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Lecture 8
= Corpus Linguistics

e A corpus is a collection of language material, made in some
principled way (not haphazardly), either on tape or written in hard
copy (e.g. books, student essays) or in electronic form. We are
concerned only with the last type.
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e Such collections are used in many different ways by different
people. We are concerned mainly with use
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1) by linguists to help describe language, and test theories
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2) by teachers and learners to aid language learning (i.e. a form of
CALL).
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e To perform any electronic corpus-based task directly you need two
things - a corpus and a search engine.
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e A corpus itself is just text (a form of data), which may have been
originally written, or be transcribed speech.
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e Corpora are not all stored in the same format (though often they are
in the plainest of DOS or ASCII text), and they may have coded
information (tags) added in and out of the text, to show e.g. who
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was speaking, the register of the text, or the part of speech of each
word.
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e To use a corpus for any task you have to access it by using a
search engine - a program which generally runs through the text
(or a precompiled index to the text) and broadly does one of two
things:
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v' USERS OF CORPORA
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e Dictionary makers - e.g. to find out how words are actually
used, and how often, and improve dictionary entries
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e Descriptive grammarians - e.g. to improve their descriptions to
fit the facts of actual use of constructions
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e Stylisticians - e.g. to see what differences there are in how
frequently different authors use certain words
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e Sociolinguists - e.g. to see how frequent certain constructions
are in conversation
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e Computational linguists - e.g. to see if their grammatical
parsing programs will work on naturally occurring language
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e [anguage learning researchers - e.g. to see how often learners
with a particular L1 get something wrong
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e \Writers of teaching syllabuses - e.g. to see how often the passive
really occurs in academic English
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e \Writers of teaching course materials - e.g. to incorporate
authentic examples into their material
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e Teachers making class tasks, or even learners directly
themselves - e.g.
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v" to supply additional clues for context guessing word meaning
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v" to help prompt self-correction
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v' for 'language awareness' work on grammar
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= History of Corpora
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http://privatewww.essex.ac.uk/~scholp/corpintro.htm#hist
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