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Abstract. University EFL learners are typically required to learn a vast amount of vocabulary in a 

short period of time in order to cope with challenging English tasks, such as comprehending 

academic texts or writing assignments. One effective strategy that can be used to boost learners’ 

vocabulary is the word form strategy (Cook, 2016). However, a valid question that arises is: how 

should word forms be taught? One traditional and widely applicable method is the deductive 

approach, which typically implements the PPP (Presentation-Practice-Production) strategy. The 

invention of corpora and their applicability in language education, however, have paved the way 

for a new approach to language learning. The corpus-based approach, which is seen as an inductive 

approach and that normally adopts the III (Illustration – Interaction - Induction) strategy, could be 

used as an alternative approach to teaching word forms. In this paper, the author discusses some 

reasons why vocabulary expansion through corpora deserves consideration in language pedagogy.  

 

Keywords: Vocabulary learning, Word forms, Data-driven learning, Corpora, Learner autonomy 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Since the invention and the advancement of electronic corpora, new perspectives to language investigation 

have emerged. Most importantly, corpora have become accessible to everyone who has access to computers 

and advanced language analyses are now easier and faster than ever before. For instance, information on 

some of the most common inflections and derivations, i.e. word family, of the word forget in the corpus 

(Figure 1)  is available at the touch of a button and investigations of this kind can be carried out for any 

other word we wish to explore.   

 
 

Figure 1 An excerpt from Skylight web interface showing some common 

inflections and derivations of the word ‘forget’  
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This is only a simple query that we can launch in a corpus as many other advanced language enquiries can 

be made. For instance, corpora are capable of investigating a word’s common phrases and patterning, 

collocation, frequency, context, to name a few. What we can discover from a corpus investigation may be 

often hard, if not impossible, to find in advanced grammar books or dictionaries. The high potential of 

modern time corpora in language study, as a result, has sparked considerable interest in their role in the 

language education. Corpus-based teaching and learning or Data-driven learning (DDL) thus has become a 

field of extensive research and it has drawn the attention of many theorists as well as language practitioners.  

 

2. CORPORA AND VOCABULARY LEARNING 

 

Various studies have been conducted in the last decades to investigate the efficacy of corpus-based approach 

to vocabulary teaching and learning (see Cobb, 1999; Yılmaz and Soruç, 2015; Ashkan & Seyyedrezaei, 

2016). They largely indicate positive results, thus seeing DDL as a valuable learning approach. More 

importantly, these studies, as well as other studies carried out in the field of DDL (Gaskell and Cobb, 2004; 

Yoon & Hirvela, 2004; Gilmore, 2009; Mull, 2013), generally show that learners have positive attitudes 

towards using corpora as reference and learning tools.      

 

Theorists and practitioners point to numerous benefits learners obtain when learning vocabulary through 

corpora. Referring to several researchers and authors, Nation (2001) summarizes several advantages of 

corpus-based vocabulary learning:  

 

1. Learners meet vocabulary in real contexts. The information which these provide often differs from 

non-corpus-based descriptions. 

2. Multiple contexts provide rich information on a variety of aspects of knowing a word, including 

collocates, grammatical patterns, word family members, related meanings and homonyms. 

3. The use of concordances involves discovery learning, where the learners are being challenged to 

actively construct generalizations and note patterns and exceptions. 

4. Learners control their learning and learn investigative strategies. (p. 111) 

 

Wilson (2013) holds that corpus-based pedagogy could do more than what dictionaries and textbooks do in 

language investigation and language learning, e.g. in the expansion of the vocabulary. For Quan (2016), 

corpus consultation “may provide focused repetitions of the target word, as learners are offered the 

opportunity to go through a number of examples in a short time, which may take years for them to meet via 

conventional reading” (p. 276). Similarly, Gilquin and Granger (2010) maintain that extensive encounter 

of say certain words can lead to the development of learners’ vocabulary as well as the phraseologies with 

which they are associated.      

 

3. LEARNING WORD FORMS THROUGH CORPORA 

 

Word forms have drawn the attention of many theorists and practitioners and have been viewed as a useful 

strategy to boost language learners' vocabulary. Cook (2016), for instance, maintains that making students 

aware of the fact that words with certain affixes have associated meanings may be beneficial in two ways. 

Firstly, learners may infer the meaning of a word based on the knowledge of affixes attached to that word. 

Secondly, they can use the strategy efficiently to memorize considerable vocabulary. That is to say, by 

having learners know the meaning of the prefix hyper – meaning more than normal or too much – they 

would be able to both comprehend and memorize with no trouble a considerable number of other words 

with this sort of word formation, such as hyperactive, hypercreative, hypersensitive, and so on. 
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Word forms have been traditionally taught through common deductive approach. That is to say they follow 

the prominent PPP (Present-Practice-Produce) strategy: (1) word forms are first presented to learners; (2) 

then they are given time to practice them; (3) finally, learners are expected to produce the same. The 

deductive approach is a top-bottom approach in which teaching and learning moves from rules towards 

specific examples and it is traditionally seen as a more teacher-centered approach.  

 

With the advancement of electronic corpora and the development of DDL as an alternative approach, 

however, a new method to teaching and learning word forms could be said to have emerged. Below we 

discuss how word forms could be taught to language learners through corpus-based approach. 

 

As opposed to the traditional pedagogy, Data-driven learning, as the name implies, is an inductive or a 

bottom-up approach in which teaching and learning moves from examples to making generalizations or 

rules. As a result, data-driven learning can adopt the III strategy (McEnery & Xiao, 2011) which stands for 

Illustration, Interaction, and Induction. In the illustration stage, learners look at concordance lines; in the 

interaction stage, they share their findings from corpus with their peers or teacher; lastly, they make 

generalizations or infer rules based on their findings from the corpus data. In the case of teaching and 

learning word forms with the help of corpora, the following stages may be included: learners may be firstly 

required to investigate the most common words that contain a certain affix (e.g. hyper- mentioned earlier). 

Additionally, they may be tasked to find meanings or grammatical class of the words using concordance 

lines for clues. In the second phase, they could share their findings with their peers or teachers. Finally, in 

the deduction phase, learners are supposed to make generalizations based on the findings from the corpus 

data. It is clearly evident that DDL is a more student-centered approach in which learners are seen as 

“Sherlock Holmes” (Johns, 1997, p. 101) or language investigators rather than simple recipients of 

knowledge. Teachers, on the other hand, are no more seen as ‘teachers’ in the traditional sense, but rather 

as ‘facilitators’ in the language classroom (Warren, 2016).   
 

 
Figure 2 An illustration of corpus-based vocabulary learning in combination with word form strategy 

 

There are numerous corpora online that could be used to investigate words with affixes. One corpus that is 

designed to be more user-friendly for research, teaching, and learning is IntelliText (Sharoff, 2014) which 

is administered by University of Leeds. As pointed out in one of its tutorials, this corpus has a special 

function which could be used to search and study words based on affixes and it is considered very useful 

when it comes to boosting learners’ vocabulary. Searches can be done using various English text corpuses, 

such as British National Corpus (BNC), UK webpages corpus (UKWAC) and so on, depending on what 

variety or type of text one wants to investigate. In the case of word forms, BNC would be more appropriate 

since it is considered to represent general English. IntelliText has a special feature which searches for words 

with certain affixes. The searches can be launched by entering either a prefix or suffix in the search box. 

The results are typically given in a list based on their frequency of occurrence, the most frequent ones 

appearing first. By clicking the frequency number of one of the words, a learner is able to get the 

concordance lines for that particular word (Figure 3). The data then could be used for variety of purposes, 
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such as guessing the meaning of a word, notice grammatical class, find common patterning etc., depending 

on the task given by the instructor.  

 

 
Figure 3 The most frequent -isms (list on the left) in English and some concordance lines of the word 'criticism' (examples 

on the right) investigated in IntelliText using BNC corpus 

 

4. SOME BENEFITS AND DRAWBACKS OF CORPUS-BASED TEACHING AND LEARNING 

OF WORD FORMS 

 

Learning word forms through corpus-based approach may benefit the language learners in many ways. One 

very important advantage of learning with corpora is the fact that learners do not rely on invented language, 

as it is typically the case in many language textbooks, but rather they are exposed to naturally occurring 

language as originally spoken or written by native speakers of English. This, as a result, may improve 

motivation since learners are aware that “they are learning the language they will encounter when they step 

outside the language classroom and into the world of language use” (Ruppen, 2010, p. xi). This suggests 

that corpus could play a role of a ‘linguistic expert’ for the learner, whenever he has a question about the 

language he is learning.  

 

Investigating word forms through corpus consultation can guarantee rich information about words that are 

often unlikely to be found in grammar books or advanced dictionaries. Learners, by the help of corpus 

advanced features, may find useful lists of words that contain certain affix ordered by frequency (see Figure 

3). This helps them discover the words that are more common in the language (and thus have more priority 

in vocabulary learning); and vice versa, it helps them avoid words (although this still depends on the 

learner’s proficiency and his circumstances) which occur very rare in English and which they may never 

encounter or use in their professional or daily lives. They can also extract useful and in-depth information 

about words they are learning as concordance tools provide plentiful context for words as well as advanced 

queries for this purpose. Last but not least, learners can extract useful contextual information about words. 

For instance, when one investigates the concordance lines for context clues about the word hypertension 

notices that it is typically used in medicine. 

 

DDL provides a feeling of empowerment in learners (Gilquin and Granger, 2010). Namely, having learners 

explore word forms in the corpus can boost their confidence in a way that they too can find useful 

information about vocabulary just as lexicographers do. In addition, DDL is believed to foster learner 

autonomy (Bernardini, 2004). This in fact may be one of the most useful aspects of learning word forms 

through DDL. As there are many word forms in English, it would be impossible to cover them all in the 
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class. For this reason, it is useful to use the approach many times in the classroom until the learners have 

become accustomed to the approach. However, it is on learners’ own responsibility to continue using this 

strategy autonomously, beyond college, for the purpose of expanding their vocabulary even further. 

 

Corpus-based learning involves useful cognitive processes. O’Sullivan (2007), for instance, mentions 

seventeen mental processes taking place when learners engage in corpus investigations. Some of these 

processes are: deducing, making hypotheses, predicting, and so on. Based on this, it could be assumed that 

DDL benefits the learner not only linguistically but also with valuable extralinguistic skills that are useful 

both at college and beyond.  

 

If one decides to use a corpus-based approach to teaching word forms, however, some potential problems 

should be taken into consideration. One obstacle we may encounter is that a purely inductive approach may 

be too difficult for some learners, particularly for low proficiency ones or those who are not comfortable 

with the inductive learning style (see Flowerdew 2009, Huang, 2008). However, DDL is not always seen 

as a purely inductive approach. For Gilquin and Granger, (2010), for example, corpus-based pedagogy can 

be adapted anywhere between fully teacher-centered and learner-centered scale. Huang (2008) uses the 

term ‘guided’ DDL to advocate a softer version of corpus-based approach (p. 20). What is clear from this 

discussion is that it is on the instructor to decide whether to provide assistance during his corpus-based class 

tasks as this will depend on his students’ ability to cope with the task. Moreover, if the instructor decides 

to aid students due to the presence of weak students or those who can’t cope with purely inductive teaching 

and learning, he should also decide on the degree of the assistance. The assistance can be offered by using 

clues (Flowerdew, 2008) to make sure the approach is made suitable for all learners.    

 

Another obstacle we could encounter while using corpora to teach word forms is that of learners coping 

with the software. Corpus interfaces have become more and more user-friendly during the last decades but 

not to a degree to say that learners can handle it without preparation. According to Gilquin and Granger 

(2010), corpus training is necessary if one decides to use DDL in the classroom. This is due to lack of 

preparation, both in handling the software functions as well as in interpreting the corpus data, which will 

most likely result in unsuccessful completion of tasks. Therefore, sufficient preliminary corpus training is 

a must if we want to have an effective and productive corpus-based pedagogy.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

Based on the discussion in this paper, it is reasonable to believe that learners could effectively use corpora 

as a reference tool to explore word forms as the new technology is now sufficiently advanced for this 

purpose. This can be done with a minimum teacher help, i.e. with more learner autonomy, or with a greater 

degree of support depending on learners' capacities, proficiency, and learning styles. In addition, learners 

should undergo a sufficient training in the use of corpus software as well as in the skills necessary to 

interpret concordance lines as these may undermine the effectiveness of the approach. The discussion also 

leads us to one of the most fundamental questions related to the effectiveness of DDL in vocabulary 

learning: does corpus-based learning of word forms result in effective retention? If yes, then, does learning 

word forms through DDL result in better retention compared to the traditional learning approaches? This is 

an area that is open to more research which would further clarify the effects of teaching and learning of 

vocabulary through corpora.  
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