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Introduction
A lack of vocabulary knowledge has been considered the main difficulty 

for writing in a second language (see Leki & Carson, 1994). To enhance writing 
performance, a corpus approach has been regarded as a viable alternative for 
helping learners with their lexico-grammatical patterns (Coxhead & Byrd, 
2007; Flowerdew, 2010) and organizational patterns (Tribble, 2001). Tribble 
and Jones (1997) discussed two possibilities of incorporating corpora into L2 
writing classrooms. First, teachers could examine a corpus to determine the 
most common words or patterns relative to a target genre, and write teaching 
materials based on the observed results. Second, students can be taught how to 
use a concordancer to explore the corpus themselves. This study was designed 
to investigate in what ways a corpus-informed approach has an impact on L2 
writing and how L2 learners perceive the effects of corpus-informed materials 
on their English writing.

Literature Review
For more than two decades, the application of corpora has been regularly de-

scribed as one of the most promising ideas in language teaching (see Johns, 1986; 
Sinclair & Carter, 2004) and a number of attempts have been made to apply cor-
pora to L2 writing instruction. Thurstun and Candlin (1997), by utilizing a spe-
cialized corpus, designed a workbook for students’ essay writing. The workbook 
provides both native and non-native English speaking university students with 
intensive exposure to some of the most important words in academic English. 
The workbook also introduces various rhetorical functions of academic essays—
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such as stating the topic, referring to the literature, and drawing conclusions—and 
presents sets of concordance-based exercises on the most common vocabulary 
items used for carrying out these functions. The selection of vocabulary items is 
based on a specialized corpus of professional academic writing, an electronic col-
lection of academic texts and papers from a range of disciplines, with a total word 
count of over one million words.

Grounded in discourse and genre analytic frameworks, Tribble (2002) 
outlined the ways in which appropriate corpus resources can be used to help 
learners develop competence as writers within specific academic domains. He 
demonstrated the use of keywords and frequency lists to identify lexico-grammatical 
features of the text in specific genres, and concluded that it is a plausible strategy 
for helping learners to understand text features in EAP and ESP writing.

Two more publications on applying corpus linguistics to the development 
of teaching material are that of Coxhead (2000) and Coxhead and Byrd (2007). 
Using a corpus linguistics approach, Coxhead (2000) generated an academic 
wordlist (AWL) of 570 headwords and 3000 words altogether. The idea of the 
AWL is to provide a shortcut for learners to expand their vocabulary by learning 
the most frequently-used lexis for academic writing. Coxhead and Byrd (2007) 
delineate a possible way, through integrating concordances with the keyword 
list, to prepare teachers to teach vocabulary and grammar for academic prose. In 
comparison to the traditional method of selecting and analyzing samples of academic 
prose, the authors argued that the web-based corpus approach, concordancing in 
particular, was more innovative and effective for helping teachers with materials 
development and providing them with information about academic language. 
They further stated that using such learning materials can benefit students to 
obtain the skill and knowledge needed to become effective learners of new words 
and their associated grammar.

Although Hyland (2003) states that the use of a corpus and a concordancer 
can offer “one of the most exciting applications of new technologies to L2 writing 
classes” (p. 167), two existing problems of corpus use in this area, in theory and 
in methodology, cannot be ignored. From a methodological point of view, Braun 
(2007) points out that most accessible corpora so far have been developed with 
linguistic research goals only, and they are not necessarily the resources with 
the most obvious pedagogical value. She stresses the values of a smaller and 
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genre-specific corpus, arguing that it can overcome some of the shortcomings of 
“mainstream” corpora, especially with regard to size and diversity of content. But 
realistically, these small corpora have not travelled well beyond the institutions 
in which they were created (Aston, 2004). From a theoretical point of view, 
Widdowson (2002) has criticized the use of corpora stating that while language 
learning is concerned with discourse and the use of language in concrete 
communicative situations, corpora are only a collection of texts, that is, products 
of language use isolated from any communicative situation.

When integrating corpora into language teaching, it seems to be more pertinent 
to adopt a corpus-informed rather than a corpus-based approach on the grounds that, 
in the former, learning takes on the advantages of the traditional teacher-student 
interactivity as well as the technological benefits brought by the pedagogical 
application of a corpus. The significance of a corpus-informed approach to language 
teaching is also reinforced by McCarthy (2008). He compares the difference between 
corpus-based and corpus-informed approaches: i.e., the corpus-based materials tend 
to be absolutely based on what we get from the corpus about language use, no matter 
whether they are useful or not. On the other hand, in a corpus-informed approach, 
teachers or material writers attempt to utilize corpus information in accordance with 
students’ needs in order to filter it for pedagogical purposes.

The works cited above suggest the feasibility of developing writing materials 
using a corpus approach and the usefulness of corpus materials in helping students 
to acquire linguistic knowledge and improve the quality of their writing. However, 
this claim is mainly based on the writers’ observations, not on empirical research. 
To this writer’s knowledge, no research appears to have focused on the effects of 
corpus-informed materials on L2 writing by comparing the writing outcomes of a 
control and the experimental group. Hence, the need exists for empirical research to 
investigate whether corpus-informed materials help students improve their writing.

Research Questions
Two research questions are addressed in this study:

1.	 Can corpus-informed materials help L2 learners improve their overall 	
	 writing quality?

2.	 Do L2 learners believe that corpus-informed materials help their writing?
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Methodology

Corpus-informed Materials

First, a topic-specific corpus was compiled consisting of texts related to 
the topics of gambling and lottery. The texts were obtained from two sources: 
online authoritative English news websites and a small corpus named LOCNESS 
(Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays).

Following an innovative text-collecting approach suggested by Nelson (2009), 
three authoritative English news websites which contained quality articles on the 
desired topics were identified. They were BBC News, the Guardian and the New 
York Times. Once the websites were identified, a search for the keywords 
gambling and lottery on the websites was carried out and the relevant articles 
were downloaded.

The other source was from a sub-corpus of opinion essays on the topic of a 
national lottery written by British students and retrieved from LOCNESS. In this 
corpus, each text had approximately 500-600 words. Twelve essays, identified 
as samples of good writing by an experienced native English speaking teacher of 
writing, who was also an IELTS (International English Language Testing 
System) writing examiner, were selected for this study. Although it could be 
argued that essays written by native English speaking students may not be a 
suitable and reliable source for teaching English writing, it should also be noted 
that these revised texts can be deemed appropriate as they deal with the same 
subject field of the writing task. They are, in fact, quite close to the students’ 
writing compared with the longer academic texts.

Next, a keyword list was generated from the topic-based corpus with the aid 
of a corpus tool called Wmatrix (Rayson, 2002). Target words were selected on 
the basis of two criteria: frequency of occurrence in the small, topic-based corpus 
(each word occurs at least three times), and abstract nouns often used in opinion 
essays (Read, 2004). According to the criteria, five words were chosen. They were 
controversy, criticism, objection, situation and effect. About ten concordances 
lines of each target word were selected and presented in the corpus-informed 
materials (see the appendix).
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Participants

Forty third-year university students majoring in English for Business 
Purposes at a University in south China participated in this study. Their overall 
English proficiency level was upper intermediate according to the Oxford English 
Placement Test. The participants were randomly assigned to a control group and 
an experimental group, each group consisting of twenty students. A writing 
pretest conducted before the experiment showed there was no statistically significant 
difference in English writing competence between the two groups.

Procedure

The two groups were instructed to perform three writing exercises, i.e., a pre-
test, an immediate posttest, and a delayed posttest (see Figure 1). Each writing test 
lasted 60 minutes. In the first week (Week 1), a pretest was taken by both groups. 
In the following week (Week 2), both groups took an immediate posttest, writing 
an opinion essay on the topic of lottery. Before the students took the immediate 
posttest, the experimental group was given a set of concordance exercises to 
learn the target words while the control group was only allowed to consult their 
dictionaries in order to learn the words. Two weeks later (Week 4), both groups 
took a delayed posttest, writing an opinion essay on gambling. Following 
the delayed posttest, questionnaires on the learners’ evaluation of the corpus-
informed concordance exercises were administered to the experimental group.

Figure 1. Flowchart of the Experiment
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Data Analysis

Two sets of data were analyzed to investigate the effects of corpus-informed 
materials on learners’ writing products: (1) student essays and (2) descriptive data 
obtained from students’ questionnaire responses and students’ learning journal 
entries. Three native English speaking teachers were invited to evaluate students’ 
writing products. They had taught writing for more than five years and were also 
experienced IELTS examiners for the British Council. They marked the student 
essays according to the TWE (TOEFL Test of Written English Guide). The TWE 
test is holistically scored using a criterion-referenced scale ranging from 1 to 6. A 
score of 1 demonstrates incompetence in writing while a score of 6 shows clear 
competence in writing on both the rhetorical and syntactic levels. Each essay was 
scored twice, each time by a different rater. When the scoring differed by more 
than one point (e.g., one score of 3 and one of 5), the essays were sent to a third 
rater to resolve the discrepancy. A Pearson correlation coefficient was computed 
in order to maintain inter-rater reliability between the two sets of ratings (r=.823).

In addition to the holistic scores, the student essays were also textually 
analyzed to determine the extent to which the abstract nouns (controversy, criti-
cism, objection, situation and effect) had been accurately used in the pretest, the 
immediate posttest, and the delayed posttest.

Finally, students were surveyed for their views on the corpus-informed approach 
in L2 writing. The responses to the Likert-scaled questionnaires in each category 
were summed and treated as interval data. The mean and standard deviation were 
calculated using SPSS, and its internal reliability was checked using Cronbach’s 
Alpha. In order to enhance the presentation of the questionnaire data, students’ 
responses were coded into three categories—“helpful,” “not helpful,” and “no 
opinion”—by placing all positive answers (5 “somewhat agree”, 6 “agree” and 7 
“strongly agree”) into the “helpful” category, and all negative answers (1 “strongly 
disagree”, 2 “disagree”, 3 “Somewhat disagree”) into the “not helpful” category.

Results

Holistic Scores

As can be seen in Figure 2, the mean scores of the control group and the 
experimental group in the pretest were very close to each other, which were 3.8 
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Figure 2. Mean scores of the three writing tests

Table 1. Appropriacy Scale

and 3.7 respectively. In the immediate posttest, the average score of the control 
group increased to 3.85 with a mean improvement of 0.05 while the experi-
mental group’s score rose to 3.95 with a better mean improvement of 0.23. In 
the delayed posttest, though, the two groups’ mean scores dropped slightly in 
comparison with the immediate posttest, but the mean of the experimental group 
remained higher than that of the control group.

Accurate Use of Abstract Nouns

Error-free ratios between groups and the improved use of the abstract nouns 
within the experimental group were compared. Two of the holistic scorers 
evaluated the students’ use of the target nouns by categorizing them on a 3-point 
scale: appropriate, less appropriate, and inappropriate (see Table 1). If the use 
of a noun fell into the category of “less appropriate” or “inappropriate”, it was 
characterized as an error. Figure 3 shows the error-free ratios between the control 
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group and the experimental group in the pretest and the immediate posttest. In 
the pretest, the control group and the experimental group had similar error-free 
ratios in terms of the use of the five target nouns (39.9% and 37.9% respectively). 
However, in the immediate posttest, the experimental group’s error-free ratios 
increased to 88.2% while the control group improved only to 47.2%.

Improved use of the nouns by the experimental group was further investigated 
and categorized into three types: positive change, negative change, and no 
change. Positive changes were described as inappropriate or less appropriate use 
of the nouns in the pretest but appropriate use in the immediate posttest. Negative 
changes were appropriate use of the nouns in the pretest but less appropriate 
or inappropriate in the immediate posttest, and “no change” was described as 
inappropriate or less appropriate use of the nouns both in the pretest and the 
immediate posttest.

As can be seen from Figure 4, the instances of positive change (42 instances 
in total) outnumbered negative change (3 instances) and no change (6 instances). 
Table 2 provides examples of positive changes in using controversy, objection, 
and criticism by students in the experimental group. Two examples are given for 
each abstract noun.

Although the occurrences of positive change far outnumbered the other two 
categories, cases of negative change and no change in the immediate posttest 
still existed. These cases are illustrated in Table 3, which gives a list of examples 
of no change and negative change. For example, the error made by S3 in the pretest 
(i.e., in criticism way) was repeated in the immediate posttest (i.e., hold a criticism 

Figure 3. Error-free ratios in the pretest and the immediate posttest
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problem), where criticism was used to modify abstract nouns way and problem. 
It might be that this particular student intended to say in the pretest that the 
development of tourism should be taken into consideration critically. Similarly, 
in the immediate posttest, she repeated the wrong pattern by using criticism as a 
pre-modifier to follow a noun, while the correct use could probably be we should 
look at this problem critically.

Table 2. Examples of positive change in the experimental group

Figure 4. Changes in using abstract nouns in the experimental group
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Table 3. Examples of no change and negative change in the 			
	   experimental group

Figure 5. Distribution of grammatical patterns in the immediate posttest

From Figure 5, we can see an overview of grammatical structures of the 
five target nouns used in the immediate posttest between the two groups. 
Overall, all the target nouns, except effect, were used with more grammatical 
patterns by the experimental group than by the control group. The gram-
matical patterns of effect were equal in both groups. They fell into two 
types: (1) V + effect by collocating cause and have; and (2) effect + Copular 
Verb BE as Subject (e.g., Another negative effect is that lottery games have 
caused many crimes).
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Table 5. Overall evaluation on the concordance exercises (n=20)

Table 6. Problems in doing the concordance exercises (n=20)

Student Views of the Concordance Exercises

The follow-up survey focused on two aspects of students’ attitudes towards the 
corpus-informed materials: (1) overall evaluation of corpus-informed materials, 
and (2) difficulties in doing the concordance exercises. 

As noted in Table 5, vocabulary learning ranked the top among the categories. 
About 95% of the students were favorable toward concordance exercises, reporting 
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that they were helpful for vocabulary learning and increasing confidence about 
using the words in L2 writing.

Although the mean responses in Table 5 indicate that the majority of the 
students had a favorable attitude towards corpus use for vocabulary learning and 
L2 writing, Table 6 reveals a different perspective with 75% of the responses 
showing that it was time-consuming to do concordance exercises. However, half 
of the students reported they did not have difficulty in formulating overall usage 
rules for the words. As the student LJR wrote, “I think there are too [many] contents 
which cost our lots of time. It would be better if there is less exercise or we just 
[under]line the answer in the content and not need to write it out.”

About 80 percent of the students had difficulty in doing the concordance 
exercises due to the cut-off sentences and the new words in concordances. 
The cut-off sentences (see the Appendix) hampered them in fully understanding 
the information presented in the concordance output. They remarked that the 
cut-off sentences prevented them from understanding the examples or the 
viewpoints from the sample texts in the concordance lines. 
As one student commented:

However, the examples of the words using are not so perfect because 
some of them are just a part of a sentence, and we don’t know what the 
whole meanings of the examples are. So these examples cannot well 
express the exact using of the words. Some of them just show the verbs 
or prepositions that can be used with them.

The cut-off sentences are the main reason for some students stating that 
topic-based concordance lines failed to provide them with ideas related to the 
writing topic. The students commented that it would be of help for them to grasp 
the ideas more thoroughly if they could go further into the full context of the 
target word and read the complete sentences or even the whole paragraph.

Discussion
A comparison of the holistic scores of the pretest, the immediate posttest 

and the delayed posttest did show that there was no statistically significant 
difference in overall writing quality between the control group and the experimental 
group. This finding indicates that the corpus-informed concordances did not 
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have a significant impact on students’ writing outcomes in terms of overall 
writing quality.

However, L2 writing performance is subject to a number of linguistic 
variables besides vocabulary use. General ideas, text structures, grammatical 
use, and coherence and cohesion are equally vital factors that determine 
the overall writing quality. As an experimental study, this research was set 
up to elicit results within a fixed period of time. It is quite possible that the 
input of these five target vocabulary items would not make a difference in 
holistic writing scores within four weeks. In order to attain more desirable 
results of the effects of topic-specific corpus on overall writing ability, 
a long-term study with more lexical input in the form of concordances is 
worth carrying out.

Although there was no significant difference in the overall writing outcomes 
between the control and the experimental groups, the mean improvement of the ex-
perimental group in the immediate posttest was much higher than that of the control 
group. This could suggest that corpus-informed concordances did exert a positive 
effect on students’ writing quality in the short term. This could be attributed to more 
accurate and complicated structural use of the target nouns after the treatment which 
may indicate that corpus-informed concordances are especially effective in helping 
learners to obtain lexico-grammatical patterns of the target nouns when compared 
with dictionary consultation. These types of learning resources have a notable effect 
on improving language use in L2 writing, particularly in relation to collocational uses 
and grammatical patterns. The effect is indeed twofold, which concerns both acqui-
sition and production. First, it could help learners acquire a variety of collocational 
patterns. Second, acquisition of collocational patterns in turn would enable learners 
to generate more accurate and complex syntactic patterns.

Most encouraging was the students’ positive views of the concordance 
exercises. In terms of their importance in vocabulary learning and improvement 
of writing ability, and enhancing confidence in using the new words in their 
writing, the overwhelming majority of students were strongly supportive of the 
concordance exercises.

The significant progress in using the target words in students’ writing along 
with their overall positive attitudes towards corpus use testifies to the feasibility 
and usefulness of a corpus-informed approach to L2 writing instruction.
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Conclusion
The findings in this study provide empirical evidence that corpora can be 

a useful resource for writing teachers to help students improve their lexico-
grammatical use of vocabulary in their writing. The findings also indicate that 
the incorporation of corpus materials into writing instruction needs to be 
pedagogically mediated. In corpus-informed writing instruction, teachers play a 
central role from the initial stage of materials development to the implementation 
of corpus-related learning activities. For teacher practitioners, the statement by 
Johansson (2009) can be used as a gentle reminder that “corpora are important in 
basic research, and they have a role to play in the classroom as well. But let’s not 
exaggerate. Corpora are no replacement for natural communication. They cannot 
replace the teacher” (p. 42).
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Appendix: Excerpt of the corpus-informed material

Pre-writing vocabulary study
Directions: Study the concordance, underline or highlight the central group 
of words that stand alone, as has been done in the first example. Then answer 
the questions which follow. Do not worry that these are cut-off sentences—just 
familiarize yourself with the key words. 

Objection
Study the lexico-grammatical patterns
Study the concordance lines of objection and answer the following questions.

1). Which adjectives are used before objection(s)? 					  
Please write down the phrases. e.g., the main objection

2). Which verbs or verbs phrases are used with objection(s)? 			 
Please write down the phrases.

3). Which preposition commonly follows objection(s)?				  
objection(s)_________________________
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