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What is meant by 
CORPORA? 

 
a CORPUS is a collection of texts  

in an electronic data-base  

designed for linguistic analysis  

(for a particular representative function)  
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CORPUS LINGUISTICS 

The METHODOLOGY which studies 
LANGUAGE through CORPORA  

is called 
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In principle, ANY COLLECTION of more than one 

text can be called a corpus (corpus being Latin for 

"body", hence a corpus is any body of text), 

 

BUT the term CORPUS when used in the context 

of modern linguistics tends to have more specific 

connotations than this simple definition. 
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Four main characteristics  
of the modern corpus: 

 
 

1) Sampling and Representativeness 

2) Finite Size 

3) Machine-readable form 

4) A standard reference 

 
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1) Sampling and Representativeness 

A corpus has to be maximally representative of the variety 
under examination: it has to give as accurate a picture 
as possible of the tendencies of that variety, as well as 

their proportions 

 

> a broad range of authors and genres, for example, 
which, when taken together, may be considered to 

provide a reasonably accurate picture of the entire 
language population the corpus represents 
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2) Finite Size 
 

Usually a corpus has a finite number of words which is 

determined at the beginning of a corpus-building project 

 

3) Machine-readable form 
 

Corpus data are usually stored on a computer, hence they: 

• can be searched and manipulated at speed 

• can be enriched with extra information 

 

4) A standard reference 
 

If corpora are built according to standard criteria then they can 

serve as standard references and can become available to 

other researchers 
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SOME EXAMPLES of 

ONLINE CORPORA 
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http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/ 
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http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/ 
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http://www.americannationalcorpus.org/# 
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WHAT CAN WE DO  

WITH CORPORA? 
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DIFFERENT PURPOSES  

answer questions  

at various linguistic levels 

 

= an empirical basis, evidence for 
linguistic description and argumentation  

 

≠ text archive/database  

(a text repository, normally not structured) 
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AUTHENTIC DATA 

. Empirical Data vs. INTUITION: 

 

Data allow for the description  

of words in context and, especially, reflect 
the actual combinatorial possibilities of 

language  

which introspection cannot discern 
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. Quantitative & Qualitative Analyses: 

 

computerized corpus analyses + 

functional (qualitative) interpretations of 
quantitative data 
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. Electronic Processing: 

  

- time-saving procedures  

- wide-ranging storing 

- fast and complex analyses 

- replication of experimental results 

- reusability and sharing of resources 
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Tognini-Bonelli, Elena. 2001. Corpus Linguistics at Work.  

Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins.  

CORPUS-DRIVEN 

APPROACH 

CORPUS-BASED 

APPROACH 

[…] the theory pre-
exists the corpus 
examination  (p71) 
 
[…] the term corpus-

based is used to refer to 
a methodology that 
avails itself of the 
corpus mainly to 
expound, test or 
exemplify theories and 
descriptions that were 
formulated before large 
corpora became 
available to inform 
language study  (p65) 

The corpus-driven 
approach builds up the 
theory step by step in the 
presence of the evidence. 
The observation of certain 
patterns leads to a 
hypothesis, which in turn 
leads to the 
generalisation in terms of 
rules of usage and finally 
finds unification in a 
theoretical statement  
(p17) 
 
The theory has no 

independent existence 
from the evidence […]  
(pp84-85) 
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WHAT DO WE NEED? 
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STEP 1 

WE NEED A CORPUS 
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CORPUS TYPES 

• General / Reference 

• Specialized 

• Comparable 

• Parallel 

• Monolingual 

• Bilingual 

• Multilingual  
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BNC - General / Reference corpus  
 

=  a corpus of texts of many types which is  
likely to include as wide a spread of texts  
as possible from one or many countries,  
of spoken or written language  

 
       

MICASE - Specialized corpus 
 

= a corpus of texts of a particular type, 
 such as newspaper editorials, geography  

textbooks, academic articles, etc., 
which is representative of a given type of text  
and which is used to investigate a particular  
type of language   

 FOR EXAMPLE:   

 

BNC 
http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/ 

MICASE 

http://micase.elicorpora.info/ 
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Bilingual Comparable 
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= 2. 

Multilingual Parallel 
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SOME ONLINE 
CORPORA 

CORPUS OF CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN ENGLISH  

http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/ 

 

TIME MAGAZINE CORPUS 

http://corpus.byu.edu/time/ 

 

MICASE 

http://micase.elicorpora.info/ 
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CORPUS OF CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN ENGLISH  
(COCA)  

http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/ 
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TIME MAGAZINE CORPUS 
http://corpus.byu.edu/time/ 
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MICASE 
http://micase.elicorpora.info/ 
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STEP 2 

WE NEED A SOFTWARE PROGRAM 

(A CONCORDANCER) 
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SOFTWARE 

AntConc 
Concorder 

Wordsmith Tools 
… 

Multiconcord 

Multilingual Tool 
… 
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ANTCONC 
http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/software.html 
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STEP 3 

WE NEED  

QUANTITATIVE + QUALITATIVE 

ANALYSES 
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SOME SAMPLE ACTIVITIES 
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1. LEARNING FREQUENT WORD TYPES 

USING WORD LISTS 
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ARE THEY MOSTLY  

FUNCTION WORDS  

OR CONTENT/LEXICAL WORDS? 

 

WHAT GENERALIZATIONS  

CAN YOU MAKE ABOUT  

LANGUAGE AS A WHOLE? 

1. LEARNING FREQUENT WORD TYPES 

USING WORD LISTS 
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2. VOCABULARY LEARNING 

USING WORD LISTS 
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ARE THEY SPECIALIZED 

OR NON-SPECIALIZED 

 WORDS? 

 

WHAT CAN YOU 

CONCLUDE THEN? 

IS THE TEXT  SPECIALIZED 

OR NON-SPECIALIZED? 

2. VOCABULARY LEARNING 

USING WORD LISTS 
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Learning information about the context of use for particular 

words / phrases through the company a word keeps 

 

 

Black & White or White & Black? 

MAKE a mistake or DO a mistake? 

 

Check them in the Time Magazine Corpus  

http://corpus.byu.edu/time/ 

 

3. VOCABULARY LEARNING 

THROUGH COLLOCATION 

 
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3. VOCABULARY LEARNING 

THROUGH COLLOCATION 
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3. VOCABULARY LEARNING 

THROUGH COLLOCATION 
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Semantic prosody is the consistent aura of meaning with 

which a form is imbued by its collocates  (Louw 1993).  

  

 

 

 

 

What is the SEMANTIC PROSODY of the verb 

undergo?  

4. VOCABULARY LEARNING 

THROUGH SEMANTIC PROSODY 

 
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Semantic prosody: NEGATIVE 

 

Reason: UNDERGO usually co-occurs with words 

expressing unpleasant situations  
(cf. examination, test, training, treatment, evaluation, …) 

P. Forchini Teaching through Corpora 

© 2011-2012 Nuova Secondaria – La Scuola SPA – Tutti i diritti riservati 



• collocation 

• colligation 

 

• semantic preference 

• semantic prosody  

strong tea The tea is strong 

in <quantifier> cases 

some 
several 
many 
most 
... 

seek <relief> 

help 
advice 
support 
asylum 
...... 

cause <unpleasant events> 

FURTHER EXERCISES 

problem 
death 
damage 
concern 
... 
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