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This paper explores the relationship between corpus 

linguistics and language teaching, with a particular focus on 

how corpora can inform both language pedagogy and 

classroom practice. It begins by defining the concept of a 

corpus and outlining the development of corpus linguistics 

as a methodological approach to language study. The paper 

then examines two major areas of pedagogical application: 

indirect and direct uses of corpora in language teaching. 

Indirect applications mainly involve syllabus design and 

teaching materials, where corpus-based evidence helps 

identify frequent vocabulary, typical collocations, and 

authentic patterns of language use, thereby narrowing the 

gap between classroom language and real-life language. 

Direct applications focus on classroom interaction, 

especially data-driven learning (DDL), which encourages 

learners to explore corpora themselves, observe language 

patterns, and induce grammatical and lexical rules. The 

study also discusses the role of specialized corpora, such as 

learner corpora and translation corpora, in areas including 

error analysis, English for Specific Purposes, and translator 

training. Through practical classroom examples, the paper 

illustrates how corpora can enhance the teaching of 

vocabulary, collocation, and grammar. Overall, the paper 

argues that corpus linguistics offers valuable 

methodological and pedagogical innovations for language 

teaching and holds significant potential for future 

development in materials design and instructional practice. 
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1. Introduction  

In order to understand what the relationship between corpus and language teaching 

is, we need to know what exactly corpus is. Corpus approaches the study of language 

through a collection of texts in a computer-based database. Some dictionaries suggest that 

corpus is a methodological basis for language studying. (Kennedy, 1998) 

Corpus linguistics, is a relatively modern term, thus, the use of corpora for 

pedagogical purposes is generally classified as a relatively new filed of co-operation 

between corpus linguistics and the teaching profession. (Kennedy, 1998) It is widely 

accepted that corpus-based approaches to teaching languages, shows different ways of 

applying corpus-based research to those learning environments. (Astron, 1997) Many 

linguistics experts agree that there are three main fields in this study which includes 

teaching a language for specific purpose, pedagogically motivated uses of corpora, and 

corpora tools for the language learning context. (Aston, 1997)  

The first question which will be dealt with here is when the corpus linguistic and 

language teaching began. We know that the connective between corpus linguistic and 

language teaching are new and is far from being complete. (Boulton & Wilhelm, 2006) 

However, there are a number of programs in the processing, and according to John 

Sinclair, the earliest development in this field took place at the University of Birmingham 

in the 1980s. (Sinclair, 2004) Researchers who worked at this university emphasized that 

the heart of this project was to provide a better English database for learners. Vocabulary 

is the most important part for the students, but, there are about at least 52, 6000 words 

consist in English language, so how many words do we need to know? To help solve this 

problem, language researchers created a lexical database which was later referred to 

corpus database. This computer-based database can easily be used to analyze English 

language and to calculate frequencies of a single lexical item. Later, it was pointed out 

that there are two pedagogical corpora, one is named the direct pedagogical corpus and 

the other is the indirect pedagogical corpus (Fligestone, 1993). 

In this article I will examine the relationship between corpora and language teaching 

and provide an overview of the most important pedagogical applications of corpora. Of 

course, in the paper we will also discuss how an electronic corpus of English can be used 

to help both teachers and learners in teaching languages.  

2. Literature review  

2.1 Indirect Applications of Corpora in Language Teaching  
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Corpora in teaching languages, has been discussed for the few years now, and the 

corpora explored in this section will mainly focus on the indirect applications of corpora 

in teaching languages.  

Thus, what is an indirect application of corpora in language teaching? When we talk 

about the application of corpora, we have to realize that there are two types of pedagogical 

corpus applications, one is classified as the use of corpus tools and methods in a language 

teaching, and language learning context, it influences the teaching syllabus and teaching 

materials. (Mindt, 1981) As a consequence, indirect applications focus on researchers and 

materials writers. As Barlow (1996) notes: “the results of a corpus-based investigation 

can serve as a firm basis for both linguistic description and, on the applied side, as input 

for language learning.” (Hunston, 2002) 

2.1.1 Corpora and the Teaching Syllabus  

The first question we deal with here is why do we need a corpus for teaching 

syllabus? To answer this question, we need to know that a teaching syllabus corpus can 

be systematically analyzing syllabus language. (Willis, 1990) Like any other computer-

based corpora, a teaching syllabus corpus provides the frequency used in lexical items 

and an accurate description of language use. (Willis, 1990) Thus, many scholars are using 

corpus data to look through the syllabuses and teaching materials. Mindt, for example, 

noted that to compare the “school English” and “real English” in term of “school English” 

it does not really exist outside the language classroom, meaning that many language 

learners have difficulty in communicating with native speakers. (Kennedy, 1992) 

Therefore, the significant role of corpora is to provide a more realistic example of 

language usage and natural language.  

In addition, corpora may provide language data, and present the frequency words. 

However, it may not able to provide negative evidence, that means corpora cannot tell us 

what is correct or incorrect in language. (Kennedy, 1992) Thus, we need to pay attention 

to the authenticity in language teaching. Basically, the central idea of authenticity is that 

should we teaching English in natural communicative situations or should we use the 

specific texts for the purpose of teaching in our language course. It is interesting to 

analyze what exactly the situation is like at present. Hunston suggests that “the experience 

of using corpora should lead to rather different views of syllabus design.” She classified 

a “lexical syllabus” which was originally proposed by Sinclair and Renouf (1988). 

According to Sinclair and Renouf, the idea of lexical syllabus expresses their situations, 

firstly the commonest word forms in a language; second the central patterns of usage; 

third, the combinations which they usually form. (Partington, 1998).   

In order to continue with lexical syllabus, it is necessary to know that the first 



International Journal of Educational Review 1(6) 

4 

 

teaching syllabus was probably design of the “Collins COUBUILD English Course” 

(Willis & Willis, 1989). The contents of lexical syllabus focused on lexis and lexical 

patterns, it responds to the commonest words and phrases in English teaching. (Willis, 

1990). A lexical syllabus covers almost all aspects of language, it is worth mentioning, 

that Sinclair says that the grammar covered in a lexical grammar, which means “build a 

grammar and lexis on an equal basis.” (Sinclair, 1991) In 1953, Michael West published 

General “Service List of English Words” (GSL) and has achieved a great influence on 

syllabus design. West, though, suggests that a teaching syllabus must be based on words 

rather than on grammatical structures. It is also based on frequently used words rather 

than rare words. It can be useful for the students to develop their own language skills. 

(McEnery, Xiao & Tono, 2006) 

Another strand of lexical approach to corpus research is teaching collocations. 

(Willis, 1990) We are often reminded, that the traditional language teaching modals, are 

learning grammar, language function, and understanding the categories of idiom and 

phrasal verb. (Wilson, Rayson & McEnery, 2003). The collocation knowledge is 

important for development in learning foreign languages. (Cowie, 1994) Cowie noted, 

that “learning a lexical item entails learning what it occurs with and what grammar it 

tends to have.” (p.131) A powerful reason for the employment of collocations is that 

because language consists of relatively phrases such as noun + verb, adjective + noun. 

That is, collocation can help both teachers and learners to acquire the frequently lexical 

items and word combination within a sentence. (Sinclair, 1991) It is important for 

language teaching, because such sentence knowledge is more important than individual 

words themselves. As the teacher focuses on word collocation, they cannot only isolate 

the major grammar patterns and vocabulary meanings, but also will see more than they 

used to in a text.  

In addition to the lexical syllabus, a corpus-based teaching material tries to explain 

how the second language is used in different contexts and examines language in reality. 

In Biber’s (2002) Longman Student Grammar of Spoken and Written English, this focuses 

on how English is used differently in spoken and written registers. 

2.1.2  Corpora and Teaching Materials  

As we have mentioned, some textbooks in the previous section do not just inform us 

of the language teaching syllabus, but also helps with the decision about the teaching 

materials to use. 

The publications in the Collins COBUILD series have got a major achievement, 

because if we look closer at the English teaching materials, all of them are based on real 

English and the COBUILD dictionaries, grammars, usage guides, and concordance 
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samples. (Capel, 1993; Carpenter, 1993; Goodale, 1995; Sinclair et al., 1990) Because 

these types of language materials provide the information teachers and students need. The 

advantage of COBUILD is that they incorporate corpus-derived findings and contain 

genuine. (Capel, 1993). It is the common advantage to other corpus-based materials for 

example, those books published by Longman, Macmillan and CUP.  

As we have mentioned in the previous section, the problem of language authenticity 

has been discussed for many years, and at present time, there are a number of publications 

that dealing with this problem. Due to the corpus revolution, the students can choose the 

course materials from a range reference works throughout corpus-based material database. 

Now, almost all language teaching materials are drawing on corpus research and are based 

on real-life data (Barlow & Burding, 2006). 

Also, it is worth paying attention to collocation patterns and phraseology that are 

found in native speaker language data. (Hill & Lewis, 1997) Sinclair has emphasized that 

the word combination and prefabricated strings must be more natural, fostering fluency, 

accuracy and idiomaticity in a pedagogical context (Hill & Lewis, 1997)  

2.2 Direct Applications of Corpora in Language Teaching  

Part of using direct application of corpora in teaching languages, is being interactive 

between teachers and students. They can create a corpus database and find out about 

language patterning by themselves. Leech, pointed out that the three main points with the 

direct uses of corpora include “teaching about”, “teaching to exploit”, and “exploiting to 

teach” (Leech, 1997). 

“Teaching about” means the teaching corpus linguistics as an academic subject such 

as syntax and pragmatics. McEnery has explained that “teaching to exploit” means 

proving students with “hands-on”. Teachers should encourage their students, and once 

they have acquired knowledge of the corpus-based language study, they can exploit 

corpora in their own way for their own purpose. “Exploiting to teach” means using non-

corpus-based methods to teach corpus-based approach language course and linguistic 

course.  

Here we need to introduce a new method for direct application which is data-driven 

learning (DDL) or corpus-based exercise activities with the language learner and general 

corpora. (Mindet, 1997) The example illustrated below:  
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Figure 1: Concordance samples of ‘speak’ and ‘talk’, based on the spoken part of the 

British National Corpus  

How to use corpora in the classroom has been discussed for many years, data-drive 

learning encourages the students to discover about languages for themselves. Actually, 

data-driven learning has been proven by “three I’s” includes illustration, interaction and 

induction. (McCarthy, 1995, p.155)  

One benefit from the data-driven learning is “corpora will clarify, give priorities, 

reduce exceptions and liberate the creative spirit.” (Sinclair, 1997, p. 38).  

2.2.1 Direct Applications of Specialized Corpora  

Data-driven learning can be analyzed by teacher-directed or learner discovery, 

basically the central role is learner. However, it is necessary to note that teachers have to 

help the learner to do some research on their languages and to make individual 

contribution. (Leech, 1997) Although data-driven learning is student-central, but teacher 

also has a prominent role in this process, they have to guidance the students’ in different 

level such as learner’s age, language level.  

It is widely accepted that people learning a second language prefer to using the 

general words in special ways in certain genres (Brodine, 2001). As Gavioli (Brodine 

2001) stated, “ESP students become familiar with a productive idea of idiomatic language 
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features, they learn to use and adapt language patterns to their own needs.” Therefore, in 

general language teaching, the small corpus database can be used for data-driven learning 

materials.  

Johns (1991) has noted that there are three stages in the data-driven learning 

approach: observation, classification and generalization. Observation means the 

concordance evidence, classification means the salient features, and generalization means 

the rules of corpus. These three stages are totally in accordance with the McCarthy “three 

I’s”.  

Seidlhofer suggests that by using corpora for learning, would be crucial in finding 

out how best to deal with student’s errors. In terms of error analysis in a learner corpus, 

that is, the learners will not only deal with their paper errors but also will be able to 

analysis their fellow students’ papers. On the other hand, the learner will be able to see 

their own mistakes and the analysis from their classmates (Mukherjee & Rohrbach 2006).  

The other type of specialized corpus is translation corpus. Translation corpus is 

considered as a corpus database that consists of original text and their translations. Aston 

(1995) notes there are two main perspectives within translation corpus, descriptive and 

practical. That is to say, descriptive research can compare between the original text and 

standard translated texts.  

Aston distinguishes different types of corpora: monolingual corpora, this corpus 

only consists of text in a single language; comparable corpora consists of original text 

and their translations.  

Here is an example to help us to understand what parallel corpus is. Johansson (2007) 

provides an example of using the English-Norwegian Parallel Corpus with a group of 

Norwegian students in solving the translation problems. This experiment aims to help the 

younger translator and students find the most acceptable translation. As a result, the 

translation corpus has considerable application in the area of translator trainee.  

3. In the Classroom  

If we wish to build a computer-based corpus that for language classroom, we would 

have to create a corpus database in teaching vocabulary, grammar and language usage. 

According to previous research from the past few years, many language teachers found 

out that it is a challenge to use corpus-based activities in their classrooms, moreover, some 

teachers avoid using corpora because after a few years in the classroom, they felt that 

teaching in corpus-based materials is a very difficult thing to do (Farr, 2002). 

As we have already discussed in the previous sections, all students’ English 

dictionaries, are based on word databases. This corpus-based database provides the basis 

for checking intuitions about language. In terms of how the teacher should teach, 
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numerous studies have shown that the teacher should help the leaner to create a frequency 

list for single words, because this basic corpus teaching model will help students to 

investigate the vocabulary building and ascertain which words the native speaker use. 

4. Methodology and Analysis 

4.1 Choosing Key Words  

Let’s consider the word “work”, this word can be understood by dictionary definition 

and the student will understand its meaning, until they come across the word “job”. From 

this standpoint, a question may be arising, what is the difference between work and job? 

The differences between these two words not only depend on the dictionary definition, 

but also on the ways the words are used.  

As far as the classroom is concerned, the corpora collocation seems to be important. 

Teachers are supposed to show word collocates in the classroom, and lecture to the 

students about how these words should actually be used, and how they collocate rather 

than explaining what they simple mean.  

A corpus database includes almost ten million words but there are numerous words 

just for terminology, and have a special purpose. As we move along these issues, and the 

degree of words, it will lead us to a list of the words that are most frequently used in real 

life. If we want to examine the frequency of words, we need to use the corpus of language. 

Table 1 shows the most frequent vocabularies in a ten-million-word corpus database 

(Granger, 1998). 
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In selecting vocabulary items from corpus, there are differences between the spoken 

and written words, for example “well”, and “right”, are frequently used in the spoken 

language, and are used in daily conversations. In contrast, the written vocabularies are 

more academic and formal.  

In general, teachers should be able to present the basic nouns to their students. These 

types of words convey general, non-create words, such as, life, age, problem, room, car, 

school, door, cat, dog, water, house, accident, cheese, cake, red, along with the basic day, 

name, terminology, places, basic activities (Carpenter, 1993). 

Most frequency corpus words are the par of lexical chunks (Baigent, 1999, p.23). 

The noun “time” for example,  
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Table2: Frequency of expressions with “time” 

Table 2 shows the frequency of the most common expressions with “time”, as teacher, 

they have to develop their students’ investigation and sensitivity to words in general. Once 

students have learnt the basic nouns, they will be able to involve the different words form 

the basic forms.  

Basic nouns are important for learning language, and they cover everyday things, 

ideas and frequency words. They are the core of the language.  

4.2 Collocation  

To address the issue of how vocabulary input can be made more easily available to 

language teaching in the classroom, we should start with the word collocation.  

Collocation is important from a pedagogical point of view, because the ways that 

words combine in collocation is probably fundamental to all language use. (Jimmie, 1997)  

4.2.1 Teaching Collocation  

Generally, teacher should help students to identify the collocation in texts. Most of 

the time, they guide students to read a text and help them to understand the vocabulary 

within the text. When student asks what the word “views” means in the following 

sentence: She holds very strong views on marriage. She thinks everyone should married 

in a church. The definition of the word “word” would be in the following ways:  

Synonymy: view = opinion 

Paraphrase: view = what you think of something 

Contextualization: I think it is wrong to kill animals. What are your views?  

These definitions are highlighting the useful relations in collocation: adjective + 

noun – strong views; verb + noun – hold views. (Ter-Minasova, 1996) Traditionally, 

teacher has to design a syllabus for their teaching in the classroom. In case of the word 
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“views”, teacher may be wanting to add supplementary exercises: 

Look at this part of the text: 

She holds very strong views on marriage. She thinks everybody should be married 

in a church.  

Most people hold strong views on something. What about you? Write some sentences 

about yourself following the pattern,  

Most people hold strong views on …. Personally, I think …. 

This exercise helps students to form their own opinions such as: most people hold 

strong views on smoking. Personally, I think cigarettes should be banned (Ter-Minasova, 

1996). 

Teachers have a prominent role to play in teaching collocation in the classroom. 

While they have to look at their course books and adding exercises, which focus on the 

word collocation and language creativity skills.  

Vocabularies are abstract and cannot take care of themselves, therefore, it is 

necessary to add some collocation definition and exercise to help students to understand 

those words. Collocation must become a part of that learning in the classroom.  

4.2.2 Collocations and Grammar  

Sinclair suggests: “Grammar is part of the management of text rather than the focus 

of meaning-creation” (Sinclair, 1991, p. 223) This emphasizes that language is not only 

the study of meaning but also the study of words, collocations and expressions. A corpus 

can tell us different things about grammar, also there is a general agreement that corpus 

grammar will help us to understand the traditional grammar and categories (Sinclair, 

1991). Nevertheless, corpus would create a links between grammar and lexis for example:  

Don’t He  

She’s just  

If only you hadn’t           let the cat out of the bag.  

Why did you 

 

Corpus also provides more information for lexico-grammatical, the study of “yet” 

for example demonstrate below: 
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Figure 2 Concordance list for yet. 

 

This example shows that “yet” is commonly used in a negative environment, such 

as, “I haven’t got any yet.” And “as yet” is the common pattern in this environment.  

Another example of grammar we will be discussed here is verb “be”: 

 

Table 3: frequencies of verb be  

 

The simple verb “be” is a particular tense marker, based on this table it is not difficult 

to see that corpus provides useful information for both teachers and students, and this 

information will help learner to avoid mistakes. (Lewis, 1993) For example: 

Exercise  

Write yes-no questions. Then write true answers.  

1. you/shy ? 

Are you shy?                Yes, I am. 

2. this class/easy ? 

Is this class easy?      No it isn’t.  

 

The examples above present no such particular pattern which is important to acquire 

a new language. Studying corpus helps us see how grammar structure and lexis work.  
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4.3 Classroom Activities  

The teacher has the responsibility to guide the students and to draw the students’ 

attention to the most frequent corpora. They should discourage students from re-coding 

every collocation they meet, this means they must avoid re-coding very weak items, such 

as nice house, good vocation, because not all vocabularies are useful in daily conversation, 

students only have to know the majority of the words.  

In some sentences, it is necessary to bring collocations into the classroom. The 

teacher has to make students aware of collocations, like the students’ native language, the 

English language has some words that go together. Once the teacher explained collocation 

in the class, they can adapt to collocation books. If they are using vocabulary books based 

on frequent word collocation, students can acquire the English lexicon as quickly as 

possible (Romer, 2006). 

Isolating the frequency words in the classroom, there must be some questions that 

relate to the meaning of vocabulary, for instance, when students ask a question such as 

“what is the difference between point and view?” the teacher may want to provide a 

contextualized example with each word rather than spend a great deal of time by 

explaining each word. The reason is that students need to explore the language rather than 

learn an individual word. Below is a classroom scenario:  

Student: What does the word “point” mean? 

Teacher: We use point in different ways, here are some typical ways we use it.  

Why do you want me to do that? I can’t see the point.  

I know you want to come but, the point is, you’re not old enough.  

For the teacher, it is not easy to explain exactly what “point” means, but when the 

students are provided with some different sentences with this word, the student will be 

able to explore the word in different situations, and realize how to use this it in such 

different ways (Romer, 2006). 

It is becoming clear that the students make mistakes when trying to talk discuss 

something. Do not just correct the mistake, provide some examples and extra sentences, 

for example:  

Student1: I have to make an exam.  

Teacher: (Writes “exam” on the board) 

       What verb do we usually use with “exam”? 

Student2: Take. 

Teacher: Yes, that’s right. (Writes “take” on the board) 

       What other verbs do we use with “exam”? 

Stuent3: Pass.  
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Teacher: And the opposite? 

Student2: Fail.  

Teacher: Yes. (Writes “pass” and “fail” on the board)   

According to the example above it is clear to see that the teacher has not only 

corrected the mistake but also provide other words for the students to use. 

After studying corpus-based language learning, for a couple of months, students will 

know many more English words, however a problem may arise, they do not really know 

how to use those words in the real life. Therefore, the teacher should design teaching 

materials for what students already know. As Skehan suggested that “very often the 

pedagogic challenge is not to focus on the brand new, but instead to make accessible the 

relatively new” (Sinclair, 2004, p. 300). For example the teacher can take such words, 

usually make a short list of nouns, adjectives and verbs which students think go with those 

nouns.  

Remember that, it is better to ask questions with “or” rather than “and” because as a 

teacher you will get a full sentence in responds.  

5. Conclusion  

This paper has focused on the relationship between corpus linguistics and the 

teaching of language. From many teachers, corpus is another useful way of teaching 

languages, and indeed, corpus can be used to design the teaching materials and syllabus. 

I hope I have shown you some basic concepts and pedagogical methods used in the 

classroom. Teachers of course, have to support their students, and teach them in the best 

way possible. The relationship between corpus linguistics and language teaching seems 

very close, because when the teacher brings corpus linguistics into the classroom it is 

important to realize that they are also adapting the methodological innovation and the 

theoretical innovation. Bothe innovations will entail the new way of teaching. 

Considering the future, there is still a lot of scope for the development, of materials, 

exercises, course books, so we should look forward to studying the field of corpus 

linguistics and of teaching languages. 
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