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Abstract

The development of corpus linguistics has laid theoretical foundation and provided technical support for
breaking the bottleneck in traditional vocabulary instruction in China. Corpora allow access to authentic data and
show frequency patterns of words and grammar construction. Such patterns can be used to improve language
materials or to directly teach students. Therefore, this paper discusses how the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA) can be applied in vocabulary instruction in the following four different aspects: part
of speech, collocation, morphology and word comparison. The above four aspects of application of COCA in
vocabulary instruction and their examples have proved that corpora are robust in teaching.
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1. Introduction

Vocabulary has always been the top priority in English teaching and learning. As it is said, without grammar, one
cannot express many things, but without words, one cannot express anything. However, the situation of
vocabulary instruction among college students in China is far from being satisfactory.

The traditional vocabulary instruction in China mainly focuses on the presentation of Chinese meaning, part of
speech, or at best several example sentences. Due to lack of language environment and sufficient input, students
are often only aware of the meaning while ignorant of the word usage, grammatical construction, not to mention
semantic and pragmatic patterns (Sun, 2004; Chu & Liu, 2007). In a word, students can recognize the meaning in
context, but do not know how to put them into correct and active use in spoken or written English, which is why
Chinese students make so much effort in learning English but the outcome is bitterly disappointing.

The development of corpus linguistics has brought breakthrough to such deadlock in vocabulary instruction. It
thrives on data to analyze and discover what language speakers do. Large bodies of text reveal these patterns in
words, grammar and discourse. When computer aid this process, those texts can be handled in seconds,
especially if they are tagged for parts of speech or specific information. Romer (2009) claims that “corpus
linguistics can make a difference for language learning and teaching and that it has an immense potential to
improve pedagogical practice” (p. 84).

The advantages of corpora can be summarized as follows. First, corpora allow access to authentic data; they
show frequency patterns of words and grammar construction. Such patterns can be used to improve language
materials or to directly teach students. Second, the unique features of corpora, such as concordance and salience,
will help students notice and process words in chunk, which can not only arouse their awareness of collocation,
but also facilitate the lexical output. Third, the observation, analysis and interpretation of corpus data by students
themselves can promote autonomy, which also gives opportunities for the development of their cognitive skills
(Boulton, 2009). Therefore, data-driven instruction helps learners construct the metalinguistic awareness,
improve lexical output and conduct autonomous study.

However, despite the above discussed benefits, the application of corpora in vocabulary teaching in China is still
in its infancy because teachers are either lack of education concerning corpora or fearful of the unknown
technique. Therefore, this paper intends to reveal how the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)
can be applied in vocabulary instruction.
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2. A Brief Introduction of COCA and Mini-Texts

In order to provide a useful tool for the use of corpus in vocabulary teaching, an appropriate corpus must be
selected, particularly one that enables study of the metalinguistic awareness and is user-friendly and accessible.
While other free corpora exist, the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), available online since
2008 (www.americancorpus.org), is the largest free English corpus and has significant advantages over other free
corpora in terms of vocabulary study (Davies, 2009). First, the large size of COCA gives a sufficient patterning
of English lexis and grammar, which will give an appropriate picture of word frequency in terms of how they are
actually used. Second, the operation of COCA is so convenient that users do not need any special linguistic
knowledge or computer technique to get access to all the resources. Meanwhile, COCA provides detailed
instruction for each of its uses. Third, COCA has the benefit of being a balanced corpus in terms of register. It is
balanced equally between its five registers of spoken, news, academic, fiction and magazine. Therefore, it gives
users a more realistic picture of how and where words are used. Fourth, the texts are classified in terms of time,
enabling users to observe the diachronic change of American English for every five years since 1990. What is
more, COCA’s unique interface allows for features of the metalinguistic awareness to easily be analyzed. The
corpus is already tagged for part of speech, and offers easy search for collocates, synonyms, overall frequency
and so on. Last but not the least, COCA has the ability to show example sentences simultaneously with
frequency searches. These sentences, centering around one key word (or node word) as concordance lines or Key
Word in Context (KWIC) lines, serve as ideal input to help students learn how the words fit in grammatically
with other words as well as clues to meaning through surrounding words.

However, the direct application of COCA in vocabulary instruction has its limitations. First of all, the demand of
computer and internet connection poses challenge for traditional classrooms. Second, the query would generate
so many entries that they would baffle students and the processing and analysis would take excessive time. Third,
some of the entries would be exceedingly difficult with regard to the students’ English level, thus causing
unnecessary burden in cognition and impair their confidence and motivation.

Therefore, the result from the query needs to be modified into “mini-text” (Liang, 2009 ) before being used in the
classroom. Otherwise the number of example sentences would be too heavy a burden and unnecessary for
students to handle. Besides, the print of mini-texts makes it possible to bring them to traditional classrooms to
use. One advantage of COCA is that is provides the tool to select the wanted entries from the query and save
them to the list a user creates, which can be screenshot and put into use as mini-text.

The construction of mini-texts should meet the following requirements. First, the mini-texts should include
example sentences which can reveal the most frequent uses of the queried words. Flowerdew (2009) points out
“knowledge of ... relative frequencies can be helpful to language practitioners in deciding what items to teach”
(p- 330). Therefore, frequency in corpus helps teachers to decide which example sentences of the queried words
to be included in mini-texts to create specialized word lists. Second, according to the Input Hypothesis (Krashen,
1985), learners progress in their knowledge of the language when they comprehend language input that is
slightly more advanced than their current level. Thus, teachers should only select an appropriate amount of
corpus data that fit students’ level of English, avoiding too many new and difficult words. Third, according to
different teaching purposes, data from different genres, for example, spoken, academic, news, etc. can be
targeted to arouse students’ awareness of different language features. Finally, teachers should also consider
students’ age, interest, and the time they live in, so as to choose data that can resonate with them to arouse their
interest and enhance their motivation.

Therefore, in vocabulary instruction, teachers first select from the textbook the new words that need to be
explained, and then use COCA to construct mini-texts for their classroom, which are informed by frequency,
collocation and add variety in structure and context. The following part is to elaborate on the feasible usage of
COCA in vocabulary instruction, with examples included.

3. The Application of COCA in Vocabulary Instruction
3.1 Part of Speech

Part of speech is an important concept in grammar, which can enable students to learn how to use new
vocabulary words correctly. What is more, it is prevalent that English words have more than one part of speech
for different definitions. Due to the tagging and user-friendly tools of COCA, the corpus can list example
sentences around the searching word, which can give students an idea of how the word fits in grammatically with
other words as well as clues to meaning through surrounding words. Therefore, COCA can help students identify
part of speech knowledge dramatically.

69



www.ccsenet.org/ies International Education Studies Vol. 7, No. 8; 2014

Take the word “trigger” for example. To perform a part-of-speech search, simply choose the color-coded KWIC
display button at the top of the screen, insert the word “trigger” into the WORD query box and press SEARCH.
The search immediately yields all the example sentences with “trigger” as the node word, all of which are
highlighted by two different colors to notify its part of speech, pink for verb and blue for noun. So we see that
“trigger” can be used both as verb and noun.

To create the mini-text for “trigger”, teachers should select an appropriate number of entries for both of its part
of speech. At the same time, teachers should also consider frequency, context diversity, difficulty and appeal to
students. First choose one entry, and then type in “trigger” in the box of CREATE NEW LIST, and then click
SAVE LIST, the entry is automatically saved in the list of “trigger”. Usually ten entries would be included in the
mini-text to provide sufficient input for the new word.

3.2 Collocation

In addition to part of speech, students also need to learn collocation. As Firth puts it, “You shall know a word by
the company it keeps” (1957, p. 11). And studies show that the recurrence of words in various contexts is
essential for students to get to know the correct colligation, semantic prosody and pragmatic pattern. With
COCA’s ability to present the naturally occurring usage with frequency, students can discover the most authentic
collocation of new words. For example, we already know that “trigger” can be used both as noun and verb. But
what kind of nouns usually follow “trigger” when it is used as verb? What about its colligation, semantic and
pragmatic information?

Therefore, to search for the frequent noun collocates of “trigger” as verb, simply type “trigger.[v*]” into the
query box. Collocates of the part of speech “noun” can also be specified by choosing “noun. ALL” from the drop
down menu POS LIST, which exempts users from memorizing part of speech tags. To adjust the window of
words around “trigger”, simply choose “0” and “3” in each box after the COLLOCATES query box. The first
number represents the window of words before “trigger” and the second number refers to the window of words
after “trigger”. Eight appropriate entries from the list of example sentences are chosen to create the so-called
mini-text as follows.

[ e » »

1 r COCA:2012:SPOK  mainly there is this sketch, The detectives hope that Paula's look-at-me looks will trigger & memary from a witness somewhere that morning in 1.
NBC_Dateline

g O COCAIZ01Z:SPOK ‘5. Coming up, a car alarm goes off, Will it trigger alarm bells in our teens heads? and later, this girl lost her uncle
NBC_Dateline

3 O COCAIZ012:SPOK several of them are nearly broke, and there's danger that a failure would trigger a financial crisis like we saw in 2008, That is the warning from t
CBS_MewsEve

4 0 COCAI2012:FIC # Her mother pleaded with her not to wait that long, Getting pregnant could trigger the cancer. It was a big risk, # " You waited, "
FantasySciFi

5 00 COCAIZ012:FIC # lanis sat on the couch, afraid to say a word. Anything could trigger his anger, and - # And he was looking around the living roam.
Analog

& u COCAI2012:FIC think so. He began to investigate the possibility of deliberately infecting cancer patients to trigger their natural immune defenses. He even develc
Analog

7 u COCAIZ011:ACAD  new jobs, easing fears that the decline in U.S. and European consumer demand might trigger large-scale unemployment and civil unrest in Ching
ForeignAffairs

& 0 COCAIZ012:MAG replica of a network's routers and switches, Simonite writes, " It should trigger a new wave of Internet innovation in everything from mobile app:

TerhRawirw

Figure 1. Mini-text of “trigger” as verb

Therefore, we can find that the frequent noun collocates of “trigger (v)” are illness and crisis etc., which have
negative connotation, or defense and innovation etc., which have positive connotation. As a result, COCA can
not only raise the students’ metalinguistic knowledge, but also facilitate them to process and memorize
collocation in chunk, which helps to develop intuitions and inferences to use the words correctly.

3.3 Morphology

COCA can be further used to raise the students’ metalinguistic awareness of morphology, the branch of
linguistics that studies word forms. For example, the word “press” means “to act upon with steadily applied
weight or force”. Adding various prefixes, we can derive new words like “compress, depress, impress, repress”,
which all contain the meaning of the root word “press”. Therefore, if students know how to break down words
into parts to find meaning or create new words by attaching affixes, they can activate and optimize what they
already know.

For example, “out” as a common prefix to verb, often means “overtake”. Through COCA, teachers can get
access to all verbs starting with “out” as well as the frequency and example sentences. So we choose KWIC,
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insert “out*.[v*]” in the query box, and search for all the wanted verbs. The mini-text is designed as follows,
which includes the most frequent words and their complete context. The same way can also be adopted to study
words starting with “sub-, trans-, audi-” or ending with “-ology, -tive, -ful”.

[ l— l— - » -

1 O COCA:2012:SPOK the administration's plan to shrink the military. Today, Defense Secretary Leon Panetta outlined how he intends to save nearly half a trillion d
CBS_MNewsEve

2 r COCA 2012 SPOK lead to diabetes, But the FDA said today that the benefits for most patients outweigh the risks. There is no letup in the killings in Syria. Is the
CBS_NewsEve

3 o COCA201L:ACAD |, &; Iverson, 2006}, and female characters in television programs are consistently outnumbered by male characters (Aubrey &; Harrison, 20
InstrPsych

4 ml COCA:2012:SPOK . For instance, here in New York, some of the buses are being outfitted with GPS trackers so that you can look an your smartphone and see
NPR_TalkNat

5 ml COCAIZ012SPOK 2 = [ But Suzuki says there's more at stake than just economics, He says outsourcing food production can be a dangerous gamble.
PBS_MNewsHour

6 ml COCA:2012:NEWS | " camping " like this every night in Denver. # The city long ago outlawed camping in public parks but has no law against unauthorized carmpil
Denver

7 ml COCAZ011: SPOK a lot with kids these days, I think a lot of parents want to outdo the next parent, right? GIFF : But is it for the kid,
NBC_Today

& O COCA:2012:NEWS | If a bear is chasing vou and a buddy, you don't need to outrun the bear; you only have to outrun your friend, To win the second
Prenbrif S

Figure 2. Mini-text of words with prefix “out”

3.4 Word Comparison

A lot of English words are of similar meanings and always cause confusion. Especially after their definitions are
translated into Chinese, they tend to be misused by students. For example, “stable” and “steady” almost have the
same definition in Chinese. So if students only remember the Chinese meaning without getting to know their
uses, mistakes often emerge.

In COCA, users can compare two words or phrases and their differences in meaning by comparing their
collocates. First we choose COMPARE, insert “stable” and “steady” in the two query boxes, and input “[nn*]” in
COLLOCATES and select “0” and “3”. It means that we will compare the three nouns around “stable” and
“steady” on the night. To sharpen the contrast between them, the first value of MINIMUN FREQUENCY is set
at “10”, the second at “0”, which means the collocation frequency with “stable” should be above 10 while that
with “steady” only 0. And the result is sorted by REVELENCE. The result below shows that the collocates of
“stable” and “steady” are apparently different.

SEE COMTEXT: CLICK OM MUMBERS (WORD 1 OR 2) [HELF...]
WORD 1 (W1): STABLE (0.97) WORD 2 (W2): STEADY (1.03)

WORD

i

vl =
Y =
m

1 CONDITION i 215.0 221.7 1 STREAM 950 2 475.0 460.5
2 STYSTEM 100 1 1i00.0 103.1 2 DECLIME 231 u] 462.0 447 .9
3 EMNVIROMNMENT 167 z §3.9 6.1 3 PACE 179 u] 355.0 347.1
< CURREMNCY 40 o 50.0 52.5 4 PROGRESS 159 u] 315.0 308.3
5 ISOTOPES 39 u] 7a.0 50.4 5 RATM 1z5 u] 250.0 2424
] IDENTITY 38 u] 76.0 7a.4 & RHYTHM 96 u] 19z.0 186.2
7 REGIME 37 u] 74.0 76.3 7 DIET 170 ak 170.0 164.5
5] ORDER 6 1 Gz.0 63.9 & BEAT 159 1 159.0 154.2
9 ISOTOPE 3l o] G2.0 53.9 ] GAZE o9 s i09.0 i0s.7
10 TARD 28 u] 56.0 57.8 i0 GIRLFRIEND 46 u] 92.0 59.2
11 DEMOCRACIES 27 o] 4.0 55.7 11 DRUMBEAT 44 u] 8.0 85.3
iz ORBITS 27 o] 4.0 55.7 iz HUM 43 u] 6.0 53.4

Figure 3. Result of “stable” and “steady” comparison

Obviously, the corpora search can present the collocations of the node word, together with its frequency pattern
and context. The respective mini-texts for “stable” and “steady” are designed as follows.
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T NORY B Nl o »

1 r COCA:2012:5P0K smoke inhalation and burns an his right hand. The woman he rescued was in stable condition with second-degree burns. Wall Strest closed o
PBS_NewsHour
2 r COCA:2009:NEWS . This is about men and women working together to create a more sustainable and stable financial system, # Women represent a scant 10 pe
CSManitor
3 r COCA:1996:MAG in twenty-six years, he had crossed into a land where violence was the most stable and valuable currency. Maybe this was the right guy for t
HarpersMag
4 O COCA:2005:ACAD  The project's goal is to turn them into proud citizens of & safs and stable community. # " It's an understatement to say that the challenge is |
Humanist
5 m COCA:2006:MAG WWF). But caring isn't enough: Pandas need intact habitat to support stable populations. WWF has worked to protect pandas for 25 vears, ar
MNatGeog
6 r COCA:1997:MAG ‘s Trenberth. I'm not sure people realize this, Inability to plan for stable weather patterns may be worse than the changes themselves.' # Livi
Newsweek
7 O COCA:2006:NEWS  to point out that 20 percent of the gay men in this country have built stable, loving families that include children. Why do our legislatures cont
Atlanta
] m COCA:2003:MAG the fossil-fuel-consuming habits that make them globally powerful, even at the expense of a stable climate, Chief among these are the Unitec
Motherlones
9 r COCA:2001:5POK , plus they're more insecure to begin with because they haven't reached a stable employment situation anyway, so they're worried, and as t
NPR_Sunday
10 O COCA:2010:NEWS  # " Itis in all of our interests for China and Japan to have stable and peaceful relations, " Clinton told reporters Hanoi, the Yietnamese capit.
AssocPress
Figure 4. Mini-text of “stable”
| H » » »
al 0 COCAIZ011:FIC Outside the station agent's office, she paused to get her bearings. A steady stream of travelers flowed around her like water around a stone.
Bk:BeyandallMeasure
2 H COCAIZ01Z:NEWS fleeing the city for years. Over the past decade, there has been a steady decline in lower-middle- and moderate-income earners - those mak
SanFranChron
3 | COCA:Z011:FIC I could make it to my destination in thirty minutes if [ kept up a steady pace. It was all downhill, anyway, Continues...
Bk:Bloodshot
4 r COCAIZ012:5POK this is a tough recession we are recovering from. We are making slow and steady progress. Mobody is satisfied. The president most of all kne
Fax_Sunday
5 O COCAIZ011:MAG TEND T WIEW earthquakes and hurricanes as the most damaging natural disasters -- but a steady rain could do far warse, In the winter of 1
PopMech
3 r COCA:Z010:MAG optional iPod dock wasn't an option, Man does not live solely on a steady diet of NPR, hip-hop and treacly pop music chosen by programmers
PopMech
7 | COCA:Z012:FIC the wolf' s eyes gazing up at her, and she could feel the steady beat of his mighty heart beneath his ribs. The golden eyes blinked and seeme
Bl DiviningMovel
8 0 COCAZ009:FIC . " vou will always be my son. " She fixed him with a steady gaze. " 1 know, "' he said softly, feeling a sudden surge
Triguarterly
] 0 COCA:2007:FIC But she lay down and soon enough Idella heard the familiar sounds of slow, steady breathing. Idella couldn't make her thoughts stop, even ¢
MewEnglandRey
10 r COCA:2011:5P0OK what did you like about her? well, I did not have a steady girlfriend. She was in college. [ was in college, i

Fox_Susteren

Figure 5. Mini-text of “steady”

We can find that “stable”, followed by “currency, community, situation, relation”, is static and means immobile
and unchangeable; while “steady”, together with “stream, decline, pace, gaze, rain”, is dynamic and emphasizes
continuance.

4. Conclusion

The above four dimensions of application of COCA in vocabulary instruction and their examples have proved
that corpora are robust in teaching. With authentic data, various context and word frequency, students get access
to the most desired learning materials in an instant. Once students have adequate understanding of vocabulary
principles and how to use corpora, they can be used for autonomous and individualized study. However, teachers
should first guide them through the process, and give them examples to follow. Class projects, homework, and
individual tutoring can be used to teach students to gradually explore on their own.
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