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by Jim Lawley
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Chapter One
This chapter provides for approximately 10 hours’ study.
A useful working definition of ‘corpus’ for our purposes is: a corpus is a large
collection of texts which is held on computer and can therefore be accessed
electronically.
Imagine such a corpus which contains the texts (but not the pictures or photographs)
found in lots of newspapers, magazines, brochures and leaflets, dozens of novels, emails, letters, and the transcripts of lectures, casual everyday conversations, and TV and
radio programmes. All this language (the novels, newspapers, conversations etc.) was
produced by contemporary native speakers of English; many of these native speakers
were British, many American, and many Australian; native speakers from other regions
are also represented. Let’s say that in total the corpus contains approximately 100
million words. If the corpus was that big and if it contained texts from so many
differences sources and genres, we could probably claim that it was a representative
sample of the English language.
There are a number of huge corpora like this in existence: the Bank of English, The
British National Corpus (BNC), and the Cambridge International Corpus (CIC), for
example.
What could we do with such a corpus? One thing we could do is to tell the computer to
search through the corpus and find out how many different words there are and how
often each occurs. Some words will occur many, many times, of course. For example,
the is the most frequent word in the English language and in the online BNC corpus
(https://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/) of approximately 100 million words it occurs over 6
million times.
Question 1
What do you think are the ten most frequent words in the English language? As we have
just mentioned, number one in the list is the. What do you think the other nine will be
and in what order? (Time: approximately 15 minutes)
Answer 1
The ten most frequent words in order in the CIC are: the, of, to, and, a, in, that, is, for,
it. (Schmitt 2000: 72)
Comments on answer:
a) You won’t be surprised by most of these words, but it’s not easy to put them in order
is it? You may well have included words such as, on, with, I and as, for example, which
are amongst the twenty most frequent.
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b) Many people forget about of. This omission, if you made it, is the first indication of a
serious issue which will crop up at various points in this volume: a lot of what we know
about languages in which we are very proficient is unconscious knowledge. In this case,
we may use of more frequently than any other word except the and yet not be aware that
we do; perhaps because we use it so frequently, often amongst much bigger, more
noticeable words. In general, as we will see again and again, corpora are very good at
bringing to our attention humdrum facts of language which might otherwise go
unnoticed. Incidentally, of will receive detailed attention in chapter 3.
c) In a similar list, published in 1988, giving the most frequent word forms in a different
corpus, the word is occupies eleventh place (just outside the top ten) and was appears
above it at number ten in the list (Sinclair and Renouf 1988: 149). In that corpus (the
Birmingham Corpus) there were only 7.3 million words because in the 1980s, before the
information technology revolution had really got under way, it was not nearly so easy to
compile huge corpora. The BNC, the CIC, and The Bank of English were compiled a
few years later when it had become much easier to gather and store much larger
quantities of text in electronic form; as a result, those corpora are much bigger and
therefore in a better position to give balanced representation to different kinds of writing
and speech. It might be, for example, that the Birmingham corpus had an undue
proportion of novels and newspapers; novels and newspapers tend to be written in the
past tense so was is likely to occur more often than is.
All such frequency lists published over the last thirty years show he as being
significantly more common than she. For example, Schmitt tells us that in the CIC he is
number 12 in the frequency list while she is number 43. (Schmitt 2000:72)
Question 2: since there are of course as many women and girls as men and boys in the
world, does this mean that English-speakers are sexist? (Time: approximately 5
minutes)
Answer 2. It means rather that they use English to talk and write about a world which in
some respects certainly is sexist. The leaders of the vast majority of countries are men,
for example, and when they are written about in newspapers the pronoun he is more
likely to occur than the pronoun she.
The computer also tells us how many times it finds each word in the corpus; for
example, as mentioned above, the occurs just over six million times in a corpus of 100
million words. That is, the word the alone makes up about 6% of the corpus. If we
removed all the instances of the from the corpus there would only be 94 million words
left, if we removed all the instances of, to and and then we would be down to about 85
3
million. (You can check the frequency of these and other words at
https://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/. If for example you type in the in the box where it says
‘Please enter your query’ and click on ‘Solve it’ it will, after a few moments, tell you
‘Here is a random selection of 50 solutions for the from the 6054232 found’. If you
simply want to know how often the occurs in a corpus of 100 million words, you now
have your answer; if you want to study how the is used in sentences then you have 50
examples.)
Figures from the computer analysis of such corpora show that:
the most frequent 10 words of English make up approximately 22% of the corpus
the most frequent 100 words of English make up nearly 50% of the corpus
the most frequent 700 words of English make up 70% of the corpus
the most frequent 1,500 words make up 76% of text.
the most frequent 2,000 words of English make up 80% of the corpus
(Schmitt 2002: 73, Willis 1990: 46)
Question 3: Draw a graph to show this information. What does this graph show
us? (Time: approximately 15 minutes)
Answer 3 It shows us that a small number of English words makes up a very high
proportion of what we say and write in English. It strongly suggests that being good at
English means being good at understanding and using these words. It shows too that as
we move down the frequency list, words become much less frequent very quickly: “The
700 most frequent words cover 70% of text, but coverage begins to drop rapidly
thereafter. The next 800 words cover a further 6% of text and the next 1,000 words
cover 4%. If we are talking about the 2,500 most frequent words in English, however,
no learner is likely to get very far without needing to express and understand notions
and functions carried by words at this level of frequency.” (Willis 1990: 47)
The list of the ten most frequent words in English was not very surprising; even if you
are one of the people who forgot of, you will not have been surprised when its high
frequency was pointed out to you.
Question 4: look at the list of ten words below. Which of the ten do you think are
amongst the 200 most frequent words in English, and which do you think are not?
book, could, children, without, should, mother, work, might, apple, rather.
(Time: approximately 15 minutes)
Answer 4. The words that are amongst the 200 most frequent words in English are:
could, children, without, should, work, might, and rather. Both mother and book are
also very high frequency words, however: they both occur about 24,000 times in the
BNC, while apple occurs about 2,600 times. Note that these figures are for the word
forms mother, book and apple. The figures for mothers, books and apples
are
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approximately 3,200, 12,900 and 837 respectively. We might feel that the frequency of
the word apple should be added to the frequency of the word apples to give the
frequency of the lemma APPLE (that is, of apple and apples together). But should book
and books in the sense of reading material be counted along with book and books in the
sense of making a reservation? This issue will be discussed in the next chapter.
Question 5: Are there any books that you are familiar with which, while written in
English, avoid words like should, might, and rather? Why do those books avoid them?
(Time: approximately 15 minutes)
Answer 5. English as a Foreign Language (EFL) textbooks tend to avoid these words at
the more elementary levels. In Spain, for example, children studying in the four-year
Educacion Secundario Obligatoria (ESO) between the ages of 12 and 16 are unlikely to
meet these words until the final year. Such students are typical of learners all over the
world; they will meet mother and book (and probably apple) before they meet should,
might, and rather. These words are thought to be ‘difficult’.
Comment: The inclusion of mother, book and apple in such textbooks is not of course
objectionable; they are very useful items of vocabulary. It is the exclusion of should,
might, and rather which needs to be justified; students will be constantly encountering
these words in any native-speaker speech or writing to which they are exposed, and
understanding that speech or writing will be made difficult if they do not know them.
The use of corpora has made clear just how very common the most common words are
and so stimulated interest in a lexical syllabus for students of EFL. A lexical syllabus
concentrates on teaching words, usually the most common words in the language.
Lexical syllabuses will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 5 of this volume and
especially in the subject Elaboraci&oacute;n de materials y programas did&aacute;cticos (Course and
Syllabus Design).
We saw earlier that he is considerably more frequent than she. Similarly his is more
common than her. In some ways this is even more surprising, for while we say ‘I saw
his book’, we say ‘I saw him’, whereas her is both possessive pronoun (‘I saw her
book’) and an object pronoun (‘I saw her’); that is, her does the work of his and him.
This brings us to something else that we can ask the computer to do: we can ask it to
search for all the occurrences of a particular word in the corpus and show the lines of
text in which they appear. Usually the word is given in the middle of the screen. Here
are six concordance lines for her from a small private corpus:
Her enthusiasm soon waned
He annoyed her by turning up late
That perhaps explains her eagerness to go for all those long walks
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She bent over her and muttered something comforting
He looked at her, shook his head and left
She pointed to her feet and said, ‘Look!’
Question 6: In the concordance for her given above, how many times is her a possessive
adjective and how many is it an object pronoun?
Answer 6. In the first, third and sixth, it is a possessive adjective. In the others it is an
object pronoun
Comment: her is a fairly straightforward word in that it has only two basic uses. A rarer
use of her is to refer to a country (‘Britain has always stood by her allies’), to a car (‘Fill
her up please’), and to a ship (‘And God bless all who sail in her’).
Question 7: Look at her the BNC at https://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/; how many times in
those 50 concordance lines is the word used to refer to a car, country or ship?
Time: approximately 1 hour
Answer 7. I’ve just checked 50 concordance lines for her at the BNC site. In those 50
lines I didn’t find any examples of her used to refer to a car, country or ship. (I can try
again later (the online BNC corpus contains about 300,000 instances of her and selects
50 of them at random so I will get a different selection next time.) The fact that there
were no instances of these uses of her in 50 lines, however, is already very strong
evidence that the word is not commonly used in these ways.
In the Collins Cobuild English Dictionary (CCED) the entry for her occupies less than a
quarter of a page: it is a straightforward word to define and exemplify. Other
straightforward, very high frequency words are yes and I. Most very high frequency
words in English however have many meanings and uses; we say that they have
‘complex profiles’. The word by for example which according to the CIC (Schmitt
2000: 72) is the nineteenth most frequent word in the English language takes up nearly a
whole page in the Cobuild Dictionary: this is a word with many different meanings and
uses. Look at these sentences:
1 Bob was standing by the door
2 We’d finished by twelve o’clock
3 The meal was cooked by her brother
4 We can save money by recycling these
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5 He’s just been stung by a wasp
In each sentence we seem to a have different use of by and in each case it is the words
that come after by which make this clear. In 1 the words by the door answer the question
‘Where was Bob standing?’; for the sake of clarity we can call this the WHERE sense.
By the same token, we could say that sentence 2 illustrates the WHEN sense, sentence 3
the WHO sense, sentence 4 the HOW sense, and sentence 5 the WHAT sense. In fact,
sentences 3 and 5 both use a passive structure and in both cases by introduces the agent,
so we might conflate these as the CCED does: “If something is done by a person or
thing, that person or thing does it.” We can say then that these sentences illustrate four
different uses of the word by. (If you look by up in your dictionary you’ll see it has
many more uses; by yourself, for example means ‘alone’)
Question 8. Look at 50 concordance lines from the BNC for by. How many of the
concordance lines illustrate the WHERE sense, how many the WHEN sense, the
WHO/WHAT sense, and the HOW sense?
Time: approximately 2 hours
Answer 8
In the concordances I looked at, 40 of the 50 lines seemed to illustrate the WHO/WHAT
sense. Four illustrated the HOW sense, three illustrated the WHEN sense, and three
illustrated its use in idioms (bit by bit and by no means, for example). There did not
appear to be any instances of the WHERE sense.
Comment: in the 7.3 million word Birmingham Corpus, 57% of the uses of by belong in
the WHO/WHAT category. The figures for the others are:
HOW = about 20%
WHERE = 3%
WHEN = 1.5% (Sinclair and Renouf 1988: 157-8)
The WHO/WHAT sense while by far the commonest is not usually the first taught.
Indeed since it is linked to the passive voice it is not usually taught until the third or
fourth year of an EFL course. Precedence is often given to the WHERE sense (‘I’m
standing by the door’) which does not appear once in the concordances I examined.
Research of this kind brings home the importance of engaging with the evidence large
corpora offer; intuition would never have enabled us to discover how much more
frequent the WHO/WHAT sense is than any other.
Question 9. look at another two samples of by in the BNC (each sample will contain 50
lines, making a total of 100 lines). What are the figures for the WHO/WHAT, the
HOW, the WHEN and the WHERE senses? What conclusions can you draw? Time:
approximately 3 hours.
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Chapter 2 How good is the corpus?
This chapter provides for approximately 10 hours’ study.
In 1987 the Collins Cobuild English Language Dictionary (CCELD) was published.
This dictionary was the first major EFL dictionary to be based on the study of
concordances from a multi-million word corpus of contemporary English. The
dictionary project started with the Birmingham corpus of 7.3 million words but this
corpus was soon expanded to 20 million words and renamed the Cobuild corpus. In
1995 the Collins Cobuild Language Dictionary (CCED) was published. This much
improved version of the earlier dictionary was based on the Bank of English corpus – a
corpus approximately ten times bigger. Because the use of that corpus to make that
dictionary is well-documented, this chapter and the next focuses on the Bank of English
corpus and the CCED. This chapter will discuss the corpus and the next the dictionary.
McCarthy (1990: 66-67) suggests various questions that we should ask to help us to
ascertain how reliable a corpus is. In the interests of clarity we will ask these questions
of the Bank of English corpus, at one point in time, immediately prior to the publication
of the CCED in 1995. Four of McCarthy’s questions are concerned with the size and
contents of the corpus. These four questions are: a) What size corpus was used? b) Was
the corpus written language or spoken language or both? c) Did the corpus cover a wide
range of text types, topics, registers, situations etc.? d) How long ago was the corpus
assembled - does it contain up-to-date data?
The introduction to the CCED explains that The Bank of English corpus contains
over two hundred million words. It was relatively easy to build such an enormous
corpus because:
A few years ago it became much easier to gather large quantities of spoken and written English. The
publishers of books, magazines, and newspapers became aware that large amounts of language passed
through their hands, and there could be many good reasons for keeping it in electronic form as well as
printing it out in what is now known as ‘hard copy’. A market grew up for electronic language among
people who want to find or check statements, particularly in newspapers, magazines, and legal language.
Gradually, with the emergence of compact disks - the CD-ROMS that are now familiar - words in their
millions became available to students of language. Nowadays the problem is not finding the language, but
managing and controlling it, and making sensible and balanced selections for the analytical tasks that
COBUILD has to do.
There are about five hundred million words in the COBUILD archives, most of them newspapers or
the radio. In designing the present shape of The Bank of English we balanced a number of factors spoken, and written, UK, USA and other varieties from predominantly native speaker communities, books
and magazines, and other classifications within those.
Within the spoken component, the most difficult kind of language to collect was, as always, the
informally recorded conversations of people going about their daily lives, without thought of their
language being preserved in a corpus. Each conversation has to be recorded and transcribed by experts,
and then entered in the computer - the technology for this has hardly advanced since corpora began.
Nevertheless, this kind of impromptu language is of particular interest to dictionary makers. The Bank of
English, with a total of 15 million words of this kind of recorded speech, has the most extensive evidence
available. (CCED: viii-ix)
Later, in the section ‘The Bank of English’ (page xii of the CCED), further details of
the composition of the corpus are given:
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The Bank of English contains a wide range of different types of writing and speech from hundreds of
different sources. The material is up to date, with most of the texts dating from 1990 onwards. Although
most of the sources are British, approximately 25% of our data comes from American English sources,
and about 5% from other native varieties of English - such as Australian and Singapore.
Written texts come from newspapers, magazines, fiction and non-fiction books, brochures, leaflets,
reports and letters. Two thirds of the corpus is made up of media language: newspapers, magazines, radio
and TV; this is a significant category in view of the millions of people who read and listen to the
language presented in the media. International, national, and local publications are included to capture a
broad range of subject matter and style. There are thousands of books and special interest magazines in
The Bank of English which reflect hundreds of topics of general interest from aerobics to zoology.
However, technical or scientific textbooks, manuals, directories and so on are not included in the corpus.
Informal spoken language is represented by recordings of everyday casual conversation, meetings,
interviews, and discussions. Currently, about 15 million words of The Bank of English are transcriptions
of spoken language of this kind. These are selected to include a wide range of subject matter and speech
situations. (CCED: xii)
Clearly, then, the corpus on which the CCED is based is huge and, almost as
clearly, no elaborate attempt to fine tune its contents has been made. Clear et al
comment:
When Cobuild published a dictionary based on a corpus of 20 million words it was clear to all who
worked on the project that our description of English lexis and grammar could be even better if more
corpus data were available. The view in COBUILD has been that, where a corpus is concerned, the bigger
the better. Bigger can be measured both by raw word count and by breadth of coverage. The balancing of
corpora - an issue within corpus linguistics that has recently started to attract some attention - is really a
matter of establishing appropriate priority between increasing the word count and increasing the breadth
of coverage. Of course, these two measurements are not independent and COBUILD has managed to keep
the corpus size rising while also increasing the range of text types sampled. No fine and delicate tuning of
the relative proportions of varying text types is attempted, because we see no evidence that our samples
can be significantly improved in that way, given that even a corpus of hundreds of millions of words is a
pitifully small size in comparison to the amount of English language being generated daily. We do,
however, see firm evidence that the addition of large tranches of new corpus from new sources enhances
every aspect of our analysis. (Clear et al: 1996)
Clear et al make clear that the analysis of the 20 million word corpus was valuable and
yielded a lot of information that had never been available before, but that it was not
sufficient for the Cobuild team to be entirely confident of some of the statements they
were making. This was especially the case for phraseological and structural information.
Clear et al give a number of examples: the 7.3 word corpus only showed taciturn being
used predicatively after a link verb; the 20 million word corpus provided a few
examples of taciturn used in front of a noun and a number of examples of taciturn
being used together with another ‘slightly negative adjective’. Clear et al quote the
following examples: taciturn and unfriendly, taciturn and uncommunicative, dour and
taciturn, but conclude that there were ‘insufficient examples for us to comment
explicitly on this tendency’ (Clear et al 1996). The implication of these remarks is that
the much bigger Bank of English corpus allows such comment. In fact, however,
comparison of the entry in the 1987 edition of the dictionary with the CCED shows no
such improvement:
Someone who is taciturn does not say very much and so sometimes seems unfriendly.
EG He was described as reserved and taciturn. taciturnity EG. ..a man of legendary
taciturnity. (Collins Cobuild English Language Dictionary 1987)
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A taciturn person does not say very much and can seem unfriendly. A taciturn man, he
replied to my questions in monosyllables. (CCED 1995)
The 1987 entry based on the corpus of 20 million words shows taciturn being used
predicatively after link verbs in both the definition part of the entry and in the single
example. No example of it being used to premodify a noun is given and so no licence is
given to students to use it in such a way. However, the entry does contain, as its
example sentence, an instance suggesting that taciturn is often used together with
another adjective. Yet Clear et al suggests (above) that at this stage there was
insufficient evidence to comment on this pattern. At the same time they imply that
there was such evidence available by the time the CCED was produced - yet there is in
fact no sign of this pattern in the CCED. The only pattern presented there is taciturn
premodifying a noun: there is no sign of taciturn being used predicatively. This is quite
serious since it means that students are not shown a pattern, and therefore not
encouraged to use a pattern, that the Cobuild lexicographers knew is in fact quite
common. Nevertheless, that is a deficiency of the dictionary, not of the corpus; the
evidence, Clear suggests, was available but was apparently not acted on. The one
improvement that is in fact discernible is the suppression of taciturnity. Here the
evidence of a much larger and more up-to-date corpus has enabled the lexicographer to
dismiss this word. Its omission is significant: it serves to warn learners against a rare or
specialized use. Including it would sanction a use that might make their language sound
quaint, old-fashioned or affected.
Question
look
at
the
concordance
for
taciturn
at
10:
https://corpus.byu.edu/bnc/. How many examples of taciturn used predicatively are
there? And attributively? And of it being used together with another ‘slightly negative
adjective’?
Time: approximately 2 hours
Answer 10. There are 66 instances of taciturn in the online BNC corpus. In the random
selection of 50 that I examined my first problem concerned the distinction between
attributive and predicative. In theory the distinction is quite clear:
He is/was/became etc. taciturn = predicative
He is/was/became etc. a taciturn man = attributive
So in at home fathers sat taciturn, since sat could be replaced by were without changing
the sense too much, we can say it is predicative. Similarly, in the case of Leeson, by
nature taciturn, had told her … we could also say Leeson, who was by nature taciturn,
had told her … so predicative. And again, A retired brigadier, reserved and taciturn …
could be paraphrased as A retired brigadier, who was reserved and taciturn … so
predicative.
With these doubts resolved, in my sample 36 are attributive and 14 are predicative.
Would it be best in the dictionary to have two examples showing taciturn used
attributively and one predicatively?
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On 14 occasions, taciturn is accompanied by another adjective. On only 5 of these can I
say that the other adjective is clearly negative (e.g. our painful, taciturn lunch …). On 3
occasions the adjective is clearly positive (e.g. hardy, taciturn beings). On 2 occasions,
taciturn is accompanied by both a negative and a positive adjective (taciturn,
compassionate and obsessed …). On 4 occasions, the accompanying adjective is neither
negative nor positive (a quiet, reserved, almost taciturn man …). (Note, I am not
counting reserved as negative as Clear et al do).
In the light of these comments and your own analysis, look at as many EFL dictionaries
as you can. How good is the entry for taciturn?
Clear et al note that there are many new entries in the 1995 edition reflecting changes in
technology (camcorder; multimedia) and in society (for example PC in the sense of
politically correct; and ethnic cleansing) Other words are now marked as archaic (e.g.
golliwog) or have been replaced (Red Indian by Native American, Common Market by
European Union). There are also some changes in the treatment of some of the most
frequent words: ‘Someone’s take on a particular situation or fact is their attitude to it or
their interpretation of it’ (CCED at take 42). Similarly, since the publication of the
CCED the phrase take a bath in the sense of ‘losing money’ seemed to have become
popular. Clear et al go on to note that while the 1987 edition of the dictionary listed ‘the
abandonment of a place, person, or thing’ and ‘the abandonment of a piece of work,
plan, or activity’, the CCED has both those meanings and a third usage, ‘the
abandonment of an idea or way of thinking’. Other new entries occur at sad (“If you
describe someone as sad, you do not have any respect for them and think their
behaviour or ideas are ridiculous; an informal use.”), at macro (in computing parlance)
and parked (If you are parked somewhere, you have parked your car there).
Question 11: Look at the sample BNC concordances for sad. How many of the lines
show
sad being used with the new sense mentioned above?
Time: approximately 2 hours
Answer 11. There are about 3300 occurrences of sad in the online BNC corpus. In the
random selection of 50 that I examined there appeared to be no occurrences of sad in
this sense. The BNC is about 90% written English and it may be that this use of sad is
more frequent in colloquial speech. It may also be that just as new senses of words
appear quite suddenly, so too they sometimes disappear quite quickly …
In brief, then, the answers to McCarthy’s first four questions seem in the case of the
Bank of English to be largely satisfactory. The corpus is very large, providing an
abundance of information about a great many words. The range of topics seems wide
and we are assured that care was taken to include a wide range of text types. This
assurance has to be taken on trust, however, since the CCED does not, unlike its
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predecessor, provide an inventory of the texts which make up the corpus. The
predominance of the media language and of British English may cause some concern.
The comment (quoted earlier in this section) in the introduction to the dictionary
justifying the fact that two thirds of the corpus is made up of media language on the
grounds that ‘...millions of people...read and listen to the language presented in the
media’ takes no account of the fact that it is unlikely of course to be media language
which EFL students wish to use when they speak and write, and sits rather uneasily
perhaps with the CCED’s claim to be a production dictionary.
McCarthy (1990: 66-67) also has pertinent questions which refer to frequency
information. The first is: did the frequency count bunch word-forms together under
single entries, or did it separate them? In other words, are actual and actually treated as
the same item or as different items? McCarthy’s second question is: does the count take
into consideration very frequent multi-word items? For example, in English, we might
wish to know whether ‘get up’ is more frequent than ‘get on’, or ‘get away with’
(McCarthy 1990: 67). McCarthy’s third question is: does the count tell us about
frequency of meaning? If book occurs as a frequent word, how many occurrences were
in the meaning of ‘reading matter’ and how many were in the verb meaning ‘to
reserve’?
Concordanced analysis of the corpus enabled the CCED to include frequency
information indicating roughly how frequent each headword is in the corpus:
For the first time in a major dictionary, Cobuild gives information about the frequency of the
headwords. Five frequency bands have been established (five-, four-, three- two- and onediamond words)...Starting with the very common words, we move through a basic vocabulary to
an intermediate one, and on until we have covered the core vocabulary of the language.
Headwords with no frequency marker are less common, but are still worth including in a
dictionary. If you look at any page of the dictionary you will see that we have included a large
number of these words, unmarked for frequency.
The point is that English uses a fairly small number of words for most purposes, but it also has
available a large and rich vocabulary when that is needed. So you will find that be is quite
naturally in the commonest band as is because, a common function word. Words like
barracuda, basalt, basrelief and bassoon are not frequent, and are not placed in a band. They
are clearly of the type that are only used on particular occasions. Again, I must emphasize that
these too have been chosen for their usefulness from many thousands of possible entries.
So, if you see that a headword is marked for frequency, you will know that it is worth learning; if
it has two or more black diamonds it is part of the essential core vocabulary of the language; the
more marked it is, the more frequently you will come across it (CCED: ix).
Later, in the section The Bank of English (page xiii of the CCED) further details
about the kinds of words found in each frequency band are given:
5-diamond: Many of the words in this band are the common grammar words such as the, and,
of, and to, which are essential part of the way we put words together. Also in this band are the
very frequent vocabulary items such as like, go, paper, return and so on. There are
approximately 700 words in this band.
4-diamond: this band includes words such as argue, bridge, danger, female, obvious and sea.
There are approximately 1200 words in this band.
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The words in the top two bands account for approximately 75% of all English usage - so their
importance is obvious.
3-diamond: This band includes words such as aggressive, medicine, and tactic. There are
approximately 1500 words in this band.
Knowing the words in this band extends the range of topics which you can talk about.
2-diamond: This band includes words such as accuracy, duration, miserable, puzzle and rope.
There are approximately 3200 words in this band.
1-diamond: This band includes words such as abundant, crossroads, fearless and missionary. There are
approximately 8100 words in this band.
The bottom two bands contain words which you are likely to use less frequently than words in the other
bands, but which are still important.
The entries which have no frequency diamond are words which you will probably read or hear rather
than words which you will often need to use yourself. They are mostly nouns, verbs and adjectives. Of
course, there are thousands of words which we could have included in the dictionary, but because it is
based on a corpus you can be sure that we have chosen only those which you are most likely to come
across.
The words in the five frequency bands are of immense importance to learners because they make up
95% of all spoken and written English. These frequency bands therefore will be an invaluable aid to
anyone who is interested in using natural English (CCED xiii).
McCarthy’s first question was: did the frequency count bunch word-forms together
under single entries, or did it separate them? In other words, are actual and actually
treated as the same item or as different items? In the case of the CCED, word-forms are
never automatically bunched together in this way. This is because the computer only
recognizes as identical a string of characters on either side. So when asked to count
instances of way, the computer counts instances of way; it does not count instances of
the plural form ways. Similarly it counts write, writes, written, wrote, and writing
separately. The intuition of a proficient English speaker might well suggest that the
number of occurrences of ways could be added to the number of occurrences of way to
tell us how frequently this noun occurs in the Bank of English. Similarly, if the string of
letters write with a space on either side occurs x times in The Bank of English and the
string writes y times, the string written z times, the string wrote a times and the string
writing b times, then we can say the lemma write occurs x+y+z+a+b times. The matter
is not quite so simple, however. Often analysis of the concordances shows the
individual word forms to be so different in their most common meanings and patterns of
behaviour that they merit separate entries in the dictionary. For example, easy means
‘not difficult’ and easily often has a meaning suggesting lack of difficulty, but it is also
used in a quite different way to suggest that something is probably going to happen or is
probably true (She could easily come tomorrow). That is, some uses of easily
correspond to the adjective easy, sharing the same range of meaning and usage patterns,
but in other cases easily has a meaning and pattern of behaviour not shown by easy. So
when the CCED was compiled, the cases where easily did share a common identity with
easy were added to the number of occurrences of easy, helping to make it a 5-diamond
word. The cases where easily was being used to mean something roughly
paraphraseable as ‘very likely to be happen or very likely to be true’, were counted
separately and earned it a place in the three diamond frequency band.
Sinclair and Renouf conclude that it is by no means
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always desirable to imply that there is an identity between the forms of a word. Textual evidence shows
that an inconsistent relationship holds between such elements. Sometimes all forms of the word - for
example, get, gets, getting, got, and the singular and plural forms of many nouns - share a similar range of
meanings and usage patterns...But often, particularly with the commoner words of the language, the
individual word forms are so different from each other in their primary meanings and central patterns of
behaviour (including the pragmatic and stylistic dimensions), that they are essentially different ‘words’,
and really warrant separate treatment …. (Sinclair and Renouf: 1988: 147)
In the CCED actual and actually, easy and easily, near and nearly, one and ones,
real and really, particular and particularly, use and used, vain and vainly, and west and
western, for example, all receive separate treatment for this reason.
McCarthy’s second question is: does the count take into consideration very frequent
multi-word items? For example, in English, we might wish to know whether ‘get up’ is
more frequent than ‘get on’, or ‘get away with’ (McCarthy 1990: 67). On this point the
CCED is clearly open to serious criticism - as a single representative example will make
clear. The verb put is, unsurprisingly, a 5-diamond word. Its entry comprises 16
numbered paragraphs illustrating different senses of the verb and then further
unnumbered paragraphs dealing with the phrasal verbs: put about, put across, put
aside, put away, put back, put by, put back, put down, put down for, put down to, put
forth, put forward, put in, put of’, put on, put onto, put out, put over, put through, put
together, put up, put up for, put up to, and put up with. That is, all these phrasal verbs
are marked as being in the five-diamond top frequency band simply because they all
start with put. Yet put up with should clearly be considered a single lexical item in its
own right, quite separate from put, up and with. After all, its meaning is not ‘the sum of
its parts’ and it effectively operates as a single word just as words like maybe, anyway,
another, however, cupboard do. These words are not, of course, considered to be
instances of may and be, any and way, an and other, how and ever, or cup and board
(see Sinclair 1991: 110-111).
Of course, put, up and with would all have won five-diamond status without the
help of put up with, but what is not so clear is what frequency this phrasal verb has in its
own right. It seems doubtful that it really merits the five-diamond ranking that the
dictionary accords it. But what then is its frequency ranking? Well, the sequence put up
with occurs 620 times in the BNC. This makes it considerably less common than, say,
apple (2,600 times) which is a three diamond word.
And, by the same token, how common are all the other phrasal verbs listed above? This
is an important question because no EFL materials should be entirely innocent of such
frequency information since we cannot take informed decisions about when learners
need to learn these verbs if we do not know, among other things, how frequent they are
in English. The omission of this information is surprising since with the concordances at
hand it would not have been difficult for the dictionary to have included this
information. It may be in fact that the dictionary editors have been unduly influenced by
a rather bizarre affirmation in Sinclair and Renouf’s otherwise excellent article ‘A
lexical syllabus for language learning’ (1988). Sinclair and Renouf comment that ‘the
lexical syllabus does not encourage the piecemeal acquisition of a large vocabulary’ but
rather ‘concentrates on making full use of the words that the learner already has’ since
‘there is far more general utility in the recombination of known elements’ and note that
‘English makes excessive (sic) use, e.g. through phrasal verbs, of its most frequent
words, and so they are well worth learning’ (Sinclair and Renouf 1988: 155). Here
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Sinclair and Renouf seem to be suggesting that put up with can be conveniently
regarded for pedagogic purposes as a combination of the known elements put, up and
with. It is hard to reconcile this claim with our experience as teachers, our study of the
concordances which suggest that this sequence of these three words constitutes a single
choice with its own very distinct meaning, or with Sinclair’s remarks elsewhere (see, for
example, Sinclair 1991: 78). In short, it is difficult to understand why in the CCED a
handful of multi-word items such as no longer, of course, and cease fire are given
frequency information and phrasal verbs are not.
McCarthy’s third question is: does the count tell us about frequency of meaning? If
book occurs as a frequent word, how many occurrences were in the meaning of ‘reading
matter’ and how many were in the verb meaning ‘to reserve’? Unfortunately the CCED
often fails this test, too. The headword book is marked with five diamonds but no
indication is given of how common each of its many different meanings is. The same
applies to most other polysemous words treated in the dictionary. The word by, for
example, also has five diamonds and twenty-one different senses described in twentyone paragraphs. But as we saw in chapter 1 the WHO/WHAT sense of by in fact
accounts for well over half of all the occurrences of by in the corpus. In this respect by
is in no sense unusual - one of the uses or meanings of a word is often more common
than all the rest put together. This information is not given in the dictionary and is not
therefore readily available to the student or teacher. Again, this is surprising since with
the concordances on screen it would have been quite straightforward to supply
information of this kind, and it is a pity since it makes it more difficult for students and
teachers to decide which senses of particular words to concentrate on.
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Chapter 3 Use of corpora in lexicography
As we have seen, nowadays concordances are the primary tool of the lexicographers.
Krishnamurthy comments on the concordances used for the Cobuild Dictionary:
The standard concordance line consisted of 100 characters with the key word in the middle, and the lines
were normally presented in alphabetical order of the first character of the word following the keyword. A
set of codes at the left of each line indicated whether the line was from the spoken or written part of the
corpus, the nationality of the author and the country of publication, and the specific text or transcript from
which the line was taken. Thus the lexicographer was given some guidance as to the language mode,
register, and possible regionality of each line.
However, for words such as conjunctions, discourse organizers, or signal words that required a longer
context for proper analysis or appropriate exemplification, a program was written to produce a selection
of longer concordances from a one-million word sub-corpus. (Krishnamurthy 1987: 63-64)
Sinclair’s Analysis of set in
An interesting account suggesting how lexicographers use such concordances is
provided by John Sinclair in his careful description of the phrasal verb set in, in its
meaning of ‘begin and seem likely to continue and develop’ (as in, for example, ..but
then winter set in). Sinclair starts by getting the computer to supply him with all the
instances of set, sets, setting followed by in. He discovered that the total of instances of
a form of set followed by in is 114 (Sinclair 1987:153). (Sinclair was using the
Birmingham corpus of 7.3 million words; this is a good example of how such a small
corpus is quite adequate for very common words). Analysing these concordances,
Sinclair discovered that many are not in fact instances of the phrasal verb set in. For
example:
He was asking a precedent to be set in a field where...
...set in a haze of blue...
Clearly, the film set in Glasgow and the Highlands
....set in her ways...
By eliminating all the concordance lines where set in is not an example of the phrasal
verb, the original 114 concordance lines are reduced to 29. Having isolated these 29
instances of the phrasal verb set in, Sinclair finds that it typically occurs ‘in a small
minor part of a sentence’. He observes that it is not easy to determine exactly what gives
this impression but suggests the following possible causes:
a the clauses in which set in is chosen are in general rather short - six words or
fewer in the main. The longer ones are longer because of an adjunct rather than the
subject, which is in most cases a single word or an article and noun pair.
b a number of the clauses are subordinate. With the samples available it is not
possible to assign status in every case, and there are some of clear main clauses; but I
think the tendency to lower status should be noted.
c set in is final in the clause in 22 of the 29 cases, and sentence-final in nine of them,
showing a clear tendency to end structures. (Sinclair 1987: 155)
He cites ‘...where the rot set in’, as a typical example. Indeed, as this
suggests:
example
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the most striking feature of set in is the nature of the subjects. Only three refer to the weather; a few are
neutral, such as reaction and trend. The main vocabulary is rot (3), decay, ill-will, decadence,
impoverishment, infection, prejudice, vicious circle, rigor mortis, numbness, bitterness, mannerism,
anticlimax, anarchy, disillusion, disillusionment, slump. Not one of these is desirable or attractive.
(Sinclair 1987: 155-156).
The entry for this phrasal verb in the first (1987) edition of the Cobuild Dictionary is as
follows:
If something unpleasant sets in, it begins and seems likely to continue or develop. A
feeling of anti-climax set in...It must be treated quickly before infection sets in...The bad
weather has set in for winter.
Sinclair comments that this entry ‘picks out typical features and offers sound examples’.
Question 12: look at 50 sample BNC concordances for set in. in which lines is it a
phrasal verb? When it is a phrasal verb, is it preceded by an undesirable or unattractive
subject?
Answer 12: there are 2051 instances of set in in the BNC. In the 50 randomly selected
lines I examined set in is a verb in just six. The subjects are customary iciness,
disappointment, diminishing returns, complacency, real trouble, and differences. All but
the last are undesirable or unattractive.
Question 13: Use the sample BNC concordances for set about to write a dictionary entry
similar to the one we have seen for set in.
ANSWER AND COMMENT 13:
Sinclair also discusses set about in the same chapter and comments that it is regularly
followed by an ing form of another verb which is normally transitive so that the frame
‘set about doing something’ is very common. When he goes on to observe that set about
is typically preceded by ‘...structures concerning uncertainty: negatives and how;
questions with how or who; modal would; phrases like little idea; the faintest idea, I’m
not sure, evidently not knowing’, we see an example of how the commonest words in
the language typically combine into multi-word chunks (e.g. … and she had not the
faintest idea of how to set about earning any). In general, Sinclair comments that each
of these phrasal verbs is particular; “it has its uses and its characteristic environment....
The prospect arises of being able to present the facts of language in a much more
precise way than before....” (Sinclair 1987: 158)
We mentioned earlier that the huge majority of the very high frequency words have
more than one meaning - most indeed have many different meanings. The entry for take
in the CCED contains 51 numbered paragraphs as well as 17 unnumbered paragraphs
for phrasal verbs (take in, take up etc.), many of which also have several different
17
meanings, in fact, the complete entry for take occupies over three and a half pages of the
dictionary. The CCED talks, as indicated in the previous chapter, of a top frequency
band of approximately 700 English words. In fact there are 664 of these five-diamond
words. Altogether the CCED describes 7114 different senses of these 664 fivediamond words.
How do the lexicographers decide how many different senses words have? Moon
makes clear that ‘there are no final and absolute answers’ to such questions, claiming
that ‘reasonableness is the most to be expected in descriptions of meaning’ and quoting
Murray, Editor in chief of the Oxford Dictionary, in support:
I do not expect my treatment of words, especially difficult words, will strike other people as that which
they would have adopted...the most that can be expected is ‘this is not an unreasonable way of exhibiting
the facts’ (Murray:1883, quoted in Moon 1987: 86)
Writing in the nineteenth century, Murray did not of course have access to computerised
concordances taken from a multi-million word corpus. It turns out that such a corpus is
very helpful: ‘The context provided by the concordance line gives clear signals of
meaning in most cases, in particular through syntax and collocation, and an interplay of
these permits disambiguation’ (Moon 1987:87). Sinclair (quoted in Moon 1987: 87)
says ‘Every distinct sense of a word is associated with a distinction in form’. By form,
he means features of syntax, collocation, and morphology which can be seen at work in
the concordances.
Syntax is one of the clearest criteria. In the case of the high frequency word experience,
for example, an immediate distinction can be made between verbal uses (Many people
do not experience this until they are much older) and nominal uses (He had lots of
relevant experience).
But subtler syntactic distinctions reveal other differences in meaning. So, experience
can be an uncount noun (as in He had lots of relevant experience) or a count noun (I
had rather an unpleasant experience there once).
An even more delicate level of syntactic scrutiny throws up a second uncount sense
(Experience has taught me caution…). This sense is characterized syntactically by the
absence of any modifier or qualifier: And I speak from experience … .
A fifth senses of experience is illustrated by these examples: You will experience very
little pain … ...the experience of pain
This verbal use of experience is distinguished from the other (Many people do not
experience this until they are much older) by collocational not syntactic information:
the following noun refers to a feeling as opposed to a situation. And as indicated above,
interestingly, this meaning of experience also occurs as a noun (...the experience of
pain...). It is collocational information which distinguishes the two verbal uses of
experience, and it is the same collocational information which brings together the verbal
use exemplified by Widows seem to experience more distress than do widowers
and
...the experience of pain....
Each definition then is the result of a lexicographer’s detailed scrutiny of the contexts
for that word sense available in a large corpus of contemporary written and spoken
English and, we have seen, that study of these concordances shows that particular
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syntactic patterns and particular patterns of lexical collocation are frequently associated
with particular senses.
It follows that if meaning is to be accurately recorded, this context must be somehow
present in the definition. The first sense of the verb to kill (a five-diamond word) as
defined in the CCED is:
1. If a person, animal, or other living thing is killed, something or someone causes
them to die
The Cobuild definition shows that in this sense the verb is usually used in the passive
form and that the object must be animate while the agent may be animate or inanimate.
(Note: the four examples which follow the definition in the CCED -’More than one
thousand people have been killed by the armed forces...Cattle should be killed cleanly
and humanely...The earthquake killed 62 people...Heroin can kill..’ - show two
instances of the verb being used in the passive but also make clear that this preference
is by no means obligatory by including two examples of kill used actively).
The key point, then, is that when we see how a word is typically used, as opposed to
how it might conceivably be used, we have a promising starting point for formulating
definitions. The distinction between typical uses and possible uses is of great practical
importance. When reading a text students are more likely to come across a word in one
of these high frequency, typical patterns and structures than in other possible but rare
contexts. Similarly, when EFL students want to produce their own English, they
appreciate guidance on how to use words in natural-sounding ways.
Authentic examples
Good EFL dictionaries give examples of how the words they define are used. These
examples may be taken verbatim from the corpus on which the dictionary is based or
they may be adaptations of examples in the corpus or they may be invented by a
lexicographer. While the examples often help to clarify the meaning of the word in
question, this is basically the work of the definition. The purpose of the examples is
principally to show how the word is used; that is, to show with which words it
commonly occurs (its collocates) and the structures in which the word is
characteristically found.
In her article “The Case for Examples”, Fox discusses the importance of giving
accurate collocations. These are not, she points out, retrievable by native speaker
introspection. She describes a short experiment in which fifty-three native speakers of
English were asked to write down the five words that they thought were the most likely
collocates of feet; and their results were compared with what is actually found in the
Main Corpus’ (Fox 1987:146). The students wrote down words like legs, toes, head,
shoe, sandals, sock, walk, and run, indicating, Fox suggests, that ‘when people are
asked to think of collocates, they frequently think more of semantic sets than of words
which are actually likely to occur in the near vicinity of each other’. Out of the 53
students, Fox explains:
only two suggested tall which is a very significant collocate indeed. Nobody suggested high or long
which are again extremely significant. Seven people suggested numbers such as four, five, and six ...
which of course collocate significantly. As soon as they were told the most frequent lexical collocates the
students could none of them understand why they had not thought of these themselves. The important
thing, of course, is that they had not (Fox 1987:146).
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Fox’s point, of course, is that in the design of materials for EFL students, it is better to
be guided by the evidence of a large corpus than by native speaker introspection. In this
respect she echoes Sinclair’s dictum: ‘Native speaker introspection is a very poor guide
to actual usage. One would be recording ideas about language rather than facts of it’. In
this case, Fox’s example is perhaps slightly unfortunate, however. Feet can refer to a
number of different things - the treatment of foot occupies 28 separate paragraphs in the
CCED, and the first of these deals with ‘the parts of your body that are at the ends of
your legs’. Sinclair and Renouf, commenting on the verb see, remark:
Textual evidence shows us that the first and second most frequent uses of see are those found in the
familiar phrases you see and I see. The first is an indication of interactive concern in spoken
discourse...the second is a response with a wide range of meaning, to some extent controlled by its
intonation, and falling within the semantic area of ‘understand’. (Sinclair and Renouf 1988: 152)
They go on to comment that:
Most native speakers, despite accepting the truth of the above, would probably say as we did, that it is the
seeing through one’s eyes which is surely the major use/meaning associated with see. Lyons (1977 p.247)
explains this kind of disposition by reference to the ‘salience’, psychological or biological (Sinclair and
Renouf 1988: 152)
Clearly similar observations are in order with reference to Fox’s feet example. The fiftythree students’ responses suggest that they had in mind the more psychologically salient
‘part of the body’ sense of feet, when in fact the measurement sense (six feet tall....three
feet long...) is in fact more frequent. If the students had been told it was the
measurement sense of the word they were being asked to consider, the results might
have been different. As it stands, Fox’s experiment suggests not that the students were
unable to retrieve the most common collocates of feet, but rather that they did not have
in mind the most frequent sense of the word.
The second part of Fox’s experiment seems to be more convincing. The same group
of students were asked to write down the five words that they thought were most likely
to collocate with the word hint.
Question 14: Before reading about the results of Fox’s experiment. Try it yourself: write
down the five words that you think are most likely to collocate with the word hint.
Answer/Comment 14.
This time Fox suggests that:
...the students took some of the attributes of the word, and then gave as collocates words
which embodied these attributes - words such as subtle, small and clue. Seven of the 53
gave what is, in our corpus, the third most common collocate - give; five gave the
topmost collocate take; and none suggested the second most common collocate - the
word no, as in ‘There was no hint of winter in the air’ and ‘Her behaviour gave no hint
of her real feelings’. (Fox 1987:146)
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This time it is difficult to argue with Fox’s conclusion that ‘intuition is not as good
as evidence’(Fox 1987: 146). (It would be interesting to know if the seven students who
suggested four, five, and six as common collocations for feet were the same seven
students who correctly identified give as a common collocate of hint. That is, if some
native speakers seem to be better at this kind of introspection than others. It would also
be interesting to discover if it is possible for native speakers to improve their
performance in this kind of activity. Certainly, Fox’s reference to the students’ surprise
at their inability to think of the collocates suggests that this was a learning experience
for the guinea-pigs as well as the experimenter.)
Fox goes on to give another example in which the evidence of the concordance
lines would have been difficult for native speaker introspection to predict:
It is obvious that in its main meaning the subject (of the verb feel) is a person; what is less obvious is the
fact that the subject is overwhelmingly most frequently the pronoun I: I feel happy...I feel that I have
worked well...I feel like going out. As soon as this is noted, it becomes obvious. (Fox 1987: 147)
As a result in the CCED six of the eight examples show this use of the first person
singular with the verb feel. Fox comments:
...looking at other dictionaries we get far too many examples which do not have ‘I’ as the subject: ‘...to
feel the wind on one’s face...They are beginning to feel hungry … Do you feel like a beer? All of these
are perfectly acceptable English: but using too many subjects other than ‘I’ very slightly misleads the
learner as to the most typical grammatical structure. Feel is of course used with other personal pronouns
as its subject, and this should be shown; but so should the preponderance of ‘I’ (Fox 1987: 147).
Fox’s point of course is not that we are leading students towards ‘bad’ English with
examples of you feel and she feels and so on because there is nothing ‘bad’ about such
examples. Rather it is a question of leading students towards ‘typical English by
suggesting how very common I feel is in native speaker English. To this end, it is worth
adding, perhaps, that in such cases - and there are many - where we are dealing with
tendencies rather than hard and fast rules, it helps to provide an abundance of examples
so that students can feel that they are justified in the conclusions they are drawing: six
instances of I feel out of eight is less likely to be a mere coincidence than three instances
out of four, for example.
Question 15: Look at a sample BNC concordances for car. Imagine you are the
lexicographer writing a new dictionary. Which collocates would you want the example
sentences you include to contain?
Answer 15: There are nearly 27,000 occurrences of car in the corpus. In the random
sample of 50 I examined one or two instances were incoherent (What’s an a car?).
There were several compound nouns (for example buffet car and car bomb, while car
park appeared five times): these compound nouns deserve their own entry in a
dictionary. There were many different collocates. Some, for example a name in
possessive form (Diana’s car) may not be worth showing: space is precious in a
dictionary and such uses are predictable by analogy with say Sue’s home and Tom’s
book). Some one would definitely want to show in the dictionary e.g. drive a car. But
when looking at these concordances, one wonders if the corpus doesn’t contain a
disproportionate number of newspaper reports on traffic accidents and vehicle theft. Is
such media language the sort that students want to produce? There was no example for
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instance of ‘get in/out of a car’ although there was one of stumble out which might
serve to remind an alert lexicographer sensitive to learners’ needs.
The primary sense of car has the following entry in the CCED:
A car is a motor vehicle with room for a small number of passengers. He had left
his tickets in his car...They arrived by car.
(CCED at car)
The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (OALD) gives the following examples
to illustrate this sense:
buy a new car...What kind of car do you have?...We’re going (to London) by car...a car
crash..a car driver/manufacturer...get in /out of the car.
Meanwhile the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDCE) has only: I go to
work by car ... Cars were parked on both sides of the road. Again, the criticisms that
might be made of these entries is not that space is wasted by the inclusion of
unnecessary examples but rather that two or three other examples might have been
useful. Only the OALD, for example, shows people getting in and out of cars. These
collocations are notoriously difficult for learners: O’Neill, whose reference work ‘&iquest;El
ingl&eacute;s? &iexcl;Sin problemas!’ (based on his extensive experience of teaching in Spain)
identifies the most common errors made by Spanish speaking learners of English,
comments: ‘The translation of ‘subir’ and ‘bajar’ cause problems when used with forms
of transport’ and he goes on to point out that ‘while we travel by car/bus/plane etc.
when we talk about a form of transport in general’, we have to ‘use a different
preposition if we are more specific’ and quotes the common error ‘we went by my
father’s car’ (O’Neill 1989: 91) when of course we say ‘we went in my father’s car’.
None of the three dictionaries suggests this distinction. Since these prepositions also
cause problems for the speakers of many other languages, it seems that a powerful case
could be made for more rather than fewer examples in this and many similar instances.
Certainly, then, the examples given in a dictionary should be informed by this kind of
information from the corpus but should the examples be taken directly from the corpus?
Or should they be adapted in some way? Or should the lexicographer, having studied
the concordances, then invent examples which conveniently and economically
encapsulate key features? It might be tempting to invent examples rather than use those
that occur in the corpus. But then, Fox argues, you get examples that ‘don’t sound quite
right’. Many examples of words in use given in dictionaries are bad examples because
they contain too much information: ‘...much more information than you are likely to
find in real language where sentences do not occur alone but come before or after other
sentences, and so are a small part of a longer text’ (Fox 1987: 141). Fox quotes an
example given for the word salvage in a ‘well-known dictionary’: “We’ll try to salvage
your leg,” said the doctor to the trapped man.’ She comments that:
This is a well-formed but unnatural example. In the first place, naturalness of language use suggests that
in a real life situation we would be already know who at least one of the participants in the drama is.
There would therefore be no need at this stage of the story to specify both ‘the doctor’ and ‘the trapped
man’. The use of ‘the’ in front of both ‘doctor’ and ‘trapped man’ also tells us they have already been
mentioned, if the author is adhering to the accepted rules of discourse. We would also know that if the leg
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is to be salvaged, the circumstances in which the accident occurred must also have been mentioned, and
so it is redundant to say yet again that the man is trapped (Fox 1987:143)
In other words, it is difficult to see how such examples could be fitted into coherent
text. The cumulative effect of showing many such sentences to students may be that we
are ‘teaching students to produce...good, well-formed sentences that cannot be fitted
into longer text’ (Fox 1987:141). ‘Teachers’, Fox continues, ‘often complain that their
pupils cannot write good English’ and suggests that part of the problem may lie in the
kind of example sentences just quoted which encourage students in ‘the habit of
cramming far too much information into each individual sentence for it to fit happily
into natural discourse’ (Fox 1987: 142).
Fox also argues that using authentic examples makes them more thought-provoking.
She cites the second example given in the 1987 edition of the Cobuild dictionary for the
phrasal verb back down: ‘Eventually he backed down on the question of seating’. This
example is not only typical (‘showing nicely the pattern associated with this verb followed by the preposition on and another noun group’), but is also a natural example the pronoun he showing reference out to another part of the text.’ (Fox 1987: 145). It is
also, Fox suggests, ‘thought provoking’:
...there is potential here for the learner to go a little bit further if he or she is willing to do so....Who
is the ‘he’ that the example is talking about? What type of person might he be? What context could these
words be said in? What might have been going on? What does the word ‘eventually’ imply? And so on.’
(Fox 1987:145)
In this way, Fox argues, the learner is encouraged ‘to think about the implications of a
piece of text’.
Example sentences taken from real texts may be intrinsically more motivating and
thought-provoking since they allow students to feel they are learning something about
the world as well as about the English language. Opening the CCED at random at pages
702-703 we find (amongst others) the following examples:
In the diet, it is generally true that the darker the fruit the higher its iron content
(CCED at generally 2)
The warmer a place is, generally speaking, the more types of plants and animals it
will usually support
(CCED at generally 2)
Similarly, the examples for generalise, gender, generic and genetic allow the browser to
learn something about nutrition, ecology, music, linguistics, language acquisition,
cuisine, literature, world politics, and medicine. The information content of the
corresponding sections in the OALD is much lower although sentences of the type: I
generally get up at 6 a.m. (OALD at generally) are also useful because they may be the
kind of sentence that students need to produce in the writing they do for their teacher.
Perhaps the most important thing is to have clear examples. Here the corpus has to be
used carefully. Fox makes this point by quoting ‘an inappropriate example’ which was
given in the first draft of a dictionary for the expression a case of. The example given
was: ‘It’s not that insurance companies don’t trust students to be good drivers. It’s not a
case of trusting them at all, it’s a case of their finding students to be the biggest risk’.
Fox comments that this is in fact
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a good typical use of this meaning of case; but there is so much here that learners have
to disentangle before they can appreciate what is actually being said that in most
instances they will give up before they succeed. (Fox 1987: 142-143).
Another unsatisfactory example sentence occurs in the CCED at squirrel away:
If you squirrel things away, you hide or store them so that you can use them in the
future. She says the kid’s been squirrelling money away like there’s no
tomorrow.....Arlott squirrelled away books, pictures and porcelain plates.
Here the learner may be disconcerted by the apparent contradiction between the phrase
... like there’s no tomorrow in the first example sentence and the words ‘...in the future’
in the definition. It is worth mentioning that in the CCED the overwhelming majority of
occasions the relationship between the definition and the examples is much happier.
We saw earlier that the definition part of the entry suggests that kill is most often used
in the passive form - a suggestion confirmed by the first two examples, reflecting what
the lexicographer who compiled this entry found in the concordances. The third and
fourth examples, however, serve to make clear that kill can be also be used in the active
form of course. Neither the definitions nor the examples in the OALD or the LDCE
make this syntactic preference for using kill in the passive clear.
The examples for this sense of kill in the OALD are: Careless driving kills...Cancer
kills thousands of people every year...We need something to kill the weeds. In the
LDCE they are: His parents were killed in a plane crash...What’s the best way to kill
weeds (The LDCE also quotes two examples of kill yourself - both in the active form of
course). Both the LDCE and the OALD use the conventional defining style in which the
words being defined are not shown in use in the definition itself - users only see the
word in use in the examples. In the CCED, however, the word is shown in use and in
bold print in the first part of the definition (‘If a person animal or other living thing is
killed.....’): in this way the definition part of the entry shares with the examples the
work of signalling such syntactic preferences to students, helping them to make their
English more natural sounding. It might be argued that it does not really matter if
students use this verb in the active form since that is also correct. However, it may be
the accumulative effect of such variations from the typical which makes many
intermediate and advanced students’ English sound strange, distracting the listener’s or
reader’s attention from what is being said to how it is being said, and thereby adversely
affecting communication.
Similar points can be made about the three dictionaries’ treatment of allow. The first
paragraph of the CCED entry for allow reads as follows:
If someone is allowed to do something, it is all right for them to do it and they will not
get into trouble. The children are not allowed to watch violent TV programmes...The
government will allow them to advertise on radio and television...They will be allowed
home...Smoking will not be allowed.
Here again the definition establishes the passive as ‘the norm’, and three of the four
examples confirm this structure as the most characteristic for this verb, while The
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government will not allow...makes clear that it is also perfectly normal to use allow in
the active form.
Activity 16: Look at the BNC concordances for allow, allows, allowing and allowed.
Does your study support the treatment given at allow in the CCED?
Chapters 2 and 3 should have made clear how the evidence of large corpora has
radically improved EFL dictionaries. The next chapter looks briefly at grammar.
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Chapter 4: Grammar
We can identify a number of different uses of however:
1 synonymous with nevertheless, it adds a contrasting or surprising comment: He told
me himself. However, that doesn’t mean a thing …
2 synonymous with no matter how, it emphasises that that it is irrelevant how much of a
certain quality there is because it won’t make any difference: We have to finish this,
however long it takes … However funny you find him, don’t laugh … Buy it, however
expensive it is.
3 To ask an emphatic question: However did you get so dirty?
Here the question which the lexicographer who examined the concordances might have
had in mind is not ‘What does however mean in each of these instances?’, but rather
What function is the word performing?
It is interesting to note that there are clear formal distinctions between the different
senses: in sentences in which however is used in the first sense (the sense in 1 above) it
appears immediately after and immediately before either a full stop or a comma. In the
second sense it appears immediately before an adjective or adverb. In the third sense it
is the first word in a question. As mentioned earlier, we often find that such formal
distinctions signal the use of different senses.
Question: Look at a sample of BNC concordances for however. In how many cases is
the word used in the first sense, the second sense and the third sense?
Answer: In the 50 concordance lines I examined, the third sense did not appear once,
the second just once (… communist allegiances cannot be glossed over, however
significant his ultimate break from the party might be.). The other 49 cases all seemed
to illustrate the first meaning. Again, as with by, the evidence of the corpus is that one
sense is far more frequent than the others. But would our intuition have predicted this?
Analysis of the meaning of of
Another word examined in detail by Professor Sinclair is of which, as we saw in chapter
1, is the second commonest word in the English language.
Sinclair quotes examples given in dictionaries such as:
cure sb. of a disease
rid a warehouse of rats
rob sb. of his money
relieve sb. of his anxiety
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and says “these are dubbed as ‘indicating relief, deprivation, riddance’. It seems more
likely that such an indication is given in the verb (cure, rid, etc.), rather than in the of”.
After also criticising the treatment of this word in grammar books, Sinclair comments
that ‘everyone seems unanimous that it (of) is a preposition’ (Sinclair 1991: 82). But
notes that:
It does not seem to be at all a typical preposition. Prepositions are principally involved
in combining with following nouns to produce prepositional phrases which function as
adjuncts in clauses. This is not anything like the main role of of, which combines with
preceding nouns to produce elaborations of the nominal group. So whereas typical
instances of the preposition in and behind are:
...in Ipswich...
...in the same week...
...behind the masks...
Typical instances of of are:
...the back of the van...
...a small bottle of brandy...
It is true that of occasionally heads a prepositional phrase which functions as an adjunct,
for example,
I think of the chaps on my film course...
...convict these people of negligence.
However, the selection of of is governed by the choice of verb, and of is again sensitive
to what precedes more than to what follows. And these instances constitute only a small
proportion of the occurrence:
The value of frequency information shows itself here, because without it a grammar
could conveniently introduce of as a plausible, ordinary preposition, and then add what
is in fact its characteristic use as an extra. But with the overwhelming pattern of usage
being in nominal groups, this fact must dominate any good description.
It may ultimately be considered distracting to regard of as preposition at all. I can
think of no parallel classification in language or anywhere else. We are asked to believe
that the word which is by far the commonest member of its class (more than double the
next) is not normally used in the structure which is by far the commonest structure for
the class.... (Sinclair 1991: 82-83, my underlining)
In an attempt to produce an adequate description to replace that in conventional
dictionaries and grammars, Sinclair first applies himself to a random selection of ‘about
thirty examples’. He finds that in about twenty per cent of these instances of is not in a
nominal group but part of a set phrase (e.g. of course) or following a verb (remind of,
make up of) or an adjective (short of, full of) in most of the other eighty per cent of
instances, of occurs in nominal groups - after one noun and before another which forms
a potential headword. Often, Sinclair points out, this second noun is ‘more salient’ e.g.
in lots of houses, houses is more salient than lots. That is, it is ’lexically richer’ and
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often closer to a concrete physical object. In many examples, the first noun is a
quantifier (in a couple of weeks, a lot of houses). In many more it helps to specify some
part of the second noun (the middle of a sheet, the evening of the 3 of August). In others,
it is a sort of ‘focus’ which specifies some component, aspect, or attribute of N2 in the
context’ (by ‘N2’, Sinclair means the second of the two nouns joined by of). He cites
numerous examples (e.g. the whole hull of your boat). On other occasions the first noun
is a supporting or delexicalized noun (the notion of machine intelligence).
There are, however, many cases where the two nouns are equally salient and equally
necessary: in titles (The Duchess of Bedford) and much more frequently in nominal
groups like the payment of social security where there is a kind of submerged verbobject relationship between the two nouns (someone is paying social security) or a verbsubject relationship (e.g. in the enthusiastic collaboration of auctioneers which can be
paraphrased as ‘auctioneers are/were collaborating enthusiastically’). Sinclair dubs
these ‘double-headed’, indicating that the two nouns joined by of are equally important.
Sometimes the first noun is modified (Japan’s first taste of Western progress).
Without the modifiers (...taste of Western progress), Sinclair would put this in the
‘focus’ class (see above) but here the modifiers much enhance the status of the noun
taste and so the example ‘should be regarded as double-headed’.
Sinclair concludes this section of his chapter by adding two further sections to his
description: superlatives (the most delectable of soups) and fixed phrases (the patience
of Job) (Sinclair 1991: 94).
Sinclair then takes a fresh sample of thirty-six instances and analyses them in the
same way. He fits virtually all of them into the framework established during the
analysis of the first sample. One instance - ‘operations of this sort’ - obliges him to
redefine the category ‘the first of the two nouns is a delexicalized support noun’ to
something like, though he does not actually use these words, ‘either of the two nouns is
a delexicalized support noun’.
Sinclair comments that his analysis ‘forms a good basis for both a dictionary entry
and a section in a grammar of English’, noting that ‘a grammatical account will
concentrate on the status of the headword, the distinction between single and doubleheads, and the indeterminate cases. A dictionary might prefer to say little about this and
concentrate on the classification of use’ (Sinclair 1991: 98).
In the case of the CCED, one of the declared purposes is to enable students to encode that is, to enable them to connect words and build phrases in a way that sounds natural
so that listeners and readers attention is focused on what is being said rather than how it
is being said. To this end, the entry in the CCED, while very much in line with that
outlined above, is even more detailed, comprising 19 paragraphs which give explicit
information about appropriate uses of of .
If you have a copy of the dictionary, you will find that paragraphs 1 and 8 of the entry
correspond to Sinclair’s ‘focus on a component, aspect or attribute’ category.
Paragraphs 2, 3, 5, 13, 15 and 18 deal with double-headed nominal groups. Paragraphs
4, 6, 7 and 17 with measures. Paragraph 9 corresponds to Sinclair’s ‘focus on a part’.
Paragraph 10 deals with of after verbs, and 11 and 12 with of after adjectives, and 14
with of in phrases. Paragraphs 16 and 19 deal with uses of of which did not occur in
Sinclair’s small sample.
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Question 17: Attempt to fit each example in a sample BNC concordance of of into
Sinclair’s categories. Then look at the entry for of in as many EFL dictionaries as
possible. What deficiencies and omissions do you notice?
Answer 17: Entries found in some dictionaries such as (‘You use of after some
adjectives…’) are of little use to students wishing for guidance on how to encode: the
use of ‘some’ begs the question ‘Which?’. It would probably be better to restrict
treatment of adjectives such as fond of, proud of, scared of, and guilty of etc. to the
entries at fond, proud, scared and guilty and so on. Similar comments can be made
about the use of of after verbs. At least, however, the use of ‘some’ in these definitions
serves to warn students that of cannot be used indiscriminately after nouns in this way.
Some dictionaries have no such scruples:
(indicating a cause): die of pneumonia...ashamed of one’s behaviour...proud of being
captain.
This is unacceptable in a dictionary that proclaims its commitment to fostering ‘the
ability to compose as well as to understand’ (OALD: vi) since it suggests that sick of
pneumonia...disgusted of one’s behaviour and happy of being captain would also be
appropriate. Likewise, the LDCE’s fourteenth paragraph reads simply:
14 about: He’s never heard of John Lennon…Rumours of his infidelity filled the
newspapers.
In theory at least, a student could interpret this as licensing expressions such as ‘I’ve
live here of five years’ meaning ‘I’ve lived here about five years’. It would be better if
the definition made clear that this use of of occurs after verbs like speak, think, hear
and nouns like stories, and rumours. However, if students are to encode successfully, it
would be necessary to specify which verbs, making clear that while there is little
difference between ‘…think of other people…’ and ‘…think about other people…’, in
other cases of and about are not interchangeable in this way: for example, ‘…wonder of
other people…’ sounds wrong. If this entry is under-restricted, others in the LDCE
seem over-restricted. Paragraph 10 reads as follows:
10 literary used to say what substance something is made of: a dress of pure silk.
The examples in the CCED’s paragraph 8 (e.g. a mixture of paint-thinner and petrol)
suggest that this use of of is by no means confined to literary texts.
Similarly misleading, Sinclair suggests, is the definition of the first sense of of in the
OALD:
1 belonging to (sb/sth). (a) (followed by a possess pron or by a n, usu with ‘s): a
friend of mine...an acquaintance of my wife’s...that house of theirs in the country.
Sinclair has some trenchant comments to make of such entries:
Because of equivalences like, ‘The cabinet of Dr Caligari’, and ‘Dr Caligari’s cabinet’,
it is sometimes said that the N1 of N2 structure is an alternative way of stating that N2
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‘possesses’ N1. In fact, the of structure has little to do with ownership or possession, as
can be seen when a personal pronoun in N2 position has to be expressed in the
possessive form, for example, ‘a mate of mine’, not ‘a mate of me’. The structure has to
do with a fairly loose kind of association involving such things as common location,
sponsorship, and representation, for example:
the tea shops of Japan
the mission to the United Nations of the People’s Republic of China
the closed fist salute of ZANU-PF
((Sinclair 1991: 92-93)
Nevertheless, it is difficult to see how the structure ‘a friend of mine’ can be covered by
the label ‘common location, sponsorship, and representation’. If we say ‘Andrew is a
friend of mine’, we are not suggesting that we are in the same place or that I am
representing or sponsoring him. In fact, there is no mention of this use in the entry for of
in the CCED - a serious omission. It might be useful if future editions carried entries
along the lines of:
You use of before possessive pronouns in structures like ‘a friend of mine’ when you
are talking about one or more of the people or things in a group. He was an old friend of
mine...Two students of yours have just been to see you...David Lodge? I’ve just read a
novel of his.
And
You also use of in the same way before the possessive form of a noun. An acquaintance
of my wife’s...Those books of Andrew’s.
Another omission in the CCED entry for of is the use of of in dates: the second of
May...the fourth of July.
There is one example in paragraph 15 of the CCED - a matter of overwhelming
importance - which could be said to belong with two in paragraph 2:
Would you say what you felt was a feeling of betrayal?
...the problem of a national shortage of teachers...
What these 3 examples have in common is that the nouns occurring before of (feeling,
problem, matter) are nouns which are rarely used alone. That is, they are examples of
Sinclair’s supporting or delexicalized nouns. Feeling and problem indeed could both
indeed be omitted without damaging coherence. Their status is not really the same as
that of the N1s in the other examples given in paragraphs 2 and 15 of the entry and they
should perhaps be removed from these paragraphs and grouped together with an
explanation along these lines:
You use of to combine two nouns when the first noun has very little meaning Would
you say what you felt was a feeling of betrayal?...The problem of national shortage of
teachers...a matter of overwhelming importance.
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(Though the use of The problem of a national shortage of teachers as an example is
slightly unsatisfactory because only the first of fits this description). It might be worth
highlighting this use by giving it a separate paragraph in this way since it shows learners
more, and more flexible, ways of combining words. For example, the use of feeling
before betrayal offers a second noun to be premodified.
By the same token, another, related, paragraph might be devoted to nouns like kind,
sort, and type used in structures like ‘a kind of parody’ and ‘this sort of problem’ which
are used colloquially as covers for vagueness. It is true that this information appears
separately in the entries for kind, sort, and type but in a dictionary committed to
fostering the pragmatic competence of the users, a paragraph taking advantage of their
common denominator would not have been amiss.
However, it should be remembered that of has an especially complex profile and, as
ever, it is easier to pick holes than darn them. Before giving his description of this word,
Sinclair comments on ‘... the fragility of any description, and the ever-present
possibility that another way of organizing the evidence may lead to a superior
description’ ((Sinclair 1991: 84).
Activity 18
You are a lexicographer working on a new dictionary for EFL students. You have been
asked to write the entry for already. You have realised that already has a number of
different meanings and that one of these meanings seems to occur when already is the
first word in a sentence. In the hundred instances of already in your corpus, it is the first
word in the sentence on five occasions:
1 Already six people have testified that they have suffered similar discomfort …
2 Already several banks have stopped issuing credit …
3 Already there is evidence of a new trend amongst certain urban tribes to …
4 Already a number of expert groups are suggesting that …
5 Already they use 75% of the world’s fossil fuels …
What meaning of already do these five occurrences illustrate? Write an explanation of
this meaning of the word for the dictionary. (Clue: each of the examples would make
sense without the word already. For example we could say:
Six people have testified that they have suffered similar discomfort …
instead of
Already six people have testified that they have suffered similar discomfort …
What difference does including already make?)
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Answer 18
In these five cases the use of already seems to suggest that something which has
happened is going to happen more. So when we say:
Already six people have testified that they have suffered similar discomfort …
we are not only saying that six people have testified that they have suffered the
discomfort, we are also suggesting that soon more are likely to testify the same thing.
The explanation in this paragraph of our dictionary entry for already therefore might be
something like this:
“We use already to suggest that something which has happened recently is likely to
continue to happen or to happen again soon.”
Notes
1 In fact already is also often used in this way in the middle of a sentence:
There have already been a number of complaints
2 Another use of already has almost the opposite sense: that something which has
happened is unlikely to happen or is not going to happen more:
No … I’ve already eaten, thanks
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Chapter 5 Corpora and teaching materials
We have seen how information from a multi-million word corpus of contemporary
English can be used to improve the dictionaries and grammar explanations prepared for
EFL students. Can a corpus be used to prescribe the contents of an EFL course book?
The word by word analysis of the lexicon undertaken for the dictionary meant that by
1987 the Cobuild unit was in a position to give learners detailed and authoritative
information about each word. They could be told how common each word is, how many
senses it has, how common each of those different senses is, in what collocational and
syntactic environment they characteristically occur and, where appropriate, in what
situations and in the performance of what functions they are typically used. If students
can retain and apply such information then they can be said to know those words;
indeed, it could be claimed that they know the words and a great deal more besides - for
each word brings with it grammar patterns and functional uses. Could this information
form the basis of a mainstream EFL textbook?
The Collins Cobuild English Course (CCEC) by Jane and Dave Willis published in
1988 was a three-level course which describes itself in the following terms:
Collins Cobuild English Course represents a major advance in the teaching of English. It is based on the
research findings of the COBUILD project at Birmingham University - the same research which produced
the acclaimed Collins Cobuild English language dictionary. It focuses on the real English students will
encounter and need to use in today’s world.
There are three levels, taking students up to pre-First Certificate standard.
Book 1 is for the false beginner adult learners. Fifteen units will provide about 100 hours of class
work, at the end of which students will be able to cope confidently with a very wide range of
straightforward situations.
• The syllabus covers the most useful patterns of 700 of the most frequently used words in English.
• Special ‘Grammar Words’ sections and the ‘Grammar Book’ appendix highlight those very common
words which are used to build vital structures.
• Students discover recurring features of the language by analysing samples of real English.
• From the outset, students listen to native speakers talking spontaneously on topics which are relevant
to adults worldwide.
• The reading texts are taken from a wide variety of authentic sources.
• Early oral and written tasks are very simple, becoming more challenging in later units, so that
students use the language in contexts which become gradually more demanding. Activities focus in
turn on accuracy and fluency.(Willis J and Willis D 1988: back cover blurb)
Apart from its radically different syllabus and an innovative task-based methodology,
the CCEC is an unusual course, too, in that there is a book - ‘The Lexical Syllabus’ by
Dave Willis published in 1990 - which explains in very considerable detail how and
why the course was conceived and written. This book is now out-of-print but it is
available on-line at:
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/edacs/departments/englishlanguage/research/res
ources/lexical-syllabus.aspx
It is well worth printing this book out and studying it carefully; discussion of ‘The
Lexical Syllabus’ is also centrally important in the subject “Elaboraci&oacute;n de materials y
programas did&aacute;cticos” (Course and Materials Design).
Willis explains why the Birmingham Corpus of 7.3 million words proved large enough
for a thorough study of the most frequent words:
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The most frequent 700 words of English all occur at least 650 times in the Main Corpus. All of the 2,500
most frequent words of English, which were eventually to form the basis of the lexical syllabus for the
Collins COBUILD English Course, occurred at least 120 times in the corpus.....The first stage in processing
the corpus was to run a computer programme to produce concordances for each of the words under study.
(Willis 1990: 28)
Willis then provides a sample from the concordances for the word way. The lexicographers
studied these concordances and produced a data base which recorded all the information
about way which was later to be incorporated into the final dictionary entry. The data base
for way consisted of over 40 typewritten pages. This material was then edited down to
provide ‘a data sheet’. 700 such data sheets - one for each word - ‘provided the raw
material for the lexical syllabus on which CCEC Level 1 was to be based’ (Willis 1990:
32). Willis then provides the data sheet for way. See pages 32-4 of The Lexical Syllabus
available at:
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/edacs/departments/englishlanguage/research/resou
rces/lexical-syllabus.aspx
Willis comments on the data sheet for way:
it is unlikely that the learner will get very far without the need to express the kind of meaning normally
encoded in English as:
The best way to.....is to.....
One way of
ing ...is to...
by
ing...
and so on. And these phrases provide a very typical environment for the phrases ‘of
ing
‘by
ing ...’, and of the use of the infinitive with to followed by part of the verb be (sic) as in:
....’,
The idea is to score as many points as you can.
One possibility would be to start from the beginning again.
(Willis 1990: 38. Note: Willis presumably intended to write ‘...the use of the infinitive with to following part
of the verb be).
Willis goes on to observe that the corpus shows that the commonest patterns in English
occur again and again with the commonest words in English. “If we are to provide learners
with language experience which offers exposure to the most useful patterns of the
language, we might well begin by researching the most useful words in the language”
(Willis 1990: 38). Later Willis adds: “If one starts by listing words and their behaviour,
one generates automatically the structural environments and the words which are likely to
occur within them” (ibid: 52). The resulting picture of the language which the CCEC
presents is quite different from descriptions based on intuition. ‘Intuition alone would not
have identified the most frequent words and phrases of the language, or recognised their
importance…the description of language implicit in the Collins Cobuild English Course is
very different from other courses (sic)’ (Willis 1990: 124). He cites the treatment given in
the CCEC to words like some, any and would as examples. Would, for instance, turns out
to be in fact much commoner than used to for talking about past habit, and its use with a
hypothetical meaning is not restricted as many coursebooks seem to suggest to conditional
clauses (Willis 1990: 51). That is, while of the 14,687 occurrences of would almost half
are in hypothetical contexts:
I think the Germans would still be a little cautious I
think the Tempest would make a wonderful film
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conditional sentences:
It would surprise me very much if sterling strengthened
are but a sub-category. Willis concludes that would would be more effectively taught
lexically (Willis 1990: 50).
Thus far it is difficult to quarrel with Willis’ position: ‘the most common words in their
most common patterns’ - this surely is what learners most urgently need to know (though
discussion in the Course and Materials Design component of this course will cast a degree
of doubt on the wisdom of strict adherence to this credo). The key question, however, is
‘How?’ How are students to acquire this knowledge? How, for example, does the CCEC
set about equipping students with the knowledge of way summarized in the data-sheet?
This question is discussed in detail in the subject “Elaboraci&oacute;n de materials y programas
did&aacute;cticos” (Course and Materials Design). One point that will be made there is that while,
as we have seen in chapters 3 and 4, the research of native speaker corpora is very useful
for writing dictionaries and grammars (that is, in describing the English language), when
we come to EFL materials we need something else as well. Perhaps we need to take into
account the learners’ English. Meunier certainly thinks so:
While only native corpus research has influenced the description of English grammar, one would reasonably
expect both native and learner corpus research to have influenced EFL teaching. (Meunier 2002: 123)
Learner corpora are like native speaker corpora except that the texts they contain were
produced by students of EFL. There are a number of such corpora in existence. Two of the
biggest are the Longman Learners’ Corpus (with approximately 10 million words) and the
Cambridge Learners’ Corpus (with approximately 30 million words).
Learner corpora tend to be smaller than native speaker corpora for two reasons. First, there
is not so much learner English readily available in electronic form and it is laborious and
time-consuming to copy handwritten learner compositions, taking care not to correct any
of the errors or to inadvertently introduce any new mistakes. Second, while a native
speaker corpus should be representative of the English spoken around the world, it is not
necessarily desirable to have both, say, Spanish-mother-tongue and Japanese-mothertongue compositions in the same corpus; it may be that you want to use the corpus to
investigate the mistakes which characterise the English of the latter but not the former.
Fortunately, small learner corpora can be very useful indeed, as the example below
suggests.
A corpus of some 24,000 words comprising 200 compositions written students in a
Spanish secondary schools was analysed for errors. (The definition of error adopted was:
“anything which the teacher will mark as wrong.”) It soon became apparent that there
appeared to be in the compositions an abundance of two- and three-word sequences which
were unlikely to occur in the English produced by native speakers. In the examples below
such sequences are underlined:
Student wrote
(2) We arrived to Madrid
Native speaker would have
written
We arrived in Madrid
35
(3) She goes to school for to learn
She goes to school to learn
Once identified, such sequences can be incorporated into a simple ‘search and
match’ program so that any instance of them in student writing can be flagged, students
told that they have almost certainly made a mistake, and appropriate advice given.
Fortunately, the errors contained in these two- and three-word sequences can usually be
described, and remedies prescribed, very accurately and succinctly.
Sequences were identified which occurred more than once in the corpus or which,
while only occurring once, were documented in reference books as errors commonly
committed by Spanish-speaking students of EFL. Each of the sequences was then tested
against a 56-million word COBUILD corpus of native-speaker English to check if they
do in fact occur in native speaker English. Many of them were in fact found to occur but
with meanings and in contexts different from those intended by the authors of the
student compositions. For example the sequence …go of… which occurs in student
compositions (e.g. When we will go of the theatre, where a native speaker would
probably have written When we will leave the theatre) does occur in native-speaker
English in the phrases make a go of and let go of. Reference to these phrases was
therefore incorporated into the feedback on this sequence (although it is doubtful in fact
that many lower intermediate students of EFL would in fact make use of or even be
aware of them). Indeed the intended feedback on many points was revised in similar
ways in the light of the COBUILD corpus. As a result of this process of comparing a
corpus of student writing and a native-speaker corpus, a total of 350 incorrect sequences
with appropriate feedback were prepared for this database of ‘Incorrect Sequences’.
Question 19: Read the student composition below. What spelling mistakes and
what ‘Incorrect Sequences’ does it contain?
I think both ways of live are pleasant. At present I’m living in a village,
but I’ve lived in a big town too.
When I was living in Madrid, life was very nice, because you have a lot
of things near you. Theathre, cinema, shopping-centers… All is easy to
find and to have. But in the other hand, life was also difficoult because
it was very noisy and dirty, and people had not ever the opportunity –
and the time – to meet each other.
Living in a village everything is quieter. You have a healtier life; the air
here is not so insane as in the big cities. You can lead a sort of life more
according to the nature laws. For instance, you can go swimming
whenever you wants, you can be among the trees in the wood etc.
Actually I have the possibility to choose the kind of choice you ask for.
And at the present I think I prefer to live in this concrete village where
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I’m living now, because I feel that I dont need anymore that I have.
Perphaps in the future I shall change my mind, but for the moment, at
the present day, I’m very happy living hear.
Answer 19:
Spelling mistakes: theahtre, shopping-centers, difficoult, healtier, dont and perphaps.
(Although of course shopping-center is the correct spelling in American English).
Incorrect Sequences: ways of live, All is, in the other hand, had not ever, you wants,
living hear.
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Chapter 6: Forensic Linguistics
We will now look very briefly at how the use of corpora has revolutionised the ways
linguists work in the field of forensic linguistics.
Forensic linguistics
Over the last two decades or so there has been an enormous increase in the frequency
with which linguists are called as expert witnesses in court cases. Indeed, there are now
opportunities for full-time careers in forensic linguistics. A good introduction to the
type of work involved can be found in Malcom Coulthard’s chapter “Beginning the
Study of Forensic Texts” in Data, Description, Discourse (edited by Michael Hoey,
Harper Collins).
Coulthard discusses aspects of a number of cases in which he has been involved as a
forensic linguist. In one case, he was asked to study a statement made to the police by
19-year-old Derek Bentley. In his statement, Bentley confessed to the murder of a
policeman. During his trial, the police officers to whom he made the statement insisted
that it was an exact record of what Bentley had actually said. The teenager, however,
declared that the policemen had ‘helped’ him with his statement. Bentley, who is said to
have had a mental age of only eleven, was found guilty and hanged in 1953. Decades
later Coulthard was asked to help in the attempt to win a posthumous pardon.
Coulthard studied Bentley’s statement of 582 words and found that the word then
occurs ten times. This may sound unsurprising: Bentley was narrating a break-in at a
warehouse and in accounts of events the word then often helps to establish
chronological sequence. Nevertheless, when Coulthard made a small corpus of other
witness statements he found that then occurred only once in 930 words. When,
however, he made a corpus of 2270 words of statements made by policemen, he found
that the word then occurred 29 times. So with regard to the frequency of the word then,
Bentley’s statement begins to look more like a police account than that of an ordinary
member of the public.
Coulthard was struck not only by how often the word then occurred in Bentley’s
statement but also by the way in which it was used. Here is an example:
The policeman and I then went round a corner ….
This is of course perfectly correct English but it would sound less marked like this:
Then the policeman and I went round a corner ….
Coulthard looked at a corpus of approximately 1.5 million words of spoken English, and
found that the combination I then occurred only 9 times: once in every 165,000 words.
In Bentley’s statement however it occurs once in every 190 words, and in the corpus of
statements made by policemen it occurs once every 119 words. In short, the sequence I
then is very unusual in ordinary speech but apparently very common in ‘police speak’.
Furthermore when Coulthard looked at the record of oral evidence given at the trial he
found that police officers used then after the subject of the verb and before the verb in
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this way, but that in Bentley’s evidence the word then is found back in its more normal
position before the subject of the verb: … and then we came back up.
In short, Coulthard established that the frequency with which then is used in Bentley’s
statement and the way in which it used are characteristic of the way policemen speak
but almost certainly not of the way Bentley spoke: a clear indication that the statement
attributed to Bentley is not an exact record of his own words.
(In 1998 the Appeal Court quashed Bentley’s conviction on the grounds that the original
trial judge was biased against the defendants and had misdirected the jury.)
Task
A member of the Oscar Wilde Society claims to have found a diary kept by Wilde
during 1894. Scientific analysis of the paper and ink, and analysis of the handwriting by
graphologists is in progress; meanwhile you have been asked as a forensic linguist to
make a preliminary study of the language of the document and determine if there are in
fact prima facie grounds for believing Oscar Wilde not to be the author. Examine the
extract below and then write 100-200 words explaining how you would set about
establishing whether it is authentic or not.
…. Constance and I were admitted to a most charming salon. Quite divine.
Thick curtains covered the windows; the only light was provided by
enormous green candles and large pastilles burning on the mantelpiece.
Our hostess glided forwards and greeted us most graciously; I kissed the
hand – lily white, the fingers of exceptional length – that was extended,
whilst admiring her vermilion dress and the classy Roman scarf draped
loosely around her waist. Her handbag, I noticed, was identical in every
respect to that which Constance was carrying. I was not alone in observing
this coincidence and a slight confusion ensued; Constance, momentarily
abashed perhaps, seemed, indeed, on the point of curtsying. The moment
passed however and then so did the afternoon – most quickly and most
delightfully. As we left, our hostess approached once more and asked us to
forgive the scones which, she intimated, had been a trifle overdone.
Gathering myself for a mot, I was pleased to note a gratifying hush which I
duly filled: “Oh, my dear, to overcook is human; to overlook divine.” Exerting
gentle pressure on Constance’s elbow, I swept her through the door ….
Sample Answer
Coulthard began his analysis of Bentley’s statement, as all research should begin, by
finding a good question to ask: is the use of then in that statement normal? Forensic
linguists are not of course limited to grammatical considerations and here we might
begin with a lexical question: is classy (in the phrase … the classy Roman scarf …) an
anachronism? It certainly has a modern ring, but then so do many expressions which are
in fact centuries old; the phrase the rest nowhere, for example, is found in eighteenth
century literature. Our first port of call, then, would be The Oxford Dictionary which
39
indicates the first attested instances of the words it includes. If the entry for classy in that
dictionary suggested that the word was not in use in the 1890s, this would be strong
although not necessarily conclusive evidence: no dictionary is infallible. If we
subsequently built a corpus of Wilde’s writing – in the case of such a famous writer we
might well be lucky enough to discover that such a corpus already exists – we could then
discover if he ever used the word. If it transpired that he did not, we have further
strengthened our doubts about the diary’s authenticity. To try and clinch the matter we
might then build a corpus (the larger, the better of course) of 1890s English and see if we
could find any instance of the word. If we could not, then, after those three checks, we
would have gone some way towards revealing the diary to be a fake.
There are a couple of orthographical questions that might be worth asking too: are the
words handbag and vermilion spelled as Wilde would have spelled them? Vermilion was
Wilde’s favourite colour and his works and letters contain many references to it: did he
spell it with a single l as it is spelled in this extract or with a double -ll- (vermillion), both
spellings being correct? A handbag features significantly of course in Wilde’s play The
Importance of Being Earnest and there it is hyphenated: hand-bag.
Punctuation should not be ignored either. There are for example three uses of the semicolon in the extract above: is that characteristic of Wilde? Again, our corpus of Wilde’s
writings would help us answer this question.
And now …
Final task: And now read Exploring English with online corpora. 2017 (2nd ed) Wendy
Anderson and John Corbett. MacMillan International Higher Education. As you do so,
bear in mind the following questions:
1 What issues are discussed which have not been touched on in these materials?
2 When an issue has been discussed in these materials, what new information or insight
do Anderson &amp; Corbett’s book offer? How important are they to you?
3 Is there anything in Anderson &amp; Corbett’s book at variance with these materials?
4 Are there any issues dealt with in these materials which Anderson &amp; Corbett’s book
does not cover?
5 When you finish the book, think back on what you have learned about corpus
linguistics in this course and answer the question: ‘What difference will corpora make
to my working life?’
Sample Exam
Describe in as much detail as possible a professional use that you have made of Corpus
Linguistics. Briefly describe the work situation in question and then explain what
problem you were trying to solve or what objective you were trying to achieve within
that professional context. Outline as clearly as you can what you did, describing
problems that you encountered and solutions that you found. Give as much detail as you
can about the results you obtained and evaluate their usefulness. What wider
implications, if any, do you think this experience has?
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