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Corpus Linguistics 
basic concepts and methods  
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Essentials 
 

 How do we study language? 

 

 Why do we study language? 
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Essentials 
 

 How do we study language? 

 

 Why do we study language? 

• ‘Applied’ linguistics 
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Studying language 

 ‘think’ about language and make up examples 

 listen to others 

 elicit data 

 look at any old text? 

 The professor’s shoeboxes  

 

 With corpus linguistic methods: what kind of 

‘texts’ and how do we look at them?   
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Corpus Linguistics  

 investigates language on the basis of 

electronically stored samples of naturally 

occurring language  

 

 ‘corpus’ is a collection of such language samples 

stored in a principled way in order to address 

linguistic questions 
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Corpora 

 Depending on the research question, corpora 

contain: newspapers, leaflets, transcriptions of 

spoken language, political speeches, text 

messages, fiction, videos, sign language, etc….   

 Principled or opportunistic? (cf. Web as corpus) 

 Can be processed in a variety of ways  

 Language awareness: most frequent noun in 

English? 
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Possible research questions  

 Do men or women swear more? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3/11/2014 



10 

Possible research questions 

 Do men or women swear more? 

 

 When did nerd enter the language?  
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Possible research questions 

 Do men or women swear more? 

 

 When did nerd enter the language?  

 

 How have the connotations of nerd and geek 

changed over time?  
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Corpus and Discourse  

 Language is a social phenomenon 

 Discourse as representation: words label 

participants and entities, express world views, 

etc.  
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Corpus and Discourse  

 Corpus design and compilation (e.g. sustainable 

development Corpus) 

 ‘seed words’  
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Display formats  

 Word clouds    

 Tables 

 Figures 

3/11/2014 



3/11/2014 16 



17 

Display formats  

 Word clouds / Frequency lists  

 Tables 

 Figures 

 Concordances 

 

“The language looks rather different when you look 

at a lot at once.”       

                                                  (John Sinclair 1991)   
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 1                 News Motorist fined for blowing nose A motorist was fined by                           

 3                   vigorous exercise at 7.9% and nose blowing at 5.4%. These were                       

 4                       News Video Baby scared of nose blowing becomes internet hit A                                           

 7                        Andrew tries to keep his nose clean in Indonesia By Andy                        

 8        Pushing envelopes Pushing envelopes: red nose day Pride and embarrassment  

 9                          has to pay through the nose for using tissue at the                           

 10                   Welsh are paying through the nose for insurance' Do you live                        

 11                           Oil and Gas A bloody nose for Sir William Castell at                        

 12                     home Peter Simon shows his nose for a good bargain on                             

 13                        free Andy Coulson had a nose for the view of the                               

 14                   Things Are: The shoebill - a nose for the unusual By Mike                           

 15           Japan Elderly woman breaks student's nose for failing to give up                            

 16                    Doctor, doctor: Why does my nose get blocked? 'I worry this                        

 17                 Snooker: No skin off snooker's nose if Rocket quits, says Davis                       

 18                        Surgery: Ed votes for a nose job Miliband hopes for better                     

 19                  Dianna Agron admits to having nose job Glee star Dianna Agron                        

 20          continued with plastic surgery' after nose job patient dies from heart                       

 21                       Does Mike Tindall need a nose job? He's set to wed                              

 22              volume reveals brutality of early nose jobs 19th century book for                        

 23                              that he has a red nose: like all of us, he's                             

 24      Advertisement sport Meagan Duhamel breaks nose of Eric Radford at World                          

 25              Ed Miliband Ed Miliband undergoes nose operation for sleep apnoea  

 26               Politics Ed Miliband Ed Miliband nose operation satisfies surgeons  

 27                Miliband Ed Miliband to undergo nose operation on NHS Ed Miliband                      

 28              UK Politics Ed Miliband undergoes nose operation Wednesday, 27 July  

 29                     Ed Nose Day' Ed Miliband's nose operation could prove  

 30         vigilante Phoenix Jones suffers broken nose Phoenix Jones, the masked  

 31                      Science News Having a big nose prevents sniffles Having a  

 32                   Sunday | Home More on: runny nose Refine: immune hay fever                 

 34                 Great Dane bites off courier's nose The owner of two barking                          

 35                    1837: Woman bites off man's nose The Guardian reports on a                         3/11/2014 18 
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Concordances  

 Show patterns  

 Used to make dictionaries:  

    blow your nose 

    pay through the nose 

    nose job 

    Ed Miliband undergoes nose operation 
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Concordances  

 Show patterns  

 Used to make dictionaries:  

    blow your nose 

    pay through the nose 

    nose job 

    Ed Miliband undergoes nose operation 

 

 Representativeness  
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The empirical basis of corpus linguistics  

 Emphasis on social dimension of language 

 

 Electronic format that allows further procession 

with computer tools  
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Corpus linguistics in context  

 focus on the text and the language, not the 

technology 

 cf. NLP, computational linguistics 

 wider context of Digital Humanities 
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Who uses corpora and corpus methods: 
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Who uses corpora and corpus methods: 

 Lexicographers, teachers, … 

 Social sciences: ‘climate change’ discourse, 

representation of Muslims in the press, 

‘sustainable development’, etc. 

 Political sciences: White House press briefings, 

news reporting on Iraq war  

 Consultancies for companies: brands 

represented in the news  

 Language of conflict managements  

 Subtitling of films  
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 s flagship Odeon cinema said: `I am afraid Ally's been subbed." <p> Rangers 

           notions in ten years. I'm afraid I have to tell you that I believ 

     company operations you own; I'm afraid I've got to get some detail." < 

 ou know me?" he said grumpily. `I'm afraid I don't know you. I've shaved 

        of that band of loonies? I'm afraid it's just no contest at all. <h 

    hellip; we cocoon because we are afraid of saying the wrong thing or not 

a Pullman, and partly because he was afraid of being seen there by some 

          attacks. They think she is afraid of upsetting the politicians lin 

Into the lens, but equally do not be afraid of photographing against the lig 

   because health professionals were afraid to cross lines marking religious 

   willowy decadence, blase, stupid, afraid to be seen sober or with a book, 

    t say yea <p> or nay, and he was afraid to ask. <p> When the new field l 

      with their eyes what they were afraid to put into words. Is it possib 

    Monica) Lewinsky report, you are afraid to put a cigar in your mouth. Th 

A concordance … 
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   willowy decadence, blase, stupid, afraid to be seen sober or with a book, 

    t say yea <p> or nay, and he was afraid to ask. <p> When the new field l 

      with their eyes what they were afraid to put into words. Is it possib 

    Monica) Lewinsky report, you are afraid to put a cigar in your mouth. Th 

A concordance … 

.. illustrates the typical patterns of a word (collocations) 
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The COBUILD project  

 University of Birmingham and Collins Publisher.  

 Corpus:   Bank of English  

 Editor John Sinclair   

 1987 first corpus dictionary 
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Non-literary and literary text   

 General patterns / norms and deviations from 

norms 

 Corpus work is comparison  

 

 ‘Collocations’ and ‘semantic prosodies’ 
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Days 

What are days for? 

Days are where we live. 

They come, they wake us 

Time and time over. 

They are to be happy in: 

Where can we live but days? 

 

Ah, solving that question 

Brings the priest and the doctor 

In their long coats 

Running over the fields                   Philip Larkin  

 



Try WebCorp Live  
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Corpus work is comparison 

 

 

 



Corpus work is comparison 

 

 

 

gone / numbered / over 

 



Opportunistic or mainstream? 

"[i]t is a truism that a corpus is neither 

good nor bad in itself, but suited or 

not suited to a particular purpose.”    

                                  (Hunston 2002: 26)  



Representativeness 

the extent to which the results of a corpus analysis  

allow for generalisations to be made that apply to  

the language as a whole (or at least to one  

language variety). 



BNC 100m words  

http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/what/index.html 

 a sample corpus: composed of text samples generally no 
longer than 45,000 words. 

 a synchronic corpus: the corpus includes imaginative 
texts from 1960, informative texts from 1975. 

 a general corpus: not specifically restricted to any 
particular subject field, register or genre. 

 a monolingual British English corpus: it comprises text 
samples which are substantially the product of speakers 
of British English. 

 a mixed corpus: it contains examples of both spoken and 
written language.  

http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/what/index.html
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Types of corpora 

• General Purpose Corpus 

• Monitor Corpus 

 Sample Corpus 

 Mini-corpus 

 Multilingual Corpus 

 Comparable Corpus 

 Parallel Corpus 

 Translation Corpus  

 Diachronic Corpus  

 Learner Corpus 

 





Size 

 1 million words was “big” in the 1960s-1980s but 

now is nothing special. BNC = 100m of which 

90m written 

 the bigger the better - or small is beautiful?   

 to study frequent items you can manage with a 

smaller corpus 

 Size and text length 



Documentation 

 Standard header (at top of each text or in 

separate file/website) 

 POS, errors/non-standard forms, text structure 



Practical constraints 

 Typing in v. Scanning v. Finding 

 Recording 

 Using what is out there?  



Legal and moral constraints 

 “Anonymizing” texts e.g. by replacing names 

with NAME to preserve confidentiality 

 Requesting copyright permission 

 Impossibility of getting e.g. business 

negotiations. 

 Ethics procedures (very important for 

assignments already!!)  
 



Corpus design: example sustainable 

development corpus  

 Cultural key word 

 Discourse as representation 

 World Summit, 26 August to 4 September 2002 in 

Johannesburg 

 Guardian 2002 

 368 occurrences of SD  

 211 articles  

 approximately 150,000 words 

See Mahlberg (2007), in Hoey et al. (2007), Text, 

Discourse and Corpora. London: Continuum 
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What Corpus Tools can do 

 create word lists sorted in various ways 

 find examples of words or phrases you want to seek out 

 sort these examples in numerous ways for you 

 process your texts in pre-determined ways, e.g. 
• parse them in Part of Speech (POS) categories 

• identify key words (KWs) 

• show you where each word or phrase comes in the source text 

• separate out words you’re not interested in 

• plot the history of word use 
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What Corpus Tools can’t do 

 suggest a good research question 

 supply answers to your research questions 

 understand the texts 

 E.g. find examples of metaphors or complaining or 

swearing in your texts for you 
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Some conclusions  

 Corpus linguistics provides methods that can be 

used in almost any area of language study 

 Advantages of corpus methods: objectivity, 

replicability, more than intuition 

 New terminology: e.g. ‘concordance’, ‘KWIC’,  

‘collocations’, ‘semantic prosodies’   

 Go and have a try! 
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Introductory reading  

Cheng, W. 2012. Exploring Corpus Linguistics. Language in Action. 

London: Routledge.  

Flowerdew, L. 2012. Corpora and Language Education. Basingstoke: 
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Hoey, M., Mahlberg, M., Stubbs, M., Teubert, W. 2007. Text, Discourse 

and Corpora. Theory and Analysis. London: Continuum.  

Mahlberg, M. 2005. English General Nouns. A Corpus Theoretical 

Approach. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.  

Mahlberg, M. 2013. Corpus Stylistics and Dickens’s Fiction. New York & 

London: Routledge.  

McEnery, T. & A. Hardie, 2012. Corpus Linguistics. Cambridge: CUP. 

Scott, M. and Tribble, C. 2006. Textual Patterns. Key Words and Corpus 
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Download Open Access articles:   

http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/english/people/michaela.mahlberg 
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http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/english/people/michaela.mahlberg


 

 

 



Have a look at  
 

 corpora list  

    http://www.hit.uib.no/corpora/sub.html 

 

 

http://www.hit.uib.no/corpora/sub.html
http://www.hit.uib.no/corpora/sub.html


http://www.uow.edu.au/~dlee/CBLLinks.htm 
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