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1. Introduction  

Being a crucial part of learning a foreign or second language, vocabulary is crucial for learners 

in acquiring a language. To become efficient users of the target language, learners should have 

a good vocabulary repertoire. In other words, an extensive vocabulary size enables learners to 

communicate in the target language fluently and accurately because vocabulary size indicates 

language ability (Alderson, 2005). Conversely, those who wish to achieve academic language 

proficiency need to know about academic success (Nation & Coxhead, 2021). Research has 

also underlined the correlation between vocabulary knowledge and effective speaking (e.g., 

Uchihara & Saito, 2019), writing (e.g., Lee et al., 2021), reading (e.g., Schmitt et al., 2011), 

listening (e.g., Wang & Treffers-Daller, 2017), and discourse and pragmatics (e.g., Szudarski, 

2018). Since vocabulary knowledge enables language use and influences four skills, it is 

beneficial to investigate possible ways to enhance learners’ vocabulary repertoire and 

effectively promote vocabulary development. 

Non-native speakers have gaps in their linguistic knowledge, making it difficult to 

communicate in written or verbal form. They notice these gaps when they are unsure of a 

particular word choice (Mueller & Jacobsen, 2016). In this situation, they usually refer to 

dictionaries. Although dictionaries can be practical for lexical choices, “they often provide 

inadequate information about certain facets of language, such as how words typically combine 

(i.e., collocations)” (Mueller & Jacobsen, 2016, p. 4). Possible alternatives to dictionaries can 

be the use of language corpora as a resource in language teaching and learning. Corpora and 

concordancing software provide authentic input that develops learners’ mastery of correct word 

use (Liu & Lei, 2018) and expand their analytical abilities (Thurstun & Candlin, 1998). They 

also help learners revise their writing and error-correction. Empirical studies have also reported 

the positive results of concordance-based vocabulary learning compared to traditional 

vocabulary learning (e.g., dictionaries) (Cobb, 1999). Integrating corpora into target language 

vocabulary learning or teaching has various advantages, such as enhancing metalinguistic 

knowledge and promoting learner autonomy (Yoon, 2008), increasing learners’ confidence 

(Yoon & Hirvela, 2004), developing research skills, and enabling learners to revise their writing 

more effectively (Mueller & Jacobsen, 2015), drawing attention to the connection between 

linguistic expressions and context (Aston, 2001), and noticing the gap (Swain, 1995). For this 

purpose, researchers have focused on using corpora in L2 vocabulary learning based on these 

benefits, and this sudden interest towards corpus linguistics has occurred by means of free and 

well-organized corpora (e.g., Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA, Davies, 

2008) though first use of concordances in the classroom dates back to 1969 (McEnergy & 

Wilson, 1997). 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Vocabulary and language learning 

The role of vocabulary knowledge in the target language is undeniable because limited 

vocabulary hinders successful communication. Individuals must use words to communicate 

their thoughts and ideas in any language. According to Wilkins (1972), little can be transferred 

without grammar, but nothing can be transferred without vocabulary. Given the importance of 

vocabulary learning, “lexical knowledge is central to communicative competence and the 

acquisition of a second language” (Schmitt, 2000, p. 55). However, individuals’ native language 

and target language vocabulary growth are different. For example, in the native language, 

children acquire most words through repeated encounters in context. However, the primary 

exposure to the target language occurs mainly in the classroom, and children use their mother 

tongue for communication outside the classroom. Therefore, it is necessary to implement an 

intervention in the vocabulary learning process in the classroom so as to develop learners’ target 

language vocabulary (Hart & Risley, 1995). Otherwise, learners will have limited target 

language input, causing a decrease in their motivation. That is, it is of great importance to plan 

how vocabulary will be learned, thereby optimizing learning. 

Vocabulary learning does not only refer to the mere definition and form of a word. Indeed, it is 

a process that includes the association and selection of different vocabularies to reflect an idea 

to be conveyed (Schmitt et al., 2011). However, learners with insufficient vocabulary will face 

a dilemma in learning a target language, especially in writing and reading while they are using 

the language (Ahsanuddin et al., 2022). Given the effect of vocabulary mastery on reading 

comprehension, Schmitt et al. (2011) suggest that learners should know 98% of the target 

vocabulary to comprehend a text. In other words, learners’ vocabulary knowledge predicts their 

comprehension of a text (Hu & Nation, 2000) and their writing, listening, and speaking skills. 

In a similar vein, Nouri and Zerhouni (2016) consider vocabulary mastery a crucial part of 

reading comprehension. As to writing, Hinkel (2011) and Kiliç (2019) focus on the impact of 

vocabulary capacity on writing skills. Finally, examining the relationship between second 

language vocabulary knowledge and second language reading/listening comprehension, Zhang 

and Zhang (2022) report high correlations between vocabulary knowledge and listening skills. 

That is, vocabulary knowledge consists of several aspects of language learning.  

2.2. Corpora use in vocabulary learning 

Although various methods have been utilized for vocabulary enhancement in language teaching 

and learning, corpora have grown in prominence over the past four decades thanks to 

technological advancement. According to Cobb and Boulton (2015), the effects of the corpus 

have been of three main types. The first is upstream use, which “lies in improved descriptions 

of language varieties and features that inform aspects of the language to be taught” (Boulton, 

2015, p. 478). The second type “makes corpora and tools for analyzing them available to the 

teacher” (ibid.). From the teacher’s point of view, corpora can be helpful in determining what 
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to teach. Teachers using the corpora for this purpose do not benefit from large modern corpora 

like the British National Corpus (BNC: Oxford, 1995) and the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English (COCA: Davies, 2009). Instead, they use small corpora like Brown (Kucera 

& Francis, 1979). Finally, the third puts them directly into the learner’s hands. The learners’ 

making queries in corpora includes techniques that are essentially akin to corpus linguists’ 

activities: “Like a researcher, the learner has to form preliminary hypotheses based on intuition 

or scanty evidence; those hypotheses then have to be tested and rejected or refined against 

further evidence, and finally integrated within an overall model” (Johns, 1988, p. 14). 

The literature also provides empirical evidence on the advantage of applying corpora in 

vocabulary teaching. For example, after having investigated whether teaching vocabulary 

through corpus-based activities is more effective than teaching vocabulary with textbooks or 

dictionaries, Paker and Ergül-Özcan (2017) report that using corpus-based vocabulary materials 

is significantly more effective compared to using textbooks or dictionaries. Moreover, 

comparing the effectiveness of using corpus examples to dictionary definitions, Frankenberg-

Garcia (2014) suggests using the multiple corpus examples because they help learners 

understand new vocabularies and use them appropriately at a syntactic level. Another research 

underlines the effectiveness of using data-driven learning in teaching vocabulary (Boulton & 

Cobb, 2017). The researchers advocate that through concordance lines learners can observe 

vocabularies in an authentic rich context and discover their meanings in consideration of 

available contextual clues. To exemplify, Daskalovska (2015) compared the traditional learning 

of collocations (through matching, fill-in gaps and multiple-choice exercises) with the corpus-

based learning (through concordancers) and noted that the experimental group became more 

successful in the test.  

Moreover, previous research on the use of corpora in language classrooms provide pedagogical 

foundation for authenticity, learner autonomy and error correction. To begin with, a corpus is a 

collection of naturally occurring language samples of a particular linguistic item, so it is singled 

out for bringing authenticity into language classrooms (Gilquin & Granger, 2010). This 

approach is called data-driven learning (DDL) which favors the use of corpus tools for 

pedagogical purposes. Second advantage of this approach is that learners are involved in using 

condordancing software to investigate both form and meaning in a given context. Therefore, 

learners’ development of autonomous learning strategies is noted as a result of ‘discovery 

learning’ with their active involvement (Bernardini, 2002; Pérez-Paredes et al., 2004). Last, 

corpus allows learners to find out their errors or “interlanguage features (misuse, overuse and 

underuse)” by comparing their writing with the corpus data and improve their writing skills 

(Gilquin & Granger, 2010, p. 359). In addition to native speaker corpora, learner corpora, which 

is called learning-driven data (LDD) by Seidlhofer (2002), might help to realize these 

problematic features of a learner language. For instance, investigating how learners addressed 

to native speaker corpora and learner corpora in classroom activities, Cotos (2014) suggests the 

intehration of LDD into classroom activities in order to benefit more efficiently from DLL.  
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To elaborate, teachers might refer to various aspects of vocabulary by using corpora. It is 

summarized below how the corpus data allow us to explore the lexicon: 

1 Lexis: the word frequency of the general lexicon (e.g., high frequency items) 

and word formation (e.g., high frequency prefix) 

2 Phraseology: collocation and patterning (e.g., take refuge), fixed expressions 

and idioms (e.g., of course) 

3 Meaning: context and meaning (e.g., take something seriously or take heed), 

polysemy (e.g., race), metaphor, connotation and ideology (e.g., ‘refuge from’ 

connotates to undesirable situation) 

4 Sets: lexical sets (e.g., topic-specific words in the business texts such as ‘fund, 

share, market’), synonyms (e.g., seek asylum or take refuge), antonyms (e.g., 

unhappy and sad, or not happy) 

5 Lexis in spoken language: phraseology (e.g., take care), meaning and usage 

(e.g., you know) (Moon, 2010, pp. 197-211). 

Considering that the studies on corpus use on vocabulary learning suggest important findings 

on enhancing vocabulary capacity and reinforcing the four skills, foreign language teachers are 

suggested to develop and adapt the materials. Despite the large number of publications on 

corpora use for language learning, there is still limited research that would focus on learners’ 

and teachers’ classroom practices in using corpora. Therefore, this chapter will provide several 

resources and suggest sample activities and materials for corpus use in teaching vocabulary in 

language classrooms at differing levels of proficiency. For the teachers who have limited 

knowledge of corpora and thus low tendency to use corpora in the classroom, in-service teacher 

training is suggested (Mukherjee, 2000). According to Ma et al. (2021) teachers might need 

corpus-based language pedagogy (CBLP) in order to use the corpus tools for pedagogical 

purposes.  

2.3. Guidelines and resources for teachers to develop and practice corpus-based materials  

Learners might need to become familiarized with a new approach. Therefore, presentation, 

practice and production stages could be followed. To begin with the corpora introduction, 

general information about the basic functions of a corpus and corpus terminology can be 

provided to students; second, corpus tools can be introduced, and students are allowed to 

experience in using the corpus tools; last, corpus-based activities can be used to practice in class 

(Sripicharn, 2010). 

There are several freely accessible resources prepared by the experts with a limited number of 

queries per day. The commonly used ones are listed as below: 
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English Corpora 

 AntConc 

 British National Corpus (BNC) 

 Compleat Lexical Tutor  

 Corpus of Contemporary English (COCA) 

 Sketch Engine for Language Learners (SKELL) 

 Word and Phrase Info  

L2 English Corpora 

 Corpus of Academic Learner English (CALE) 

 English as a Lingua Franca in Academic Settings (ELFA) 

 International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) 

 Louvain International Database of Spoken English Interlanguage (LINDSEI) 

 Vienna-Oxford International Corpus of English (VOICE) 

 Trinity Lancaster Corpus (L2 spoken English) 

3. Sample Activities for Corpus Use in Language Classrooms 

Based on the abovementioned literature review, in this section, sample activities are presented 

for teachers who aim to integrate corpus into their classrooms for different ages, levels of 

proficiency and purposes. The activities are ranged in accordance with their objectives: corpus 

use for understanding meaning and use of words, error correction and understanding genre. 

Teachers may consult to each activity in accordance with their context, needs and interest.  

3.1. Understanding meaning and use of words 

In this activity, young learners refer to a corpus in order to understand the meaning and use of 

a word or phrase. A corpus-based website, Sketch Engine for Language Learners (SKELL), is 

used. It is user-friendly with its simple interface, so the students can easily use. It offers 

authentic samples and allows to investigate the contextual uses of words under three main 

functions: examples, word sketch and similar words.  

Materials: Computer lab, internet access, a worksheet per student 

Level: A2 

Age: 11-12 

Language skills: reading and writing 

Duration: 30 minutes 
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Purpose: to identify contextual uses of words, to write examples for each word 

Procedures: 

1 Hand out a text and a worksheet to each student. 

2 Ask students to read the text and discuss comprehension questions in groups. 

3 Give students time to underline unknown words. 

4 Have students open SKELL at https://skell.sketchengine.eu/#home?lang=en. 

5 Explain that SKELL can provide  up to 40 example sentences per search. 

6 Walk the students through a simple search in SKELL. 

a Type the word ‘space’ to be explored in the search box and browse.  

b Select ‘examples’ section to see the uses in sentences (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Search results for space in SKELL 

 

c Scroll down the page, and indicate them to notice many instances as a verb and 

noun, singular and plural, with and without article.  

d Have students click on ‘word sketch’ section and analyze the collocations of the 

word space in accordance with the frequency (see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Search results for space in word sketch section 

https://skell.sketchengine.eu/#home?lang=en
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e Have students compare the collocations used in subject and object.  

f Ask students to select ‘similar words’ section to enhance their vocabulary 

capacity and analyze the synonyms of the word space (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Search results for space in similar words section 

g Remind students that they cannot replace each word because of the meaning in 

context. 

7 Ask five minutes for group work and complete the worksheet which can be prepared 

by the results in SKELL. 

8 Allow students to further search in SKELL by themselves to answer. 

a For example, ask them to place the adjectives in accordance with the meanings 

in context. 

For example: large / big 

A …… space for major events will be located on the fifth floor. 

President Obama has already made the ….. space exploration announcement. 

3.2. Error correction 

This activity requires students to refer to both a general and learner corpus. After writing their 

draft, students can first browse the native speaker corpora to understand the rules and patterns, 

and then they can compare and contrast their writing with the learner corpora.  

Materials: Computer lab, internet access  

Level: B1 

Age: 15-16 
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Language skills: reading and writing 

Duration: 30-min 

Purpose: to identify contextual uses of words, to compare and contrast the higher frequency 

and L2 tendency about the uses 

Procedures: 

1 Ask each student to write a 200-word paragraph on a given topic.  

2 Have students to focus on one linguistic aspect in the paragraphs, for example, 

moreover. In accordance with students’ common errors, various linking words might 

be asked.  

3 Ask students to analyze how they used in their draft. 

4 Pair them to discuss how each used moreover in a sentence and compare with peers’ 

draft  

5 Indicate their errors with frequency, grammar patterns and meanings. 

6 Introduce them first to a learner corpus, ICLE  

a Ask students to search for moreover (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Concordance lines for moreover in ICLEv3 

b Indicate similar errors by learners. For example, the 4th sentence can be given 

as an example for an incorrect use in ICLE-Tr which includes examples from 

Turkish L2 speakers of English.  

c Ask students to click on the word to check it in the extended context (see Figure 

5).  
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Figure 5. Extended context of moreover in ICLEv3 

7 Ask students to compare and contrast its use in a native speaker corpus. 

8 Invite the class to visit COCA at https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/  

9 Ask students to type moreover in the search string and hit the ‘Find matching strings’ 

button (see Figure 6).  

Figure 6. Search for moreover in COCA 

10 Ask students to report on the number of occurrences found in COCA. 

11 Ask students to click on the underlined word and retrieve all concordance lines (See 

Figure 7).  

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
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Figure 7: Concordance lines for moreover in COCA 

12 Pair students and allow them to compare and contrast their results in terms of 

frequency, grammar patterns and meanings. 

a Ask students to report their observations  

 For example: In ICLEv3, moreover is often used in the middle of sentences with 

two preceding and following commas, while in COCA moreover is often used 

at the start of sentences with one following comma.  

13 To further research, ask students to click on ‘+’ and ‘Keyword in Context (KWIC)’ 

buttons, type moreover and hit the ‘Find matching strings’ button (see Figure 8). 

Figure 8. KWIC search for moreover in COCA 

14 Have students examine the KWIC results for their search and explain that different 

parts of speech are indicated in colors (e.g., pink for verbs, yellow for prepositions 

and conjunctions) (see Figure 9). 
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Figure 9. KWIC results for moreover in COCA 

15 Allow students to discover the uses in various contexts.   

3.3. Understanding genre 

In this activity, learners are asked to differentiate the word choice which is specific to a text 

type such as spoken (e.g., interviews) and written (e.g., academic papers). The collocations are 

further analyzed to understand their uses in context.  

Materials: Computer lab, internet access, a reading text and worksheet per student 

Level: B1/B2 

Age: 18-19 

Language skills: reading and writing 

Duration: 30-min 

Purpose: to identify contextual uses of words, to raise awareness of word choice in spoken and 

academic contexts. 

Procedures: 

1 Ask students to read formal and informal texts.   

2 Allow them to discuss informal versus formal language and how written academic 

discourse differs from the spoken text. To exemplify; 
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a grammatical intricacy: short sentences in spoken discourse / longer and 

complex sentences in written discourse. 

b lexical density: higher use of function words (pronouns, prepositions, and 

articles) in spoken discourse / higher use of content words (nouns, verbs, 

adjectives, and adverbs) in written discourse. 

c nominalization: less use of longer noun groups in spoken discourse / more use 

in written discourse. 

3 Have students focus on verbs and verb + noun collocations 

4 Ask students to underline verbs used in a spoken discourse and to find their synonyms 

in an academic discourse.  

5 Invite the class to visit the BNC at https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/  

6 Ask students to choose ‘List’ section and type give and provide in the BNC, 

respectively. 

7 Ask students to click on ‘Sections’ and select ‘Spoken’ for the first box and 

‘Academic’ for the second box (see Figure 10). 

          

Figure 10. Search for give and provide in spoken and academic contexts of the BNC 

https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/
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8 Ask students to hit the ‘Find matching strings’ button in order to compare and contrast 

their occurrences in different discourses.  

9 On the results page, indicate how give is often used in spoken discourse as shown in 

Figure 11, while provide is used at a significant level in academic discourse (see 

Figure 12). 

 

Figure 11. Distribution of give in spoken and academic contexts 

 

Figure 12. Distribution of provide in spoken and academic contexts 

10 On the results page, indicate how give is often used in spoken discourse as shown in 

Figure 11, while provide is used at a significant level in academic discourse (see 

Figure 12). 

11 Ask students to click on the number of occurrences in ‘Token 1’ (see Figure 13), and 

‘Token 2’ (see Figure 14). 
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Figure 13. Search results for provide in a spoken discourse 

Figure 14. Search results for provide in an academic discourse 

12 Pair students and allow them to analyze concordance lines and understand their use 

in a differing context. 

13 Ask students to click on ‘Collocates’ section in the middle of the page on the right.  

14 Have students first type provide in the BNC, second choose ‘noun.ALL’ from the box 

on the second line, choose one word to the right by coloring ‘1’ to green on the right 

side, and last click on ‘Sections’ and choose ‘Spoken’ for the first box and ‘Academic’ 
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for the second. Explain them that this would present the most frequent collocates with 

provide in the BNC in two discourses (see Figure 15). 

 

Figure 15. Collocate search for the nouns immediately following provide in spoken and 

academic contexts 

15 Ask students to hit the ‘Find collocates’ button in order to compare and contrast their 

occurrences in different discourses.  

16 Ask students to analyze collocation frequency in spoken and academic discourses (see 

Figure 16) and give some implications. To exemplify; 

a provide occurs less in spoken discourse when it is compared to academic. 

b provide collocates with information in spoken discourse; on the other hand, in 

academic discourse it collocates with evidence. 
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Figure 16. Words following provide in spoken and academic contexts (one word to the right) 

17 Ask students to perform another collocate search for give. 

18 Allow them to compare and contrast the collocates with give and give further 

implications (see Figure 17). To exemplify; 

a give collocates more with evidence in spoken discourse when it is compared to 

provide. 

b give collocates more with rise and effect in academic discourse.  

 

Figure 17. Words following give in spoken and academic contexts (one word to the right) 
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19 Give students a worksheet on academic and non-academic vocabulary to practice their 

knowledge.  

20 Ask students to complete the task including verbs and their noun collocates.  

4. Conclusion 

This chapter suggests that corpus tools are useful resources in enhancing learners’ vocabulary 

repertoire and presents some practical corpus-based activities for various levels of proficiency 

and ages. Considering that they are more effective than textbooks or dictionaries (Paker & 

Ergül-Özcan, 2017), corpus data can be used as resources that provide descriptive insights 

relevant to how language is used in authentic contexts and as tools that enable learners and 

teachers to identify linguistic patterns for pedagogical purposes. Moreover, corpus-based 

vocabulary activities attract learners’ attention and thus make them hold positive attitudes 

towards such activities. Through concordances learners have instant access to the most 

requested learning materials. Once they learn how to use corpora, they will become more 

confident and autonomous in their learning progress.  
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