary school language classes (Braun, 2007) and for lower level learners (Ackerley
& Coccetta, 2007). Thus the inclusion of corpora may present both practitioners and learners in other
contexts with similar benefits.
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VOCABULARY ACQUISITION

To foster the ability to learn and use new vocabulary has long presented practitioners with questions
over the most effective method not least to those teaching speakers of non-Indo European languages
for whom leaning English vocabulary, and in particular academic English vocabulary, can be an area
of particular difficulty (Corson, 1997; Mizumoto & Takeuchi, 2009). The use of word lists, for so long
a mainstay of an L2 academic course, has been shown to present the leaner with little or no context for
the vocabulary and as such is a less efficient method of learning than through context (Redounne,
2011). The resulting dilemma means the practitioner has to somehow provide learners with authentic
examples of language in context and encourage not only its acquisition, but its usage. The efficacy of
the use of corpora in the language classroom has been shown to be beneficial in this regard (Biber et al.
1996; Schmitt & Carter, 2000; Braun, 2007; Liu & Jiang, 2009; Reppen, 2010). Corpora can be used
at the very beginning of an academic or language course when outlining study skills. The material (see
appendix 1) can be used to introduce the skills of guessing the meaning of new vocabulary from
context, vocabulary activation and the concept of collocations, which is necessary to examine
vocabulary clusters or ‘chunks’ rather than isolated words (Schmitt & Carter, 2000). The activities
guide the learners in recording vocabulary as verb and noun collocations or verb, noun and preposition
collocations. The material also shows the ease with which students can then form coherent sentences
with the new vocabulary.

SUCCUMB v (RANK 8029, FREQ 2392) DEFINITIONS (WORDNET) ( BAD ENTRY? )
SPOKEN | FICTION MAGAZINE | NEWSPAPER | ACADEMIC | 1. consent reluctantly 2. be fatally overwhelmed
COLLOCATES (click to see with SUCCUMB)
CLICK BAR
TO UMIT D noun pressure, temptation, disease, cancer, illness, charm, infection, lure,
l:l fever, attack, impulse, winter, heat, desire, danger misc to, finally,
STORED 13 50 63 37 39 before, eventually, before, easily, likely, quickly, refuse, avoid, slowly,
MORE 196 493 703 419 581 ultimately, fear, weak, despair
CONCORDANCE LINES CLICK WORD TO: ® SEARCH AS COLLOCATE QUERY THAT WORD [?]
GENRE SORT SORT SORT
1 | NEWS # Ms. Merritt , who lived in Queens since 1945 succumbed heE (Bl 7t ST @R ; ST i
2 | NEWS ez e g e deniis of e wiemttalsy . - succumbed [after] Jlocking] [themselved in the trunk of a car . Also ,

who

(W]

MAG TETE PUREENE ; FEHERS G i adu:;::ba‘lgg t::;ge succumbed from natural causes , such as an epidemic .

fig 1. Screenshot from online corpus www.wordandphrase.info

The above screen shot from one of the free online corpora shows the parts of speech colour coded
allowing the learners a very visual guide to authentic examples language. The vocabulary in question
is not necessarily vocabulary that the learners would use. However, what makes this particular corpus
even more beneficial is that the context in which a word is most commonly found, in this case from
magazines or an academic context rather than from spoken English, is given to the left of the screen
shot. This means learners can make an informed choice as to how they wish to use the word, if at all.

The material then looks at ‘activating vocabulary’ or using it to formulate questions to ask classmates,
with the idea of being able to attach a personal memory or experience to it. The activity in appendix 1
should provide a model for students. Using the corpus in fig 1, students can then find authentic
examples of the word in use and, rather than relying on teacher generated discussion prompts, use the
examples to create their own questions. Learners should feel greater engagement in a discussion task
that they themselves create. These ideas echo those of Vygotsky (1978) in that students will likely
learn more effectively if they are actively constructing knowledge. This will then provide a future base
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for further knowledge accumulation, a shared understanding of the topic of study and future
vocabulary acquisition.

Learners may also examine different uses of vocabulary and in this respect the online corpora can
assist in developing the ‘generative use of vocabulary’ (Nation, 2008). The author states that a more
advanced stage of vocabulary use than recall or use in a similar context is the generative use of
vocabulary: to use the vocabulary in a different context or a different meaning of the word. The corpus
in fig.1 also shows how learners can search for the word by type of collocation depending on how the
word is used in a sentence, for example as a noun or adjective. This means learners can examine how
to use words in a way that suits their immediate needs. In all cases the collocation in question can be
clicked to see a list of authentic examples. The corpus also allows the learner to search for alternatives
to build up associations of synonyms related to the original word. Such associations or ‘vocabulary
depth’ play a significant role in the increase of vocabulary size (Akbarian, 2010). A question
formulation or other generative use activity could be used after vocabulary input from any text either
in class or, more significantly, out of class.

WRITTEN ACADEMIC DISCOURSE

The difficulties encountered by second language learners in academic writing have long been studied
and documented (Raims, 1985; Asaoka & Usui, 2003; Lee, 2008; Fernsten & Reda, 2011). The
problems learners may face vary from difficulties with the writing process itself (Raims, 1985;
Cumming, 1990; Stapleton, 2010) or difficulties incorporating learners’ identities within the discourse
patterns of academic writing (Ha, 2009) to lexico-grammatical accuracy (Asaoka & Usui, 2003). The
latter authors make an important distinction between problems students faced. ‘Macro level’ problems
refer to the content of a piece of writing or how the ideas are supported or explained, whereas those
described as ‘surface level’ refer to lexico-grammatical problems. While the multitude of difficulties
experienced by second language writers cannot alone be countered by a single intervention, the
introduction of corpora may assist learners with ‘surface level’ problems. In particular, with regard to
paraphrasing which learners find problematic (Maas, 2002; Walker, 2008). Difficulties arise from
reformulating sentences which may contain complex ideas. Students may not have sufficient language
skills to do this or may not realize how much reformulation is required which may lead to instances of
unintentional plagiarism (Walker, 2008). While Maas (2002) advocates the use of E-Prime in
paraphrasing to prevent plagiarism it seems illogical to restrict students, who are already struggling to
express the ideas of others in their own words, from using certain grammatical structures. Rather, the
example material (see appendix 2) guides the students through different stages of paraphrasing and
uses the same online corpora as in fig. 1 to examine how synonyms can be used to convey the same
meaning or different forms of the original words or synonyms. Through an analysis of the different
words or word forms from authentic examples, students will be better equipped to re-phrase the words
of others in their own writing.

A further application for corpora in accessing written academic discourse for second language learners
is in the response to written corrective feedback. The subject of its efficacy is an enormously
controversial one (Guenette, 2007; Ellis, 2009). While there have been several studies which cast
doubt over whether corrective feedback should be used at all see Truscott, 1996; Ferris, 2003,
proponents argue that many of the studies which indicate a limited impact of corrective feedback
suffer from flaws in their design (Guenette, 2007). Indeed it would seem few teachers would seriously
advocate giving no feedback, rather many practitioners feel that the full potential of corrective
feedback is not being utilized (Hyland & Hyland, 2006). In terms of what techniques are available to
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the teacher, Ellis (2009) makes an important distinction between the different types of feedback.
Direct feedback, according to the author, will involve the teacher providing the leaner with a
correction to an error. Whereas indirect feedback will only tell the learner, perhaps by way of
highlighting or through notes in the margin, that an error is present. Indirect feedback is often
preferred by practitioners to guide the learners to solve their own problems (Ellis, 2009). A separate
form, and of the most common forms according to the author, is metalinguistic corrective feedback
and specifically the type of feedback that involves a code. This is in contrast to metalinguistic
feedback which gives the students a number in the margin, with the frequency of the error also given,
which corresponds to a grammatical explanation at the end of the piece of writing. The application of
online corpora in this context will focus on the use of metalinguistic feedback with a code. The
example error correction practice material (see fig. 2) shows the codes above the errors although the
same codes could be used in the margin thus not indicating the specific position of the error.

Look at the following paragraph with your partners and decide how to
correct the mistakes:

T.
Almostef * students in this dass have a good experience at High School. The main

pl SV pl
reason for this was dub activities, talking with friends and school frip. First and
T. T.

foremost, lots of students said they belong to * dub activity. They enjoy playing with
coll
their friends in * dub activity and even though it was hard they cowld make & good
w.f+pl. T | pl. T.

relate with their friendls. The next reason is talking with friends. Many fearner like

v.f
fig. 2 an extract from a collaborative correction code practice activity

1l
how to ? this The ? finds one word.
see ... works The ... find many words.
it's [ great well ] The [] compare options.
and knows #much The # finds similar words.
{ more show me } The {} check the order.

fig. 3 a screenshot from www.netspeak.org
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The image above in fig. 3 is of an online corpus which allows students to check for a missing word or
up to three words, compare two different options of word choices, find synonyms and also check word
order. This particular site allows students to correct missing word errors such as incorrect dependent
prepositions or incorrect collocations by searching for them and examining examples of authentic
usage, for all entries examples sentences can be seen by clicking the plus sign. This allows students to
respond to corrective feedback accurately rather than making a guess at what the teacher may want the
student to write. While metalinguistic feedback which includes a summary of usage has been shown to
be effective, (Ellis, 2009), the type of dependent preposition or collocation error which are not based
on a grammatical rule will require the teacher to guide the student to the answer differently.

The following image in fig.4 shows how a student would find out which word was missing between
almost and people in a sentence. Here the student will notice that almost every entry is a quantifier or
numerical figure. Through reflection the student will be able to determine that almost can be used
together with quantifiers and numbers when talking about the amount of a noun and in this case it is
different to the word ‘most” despite both words sounding similar. Similar searches could be conducted
for word order errors with similar reflection perhaps providing students with grammatical rules which
can be used in future writing.

almost ? people

almost all people 11,000 12.5%
almost 200 people 5000 5.3%
almost 100 people 4,200 4.5%
almost 300 people 2900 3.1%
almost 3,000 people 2,900 3.1%
almost 1,000 people 2,600 2.8%
almost 2,000 people 2,500 2.6%
almost 400 people 2,300 2.5%

fig. 4 a screenshot from www.netspeak.org showing search results

In this sense online corpora may allow learners to engage in metalinguistic reflection, identify the gaps
in their language learning and foster second language acquisition as well as accuracy development, all
of which are the primary goals of written corrective feedback (Van Beuningen, 2010).

With the development of metalinguistic reflection and greater learner autonomy in second language
writing, the application of corpora in peer feedback may also be of benefit to practitioners. Although
generally not given the same weighting as teacher feedback, see Yang et al. (2006), peer feedback has
been shown to improve learner autonomy in second language writing classes (Vilamil & Deguerro,
1998; Tsui & Ng, 2000) and critical reasoning (Berg, 1999) the latter stating that students would have
to compare the peer feedback with their own knowledge and evaluate it based on what they know and
in turn, whether to apply the feedback to their writing. It is with this stage that the application of
corpora could be used. The student has the opportunity not just to evaluate the peer feedback against
their own knowledge but against corpora. This application may afford the learner a greater degree of
autonomy in the decision to adopt the feedback or not. In this regard perhaps, peer feedback of word
choice or word pairing may provide the learner with the most useful application of corpora.
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An additional use of corpora to facilitate the access of written academic discourse is in increasing the
size of learners’ topic specific vocabulary. All learners, whether non-native speakers or otherwise, will
need to increase their knowledge of specific terminology related to the topic of study. This
terminology will be necessary for a variety of written academic texts on the topic, this requires
learners to not only be familiar with the terminology but also be able to use it in academic discourse.
The application of corpora here can benefit the learner, through analysis of how terminology is used in
authentic examples, to develop their own corpus on a specific topic (Charles, 2012). The example
below, see fig. 5, shows an example of a resource for second language learners. The example shows
verb noun collocations for the word war. The reasons this word was chosen were that it is difficult to
find verb noun collocations with a simple search of authentic texts as the word is most often used in
conjunction with an adjective indicating the name of a war in question. A student also chose to
examine an area of this topic for a research assignment and found the terminology difficult to use. In a
case where the most common use of a word is not the required use, a learner can use different search
strategies such as the online corpus in fig. 1 to find word pairs.

Vocabulary log:

For your research project you will need to use specialised vocabulary in your essay.
For example, if you are researching a topic related to war you will need to know
which verbs collocate with war.

To do this you can either look at www wordandphrase.info, www just-the-word.com,
wordneighbors ust hk or www.netspeak.org to find example sentences.

Word or type of Notes (definition, examples and collocations etc.)
Expression word

an armed conflict usually between countries
war noun Many young men went to war.

War broke outin 1914 in Europe.
Many countries entered into war.

The country was torn by war.

France declared war on Germany

fig.5 an example of a record of topic specific terminology

The application of corpora here has implications not just for English majors in tertiary education but
for those learning at International High Schools where English is the language of instruction or
similarly an international branch campus where the assignments will be at undergraduate or post
graduate level and require extensive self study of both the topic and terminology.

LIMITATIONS

While although the application of corpora in second language learning presents several benefits to
learners and practitioners alike, the introduction of corpora alone will likely be insufficient to foster
usage among learners. Practitioners will need to model usage for learners frequently to display the
benefits. The most easily adopted use may be that of responding to metalinguistic feedback. Students
will require scaffolded introductions and activities such as the ones in fig. 2 or in appendix 2 to see the
immediate benefits of corpora. Whereas in the classroom the vocabulary activation activity in
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appendix 1 can be used in class and used to foster corpus usage as part of a literacies lesson. The
vocabulary activation activity can also lead to greater skills of linguistic enquiry. Learners will often
consult their dictionaries for a word to match their meaning yet the translation given may not be used
in the same way in English. If learners are shown that finding out how a new word is used will save
them time when correcting work, for example a student may just receive an error code above the
translated word as feedback for a re-drafting exercise, this will then necessitate consultation of corpora
which could have been done previously. While it is unlikely learners will immediately develop
sophisticated linguistic research skills, through emphasizing that the use of corpora can save a student
time and be a more efficient method of language learning, greater usage can be fostered.

CONCLUSION

In the context of university second language literacy classes, this report has outlined several
applications of different free online corpora. Practitioners may find that learners develop greater
vocabulary acquisition from examining how vocabulary is used in authentic contexts which will help
to foster not only the students’ use of new vocabulary but generative use and also word associations
with new vocabulary, thus developing their vocabulary depth. Greater engagement may also be
fostered through having more student generated discussion tasks, rather than teacher generated ones, to
experiment with vocabulary usage. Corpora have applications with the access of written academic
literacy with regard to paraphrasing and written corrective feedback, from teachers and possibly form
peers. The use of corpora with regard to metalinguistic feedback may also develop greater linguistic
reflection skills and critical reasoning. Corpora can also be applied in developing a learners own
corpus of topic specific terminology. While certain limitations remain with regard to fostering learner
usage, the different uses of corpora provide an invaluable resource for practitioners and second
language learners alike in a variety of contexts.
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APPENDIX 1
Learning and recording vocabulary
Understanding meaning from context

Look at the following sentences and try to guess the meaning of the words in bold without using
a dictionary.

1) "l don’t know, I don’t think she has forgiven me. I tried to talk to her yesterday and she
completely blanked me. | was absolutely distraught.”

2) Many of the buildings in this town have been long since abandoned. No-one has lived in them for
years.

3) When he asked her about her boyfriend she looked quite flushed and couldn’t answer.

4) Many holiday commercials show idyllic scenery, but actually the places are not so beautiful in real
life.

5) A: Really? You don’t like 1D?

B: No, they’re annoying.

A: Actually, they’re quite talented and lots of people get the wrong impression about them.
They’re quite misunderstood.

6) Workers who have to do large amounts of overtime are more likely to succumb to illness or stress.

7) It’s always difficult to strike up a conversation with people on public transport; they just think
you are weird.

8) Why do some students make such a minimal effort with their homework? It really sends teachers
round the bend.

Helpful hints:

1. Look at the situation (the context) we know how people feel when they are asked about their
boyfriend or girlfriend. We know how they look.

2. What kind of word is it? Is it an adjective, noun etc? This will also help you find out the meaning
because you know the function of the word in the sentence.

3. Does the word sound like or look like other words? Maybe you can guess the meaning from this.

4. |s the word part of a word family? Are there suffixes (..er/...ment) or prefixes (mis.../re....) that help
you to understand the word?

ACTIVATING VOCABULARY

When you find new words or phrases that you want to use, a good idea is to use them in your written
or spoken English. By experimenting with different ways of using the words you begin to attach
memories or experiences to them. When you are able to share an experience of being flushed, then you
are more likely to remember the word when you want to retrieve it (use it) or when you see it, because
the word now has more meaning for you.

Look at the following questions with in small groups and try to think of experiences in your life
to answer them.

Have you ever been blanked by someone? What happened? Would you ever blank someone?
Can you think of other reasons why someone might look flushed?

Do you find it difficult to strike up a conversation with new classmates? Why, why not?

Can you think of any synonyms for the word idyllic? What kind of place seems idyllic to you?
Think of different reasons why you might feel distraught.

How might someone send you round the bend?

oL E
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Recording vocabulary:

When recording vocabulary it is important to not only make a note of the type of word, the
pronunciation and the meaning but also other words which go together with it or collocate with it.

Look at the following example:

It’s always difficult to strike up a conversation with people on public transport, they just think you

are weird.
We know we have strike up (phrasal verb) + conversation (noun) + with (prep) + object.
Normally you cannot change the preposition, but you can change the verb. E.g.

have

start a conversation + with  + object (in this case usually a person)

hold

By looking at websites such as www.wordandphrase.info you can find more words that collocate with
your new vocabulary. Why? Well, this makes it much easier to use it in a sentence. If you have the
words have + a conversation + with and you know the following word must be an object then it’s
very easy to make a full and correct sentence E.g.

I had a conversation with Misaki yesterday about the new course. Easy!

CONVERSATION n (RANK 1163, FREQ 36373) DEFINITIONS (WORDNET) { BAD ENTRY? )
SPOKEN | FICTION | MAGAZINE | NEWSPAPER | ACADEMIC 1. the use of speech for informal exchange of vievs or ideas or information etc.

CLICK BAR COLLOCATES (click to s=e vith CONVERSATION)
TO LIMIT |:| |:| D adj private, casual, normal, brief, interesting, polite, lively, intimate, recorded, friendly NOUN phone, telephone, topic,

series, dinner, kind, minute, piece VBFD continue, join, engage, listen, strike, carry, remember, record, overhear, recall

STORED 33
MORE 10157 0847 6165 5796 5014
CONCORDANCE LINES CLICK WORD TO: @ SEARCH AS COLLOCATE QUERY THAT WORD [?]
GENRE SORT SORT SORT
i MAG ; Tessina suggests . The key is to make these gatch-up  conversations m instead of assuming they vill just happen naturally
2 | SPOK . CONVERSATION-# MARGARET-WARNER : Finally tonight , =  conversation - E| book , and the impact of one longtime newsman
3 | NEWS children 's books regularly for the Monitor . To join the  conversation - @ ' MoniterTalk , ' go to our Web page
4 | SPOK each other . Tavis : Butif you could have 2  conversation - - there are a number of things that come out
5 MAG good fit for the organization . " Nowyou have =  conversation - m back , and it sounds to me like all
[ MAG . captured the imagination of many Americans , caused a national conversation - ﬂ of the border , and danced across television
7| FIC and for the rest'of the ride she loses herself in 2 conversation - m At The Palmer House , Anna tips the
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Simply input the word and click on the word to the right to see the results.

WORD AND PHRASE . INFO

FREQUEMNCY LISTS - ANALYZE TEXTS ALL GENRES - ACADEMIC

ENTER TEXT BELOW -SAMPLES- v Wy TEXTS m
succumb o
succumb
— - Click on any word abo
| SEARCH || cLEAR | Hee © worp | ) pHRASE
- | ( ¥You can also search b
' 1 | ¥

Find other collocations for the following words:

verb noun verb noun

succumb to + + stress

Ok, you might not use the words ‘succumb to something” yourself but, this is also important for
building up your academic vocabulary which you will need for reading and also writing (especially in
semester 2 when you write your research report).
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APPENDIX 2: Paraphrasing review and practice
In the following activity we look at three separate paraphrasing techniques.

1. Using synonyms
2. Using different word forms
3. Using different sentence structure

The goal of paraphrasing is to use the ideas of others, and make reference to them, to support
your own points.

Why do you think it is important to tell the reader where the information comes from?

Why is it also very important to not change the meaning of the original author?

For the following activities you will just be paraphrasing the original statements.

Here is what you do:

Step 1) Make sure you understand the
original sentence, read it several times and = ]
look up any new words. SEE ALSO:
MORE SPECIFIC (29)
Step 2) Note down the main ideas MORE GENERAL (7)
occupant
Step 3) Put the original away and work 1758 resident
with a partner to create a paraphrase. 5455 native
Se06 tenant
Look at the following website 5991 inhabitant
www.wordandphrase.info to help you find 8472 occupant
synonyms and show you examples of how 11088 dweller
they are used. Do the synonyms reflect the 18481 LETE=T
. .. 21544 oCcupier
same meaning as the original?
bus (Noun)
V obj *bus* You could also look at other verbs which collocate with the
cluster 1 verbs in your sentence on www.just-the-word.com

drive bus (25)

go on bus (39)
go by bus (20}
run for bus (21)
travel by bus (25)
travel on bus (17)
cluster 2

catch bus (121)
catch bus to (11)
get off bus (16)
get off bus (15)
get on bus (61)
take bus fo (22)

(remember to chose common collocations which match the
original meaning) or change the word forms and look at how
they are used.

Step 4) Check that you have not copied vocabulary from the
original sentence, or followed sentence structure too closely.
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Paraphrase the following sentences using the above techniques as a guide

1. Few residents travel to work by bus.

2. Only Sony suffered loses that year.

3. Members of staff are allowed to wear casual clothes on Friday.

4. Itis not always easy to predict how well a product will be received by the public.

5. It has been said that learning lists of words is not an effective use of time.

6. After only a nominal pay increase, the staff made a formal complaint to management.

7. Cycling is becoming increasingly popular in Japan.

8. There doesn’t seem any point in linking these two towns by rail.
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