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Academic Literacies
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Academic Literacies

(Lea & Street, 1998) 4



1) Analysis of academic genres

2) Analysis of disciplinary differences

3) Development of teaching materials

4) Evaluation of language proficiency

Corpus Linguistics for Academic Literacies:
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What is a corpus?

6



What is a corpus?

- A corpus is a large, principled collection of natural texts

- A corpus is a collection of electronic texts usually stored on 
a computer

- A corpus is available for qualitative and quantitative 
analysis

(Biber, Conrad and Reppen, 1998; O’Keeffe, McCarthy and Carter, 2003)
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What is a corpus?
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What can we do with corpora? 
Language Analysis
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What can we do with corpora? 
Language Analysis

Since the compilation of the first corpora, CL has been 
primarily used to conduct language analysis.
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What can we do with corpora? 
Language Analysis
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What can we do with corpora? 
Language Analysis

What are the most frequent verbs of academic writing?
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Example from Academic Writing:

● What are the most common verbs in academic 
writing?

Most frequent verbs in Academic Writing
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Example from Academic Writing:

● What are the most common verbs in academic 
writing?

Does it vary by discipline?
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YES!

Does it vary by discipline?
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What can we do with corpora? 
Language Teaching
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Corpus Revolution in the Classroom

In the 90s, linguists (and lexicographers) started to reflect 
on how corpus linguistics would revolutionize language 
teaching.
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In the 90s, linguists (and lexicographers) started to reflect 
on how corpus linguistics would revolutionize language 
teaching.

1992
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Corpus Revolution in the Classroom

In the 90s, linguists (and lexicographers) started to reflect 
on how corpus linguistics would revolutionize language 
teaching.

1992

2008
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Dictionaries
- Wordlists
- Reference Grammars
- Textbooks
- Assessment
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Dictionaries
- Wordlists
- Reference Grammars
- Textbooks
- Assessment
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

But, these are indirect applications of corpus to teaching.

- Dictionaries
- Wordlists
- Reference Grammars
- Textbooks
- Assessment
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To join the Corpus Revolution!
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Why include corpus linguistics in language teaching?
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Why include corpus linguistics in language teaching?

64 studies on the applications 
of Data-Driven Learning 
(Johns, 1990)
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Corpus Revolution in the Classroom

Although there is a large and increasing body of research on the use of corpus 
data by language teachers and learners, the language teachers in question are 
also the researchers reporting on their use of corpora with their own learners. 

Chambers (2019)
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Why include corpus linguistics in language teaching?

- Develops students’ autonomy as language learners

- Identifies language patterns (e.g., frequency, 
co-occurrence patterns, etc), rather than rules (Boulton & 
Cobb, 2017)

- Uses authentic language data

- Helps learners understand conventions of specific 
discourse communities
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Are multi-word verbs (e.g., point out, look at) more 
frequent in spoken or written texts? 



Are multi-word verbs (e.g., point out, look at) more 
frequent in spoken or written texts? 

point out
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Are multi-word verbs (e.g., point out, look at) more 
frequent in spoken or written texts? 

point out

34



Are multi-word verbs (e.g., point out, look at) more 
frequent in spoken or written texts? 

look at

35



Are multi-word verbs (e.g., point out, look at) more 
frequent in spoken or written texts? 

look at
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How can teachers bring corpus tools to the 
classroom?
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Online Corpus Tools
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Online Corpus Tools
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10 ideas of activities that bring corpus tools and 
techniques to the English classroom!
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Activity #1: Collocates of Academic Words

41

In this essay, I provide the results of a study on the use 
of computers in the classroom.



Activity #1: Collocates of Academic Words

a) Select the vocabulary you would like to practice 
with your students

e.g., claim, argument, existence, evidence
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Activity #1: Collocates of Academic Words

b) Search their collocates in Flax
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Activity #1: Collocates of Academic Words

b) Search their collocates in Flax
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Activity #1: Collocates of Academic Words

c) Create a matching exercise! (or a memory game)

a claim

confirmed

evidence

support

this argumentprovide

based the existence
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Activity #2: Key Word In Context (KWIC)

ESL students often struggle with the difference 
between “through” and “toward”

I walked through the door?
I walked toward the door?
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Activity #2: Key Word In Context (KWIC)

a) Search the words in SKELL

https://skell.sketchengine.eu/
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Activity #2: Key Word In Context (KWIC)

b) Ask students to explain the difference between the two in SKELL

https://skell.sketchengine.eu/
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Activity #2: Key Word In Context (KWIC)

While the words “through” and “toward” have different meanings, they appear in similar 
contexts. For each of the following sentences, fill in the blank with the correct word: 
“through” or “toward.”

1) Knife blades should be turned _______ the plate. (WEB)
2) You walk _______ that door, you’re not coming back. (BLOG)
3) Gardner has been working _______ this goal for most of her life. (BLOG)
4) Government loans and grants helped me _______ school. (BLOG)
5) Mbasi turned and looked _______ the captain. (FIC)
6) I’m so glad you all made it _______ that awful storm. (BLOG)
7) The sun came _______ the leaves and there was a little breeze stirring. (FIC)
8) I’ve had a lot of interns pass _________ my office. (BLOG)
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We can also use corpus research to 
inform material development
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Activity #3: Suffixes (nominalization)

Which derivational suffixes are the most frequent in 
academic writing?

- ism (capitalism)
- tion (operation)
- ity (flexibility)
- ness (happiness)
- ure (exposure)
- ance (governance)
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Activity #3: Suffixes (nominalization)

Which derivational suffixes are the most frequent in 
academic writing?

Biber et al. 2022 (LGSWE) 52



Activity #3: Suffixes (nominalization)

Which derivational suffixes are the most frequent in 
academic writing?

a) Give students a text and ask them to:
i) highlight all the nouns
ii) Underline the suffixes that are used to form each 

noun 
iii) Count the frequency of suffixes
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Activity #3: Suffixes (nominalization)

Corporate social responsibility has become a widely held buzzword in the business 
community for good corporate practices. However, it has also been the focus of  debate 
in its very nature and theoretical justification. One of  these criticisms is that corporate 
social responsibility sounds fine in theory but is unworkable in practice. This article 
investigates the validity of  this claim. First by briefly looking at the nature of  corporate 
social responsibility.

54



Activity #4: Understanding the differences between 
spoken and written discourse

Research shows that: 
- Spoken = clausal
- Written = phrasal

Biber et al. 2022, p. 68 (LGSWE)
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a) Give students an excerpt from an academic text and 
a spoken text and ask them to:

i) highlight in color 1 all the nouns
ii) highlight in color 2 all the verbs
iii) Compare the frequency of both

Activity #4: Understanding the differences between 
spoken and written discourse
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Activity #4: Understanding the differences between 
spoken and written discourse

Corporate social responsibility has become a widely 
held buzzword in the business community for good 
corporate practices. However, it has also been the 
focus of  debate in its very nature and theoretical 
justification. One of  these criticisms is that corporate 
social responsibility sounds fine in theory but is 
unworkable in practice. This article investigates the 
validity of  this claim. 

I think the intention is just to see if, people 
use big words or little in the classroom and 
what kind of  words they use, and to once they 
know that that should help them, uh train 
T-As, train G-S-Is help people speak English 
as a second language. so we'll see what comes 
out of  it maybe i'll speak good today. <SS: 
LAUGH> um, okay... so let me get to my 
notes, so i've already introduced myself  i've 
been at the university three years i came here 
from the University of  Washington.
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Hands-on vs Hands-off Activities

Hands-off: Pre-prepared activities by the teacher (e.g.,  
handouts)

Hands-on: Students use corpus tools in the classroom 

59



Activity #5: Comparing synonyms

Attributive adjectives are characteristics of academic writing.

e.g., a critical argument…
an important theory…
a respectable claim…
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Activity #5: Comparing synonyms

a) Ask students about two adjectives that that they think are 
synonymous.

b) Ask students to make a list of nouns that appear right after 
the selected adjectives (e.g., important, critical, fundamental, etc)
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Activity #5: Comparing synonyms

For example:

fundamental + ________, ______, _______
pivotal  + ________, ______, _______
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Activity #5: Comparing synonyms

For example:

fundamental + theory, resource, study
pivotal  + theory, study, finding

63



Activity #5: Comparing synonyms

d) compare the collocates of both adjectives using the compare 
function on COCA
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Activity #5: Comparing synonyms

d) compare the collocates of both adjectives using the compare 
function on COCA
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Activity #5: Comparing synonyms

e) compare the COCA results to the initial answers:

- Are the collocates the same as you wrote in exercise c)?
- Are the collocates of both words similar?
- How would you explain the difference between both words?
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Activity #6: Identifying Collocates 

Which words collocate with study?
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Activity #6: Identifying Collocates 

a) Search for study  in Just-the-word 
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Activity #6: Identifying Collocates 

a) Search for study  in Just-the-word 

b) Which adjectives are used to 
describe study in JTW?
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Activity #6: Identifying Collocates 

a) Search for study  in Just-the-word 

b) Which adjectives are used to 
describe study in JTW?

c) Try the same search with different 
words (e.g., research, investigation). 
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Activity #6: Identifying Collocates 

a) Search for study  in Just-the-word 

b) Which adjectives are used to 
describe study in JTW?

c) Try the same search with different 
words (e.g., research, investigation). 

d) Explain how these words are used in 
academic English.
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Activity #7: Using corpus tools to analyze a text

There are two tools teachers can use to help learners analyze their 
own texts.
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Activity #7: Using corpus tools to analyze a text

There are two tools teachers can use to help learners analyze their 
own texts.

Word and Phrase
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Activity #7: Using corpus tools to analyze a text
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Activity #7: Using corpus tools to analyze a text

There are two tools teachers can use to help learners analyze their 
own texts.

LexTutor 
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Activity #7: Using corpus tools to analyze a text
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Activity #8: And, But, Yet and more 
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Activity #8: And, But, Yet and more 

a) Compare the frequency of conjunctions in the beginning of a 
sentence between academic writing and other registers using 
COCA charts.
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Activity #8: And, But, Yet and more 

a) Compare the frequency of conjunctions in the beginning of a 
sentence between academic writing and other registers using 
COCA charts.
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Activity #8: And, But, Yet and more 

b) Ask students to try the same search with different conjunctions 
(and, yet)

c) Invite students to compare the results for each conjunction and 
write an explanation for how they are used in academic writing
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Activity #9: Does discipline matter?

Compare the use of abstract nouns vs concrete nouns.
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Activity #9: Does discipline matter?

Compare the use of abstract nouns vs concrete nouns.
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Activity #9: Does discipline matter?

Some ideas of words that could be used in the search:
- Abstract: idea, theory, hypothesis, explanation, etc
- Concrete: instrument, system, equipment, etc
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Activity #9: Does discipline matter?

Equipment Theory
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Activity #9: Does discipline matter?

Give students texts from different disciplines and ask them to 
highlight concrete nouns vs abstract nouns. Then, ask students 
to write a reflection about the patterns they found in the 
excerpts.
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Activity #10: However, Nevertheless, Therefore and 
other linking adverbials
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Activity #10: However, Nevertheless, Therefore and 
other linking adverbials

Search the MICUSP corpus for one of these linking adverbials and 
(a) explain where it occurs in the sentence, (b) whether it could 
occur in other places in the sentence.
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In sum, these are some ways teachers can include 
corpus in their language classes:

- Developing materials based on language patterns 
identified in corpus studies.

- Adding corpus examples to exercises or using corpora to 
inform the development of class materials.

- Helping students explore different corpora in the 
classroom.
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Revisiting the advantages of using 
Corpora in the classroom

- Authenticity: Corpora allows students to explore 
language in context

- Autonomy: Students can answer their own language 
questions

- Specificity: Teachers can use corpora that reflect the 
type of discourse or disciplinary practices that students 
want to produce
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Off the shelf corpus activities
https://pressbooks.pub/elenlefoll/
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Off the shelf corpus activities
https://uq.pressbooks.pub/using-language-data/
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Off the shelf corpus activities
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Corpora in English Language Teaching
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Corpora in English Language Teaching
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Off the shelf corpus activities

https://www.coralcorpuslab.com/corpus-and-teaching
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To join the Corpus Revolution!
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Module 4: Corpus in the Classroom

Thank you!

Larissa Goulart
Montclair State University
goulartl@montclair.edu



Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Dictionaries
- Wordlists
- Reference Grammars
- Textbooks
- Assessment
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Dictionaries
- Wordlists
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Wordlists
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Dictionaries
- Wordlists
- Reference Grammars
- Textbooks
- Assessment
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Reference Grammars

“Corpus informed”

Corpus based
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials
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- Wordlists
- Reference Grammars
- Textbooks
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Textbooks

“Corpus informed”
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Dictionaries
- Wordlists
- Reference Grammars
- Textbooks
- Assessment
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Corpus Linguistics in Teaching Materials

- Assessment

Using Corpora to:
- Develop items
- Identify learner’s challenges
- Evaluate validity of the exam
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Language Studies
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Language Studies

Language in use 110



Corpus in the classroom:
Before electronic corpora
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Most frequent in words 
in English based on a 
corpus of books and 
legal documents.

The list was compiled 
manually.

Corpus in the classroom:
Before electronic corpora
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