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ABSTRACT 

The paper describes some experiences of surfing an English corpus, the Corpus of Contemporary American English 

(COCA for short) with other learners of English. The challenges expressed by other learners inform us of the problems 

other users may have that we may not be aware of. Several examples of word-form searches, lemma searches, or part-

of speech (POS) searches in both word/phrase queries and collocate queries are shown and explained. We can also 

limit our word/lemma searches to certain parts-of-speech, although the part-of-speech tagging is not always accurate. 

On top of that, there are wild-card symbols that we can use in our queries.   

The word/phrase query window in COCA enables us to search for just a word-form or a lemma, or a succession of 

word-forms, lemmas, and parts-of-speech as well as the wildcards, within limits. When we make a collocate query, 

we look for the co-occurrences of one item (a word, a lemma, a POS or a wildcard) that we put in the collocate 

window, and the item[s] we put in the word/phrase window. We also specify the distance of the ‘collocate’ and the 

word/phrase and the direction, to the right or to the left, or both to the right and left. Unless we change the default, it 

will search for the ‘collocate’ within the space of four words to the left and four words to the right of what we put in 

the word/phrase window.  

Searching a corpus together can reveal the misperceptions and difficulties that some learners may have, which if 

properly handled, can lead us to valuable insight as we learn from each other.  We learn from other learners, for 

instance, that some of them are not aware that even though the frequency result of a collocate query shows just a word 

or the word-forms of a lemma, it is actually capturing the co-occurrences of that one word or that lemma with the 

item in the word/phrase window that we can see in the concordance lines. It is therefore advisable to give a reminder 

to always check the concordance lines. By checking the concordance lines we can judge whether or not the co-

occurrences are indeed a case of collocation or just co-occurrences within the specified distance where actually the 

so-called ‘collocate’ does not relate to the item in the word/phrase window. While scrutinizing the concordance lines 

we can also check whether certain expressions are used in the meanings we have in mind. Whereas the ability, speed 

and accuracy in making these judgments, as can be expected, vary among corpus users, it is worth noting that the 

lemma-word form concept, POS codes, even some POS themselves are still a challenge for some learners. Examining 

the concordance lines can also reveal how speakers use the same expression in various ways. 

The paper ends with a discussion of the potential usefulness of the concordance lines as raw material that can be 

selected and edited to give learners additional exposure to what is obtained from other means of learning, hopefully 

leading to better language acquisition.  

Keywords: COCA, word-form, lemma and POS search, word/phrase and collocate query, challenges, corpus data 

potentials 

------------------ 

Doing corpus search can be fun as we look for ways to best query the corpus, making the most of the 

available features of the query syntax, to arrive at the target data and then often gain an extra bonus or two. 

But doing corpus search with other corpus users can benefit ourselves even more. This paper presents some 

experiences of a learner of English (someone whose English is far from perfect, me), in finding out more 

about the English language by using the Corpus of Contemporary American English (Davies, 2008-), or 

COCA for short, with other learners of English. We will look at word-form search, lemma search, and part-

of speech search in both collocate and non-collocate queries, with or without using the provided wildcards, 

in trying to aim better at the target result, keeping in mind the possible alternative or variant written forms 

of words and multiword expressions.  

This paper adopts the following scheme: each section presents a language item or a kind of query 

as shown in the title of the section and discusses the search, the result, the challenges, if any, and the lesson 

learned. In other words, we just plunge into the use of a certain query in COCA to find evidence of a certain 

language item, from one query to another in a one-thing-leads-to-another manner, each time taking a pause 

to reflect on the experience. 
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The plural condolences 

In a game of spotting natural/common multiword expressions used in a text, some learners tried their 

hands on sincere condolences in the sentence “Again, my sincere condolences, but there's nothing I can 

do”. Their query and the result can be seen below: 

 

 

Figure 1. Query 1 

They had learned that we can search for lemmas instead of word-forms and therefore used the capital letters 

for both sincere and condolence in Query 1 above. Lemma search like this will include searches for all 

inflected forms of the lemmas, not just the word-forms sincere and condolence but also sincerer, sincerest, 

and condolences appearing in the sequence specified in the query. Result of  Query 1 above tells us that 

there are three strings occurring in the corpus (COCA) that match the query:  sincere condolences, sincerest 

condolences, and sincere condolence.  Below are some of the concordance lines: 

 

 
 

 
 

 
Concordance 1. Sincere(st) condolence(s) 

Had the learners typed in the search window (Figure 1 above) exactly the word-forms from the ‘game’ text 

in lowercase, sincere condolences, the result would have shown sincere condolences only, and the learners 

would be left none the wiser of the presence of sincerest condolences and sincere condolence in the corpus. 

As it happened, apart from confirming that sincere condolences in the ‘game’ text as well as 

sincerest condolences are likely to be common multiword expressions or, in other words, that the adjective 

sincere(st) collocates with the noun condolences, the learners also felt they gained additional information, 

namely that when expressing our condolences we should use the plural form condolences.  

The singular/non-count condolence 

The learners’ tentative conclusion above, right or wrong, can inspire another line of inquiry about the 

singular condolence. While sincere condolence that occurs once in the one-billion-word COCA maybe a 

typo, a less natural utterance, or simply a less frequent alternate form, is the singular condolence rarely 

used? If we search for the lemma condolence, the singular form is indeed occurring much less frequently 

than the plural form, but we still can see 416 uses of the singular condolence in this large corpus. 

  ALL FORMS  94  FREQ 

  SINCERE CONDOLENCES  72 

  SINCEREST CONDOLENCES  21 

  SINCERE CONDOLENCE  1 

 TOTAL 94  

Table 1. Result of Query 1 

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x3.asp?x2w=y&n=100&ic=94&w10=x&w11=x
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
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Table 2. Query 2 

 

A cursory glance at its uses in context (see Concordance 2 below) tells us that the singular condolence is 

often used as modifier: a condolence letter, condolence cards, a condolence service, words of condolence, 

messages of condolence, etc.  

 
Concordance 2. Condolence as modifier 

What started out as an attempt to check the commonness of sincere condolences has led to finding out about 

the frequency of the singular condolence compared to the plural one, which in turn led to the use of the 

singular condolence as a modifier.  

Another train of thought that we may pursue is whether there are other co-occurrences of the lemma sincere 

and condolence in the corpus where those two lemmas collocate even though they are not adjacent to one 

another.  

The sincere – condolence collocate query 

To find occurrences of sincere - condolence collocation, we can do Query 3 below that will capture all 

forms of the lemma condolence occurring within four words to the right of, so not only immediately after, 

the lemma sincere. In other words, unlike Query 1, this query also includes finding instances where the 

lemma condolence occurs not immediately after the lemma sincere. 

 

 
Figure 3. Query 3 

This collocate query resulted in four more instances than the phrase search in Query 1 (a total of 98 in 

Table 3 vs. a total of 94 in Table 1), and those four additional instances are: 

a. where there are intervening words between sincere and condolences, with sincere undeniably a 

modifier of condolences, and therefore definitely our target items: 

The Japanese prime minister offered his, quote, " Sincere and 

everlasting condolences. "  

 My most sincere and personal heartfelt condolences go out to the families and 

loved ones  

 

  FREQ 

  CONDOLENCES 97 

  CONDOLENCE 1 

 TOTAL 98 

Table 3. Result of Query 3 

  ALL FORMS FREQ 

  CONDOLENCES 2074 

  CONDOLENCE 416 

 TOTAL 2490 

Table 2. Result of Query 2 

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x3.asp?x2w=y&xx=2&w11=condolence&r=


Konferensi Linguistik Tahunan Atma Jaya 22  

253 
 

b. where there is a word or words between sincere and condolences, and sincere is likely but not 

guaranteed to be a modifier of condolences too: 

People offer their sincere well-wishes, condolences and prayers to the victim's 

families,  

c. where sincere does not relate to condolences, despite their co-occurrence within the specified 

span, hence not our target item, or what is commonly referred to as ‘noise’1: 

 My sincere sympathy and my condolences.  

The query tool, however, also allows us to search for the lemma condolence that occurs to the left of the 

lemma sincere, such as in Query 4 below,  

 
Figure 4. Query 4 

which returns just one co-occurrence of condolences and sincere: 

 I'm sure you condolences are appreciated as sincere. 

As sincere here does relate to condolences, this co-occurrence is not classified as ‘noise’. The only note we 

can make here is that you is likely to be a typo, possibly meant to be your.  

We have seen the advantage of using the collocate query for capturing expressions containing more 

than one word where the words are not always adjacent to one another. In the following section we will 

look at a query that searches for collocates both to the left and to the right of the word/phrase in the 

words/phrases window in one go. The default is four words to the left up to four words to the right, but we 

can go as far as nine words to the right or/and left.  

The elusive sentiment  

As a language learner, when we speak or write, we sometimes find ourselves grappling for words that feel 

to be on the tip of our tongue, but keep eluding us. Visiting (collocation) dictionaries can be a quick 

solution, but this is not always the case. Suppose we want to express that we strongly and wholeheartedly 

agree with an opinion or a stance, and feel that the expression “second the…(something)” will be right on 

the mark, but as this expression apparently has not been firmly instilled in our productive vocabulary, we 

cannot nail down what this ‘something’ is. Corpus data drawn from a collocate query can be of help:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 5. Query 5 

Figure 5. Query 5 

 

 

 

 
1 “unwanted hits” or “incorrect hits” (Rühlemann 2019, p. 8 and p. 101) 

 

Table 4. Some results of Query 5 
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Query 5 looks for nouns that occur within the span of four words to the left to four words to the right of the 

verb lemma second, as theoretically it is possible to have constructions where the noun that is the object a 

verb second appears both before or after the verb. 

Looking at the result of Query 5, partly shown in Table 4, we spot the noun sentiment, Bingo! This 

is exactly what we have been wanting to say. Even though the columns in Table 4 above do not come with 

headings, we can figure out ourselves that the first column is the frequency of the co-occurrences or the 

number of instances where the noun co-occurs with verb lemma second, the second column is the Mutual 

Information Score, the fourth column is the noun, and we can click the far-right column to see the co-

occurrences of the noun and the verb second. The table informs us that there are fifteen instances of 

sentiment occurring within the specified span or distance from the verb lemma second (specified in the 

query, that is) and the Mutual Information Score (MI) of 6.38 suggests that sentiment is likely to be a strong 

collocate of the verb lemma second, as MI >3 is considered an indicator of strong collocation. Below are 

the fifteen co-occurrences: 

 
Concordance 3. Verb lemma second + noun sentiment co-occurrences 

As we can see in Concordance 3, sentiment occurs both to the right and to the left of the verb lemma second, 

justifying the use of both left and right span in Query 5. In four out of these fifteen co-occurrences, the noun 

sentiment occurs before or to the left of the verb lemma second: one is a passive construction That sentiment 

is seconded by J.D. Roth (the line before the last) and the other three show the noun sentiment  followed by 

a reduced relative clause:  a sentiment seconded online by others (second line from the top), a sentiment 

seconded a few hours later by Republicans (seventh line from the top) and a sentiment seconded Friday by 

Gibbs (the last line). The remaining lines are active constructions where the verb lemma second is followed 

by the noun lemma sentiment as the verb’s direct object. 

All had seemed spick and span regarding the advantages of the collocate query until a fellow corpus 

user expressed reluctance to use the collocate query because it resulted in just one word. To be fair, the 

collocate query here can only be for one item, as we can see in the collocates window of Query 3 and Query 

4, the lemma condolence, and the part-of-speech NOUN in Query 5. The frequency results too are indeed 

in the form of one word. The one-word results, however, convey that those one-words co-occur with the 

expression we put in the word/phrase window above the collocates window and we can see their co-

occurrences in the concordance lines (Concordance 3 and the sample lines in the previous section). What 

is extracted from the corpus are the co-occurrences, not the occurrences of only the one word shown in the 

frequency result.  

The importance of checking the concordances cannot be understated. We have seen how from 

examining the concordance lines, we found, for example, the modifier use of the singular condolence such 

as in condolence letter/service, and the co-occurrence of sincere and condolences that is a ‘noise’ as they 

do not collocate (My sincere sympathy and my condolences). As Susan Hunston says (2022a: 47): 

One of the most basic techniques in corpus linguistics is the scrutiny of sets of concordance lines. 

Although most corpus studies start from a quantitative perspective – obtaining a frequency list of 
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words, for example – they often end with the qualitative investigation of individual words or 

phrases using concordance lines. 

 

This experience with the reluctance to use the collocate query shows that having fellow corpus users air or 

share their concerns, perceptions, impressions, or ideas about certain aspects of the corpus query can lead 

to clarifications that are potentially beneficial for all users. It is therefore important that while practicing 

doing the searches corpus users are encouraged to express their views on the task, so these views can be 

discussed such as in this case what the collocate query and its result actually is. 

If at all and the amazing wild card (*) 

Sometimes language learners are not struggling with a forgotten part of an expression they want to use, 

such as in the case of second – sentiment collocation detailed in the previous section, but rather with an 

insecurity feeling about using a certain expression. If we find occurrences of the expression being used with 

the same meaning and in seemingly similar situations in a corpus of good speakers of the language, we can 

feel more confident. There is some sort of “safety in numbers” (Mair 2002: 122), when we find the 

expressions occurring frequently in such a way in a corpus. Take, for example, we want to say/write It 

seldom happens, if at all.  but we are not sure whether such use of if at all is alright. We search in COCA 

for if at all and find 1954 occurrences, a few of them are: 

 
Concordance 4. If at all  

We may be curious about how often if at all is used at the end of a sentence or a clause, compared to other 

uses, we can check what follows if at all by using the wild card symbol * after if at all and a space: 

 

 
Figure 6. Query 6 

 

  

 

We can see in Table 5 above the five top (most frequent) strings consisting of if at all followed by 

something, and at least three out of these five top ones are if at all used at the end of a sentence or a clause 

(followed immediately by a full-stop, a comma, and a question mark). This kind of data gives us learners 

confidence in using the expression at the end of a sentence or clause. 

For learners who are yet to familiarize themselves with the expression if at all, concordance lines such as 

those shown in Concordance 4 above and Concordance 5 below can expose them to natural uses of the 

expression. 

  ALL FORMS  FREQ 

  IF AT ALL , 

588 

  IF AT ALL . 

581 

  IF AT ALL POSSIBLE 

410 

  IF AT ALL ) 

108 

  IF AT ALL ? 

66 

Table 5. Top Five of Query 6 Result 

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
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Concordance 5. If at all followed by a full-stop. 

In the last section, the ‘Epilogue’, we will return to the discussion of repeated exposure and the potential 

usefulness of concordances extracted from a corpus. 

Us learners: searching for apposition 

The string us learners appears in the previous section: “This kind of data gives us learners confidence 

in…”. If we are interested in finding uses of apposition other than learners following us, we can try, for 

instance, using the query us followed by a Part-of-Speech, namely a plural noun, shown in Figure 7 

below: 

 

 
Figure 7. Query 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The top (most frequent) 16 strings listed as the result of Query 7 can be seen in Table 6 above. Even a brief 

glimpse is enough to suspect that many of the strings in Table 6 above are not our target string, the us likely 

to be an abbreviation of ‘United States’, US troops, US forces, US airways, US cities and so on: 

 

  
 

  
 

 
 

  
Concordance 6. Us an abbreviation of United States 

 

   ALL FORMS   FREQ     ALL FORMS FREQ  

1   US TROOPS 

1038 9   US HUMANS 

280 

2   US CITIZENS 

999 10   US GIRLS 

276 

3   US AIRWAYS 

914 11   US COMPANIES 

261 

4   US FORCES 

872 12   US CITIES 

233 

5   US OFFICIALS 

824 13   US MARINES 

230 

6   US SOLDIERS 

448 14   US THINGS 

219 

7   US KIDS 

377 15   US CHILDREN 

216 

8   US WOMEN 

329 16   US GUYS 

214 

Table 6. Top 16 of Query 7 result 

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
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To aim better at our target string, we can stipulate in our search that the word us we are looking for is a 

personal pronoun: 

 

 
Figure 8. Adding the personal pronoun POS to the word-form us 

 

Figure 9 below shows the query, aiming at strings consisting of the personal pronoun us followed 

immediately by a plural noun, and Table 7 presents the top (most frequent) sixteen strings: 

 

  
Figure 9. Query 8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Without going into a thorough analysis of these sixteen strings in Table 7, we can roughly group them into 

three categories, strings that are likely to be ‘noise’(non-target strings), strings which are likely to be our 

target strings (us followed by an appositive of us), and two strings with mixed results, some ‘noise’ and 

some target items: 

 

1. Strings numbers 4 us things, 10 us stories, 13 us tickets, 15 us names and 16 us questions are 

likely to be ‘noise’ because the plural nouns are not appositives describing the preceding personal 

pronoun us: 

 

 

 

 

 
Concordance 7. Plural nouns no apposition for us – ‘noise’ 

    ALL FORMS FREQ     ALL FORMS FREQ 

1   US KIDS 

360 9   US CITIZENS 

125 

2   US HUMANS 

277 10   US STORIES 

122 

3   US GIRLS 

267 11   US SINNERS 

119 

4   US THINGS 

216 12   US CHILDREN 

116 

5   US GUYS 

209 13   US TICKETS 

106 

6   US WOMEN 

194 14   US BROTHERS 

103 

7   US AMERICANS 

189 15   US NAMES 

80 

8   US MEN 

154 16   US QUESTIONS 

80 

Table 7. Top 16 of Query 8 result 

javascript:numTextsExplain()
javascript:numTextsExplain()
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
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2. The rest of the strings, except us citizens and us brothers (point 3 below), seem to mostly represent 

the target item: 

 She was kind of lonesome there, you know, just us kids and her. So when anybody 

passed by  

by robots, then in order for us humans to stay on top of the food chain, we need to 

develop skill 

 The detention officer sat behind his desk. He was not watching us girls. He was 

reading a newsp 

our female counterparts. Of course, most of us guys don't want to be quite as 

sociable as the gals. 

sad. Us women aren't taken seriously when we express how uncomfortable we feel 

when it comes 

t is a commonplace among us Americans that we live a fast-paced life. We're always 

busy. It is 

EORY # It is a commonplace among us Americans that we live a fast-paced life. 

We're always busy. 

it of times gone by. How detached us men of culture have become from our 

ancestors' knowledge. 

 spread a lie. Is that why you did it then? To teach us sinners a lesson? If I was a 

more pious Quak 

I don't understand why they are being so mean to us children. Don't they know 

how much we love  

Concordance 8. Plural nouns appositive of us – target items 

. 

3. The string us citizens consists of both target items, us being a pronoun and citizens an appositive 

of us, and non-target items (‘noise’) where the us is apparently mistakenly tagged as personal 

pronouns while actually is the abbreviation US for United States. The two lines below show, 

respectively, the non-target string and the target string: 

 
Concordance 9. Non-target US citizens string and target us citizens string 

 

The string us brothers appears in two different constructions, one construction where brothers 

is an appositive of us (target string), the other construction where brothers is a complement of 

us (‘noise’): 

 
Concordance 10. Target us brothers string and non-target us brothers string 

This experience with apposition search shows that what looks like a simple query may end up in less simple 

data. In addition, the use of more specific parts-of-speech in the query prompted some learners to remark 

that they were not familiar with the Part-of-Speech (POS) tags or codes in the drop-down menu such as 

shown in Figure 8 above. 

It is recommendable therefore to urge users surfing corpora to familiarize themselves with the part-

of-speech tags in use, perhaps even with English Part-of-Speech itself in the first place. 
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Name calling: the lure of pattern 

The last line of non-appositive examples in Concordance 7 shows a case where the string us names co-

occurs with the verb calling: 

 
 

What immediately strikes us when we look at the concordance lines for the string us names is its frequent 

co-occurrences with the verb lemma call: 

 

 
Concordance 11. Frequent ‘verb lemma call & us names’ co-occurrences 

 

This is hardly surprising given the fact that call somebody names is an English expression, as attested in 

these dictionary entries: 

 call somebody names 

to use offensive words about somebody 

Stop calling me names! 

 (https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/call_1#call_idmg_6) 

call somebody names 

to use unpleasant words to describe someone in order to insult or upset them  

The other kids used to call me names. 

 (https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/call-somebody-names) 

 

So what started as checking the concordance of the string us names has led us to see a pattern where the 

verb lemma call co-occurs with noun names. If we shift our focus to searching the co-occurrences of the 

verb lemma call with the word names we can find evidence in COCA of the occurrences of the expression 

described in the dictionaries above. Table 8 below shows that there are 2427 names occurring within four 

words to the right of the verb lemma call. 

 

 
Figure 10. Query 9 

 

 

 

 

 

  RE-USE WORDS FREQ  +  

  NAMES 

2387 

Table 8. Query 9 Result 

https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/unpleasant
https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/describe
https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/insult
https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/upset
javascript:showSave()
javascript:numTextsExplain()
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/x2.asp
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Concordance 12 shows some of the concordance lines: 

 

 

 
Concordance 12. A few instances of call somebody names in COCA 

 

The earlier ‘verb call – us name string’ co-occurrences in Concordance 11 have given us a hint at the likely 

high frequency of the ‘verb call – names’ co-occurrences, leading us to a query in Figure 10 above, resulting 

in 2387 co-occurrences of names and the verb lemma call, a few of them displayed in Concordance 12. 

Both Concordance 12 and Concordance 11 illustrate how corpus data in the form of concordance 

lines can show patterning in language with clarity because of repeated co-occurrences, in this case the 

repeated co-occurrences of the verb call and names or us names. To quote Susan Hunston (2010: 152), “A 

pattern is essentially repetition.” or what she referred to in a later version as “an observed regularity” of 

various kinds (Hunston 2022b: 140). In her 2022 book, a whole chapter, viz. chapter 3, is devoted to a 

discussion on discerning this repetition or regularity in concordance lines, as hinted by the title of the 

chapter: “Learning from a corpus. Finding pattern in concordance lines” (Hunston 2022a: 47).  

In the few lines we see in Concordance 12, where the focus is on the co-occurrences of the verb 

call and names, we see pronouns/nouns other than us, namely them, her, him, it, as well as people and each 

other. We also see further qualification of the noun names such as derogatory, vulgar, racially degrading, 

hurtful, rude, nasty and tons of. If we scrutinize more concordance lines, who knows what we will find. 

The extracted concordance lines show speakers’ colourful realizations of the expression call somebody 

names in natural settings and this should remind us corpus users of the debt we owe to those who give us 

access to large corpora like COCA which in turn allow us to get exposed to these colourful realizations. In 

later sections entitled Last but not least: Joy and Epilogue the issues of corpus size and corpus data potential 

will be discussed. 

The serendipitous bastardise  

In the section of apposition search above, we have talked about the need to separate the United States 

abbreviation US from the pronoun us and this brings us to the issue of American English and British English 

differences in spelling. Most learners of English know that some words have different spellings in American 

English and in British English but may not be aware of this fact while doing searches in an English corpus. 

Past experience has shown that in large English corpora, even if they are British English corpora or 

American English corpora, American and British spellings can both occur, albeit to different degrees, such 

as rumor and rumours, organize and organise. If we want to capture all occurrences of words (or 

expressions that contain words) with variant forms of spellings, we may want to cover the different spellings 

in our queries, or in the case of using a corpus of, say, American English, we need to at least look for the 

occurrences of the target words in American spelling. 
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There was an occasion when dealing with a text that contained the following: “At the parties we 

played dance music. You couldn’t bastardise a Dylan song into dance music,…”, learners were supposed 

to find all occurrences of the verb lemma bastardise in COCA. Some reported no occurrences at all, which 

is true, as when we search for the lemma bastardise the result says there is no match. Others reported the 

presence of four bastardise in COCA, which is also true, when we look for the form bastardise in COCA. 

If we make a query in COCA for the lemma bastardize, however, we get 84 bastardized, 24 bastardize and 

17 bastardizing. 

While searching for the verb lemma bastardise might have been intended as a reminder to be alert 

of the possibility of variant spellings, by sheer serendipity it also led us to be aware that a lemma search 

that returns no-match result does not always mean that the lemma does not occur in the corpus. In the case 

discussed above, the lemma bastardise returns no matches, but the form bastardise occurs four times, the 

form bastardised 11 times, with no occurrences of the forms bastardises and bastardising. Apparently, as 

kindly explained by Prof. Mark Davies (personal communication), the lemma bastardise is not in the 

lexicon of the tagger that has been used to tag the words in COCA. 

To reiterate, if we aim to capture all occurrences of an expression in a corpus, we have to make 

sure that we search for variant spellings of the words making up the expression where applicable. We look, 

say, for both judgement and judgment, not just one of them. Secondly, if a lemma search finds no-match, it 

is advisable to search for the word-forms that belong to the lemma, just in case this particular lemma is not 

in the corpus tagger’s lemma list. 

To hyphenate or not to hyphenate 

Differences in written form are not limited to British English - American English spelling variation. Some 

multiword expressions, and also some compound words, have more than one written form. Take for 

example the expression all or nothing. Even dictionaries write it differently: 

all or nothing idiom 

relates to doing something either completely or not at all: 

She either loves you or hates you - it's all or nothing with her. 

The government has rejected the all-or-nothing approach in favour of 

a compromise solution. 

(https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/all-or-nothing)  

all-or-nothing adjective 
used to describe two extreme situations that are the only possible ones 

an all-or-nothing decision (= one that could either be very good or very bad) 

 (https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/all-or-nothing?q=all-or-nothing) 

 

Both the hyphenated all-or-nothing and the non-hyphenated all or nothing occur in COCA, with 

frequencies of occurrence 372 and 551, respectively: 

 

 
Concordance 13. A few instances of all-or-nothing and all or nothing in COCA 

 

 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/relate
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/completely
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/love
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/hate
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/government
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/reject
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/approach
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/favour
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/compromise
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/solution
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Another example is the adjective so-called: 

so-called adjective 
1. : commonly named 

the so-called pocket veto 

2. : falsely or improperly so named 
deceived by a so-called friend 

(https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/so-called) 

In COCA there are three written forms of this adjective, so-called occurring 29840 times, so called 

occurring 3610 times and so – called 11 times; Concordance 14 below shows some instances of the three 

variant written forms: 

 

  
 

 
 

 
Concordance 14. A tiny sample of So-called in 3 alternative written forms in COCA 

These two examples, all-or-nothing and so-called, can hopefully serve as a reminder to always consider 

the possibility of variant writing forms when making corpus queries. 

Last but not least: Joy  

Sometimes the stimulus for corpus search comes from everyday conversations. In a WhatsApp message 

somebody was sharing his frustrations when reading thesis drafts submitted by students. And a British 

lady responded, perhaps in a British ironic way of commiserating, “Oh the joys of teaching!            ”.  

In COCA we can find occurrences of both Oh the joys of …. as well as Oh , the joys of …,2 

showing that it is likely to be a natural expression in English, and some, if not many or most, carry a 

meaning that is closer to “…the pains of…”:  

 

 

 

 
2 There is a space after Oh before the comma, following the guideline “If you want to 

include punctuation in the search, you need to separate it from the word before or after.” 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/adjective
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Concordance 15. ….the joys of… 

 

Recorded multiword/phrasal expressions like this had some learners expressed their disbelief that speakers 

of English from various parts of the world and various walks of life, use (almost) exactly the same 

multiword expressions. The extracted corpus data, however, tells us that that’s the way the cookie crumbles. 

The fact that (competent) speakers of English have in their lexicon a large number of natural multiword 

expressions/chunks/strings of various forms can indeed be seen as ‘bad news’ for learners, as it will be a 

heavy learning load to aim at acquiring such a huge lexicon. 

The availability of large corpora has allowed us to show more and more convincing evidence of 

(long) multiword expressions used by speakers of the language. Sinclair, Jones and Daley (2004) show that 

the expression fit into place did not occur at all in 2- and 20-million-word corpora, despite the fact that the 

three words making up the expression are frequent words. It was found occurring six times in a 200-million-

word corpus, and in four out of the six occurrences collocating with the word jigsaw, making it a four-word 

expression. Size does matter. In an era where available corpora are huge in size, exposing learners to various 

multiword expressions and their varied, natural uses extracted from a corpus is quite feasible, and this in 

turn can raise learners’ awareness of the pervasiveness of phraseology. 

Looking back at the days in the early 1980s when some lexicographers struggled as they had to 

contend with a corpus of only several million words and how in just about 20 years afterwards available 

corpora had gone so big in size, Adam Kilgarriff and Michael Rundell (2002) say, “In a single generation, 

we have gone from famine to feast.” And indeed now, nearing the end of the first quarter of the 21st century, 

we enjoy the presence of billions-word corpora generously made accessible to not only privileged or target 

groups but also the general public. 

EPILOGUE  

It has been discussed so far that using an English corpus with other learners of English can lead to interesting 

additional learning: getting to know more about the kinds of struggles or the different perceptions of other 

learners, as well as obtaining unexpected findings about both the language and the corpus.  

 On top of that, we have also seen how a large corpus can provide abundant evidence of uses of certain 

expressions in the language by various speakers. This kind of evidence can be a valuable source of repeated 

exposure to users. Paul Nation has always emphasized language learners’ need for repeated exposure 

(Nation 2013, 2019, among others) and the invaluable role of extensive reading for providing such an 

exposure: “It is hard to learn another language if you do not have sufficient input to get repetitions that you 

need for learning.” (Nation 2019: p. 20). I often wonder if, in addition to extensive reading, the fragmented 

lines of certain utterances, be it a clause or a phrase in their surrounding natural co-texts shown in the 

concordance lines of corpus search results, can be a short-cut, albeit not perfect, to the much-needed 

repetitions.  

 As Elena Tognini-Bonelli (2001) remarks, a corpus is read vertically, in that the concordance lines 

extracted from the corpus are those found across the texts in the corpus, lines that match the construction 

specified in the corpus query. If we rely on reading English texts in natural settings, it is difficult to get 

exposed to instant repetitions of, say for example, condolence letter/call, messages/words of condolence, if 

at all, or call somebody/people/each other (nasty/derogatory) names in its varied uses. A query in a (large) 
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corpus can extract the target occurrences with just a few clicks, providing raw material for the repeated 

exposure learners could benefit from.  

The first step of course is extracting the relevant/target data from a corpus that minimizes the 

occurrences of noise (non-target items) and we have discussed so far some of the challenges learners or 

teachers may encounter. The major challenge, however, seems to be the selection of lines that is 

comprehensible to the learner. Stephen Krashen (Krashen 1981, 2004; Krashen, Lee & Lao 2017) has long 

proposed the enormous importance of ‘comprehensible input’ for the repeated exposure to lead to 

acquisition. In some cases, for comprehensibility purposes, the concordance lines from a corpus may need 

to be edited. Nevertheless, as a starting point, the raw material for repeated exposure can be obtained from 

a corpus. 
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