Vocabulary and Corpus Linguistics 1
Chris Spackman
Professor Albon
TSL 530
May 15, 2009
Enhancing Learners' Vocabulary Acquisition With Corpus Linguistics
Corpus linguistics, in the form of concordances and collocations, can enhance learners'
understanding of real-world word usage. Learners of English need to learn to distinguish
between words that have similar meanings but that are used in different contexts, like “see” and
“watch” or “say”, “tell”, and “teach”. Advanced learners need to choose the best word from
among several possibilities as well as develop a feeling for ways that words are used
pragmatically. Why, for example, “happiness set in” is not acceptable even though “despair set
in” is acceptable (Conrad, 2005, p. 397). With corpus linguistics, teachers can provide authentic
and appropriate language samples that enhance learner understanding and acquisition of the
second language.
Teachers of any level can use corpus linguistics themselves to research answers to
student questions or to prepare materials to address student difficulties. With appropriate
training, advanced students-high school or university level-can use concordancing software
directly to control their own learning.
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Sample Classroom Activities
The below activity is intended for use with university level ESP or IEP students. It uses
concordances from textbooks to help students acquire academic and scientific language. The
word list was not included in this example.
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From Ma (1993, p. 28) taken from V. Stevens (1991) Classroom concordancing :
Vocabulary materials derived from relevant, authentic text. English for Special Purposes Journal.
10, 35-46.
Here is a similar activity in cloze form. It is for university-level students in IEP courses
and is intended for practice choosing the best word given several authentic sentences. The entire
activity consists of 13 questions.

From Ma (1993, p. 29), taken from J. Butler (1991) Cloze procedures and concordances:
The advantages of discourse level authenticity in testing expectancy grammar. System, 19, 29-38.

