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Corpus literacy is the ability to use corpora—large, princi-
pled databases of spoken and written language—for language 
analysis and instruction.  While linguists have emphasized 
the importance of corpus training in teacher preparation pro-
grams, few studies have investigated the process of initiating 
teachers into corpus literacy with the result that few guide-
lines exist for training teachers to make optimal use of corpus 
output.  this paper uses a case study approach to examine six 
pre-service language teachers’ development of multiple com-
ponents of corpus literacy during a semester-long introduc-
tory grammar course through which corpus linguistics was 
threaded.  results showed that while corpus literacy training 
was generally effective, that effectiveness varied among sub-
jects.  examining the sources of that variation suggests sev-
eral practices for teacher educators planning or modifying in-
struction in corpus literacy.  

there is no question that today’s language teachers need to have an ar-
ray of technology-related competencies and skills that can also be passed 
along to their students, thus enabling these language learners a more equi-
table skill set in technology, the “major cultural capital in the 21st century” 
(Oxford & Jung, 2007, p. 41).  Standards for teacher preparation are being 
re-examined and revised in many states and countries to include more spe-
cific and realistic guidelines for the kinds of technological understanding 
that today’s language teachers and their students will need (Murphy-Judy 
& Youngs, 2006; Oxford & Jung, 2007).  indeed, the national organization 
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for teachers of english to Speakers of Other languages (teSOl) has just 
released new guidelines that lay out what teachers and students should know 
and be able to do technologically (Healey, Hanson-Smith, Hubbard, ioan-
nou-Georgiou, Kessler, & Ware, 2011).  One of the overarching themes in 
the teSOl standards is that “technology should be incorporated into teach-
ing pedagogy so that students will not only effectively acquire a second lan-
guage but will also develop electronic literacy skills” (Healey, et al., 2011, 
p. 9).  

One application of technology to language research and teaching, how-
ever, that has been neglected in the literature on Computer assisted lan-
guage learning (Call) and in the teSOl Standards is corpus linguistics.  
this field makes use of a large, principled collection of spoken and written 
texts on computer (i.e., a corpus) to analyze the way speakers and writers 
actually use language for different purposes.  two major types of output 
can be used for and by language teachers and learners.  One is informa-
tion about the extent to which a linguistic structure is distributed across 
the registers represented in a corpus.  For example, in a corpus containing 
academic writing and spontaneous conversation (among other registers), 
phrasal verbs (break down, bring up) were found to be roughly twice as 
frequent in conversation as they are in academic writing (Biber, Conrad & 
leech, 2002), suggesting that speakers consider the phrasal verbs to be less 
formal than their single-word synonyms.  the second type of useful corpus 
output is a concordance, or all the lines of text from the corpus that contain 
a particular word or phrase, with that word or phrase highlighted.  these 
lines can be analyzed, for example, to discover patterns of co-occurence 
(e.g., the most common adverbs that modify the adverb much are pretty, 
so, very and too) (Biber, Conrad & leech, 2002).  Concordance lines from 
students’ own writing can also be used to check learners’ acquisition of a 
certain structure.  to illustrate this use, Figure 1 shows the first ten concor-
dance lines of the occurrences of many in a small corpus of english learn-
ers’ writing.

teachers can use output from a corpus to help students see grammar 
patterns, understand semantic nuances, and discover how words interact 
with syntax.  While many strong arguments are being made in the current 
literature for teachers to develop some degree of competence in this area, 
there are few guidelines and even fewer studies that evaluate effective teach-
er training in corpus literacy.  although the above-mentioned teSOl tech-
nology Guidelines, for example, refer to “digital resources”, none of the ref-
erences to specific resources mention corpus linguistics or corpus literacy, 
nor are they included in a recent description of the scope of Call (Hub-
bard & levy, 2006).   
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1 who is her love. although she has many ability yet a man look 

2 man look down upon hers. there are many thing that the women 

3 treated equally to man Many people think so women should be 

4 equally to man. there are many organise come forward appeal to 

5 can work equal. actually there are many unit of work is a leader. 

6 Only when meny people have a good many thing to do. at presen

7 although the women work about many thing like the man but the 

8 treated equally to men” there are many reasons for both sides of 

9 equally to men.” Many people have strong view and feel that 

10 more than the men. Many the women can equivalent to the 
Figure 1. Concordance lines of many in a learner Corpus.

Corpus literacy, which is the ability to use the technology of corpus lin-
guistics to investigate language and enhance the language development of 
students, is a complex phenomenon comprising multiple sub-skills.  an at-
tempt has been made to establish a definition of “corpus literacy” for lan-
guage students that includes four components: understanding what a corpus 
is; knowing what can (and cannot) be done with a corpus; knowing how to 
analyze concordances; and understanding how to extrapolate general trends 
in language use from corpus data when appropriate (Mukherjee, 2006).  
However, language teachers have additional and differing needs.  this paper 
presents six case studies of pre-service teachers in an introductory grammar 
class designed to also introduce them to corpus literacy.  it illustrates the 
multiple ways in which corpus literacy can be developed as well as the is-
sues which impact its development.  

BaCkground To ThE STudy

Corpus linguistics is an area of technology that has had an important 
impact on language analysis for several decades now.  Corpora (plural) have 
been analyzed, using published software or the researcher’s own programs, 
to demonstrate how grammatical structures interact with lexical items as 
well as with larger discourse/register functions, resulting in comprehensive, 
descriptive corpus-based reference materials such as the Longman gram-
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mar of spoken and written English (Biber, Johansson, leech, Conrad, & Fin-
egan, 1999).  large corpora are becoming increasingly available to “average” 
users (i.e., not linguists) through online interfaces, thus allowing access to a 
much wider audience, including language teachers and their students.  

Corpus linguists have recently begun to argue for a greater role for cor-
pus-based findings in (second or foreign) language learning and teaching, us-
ing corpora to show that english language teaching (elt) materials often 
emphasize characteristics of grammar that don’t match how those structures 
are actually used by native speakers (see for example römer (2004) on mod-
al auxiliaries), or to demonstrate that the intuitions of native speakers about 
language often fail to account for important nuances of meaning (see for 
example the analysis of the patterns of use for big, large, little and small 
in Biber, Conrad, & reppen, 1998).  Corpus analysis has become instru-
mental in describing the co-occurrence patterns of language structures that 
characterize registers, such as academic writing in different disciplines, or 
the differences among academic lectures, study group discussions, or lab 
sessions (Biber, Conrad, reppen, Byrd, & Helt, 2002), yielding information 
that may be critical to english learners wishing to attain a high degree of 
academic literacy.  

Corpus linguistics has thus added a great deal to the description of 
english (and other languages) as it is actually used by speakers and writers 
in different contexts and for different purposes, and many corpus linguists 
have argued that this information is vital to english learners, especially 
those whose goal is a native-like command of grammar, vocabulary and 
idiom (Gilmore, 2009).  the benefits of corpus analyses, though, have been 
rather slow to translate into language teaching materials or techniques, 
resulting in very few corpus-informed elt materials to date (but see Mc-
Carthy, McCarten, & Sandiford, 2005, for an exception).  With a dearth of 
published materials, it becomes the responsibility of language teachers to 
inform themselves of the available (online) corpora and corpus-based refer-
ence materials, and to learn to generate their own corpus-based or corpus-
informed teaching materials to fit their contexts (lombardo, 2009; McCar-
thy, 2008; O’Keeffe & Farr, 2003).  

there are several useful guides that in-service teachers can exploit on 
their own in order to become more adept at conducting corpus searches and 
using the output to inform their teaching (anderson & Corbett, 2009; rep-
pen, 2010), and a number of articles have outlined ways that teachers have 
made use of on-line corpora in their english language classrooms (Braun, 
2007; Oksefjell ebeling, 2009; Varley, 2009).  But many in-service teach-
ers feel overwhelmed by the task of learning to access online corpora, con-
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duct successful searches using the interface provided, understand the out-
put, and translate that information into useful and effective teaching ma-
terials, and teachers often cite a lack of time to invest in such endeavors as 
well as a lack of access to the necessary hardware and software (McCarthy, 
2008).  

For these reasons, researchers in the field now argue strongly that fu-
ture language teachers need experience with corpus linguistics early in their 
teacher education programs (Granath, 2009; McCarthy, 2008; Mukherjee, 
2006; O’Keeffe & Farr, 2003; Peters, 2006).  However, there is not much 
guidance yet for teacher educators on how best to introduce pre-service 
teachers to corpus linguistics.  a few articles have reported on integrating 
corpus linguistic techniques into teacher training courses (Helt & reppen, 
2008).  in addition, several researchers have identified the skills that teach-
ers should have in order to incorporate corpus linguistics into their lan-
guage teaching, and several papers have set forth standards or guidelines 
for teacher education in corpus literacy (lombardo, 2009; McCarthy, 2008; 
O’Keeffe & Farr, 2003; Peters, 2006; römer, 2006).  But very few studies 
have actually attempted to include these standards and definitions in a lan-
guage teacher education context and then systematically evaluate the result-
ing learning outcomes in an empirical way.

two exceptions to date are Farr (2008) and Breyer (2009).  Farr (2008) 
integrated corpus investigation activities into a two-semester Master of arts 
program in elt in ireland, and repeated the module with the subsequent 
Ma group, as well, yielding a total of 25 subjects.  Subjects gained access 
to at least five different corpora, and were given guided tasks at first, fol-
lowed by more independent projects, to provide them with training in us-
ing a corpus to answer questions about grammar.  By the end of the second 
semester, students were asked to complete a “substantial assignment in the 
form of a corpus-based discourse analysis paper on [a topic] of their own 
choice” (Farr, 2008, p. 32).  Farr assessed her subjects’ attitudes towards the 
corpus component of the Ma program through a questionnaire distributed 
near the end of the program, and found that while the students could see 
clear advantages for using corpora, both as a reference for themselves as 
teachers, and as a tool for improving classroom elt, they also expressed 
frustration at learning to conduct effective searches and at the amount of 
time needed to consult a corpus and analyze the output.  a follow-up of 
five subjects as in-service teachers showed that two were employing corpus 
techniques in their elt classrooms, while three expressed issues related to 
the availability of hardware and software and integrating corpus techniques 
into a pre-set methodology.
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For her study of pre-service secondary school english language teach-
ers in Germany, Breyer (2009) designed a Semester 2 elective course de-
voted to introducing corpus linguistics as part of a four- to five-year initial 
teacher training program that includes student teaching.  the course met 
in a computer lab equipped with several corpora and five different concor-
dancing software packages, and the 18 subjects gained experience in learn-
ing english from corpora and used those corpus-related experiences to re-
flect on their potential effectiveness for elt.  Breyer analyzed the subjects’ 
reflective essays on the teaching of some and any (comparing their use in 
generalized corpora with their presentation in elt textbooks used in Ger-
many), and a questionnaire related to students’ experiences creating teach-
ing materials based on concordances.  Pre-service teachers felt that some 
corpus-generated exceptions to accepted grammar rules should not be used 
with beginning learners, but they also realized that over-simplification of the 
rules (such as those found in the elt textbooks) was undesirable.  they ap-
preciated the authenticity of corpus examples as compared to more artificial 
textbook language, and had clear ideas for using concordance output to pro-
vide authentic examples of use.  Finally, they also saw their future students’ 
independent corpus-based learning as an opportunity and a challenge for 
them as teachers.

the present study extends this prior work in several important ways.  
First, it follows six individual pre-service teachers as they develop cor-
pus literacy over one semester, rather than aggregating the reflections of a 
whole class or group.  this allows for greater depth of analysis while still 
accounting for the range of responses to the exposure to corpus linguis-
tics.  Second, because the present research design includes the collection 
of multiple types of data at numerous points during the semester, the re-
searchers can investigate each subject’s understanding of the application of 
corpus linguistics to the teaching context as that understanding develops in 
different ways over time.  Finally, like Farr (2008), the current study inte-
grates corpus linguistics into a pre-existing university course, but a wider 
range of students and future teaching goals is represented.  these include 
undergraduates as well as graduate students who aim to teach high school 
english, english as a Foreign language (eFl) abroad, community college 
eSl, and/or adult literacy.  this range of student goals demonstrates the 
challenges of making corpus literacy relevant for pre-service teachers in a 
short amount of time.

With this range of students and challenges in mind, the larger study was 
designed to address the following questions:
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•	 in what ways did pre-service eSl teachers develop corpus 
literacy?

•	 What were pre-service eSl teachers’ attitudes towards corpus 
literacy? 

•	 What factors contributed to those attitudes?
the present study focuses on the first research question, providing an in-
depth analysis of six pre-service eSl teachers’ development of corpus lit-
eracy over one semester.

ConTExT oF ThE STudy

Participants

Participants for the study were drawn from two sections of an upper di-
vision, 15-week course on grammar for eSl teachers taught at a large state 
university by one of the researchers in Fall 2008.  the course is required for 
graduate and undergraduate students in the teSOl Certificate and teSOl 
Minor programs, is a prerequisite for graduate students in the Ma teSOl 
program, and is one of three options for the grammar course that english 
majors in a pre-credential program are required to take.  a total of 52 stu-
dents participated in the full study, though two subsequently withdrew from 
the study because they dropped the class. thirty-seven of the participants 
were in teSOl programs (13 undergraduate, 24 graduate) while the re-
maining 15 participants were mostly english majors.  responses to a back-
ground survey administered at the start of the semester indicated that only 
nine students had previously heard of corpus linguistics, mostly through 
an introduction to linguistics or another grammar class.  Four of the nine 
claimed to have had previous experience using corpus linguistics, but only 
one student could actually provide an accurate definition of the term.

Corpus Instruction 

Corpus linguistics was threaded throughout the entire course through 
in-class activities, course projects, and readings assigned from two recent 
corpus-based grammar reference books: Longman student grammar of spo-
ken and written English (henceforth: lSG) (Biber, Conrad, & leech, 2002) 
and The teacher’s grammar of English (Cowan, 2008).  at the fourth class 
meeting, students were provided with a systematic introduction to class-
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room use of corpus linguistics.  this instruction defined key terminology 
such as corpus linguistics, corpus, concordance, and left/right collocate; 
identified the types of questions a corpus can answer and how they are an-
swered; and introduced corpus-based grammatical analysis through discus-
sion of five examples.  a handout provided information about corpus re-
sources for eSl/eFl teachers.  Subsequently, corpus output (concordances 
and information about frequency and distribution) was used throughout the 
semester to address class questions about grammar.  Concordance examples 
from a small learner corpus (a collection of english learners’ writing, for 
example) were also used to demonstrate how a teacher might assess learn-
ers’ progress in controlling certain grammatical structures.

the present study focuses especially on two major corpus-based proj-
ects that students completed.  For the first project (due in week 7), they 
worked in groups to use information in their corpus-based course textbooks 
(Biber et al, 2002; Cowan, 2008) to (a) critique the treatment of negation 
in a grammar textbook and (b) design supplemental teaching materials for 
use with that text in an intermediate-mid-level eSl grammar class.  Concor-
dances from the Corpus of Contemporary american english (COCa) (da-
vies, 2008) were provided for no, not, and n’t (90-100 lines of data for each 
form), but use of this data for the project was optional.  each group sub-
mitted two group products: a lesson plan and a handout with supplemental 
teaching materials.  each individual student also submitted a two-page nar-
rative containing their critique of the published materials and a description 
of their use of corpus materials.  

the second project (due in week 14) asked students to critique the 
treatment of adjectives and adverbs in two grammar textbooks and design 
supplemental teaching materials.  For this project, however, students worked 
individually and were required to use COCa to investigate one of four as-
pects of adjectives and adverbs: two-syllable adjectives which can be super-
lative/comparative using either -er/-est or more/most (e.g.  clever); compara-
tive and superlative forms of single syllable words (e.g.  fun); farther vs.  
further; and adverbs and adjectives with the same form (e.g.  hard).  Prior 
to starting this project, students received one day (75 minutes) of training on 
COCa in a computer lab so they would be able to generate the frequency, 
distribution, and concordance data necessary for its completion.  in addition 
to the critique of the published materials, students’ narratives for this project 
discussed their search strategies for finding corpus information and justified 
their use of that information.  
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METhod

data Collection

all products from the two course projects (lesson plans, handouts, and 
narratives) were collected from all of the participants, with their permission.  
after the first (group) project, 51 of the participants completed a brief sur-
vey which focused on their confidence in their ability to perform corpus-
based activities.  at the end of the semester (i.e.  after Project 2), 48 of the 
participants completed a longer survey which again asked them their confi-
dence levels with a broader range of corpus-based activities which reflected 
additional training received for the project; it also sought to identify their 
general attitudes towards corpus linguistics and its future use in their teach-
ing.  Finally, 12 participants volunteered for follow-up interviews, which 
were recorded and subsequently transcribed.  

to minimize the possibility that one researcher’s role as course instruc-
tor would influence participants’ responses, all surveys and interviews were 
conducted by the other researcher (who was not the instructor), and partici-
pants were informed that the data would not be shared with the instructor/
researcher until the following semester.

Case Selection and data analysis 

Case selection followed a three-step process.  in the first step, the re-
searchers identified 23 students who represented a typical cross-section in 
terms of program/level of study, teaching background, and performance 
in the class.  this sub-group was divided between the researchers, and a 
chronological summary of each student’s data was written; each researcher 
checked the other’s summaries for accuracy and completeness.  in the sec-
ond step, three students with incomplete data for Project 2 were omitted; the 
remaining 20 students were divided into three groups representing strong, 
average, and weak performance in the course; this categorization was ini-
tially based on grades on the final project and subsequently confirmed by 
a close reading of the chronological summaries.  in the third step, one re-
searcher reread all the chronological summaries to identify two subjects 
from each group, making a total of six subjects who represented typical and/
or interesting cases.  
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The Subjects

Holly and tracey were selected from the “strong” group, Claire and 
Owen from the “average” group, and emily and George from the “weak” 
group.  While emily and tracey were in the same group for Project 1, none 
of the other subjects worked together.  none of the six subjects had any 
knowledge or experience of corpus linguistics prior to the course.  

Holly was a graduate student who was taking the class as a prerequisite 
for courses in an Ma teSOl program, which she was pursuing because 
she wanted to teach english overseas.  While she had limited experience tu-
toring english and French, she had no experience as a classroom language 
teacher.  For Project 1, her group “looked up not and n’t using the conversa-
tional register of the corpus” [Holly: narrative 1].  For Project 2, Holly fo-
cused on two-syllable adjectives that can take both inflectional (-er/-est) and 
phrasal (more/most) forms of comparative and superlative in a lesson plan 
that incorporated corpus data in several ways.  

tracey and emily were both undergraduate students who were pursuing 
a certificate in teSOl and had no previous teaching experience.  they had 
different career goals: teaching eFl for tracey and teaching high school or 
college eSl for emily.  their group for Project 1 used the provided concor-
dances, whose use was optional, of not, n’t, and no in an inductive activity 
in their lesson on negation.  For the individual project on adjectives and ad-
verbs, emily focused on the uses of farther and further, which she had iden-
tified as important in academic reading and writing, while tracey’s lesson 
covered the use of pretty as both an adjective and an adverb.  

like tracey and emily, Claire, an undergraduate student who was pur-
suing the teSOl Certificate in order to teach in adult literacy programs or 
adult education, was in a group which chose to use the provided concor-
dances for Project 1.  For Project 2, Claire focused on single syllable adjec-
tive forms such as big, warm, and fun.  

Owen was a graduate student in literature whose goal was to teach liter-
ature at the college level.  He did not indicate any previous teaching experi-
ence.  His group didn’t use the provided concordances in Project 1; instead, 
they conducted an original search to generate examples of double negatives, 
the focus of their lesson.  Owen’s lesson plan for Project 2 covered com-
parative and superlative forms of single syllable adjectives.  

the final subject, George, was a non-degree student who had very little 
prior teaching or tutoring experience and was completing a teSOl Certifi-
cate because he wanted to teach in Korea.  His group for Project 1 covered 
a lot of material in their lesson on three different aspects of negation--do-in-
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sertion, double negatives, and negative prefixes—but did not use corpus data 
in any way.  For Project 2, George focused on teaching comparative and su-
perlative forms of single syllable adjectives ending in –y such as angry, but 
again he did not include any corpus data in his lesson plan.  

daTa anaLySIS

this paper focuses on the following data from the six case study sub-
jects: Project 1 (lesson plan, handout, individual narrative); the survey 
completed after Project 1; Project 2 (lesson plan, handout, individual narra-
tive); the end-of-semester survey; and interviews with three of the subjects 
(Claire, George, and Holly).  these data were analyzed for five components 
of corpus literacy.  the first two components came from Mukherjee’s (2006) 
definition of corpus literacy for students: 

1. knowing what can (and cannot) be done with a corpus
2. knowing how to analyze concordances

For language teacher preparation, the following additional components 
were also included:

3. selecting an appropriate corpus
4. understanding how to make sense of basic frequency information; 

and
5. using corpus output to generate appropriate teaching materials 

While the data was initially coded for all five of these aspects of corpus 
literacy development, subsequent reanalysis indicated that the second and 
fourth components interacted in ways which allowed them to be collapsed 
into a larger single category: “understand and analyze corpus data.”

Select an appropriate Corpus

although the instructor did introduce students to multiple corpora, in-
cluding a learner corpus, the vast majority of their interactions with a corpus 
involved the Corpus of Contemporary american english (COCa).  not sur-
prisingly, therefore, none of the subjects demonstrated the ability to choose 
an appropriate corpus.  the one exception was Holly, whose discussion of 
the use of different types of corpora, which will be discussed in the next 
section, suggests an awareness of the need to select corpora based on peda-
gogical goals.  
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understand What a Corpus Can and Cannot do

data for this section comes exclusively from the comments in surveys, 
interviews, and narratives that reveal—implicitly or explicitly—subjects’ 
theoretical understanding of the uses and limitations of language corpora as 
well as how that theoretical understanding was affected by their experiences 
with corpus searches.  these comments covered three general topics: the in-
formation provided by corpus linguistics; the interaction of corpus linguis-
tics with language instruction; and the limitations of corpus linguistics.

Information Provided by Corpus Linguistics

the two strong students (tracey and Holly) and the stronger of the av-
erage students (Owen) showed the best understanding of the types of infor-
mation provided by corpora.  as early as Project 1, tracey noted that cor-
pus-based materials “would give examples of real speech,… would show 
patterns of usage, how word order is structured around negation, and would 
help lead to student discussion of how no is used differently than not/n’t” 
[tracey: narrative 1].  By the end of the semester, tracey was also com-
menting on her use of corpus data to test assumptions about language: 

i chose the last 40 sentences from each category [she means ‘regis-
ter’] and was surprised at the statistics… pretty was used as an ad-
jective only 25% of the time, mostly in the fiction category (70%).  
i had thought that the adjective form would be the most prevalent, 
but pretty was most frequently used as a qualifier, an adverb that 
indicates the degree of another modifier.  [tracey: narrative 2]

Holly’s Project 1 offered little insight into her views on corpus-based 
data, but by the end of the semester, she clearly saw its potential to allow 
her to explore both her intuitively-held beliefs about language [Holly: Sur-
vey 3 Q1; interview] and differences in usage [Holly: Survey 3 Q1; inter-
view] as well as to obtain authentic examples [Holly: Survey 3 Q10; inter-
view].  Similarly, Owen primarily saw corpus linguistics as providing “an 
(almost) endless source of examples of living language” [Owen: Survey 
3 Q11] which also can reveal register differences.  He may also have seen 
corpora as providing windows on societal/cultural trends by tracking usage 
changes over time: for Project 2, Owen tried to explain a growth in the use 
of greener by referring to “an increasing environmental awareness [and]…
the transition to more eco-friendly practices in society” [Owen: narrative 2].
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the remaining three subjects all referred to the value of corpus-based 
data, but their enthusiasm was tempered by a lack of skills or was contra-
dicted by how they used that data.  

For example, Claire saw several potential ways in which corpora could 
allow exploration of words: “it was useful to see how people used different 
words and the frequency of their use…[and] to check on meaning differenc-
es of different words and sometimes the same word” [Claire: Survey 3 Q1].  
in her narrative for Project 2, she referred specifically to the information on 
register distribution in the Longman student grammar (lSG) for adverbial 
uses of good, which suggests that this was another aspect of corpus linguis-
tics which she saw as being useful (she noted that the grammar textbook 
does not include this information).  

at first, Claire was very uncertain about using the corpus, even after 
receiving instruction in the computer lab, which she characterized as helpful 
but insufficient:

i have more difficulty understanding what how how to negoti-
ate the COC- the site.  um, my daughter actually helped me, she 
went through and, when we went through the tutorial she read the 
directions, and explained them re-interpreted them to me, what the 
directions were actually saying, that helped.  [Claire: interview]

By the end of the semester Claire referred to her ability as that of a “novice” 
[Claire: Survey 3 Q5] who is only able to perform “the simplest searches” 
[Claire: Survey 3 Q1].  nevertheless, she demonstrated the ability to search 
COCa in several different ways: 

i looked up words by part of speech and was successful once i 
found the POS [part-of-speech] symbols.  then i tried the ‘lemma” 
and discovered i could bring up all forms of comparative adjectives 
by bracketing the base word.  this opened up a whole new way of 
researching for me.  [Claire: narrative 2]

Claire’s evaluation of her own abilities appeared to arise from a realization 
that corpus linguistics offers more than she was capable of researching.  at 
one point, she stated that she “know[s] there is much more available be-
cause the charts in longman show that” [Claire: Survey 3 Q8], but she also 
acknowledged that “some of the graphs that they had in the book, i wouldn’t 
even know where to begin to look to find a graph like that” [Claire: inter-
view].

George also showed this contradiction between what is achievable in 
theory versus in practice.  He indicated that the “five-minute tour” of COCa 
(an online introduction) at the start of Project 2 raised his awareness of the 
usefulness of corpus searches: 



428 Heather and Helt

George: there’s many ways you can do searches.  You can do, uh, 
combined word searches, adjective searches, adverb searches, so i 
thought that would be very useful. 
Interviewer: in what way?
George: Well. if you needed uh specific examples of particular 
verb fo-or word forms classifications and so forth, you could iso-
late them in that way.  [George: interview]

However, this awareness of the possibilities of corpora did not translate 
into an ability to use the corpus: “i couldn’t figure out how to do a lot of dif-
ferent searches even though i knew they were there, they were available, i 
couldn’t figure them out and i was pressed for time, so i didn’t, spend a lot 
of time, trying to resolve the uh confusion” [George: interview].

the final subject, emily, showed a different type of contradiction.  On 
the one hand, she valued “the opportunity to see where ‘further’ and ‘far-
ther’ are used in authentic language” [emily: narrative 2].  On the other 
hand, this position appears to be contradicted elsewhere in her narrative 
where she writes: 

While searching for adequate examples in which “further” and 
“farther” were used correctly, i found that in many cases these two 
words were used interchangeably and thus incorrectly according to 
the definition i would teach the class.  according to the Merriam-
Webster’s dictionary these two words can be used interchangeably, 
however, the corpus indicated that “farther” is most commonly 
used when describing physical distances, while “further” is used 
for figurative distance.  i chose to include only the sentences that 
corresponded with the lesson, but the teacher would address how 
some use them interchangeably during the lecture (as noted on step 
4 of the lesson plan). [emily: narrative 2] 

there seems to be a tension here between her initial comment that the two 
terms are interchangeable and the subsequent comment about the corpus 
indicating a difference in usage based on physical vs.  figurative distance.  
emily appears to have resolved this tension by carefully selecting concor-
dance lines to fit her pre-established ideas of the rule governing usage of 
these words.  in doing so, she contradicted one of the benefits of this type of 
“data-driven” approach.
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The Interaction of Corpus Linguistics with Published Teaching Materials

three of the students discussed the theoretical ways in which corpus 
linguistics intersects with language teaching materials.  For emily, the most 
interesting/useful aspect of Project 1 was that it “allowed us to see how even 
the most popular books used in teaching eSl can still have a lot of neces-
sary materials missing” [emily: Survey 2 Q1].  Similarly, Owen saw a role 
for corpus linguistics in supplementing the information found in language 
textbooks.  at mid-semester, he pointed out that “the [published] materials 
only discourage double negatives whereas the corpus-informed texts dis-
cuss the appearance of accepted double negatives in spoken english” and 
“by utilizing the Corpus of Contemporary american english, we may pres-
ent examples which shore up this shortcoming of the [published] materials” 
[Owen: narrative 1].

Holly appreciated that the corpus allowed her to look critically at cur-
riculum, which was a new experience for her [Holly: Survey 2 Q1].  in fact, 
this new-found critical stance led Holly to suggest:

it would be really interesting to have a curriculum based on a 
corpus instead of just a straight grammar book that’s standard 
english because i don’t think that, most people who speak… native 
english, speak the way grammar book says to. [Holly: interview]  

She also explained that textbooks and corpus linguistics worked well to-
gether to help guide her in creating searches where the textbooks could give 
her “some words to begin with” [Holly: Survey 3 Q7] when she “had trou-
ble thinking of words to search for” [Holly: Survey 3 Q3].  

Beyond curricular decisions, Holly identified two other possible roles 
for corpora in instructional materials.  She suggested that a corpus of spo-
ken language might help in identifying correct forms to teach when tutor-
ing pronunciation, but a comment in the interview— “i don’t think you can 
do that with a corpus”—showed her awareness that corpora cannot answer 
every question.  She was more certain about the option of using learner cor-
pora “to look at what is really going on in the classroom and help focus in 
on what needs to be focused on and not spend so much time on things that 
they’re really doing well” [Holly: interview].  thus, she showed an aware-
ness of the different corpus types and why one might choose each for differ-
ent purposes.
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Limitations of Corpus Linguistics

two students specifically addressed the limitations of corpus linguis-
tics.  the first was Holly’s comment in the preceding paragraph about the 
inability of corpora to provide guidance about pronunciation.  the second 
came from tracey, who showed an awareness of how the content of a cor-
pus can affect the quantitative findings as well as qualitative interpretations 
of those findings:

as an aside, i was surprised to see that the spoken category 
contained data that was primarily from television – news and talk 
shows – and very little “everyday” person to person, on the street 
language use….in addition, the lSG described how adverbs and 
adjectives differ across registers according to the longman SWe 
Corpus [longman Corpus of Spoken and Written english], an 
interesting fact not evident in the COCa.  [tracey: narrative 2]

understand and analyze Corpus data

For Project 1 (the group project), it was anticipated that students might 
use two types of corpus data: the concordances provided for not, n’t, and no, 
the use of which was optional; and any frequency data from lSG that was 
relevant to the focus of their lesson plans.  the second (individual) proj-
ect required students to generate and use corpus data such as frequencies, 
register distribution, and concordances.  the six subjects generally showed 
the best development of this aspect of corpus literacy, though it was by no 
means uniform across students or time.  

One of the surprises from Project 1 was that Owen’s group performed 
their own COCa search on double negatives in spoken language.  Owen’s 
Project 1 narrative does not discuss search strategies or data analysis, so it 
is impossible to discern his role in performing this search, but it is striking 
that his group chose to do their own search since the project did not require 
students to do this or even to use the provided concordances for not, no, 
and n’t, and students had not yet had any training in using COCa.  Owen’s 
Project 2 provided good support for his claim that he became “quite adept 
at searching the corpus and analyzing the results” [Owen: Survey 3 Q7].  
His narrative noted his own surprise at the infrequent occurrence of funner 
and funnest, which he supported by including statistics on their occurrence.  
His evident comfort with corpus data was confirmed by the inclusion in his 
teaching materials of concordance lines and a frequency table, as well as 
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by his comment on frequency data showing that “the use of the adjective 
‘greener’ has doubled since 1999” [Owen: narrative 2].

Holly was one of the four subjects whose group examined the provided 
concordances for not, no, and n’t for Project 1.  However, it was not clear 
from her project how these concordances were used, so no inferences can be 
made about Holly’s ability at that time.  Holly’s interaction with corpus data 
in Project 2, however, did suggest a strong ability to understand and ana-
lyze corpus data.  She not only created a chart to track frequencies of forms 
across registers, but also formed and tested hypotheses about the data she 
gathered to complete that chart: 

at first i only looked at the numbers, unless there was something 
curious about the results.  For instance, “more narrow” was com-
mon, but “most narrow” only had eight occurrences.  i wondered 
if the “more” was being used as a determiner rather than as part of 
a comparative.  the interesting thing was that it was a compara-
tive, but in the “most narrow” concordances some of the “mosts” 
did show up as determiners.  i also thought it was interesting that 
“narrow” in the comparative form was more common as a phrasal 
adjective, but in the superlative form it became inflectional. [Holly: 
narrative 2]

Holly’s comment demonstrated a deeper grasp of the grammar than many of 
the other students appeared to hold, which probably contributed to her more 
nuanced understanding of the corpus and its output.

tracey and emily were in a group for Project 1 that also used the pro-
vided concordances.  While their group enthusiastically integrated several of 
the concordances into their lesson, it was not clear which individuals were 
responsible for analyzing and selecting the corpus lines used in the project, 
so, again, no inferences can be made about either subject’s abilities.  data 
from Project 2 provided more insight into tracey and emily’s development.

tracey’s comment about using COCa to test assumptions about lan-
guage (see quote in previous section) indicated her apparent facility with 
corpus data.  She clearly comprehended register distribution information in 
lSG and was able to analyze concordance output well enough to test her as-
sumptions.  However, the focus on looking for “words” in the following two 
comments makes one wonder whether her ability to perform searches may 
have extended more to using the corpus as a tool for lexical investigation 
than for grammatical investigation: 

i enjoyed using the site and have gone back to see how other words 
are used, just to satisfy my curiosity.  [tracey: narrative 2]
Performing a search in the COCa was an easy process.  i played 
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around with lots of words to see their frequency, distribution, and 
to read the concordances, seeing how words are used.  [tracey: 
Survey 3 Q7]

While neither project provided data concerning emily’s ability to use 
frequency information, Project 2 clearly showed that emily had little dif-
ficulty searching COCa to generate concordance lines for further and far-
ther, which she was able to analyze well enough to identify that the terms 
were used interchangeably in the corpus (see quote in the previous section).  
However, her handout included adverbial uses of further that did not match 
her lesson’s pedagogical focus on further/farther as distance terms; unfor-
tunately, the data is insufficient to determine whether this issue reflects her 
inexperience as a teacher, a lack of grammatical knowledge, difficulty ana-
lyzing concordances to identify appropriate examples, or some combination 
of these factors.

Claire also used the provided concordances for Project 1 as well as 
frequency information in lSG.  at first glance, the latter seemed to cause 
Claire little difficulty: she attached frequency charts from lSG to her narra-
tive and explained that in examining them, ”my group partners… and i dis-
covered the negation form more frequently used in all forms of the english 
language is not/n’t.” [Claire: narrative 1].  However, Claire acknowledged 
that she was not always as comfortable with frequency information as the 
above quote would suggest: 

you know when i went to COCa it was ok, i could understand 
them somewhat, but in our book, the way um in the longman Stu-
dent Grammar, they have some charts in there, some graphs, that i 
could not understand.  [Claire: interview]

Claire’s Project 2 narrative contained a very detailed description of her 
search strategy which supported her assertion that she had less difficulty un-
derstanding corpus output: 

i checked the word fun.  i thought i would frequently find the non-
standard comparative words, funner and funnest.  this was not the 
case.  there were only four corpus lines for funner and eleven for 
funnest.  the correct comparatives more and most fun had hun-
dreds of corpus lines. [Claire: narrative 2]

the final subject, George, was in a group that did not use any corpus 
data for Project 1.  For Project 2, George researched comparative and super-
lative forms of quiet, gentle and angry in the Spoken and academic regis-
ters with some success.  He produced a handout containing the frequencies 
he obtained from COCa (including information on changes across time) as 
well as an evaluation of patterns he saw.  even though he did not provide 
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any references to concordances, it is clear that he had some facility with an-
alyzing them since the differences he cited could only be determined from 
examining usage in context: for example, for the form gentlest, he states 
“Spoken: most often for people.  academic: as often for ideas, etc, as for 
people.” [George: lesson Plan 2].  

in his Project 2 narrative, George provided quite a bit of detail about 
his searches and the range of frequency and distribution data.  For example, 
in discussing the three target adjectives, he stated, “the obvious tendency 
for greater usage of the inflectional variety of comparative and superlative 
over the phrasal variety in Spoken and academic situations is conclusive.” 
He further explained, “i attribute the disparity of usage between the inflec-
tion versions and the phrasal versions of comparatives and superlatives as 
the difference between casual and formal.  they represent stylistic oppo-
sites or extremes…” [George: narrative 2].  unfortunately, George failed to 
realize that his theory does not take into account the difference in formality 
represented by the academic and Spoken registers and which should, ac-
cording to his theory, have led to frequency differences between them (i.e., 
one would then expect more inflectional forms in Spoken, but more phrasal 
forms in academic).

use of Corpus data To develop Teaching Materials

Owen clearly saw the value of incorporating corpus-based materials 
into language teaching, as evidenced by his group’s lesson plan for Proj-
ect 1, which included a two-minute teacher-led explanation of the value of 
corpus linguistics prior to examination of five examples of double-negatives 
taken from COCa.  Owen’s lesson plan for Project 2 included a good ex-
ample of data driven learning, where students created hypotheses about the 
most likely comparative/superlative forms of fun which were then tested 
through examination of a table containing usage frequency for the various 
possibilities in COCa, broken down by register.  Owen appeared to have 
given some thought to the best way of presenting this information: “i decid-
ed a table would best show how the evolution of the language, through com-
mon usage, seems to have selected “funner’ and ‘funnest’ (words both found 
in the dictionary as gradations of ‘fun’) for extinction” [Owen: narrative 2].

although Holly’s Project 1 narrative explained how her group “looked 
up not and n’t using the conversational register of the corpus” [Holly: nar-
rative 1], it’s not clear from either her narrative or the group’s lesson plan 
how this information was used in creating instructional materials.  For Proj-
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ect 2, Holly utilized quite a lot of corpus information for inductive, lan-
guage analysis activities in her lesson, including information on register 
variation from lSG, register distribution from COCa, frequency informa-
tion from COCa, and concordances for likely and narrow.  One notable fea-
ture of her lesson was her decision to include all of the concordances for 
most narrow, rather than omitting the ones that were determiners (e.g., Most 
narrow alleys have driveways).  though this would give her students more 
of a challenge in terms of inductively discovering patterns, it would also 
provide a much richer language analysis problem for them and is an appro-
priate use of concordances (reppen, 2010).

For Project 1, emily and tracey’s group used the provided corpus data 
in an inductive activity for which they selected groups of three concordance 
lines per target item and asked guiding questions to help learners see pat-
terns of usage.  However, although both subjects commented in their nar-
ratives on the value of this type of activity and the use of concordance lines 
in this way, their group’s attempt to do so was not totally successful.  in 
particular, some of the groupings of concordance lines did not fit together 
well.  For example, one grouping includes three examples of be + not, but 
in one case, be is used as an auxiliary verb (he was not speaking), while in 
the other two cases, it is the main verb but is followed by different forms—
an infinitive (is not to have) and an adjective (is not possible).  

By Project 2, emily had become much more effective at grouping con-
cordances for inductive activities.  However, as has already been discussed, 
she included concordance lines for an irrelevant meaning of further and may 
have selected other concordance lines based on a preexisting and inaccurate 
conception of what the corpus data should show.

regarding Project 1, tracey stated, “i had a hard time understanding 
how to use corpus material in my lesson plan” [tracey: narrative 1].  For 
Project 2, tracey included a corpus-based activity that focused on the use 
of pretty as both an adjective and an adverb.  Her handout included groups 
of five concordance lines in each of three sections; students identified the 
word that pretty modified, the word class of the modified word, and patterns 
in each section of concordance lines.  Students then chose one sentence 
from each section and replaced pretty with a synonym (i.e. they focused on 
both meaning and function).  tracey also understood that instructors need to 
carefully consider how they will use corpus output based on the needs and 
level of their students:

i did have a difficult time choosing sentences to use in my corpus 
activity since much of the concordance examples were hard to 
understand out of context or they were from sources at a level more 
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advanced than i thought these intermediate students could follow.  
[tracey: narrative 2]

in spite of tracey’s perception of the difficulty of selecting from con-
cordance output, the activity which she included in her lesson plan illustrat-
ed her success at choosing appropriate lines and grouping them well.

For Project 1, Claire’s group used corpus information in several ways: 
frequency information was used to determine which forms to focus on; 10 
lines “taken from Corpus of Contemporary american english” [Claire: les-
son Plan 1] were used for a mechanical practice activity; and oral activities 
focused on negative words used in “sample sentences inspired by” COCa 
[Claire: lesson Plan 1].

in Project 2, Claire again used results of her COCa searches to guide 
her decisions about instructional focus: “after checking these various 
words, i concluded that most spoken comparative words are used correctly, 
and my lesson plan should be general practice of typical single syllable ad-
jective forms” [Claire: narrative 2].  Her instructional materials for Project 
2 used 21 lines of corpus output, grouped by grammar point, for an induc-
tive activity on comparative/superlative adjectives which she mistakenly re-
fers to as “deductive”: 

in my lesson plan, instead of reviewing the rules for the compara-
tive adjectives, i am going to use some corpus lines in a deductive 
[sic] activity and see if they can discover the rule for ‘adjective, 
comparative, superlative.’ i will incorporate the words more fun 
and see if they can discover that this is an irregular form of one-
syllable adjectives. [Claire: narrative 2]

Claire also demonstrated an awareness of the need to be selective with 
using corpus output, noting that she chose “simple sentences from COCa 
for a corpus based exercise because the low-to-mid-intermediate eSl stu-
dent has difficulty in reading comprehension.  Sentences that are too com-
plex could be a source of confusion” [Claire: lesson Plan 2].

George was the least successful of the six subjects in terms of using 
corpus data to develop teaching materials.  His group did not use any cor-
pus-based information in their teaching materials for Project 1.  George’s 
COCa research for Project 2 did not fit very well with the lesson plan itself, 
in which he chose to completely ignore two of his research foci and concen-
trate solely on adjectives that end in –y such as angry.  His lesson plan did 
not mention any use at all of his COCa findings, not even of the handout in 
which he summarized his COCa findings.  thus, while George appeared to 
have acquired the ability to conduct some types of corpus searches and read 
their results, he showed little evidence of being able to apply those findings 
to classroom instruction.
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dISCuSSIon and IMPLICaTIonS For LanguagE TEaChEr EduCaTorS

Considering all the case studies together, the corpus literacy training 
received by these pre-service teachers appears to have been effective while 
also highlighting a need for improvement in several areas.  additionally, 
though not surprisingly, the effectiveness of the training was not uniform 
across all six subjects, reflecting the differing strengths each subject brought 
to both the course content (english grammar) and the technological issues 
related to corpus linguistics.  Several positive findings provide encourage-
ment for continuing this type of training for pre-service teachers.

during the semester, these subjects interacted with concordance lines 
perhaps more than any other type of corpus output.  this extensive exposure 
appears to have had a positive effect, in that several subjects attempted (with 
varying degrees of success) to utilize concordance lines to plan a data-driv-
en learning activity in their lessons (see Holly, Owen, & tracey, for exam-
ple).  it is evident, however, that more focused instruction is needed to help 
teachers develop two skill areas: (a) utilizing concordance output to identify 
lexico-grammatical patterns rather than focusing only on lexical items and 
their meanings; and (b) organizing and presenting concordance data in ways 
that lead more clearly to autonomous learning for their students.  to address 
the first skill area, pre-service teachers will need to be exposed to more lex-
ico-grammatical patterns that have been identified and discussed by corpus 
linguists (Biber, Conrad & reppen, 1998; O’Keeffe, McCarthy & Carter, 
2007).  Once teachers begin to notice such patterns, they will be more apt 
to look beyond the focused lexical word in concordance output.  One way to 
address the second problem would be to provide more practice in designing 
questions that guide learners to notice the patterns represented in different 
groupings of concordance lines (reppen, 2010).  

One unexpected positive outcome of this training was that some case 
study subjects began to see themselves as empowered to critique published 
teaching resources and to create their own materials, based on frequency or 
distribution information from a reliable corpus, as a supplement when that 
missing information seems important or critical.  While this evidence comes 
mostly from the stronger subjects (see for example emily, Owen, and Hol-
ly), more could be done to encourage this type of thinking in all pre-service 
teachers.  

While all six subjects discussed the topic of corpus-generated informa-
tion, only the stronger subjects seemed to address the interaction of corpus 
linguistics and language instruction, or were able to infer some of the limi-
tations of corpus linguistics (especially Holly and tracey).  Since the lat-
ter two topics are also essential to well-rounded corpus literacy (Mukherjee, 
2006), it is evident that more specific training is needed in those areas.  
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Several over-arching issues have been brought into focus through the 
analysis of these case studies.  Both Claire and George noted their difficul-
ties with the online interface with COCa and general searching require-
ments, and Claire also needed help from a family member to navigate the 
COCa site, while other subjects became quite adept at conducting more so-
phisticated searches.  additional training (workshops in a computer lab or 
very detailed written instructions) should be offered for those students who 
feel less comfortable with computing in general.  another possibility would 
be to break the projects into smaller steps and offer feedback and revision 
possibilities at each step, so that the projects seem less overwhelming.  this 
is especially important for the second project where students are required 
to work alone and to incorporate corpus-based information into their lesson 
plans and handouts.  

a final, perhaps more serious problem relates to integrating corpus lit-
eracy training into an entry-level grammar class.  While that still seems like 
the most logical place for introducing pre-service teachers to corpus linguis-
tics, it is also true that those subjects with a weaker grasp of grammar, like 
George and emily, have more difficulty conducting corpus searches (espe-
cially by part-of-speech or inflection) and are more likely to misrepresent 
their findings to their students.  the challenge lies in finding a way to infuse 
more of the instruction of the course content itself (i.e., basic pedagogical 
english grammar) with corpus-based information, using more corpus-based 
materials that the instructor creates to specifically address the course con-
tent, all the while using that instruction and those materials to introduce stu-
dents to how to use a corpus to enhance instruction.  it requires an iterative 
process, and the design of the curriculum likely will continue to evolve as 
the researchers continue to teach this course.  at the same time, the ideal 
situation would be to continue to integrate corpus linguistics (and grammar) 
in several other courses so that pre-service teachers have more opportunities 
to develop corpus literacy in addition to other technological skills (desjar-
dins & Peters, 2007).

On a positive note: in her interview, Claire discussed ways in which 
corpus-based, data-driven learning could be a useful resource to her as a 
teacher for checking usage to identify problem areas to address in instruc-
tion, and also useful to students who could investigate words: 

this is the way i would sell it to a student, and i’m using the word 
sell seriously, it’s a mystery, it’s like finding a mystery, like clues 
to a mystery.  that’s how actually i would market it to my students, 
if my students were old enough, i would introduce them to the 
corpus. [Claire: interview]
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Claire represents the average student in this study, and it is extremely 
encouraging to note that she has made very strong connections between cor-
pus linguistics and language instruction.  Her comments demonstrate that 
she is engaged in a revision of her whole language teaching philosophy, 
amending it to include corpus linguistics as a central focus.  She acknowl-
edges the possibilities that corpus linguistics presents for promoting au-
tonomous learning in her future students and, implicitly, for herself as their 
teacher. 
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