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	Using English: Corpora and Concordancers
	


The widespread interest in authentic materials and discovery learning calls for the use of electronic text and tools for text analysis in the classroom as well as in research. If you are a student of English, a teacher, a translator or if you are writing in English, analysing English, or have any questions about how English works, concordancing can be of great benefit to you. 
What is a corpus?

A corpus is a collection or body of texts in electronic form. The plural is corpora.  One unique aspect of a corpus is the ability to find the frequency of words and phrases in any combination of registers that you define (spoken, academic, poetry, medical, etc).  In addition, you can compare between registers; for example, verbs that are more common in legal or medical texts, or nouns that are more common in fiction than in academic writing. Also, you can easily compare between synonyms and other semantically-related words. The modern learners’ dictionaries are based on corpora and those who study, research and teach grammar can use corpora to make their own discoveries. 
What is a concordancer?

A concordancer is a piece of software, either installed on a computer or accessed through a website, which can be used to search, access and analyse language from a corpus. Concordancers can be particularly useful in exploring the relationships between words and can give us very accurate information about the way language is authentically used. The user answers his or her language questions by analysing the data the concordance produces.
A typical concordancer allows us to enter a word or phrase and search for multiple examples of how that word or phrase is used in everyday speech or writing. More complex concordancers can help us to extract examples from very particular contexts and even discriminate between spoken or written language use.
Not all concordancer interfaces are user-friendly and some can be very complex for students to use. The interface can use quite complex linguistic terminology. However, you don't have to necessarily use a concordancer. A simple alternative is to use any normal search engine and type in the word you are interested in. Most will return the search results with an example of how the word you based your search on appears in the text. With a little more clicking around you can even use the advanced search features to get a very accurate idea of word use. 

Links to online concordancers

There are a number of corpora on the web which you can use for free. 
British National Corpus Online http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/ - The BNC will list sample sentences in reply to your query. 
Collins COBUILD Corpus Sampler http://www.harpercollins.co.uk/about-harpercollins/Imprints/collins/Pages/Collins.aspx - Check word usage by sending a query to CobuildDirect.  This site lists sample phrases/sentences taken from the Cobuild Corpus with the key word in the centre of the page. 

MICASE http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/micase/?type=revise - University of Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English.
Online Concordancer http://www.lextutor.ca/concordancers/  (English & French) Université du Québec à Montréal.
The Virtual Language Centre (VLC) Web Concordancer http://vlc.polyu.edu.hk/concordance/ - Searches various corpora online (English, Chinese, French, Japanese).
VIEW: Variation in English Words and Phrases http://view.byu.edu/ – Mark Davies at Brigham Young University (uses the British National Corpus – highly recommended!).

WebCorp http://www.webcorp.org.uk/ - Uses the entire web as its corpus. 

Tutorial
Concordancing through the Collins Cobuild Dictionary http://web.quick.cz/jaedth/Introduction%20to%20CCS.htm  – A 10-step introduction.
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For more help contact Study Skills Support: studyskills@bbk.ac.uk, 0207 631 6683   www.bbk.ac.uk/studyskills

