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Two ways of doing linguistic research



Corpus linguistics

To do corpus linguistics, you need two things:

A collection of texts, written and/ or transcribed 
spoken, in machine readable form (your corpus, 
plural corpora) and
A software package so that you can interrogate 
your corpus in various ways



Changes in access to corpus data
Corpus linguistics: from small, expensive collections to 
massive, freely available corpora.
When I started:
1998: accessing the Bank of English corpus in Birmingham 
from Leeds via a telnet link. Cost £500 per year, for 59 
million words, one of the largest publicly available. Had to 
learn basic keystroke commands.
Now:
2023: using the Oxford English Corpus, BNC and many 
others through Sketchengine. Cost: £60 per year for 
Sketchengine/ or free institutional access, for billions of 
words, in dozens of languages, sophisticated processing 
packages, user interfaces etc.



Goals of the discipline
The early days: very much a child of English 
Language Teaching, English for Specific and 
Academic Purposes.
Looking inwards at the core structures and lexis 
of English. Also other languages, but at the 
beginning, English was by far the most 
researched- much funding was from ELT.



Corpus linguistics 1980s- 2023

A journey from a fairly young discipline, which 
was still exploring its own core knowledge base, 
to a maturing field, encompassing a number of 
sub specialisms, which now looks outward to 
the contributions it can make to wider 
questions.
Many research questions have a language 
dimension.



In the 2010s and 2020s:
Looking outwards
Joining the Social Sciences, with contributions to 
make to wider issues;
Eg a number of projects based at CASS (Corpus 
Approaches to Social Sciences) at Lancaster 
University, an ESRC large centre since 2013, such as 
‘Corpus approaches to healthcare’, ‘Changing 
climates’ ‘understanding corporate 
communications’
Leeds has a network of corpus linguists, across the 
Schools of Computing, Education, English, 
Linguistics, and others. The group is a satellite of 
‘Language at Leeds’.



Corpus linguistics and the social 
sciences
Valuable in any research in which we want to 
know:

• what the characteristics of particular discourses are: e.g.
Berber Sardinha & Pinto (2017) American television and 
off-screen registers: a corpus-based comparison. Corpora
12/1, 85-114;

• how an issue or group of people is represented in (public) 
discourse: e.g. Baker et al (2013) Discourse and media 
attitudes: The representation of Islam in the British press. 
CUP.



The linguistic challenge of the transition from 
primary to secondary school

ESRC ES/R006687/1 
Sept 2018- Dec 2022

RQs:
How does the language of school change between late 
primary school and early secondary school?
How is the language of secondary school different from 
everyday language?
How much variation is there in language between 
different school subjects?



10

Which is more accessible..?



The project corpora

Written data
Worksheets
Textbooks
Exams and assessment tasks
Lesson presentations
Vocabulary/glossary booklets

Spoken data 
Audio recordings of lessons 
(teacher talk only)

Subjects: English, maths, science, 
history, geography

13 schools contributed data, 
across the North of England,
5 secondary, 8 primary. 

The school materials comprise 
1000s of files, currently approx. 
2.6 million words, just being 
finished. 

Transcribing speech, removing 
duplicate files, cleaning up files, 
organizing, and, usually, 
converting to txt, is a big job.

With many corpus projects, the data collection (i.e. building the 
corpus) is a very time-intensive part of the work, and spans the 
bulk of the project time-line. A skilled RF is essential.



Corpora

Also: a ‘reference’ corpus, representing everyday 
language, which can be used for comparison, to 
show what is special about the specialized data 
collected. Many are available.
As building a corpus is so time-intensive; it is 
much easier to use pre-existing corpora if 
available. 
LexisNexis can be used to build a newspaper 
corpus around a theme very quickly.



Example findings: maths

In our primary school data, there are around 
10,000 unique words in maths lessons.
In our secondary school data, there are around 
15,600 unique words. The new words are almost 
all technical and specific; a few are algebraic 
symbols.
We can list these by frequency.



Example findings: science

In our primary school data, there are around 11,600 
unique words in science classes.
In our secondary school data, there are around 
14,000 unique words.
A number of the new secondary school words are 
common in everyday language, and thus likely to be 
known to children BUT, they have subtly different 
meanings. Eg image, substance, concentration. 
Detecting these differences needs manual analysis 
as well as the automatic tools.



More about the project
Open Access book: 
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/o
a-
edit/10.4324/9781003081890/linguistic-
challenge-transition-secondary-school-
alice-deignan-duygu-candarli-florence-
oxley
(can be found on Routledge website)

Project website: 
https://linguistictransition.leeds.ac.uk/



Questioning Vaccination Discourse (QuoVaDis): A 
corpus-based study 
ESRC ES/V000926/1 2021-24
• Has built a number of studies to study 

discourse around vaccination and to 
understand motivations for and against 
being vaccinated.

• Corpora of UK press; Twitter; Reddit; 
Mumsnet; UK parliamentary debates.

• Also, a corpus of Victorian Anti-Vaccination 
Discourse (VicVaDis) comprising pamphlets 
and informal journals of the anti-
vaccination movement from the first 
compulsory smallpox vaccinations.

• https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/vaccination-
discourse/



Resources available here
Corpus software
Leeds has an institutional 
license to Sketch Engine.
There is a huge range of free 
corpora accessible through 
their interface.
Lots of online tutorial help.

Kilgarriff, A. et al. 2014. The 
Sketch Engine. 10 years on. 
Lexicography, 1: 7-36.
http://sketchengine.eu



Resources
LancsBox is freely available to 
download.
Stands for Lancaster University 
corpus toolbox.
Good for building own corpora, 
flexible. 
Offers a wide range of statistical 
choices (eg how dispersion is 
calculated etc).
Nice visualisations.

Brezina, V. Weill-Tessier, P. & 
McEnery, A. 2021. #LancsBox v.6



Graphcoll: collocates of ‘solid’ in LancsBox







Do you need to be a specialist to use 
corpus linguistics?

Yes and no.
It’s a method but also more than a 
method.
It can look superficially easy, but like 
every academic discipline, some 
scholars spend their entire research 
careers on it.

It is now a developed field, with 
specialist MAs, a huge literature, 3 
dedicated international journals etc.
It has a number of sub-specialisms.



Where to get started?

The basics can be learnt quickly if you have 
some knowledge of the basic terminology and 
concepts of language analysis, and basic IT skills. 
Check out online courses and resources.
For larger projects, a corpus perspective can be 
brought in through a specialist Co-I or post-doc. 
There are cohorts of excellent PhD graduates 
specializing in corpus linguistics.


