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Planning, Creating, and Analyzing ‘ Small and Beautiful’ Corpora:
The Story of the International Corpus of English

Charles F. Meyer (University of Massachusetts Boston)

The International Corpus of English (ICE) is one of a number of first generation corpora
that are sometimes described as ‘small and beautiful’: ‘small’ because they are much shorter
than the British National Corpus or the Bank of English Corpus, ‘beautiful’ because many have
come to realize that a lengthier corpus is not necessarily a better corpus. In my presentation, |
will explore the strengths and limitations of smaller, carefully planned corpora such as ICE. |
will first of al provide an overview of ICE, discussing and evaluating some of the
methodological issues that governed the planning and creation of ICE. | will then report the
results of two analyses of ICE that | have conducted. The first analysis investigated the
distribution of pseudo titles (e.g. Yankee outfielder in the construction Yankee outfielder Hideki
Matsui) in various | CE components. Pseudo titles are found mainly in press reportage; they are
quite common and ordinary in the American press but highly stigmatized in the British press.
This study therefore provided a good opportunity to determine whether British or American
usage trends predominate in other ICE varieties, and whether a corpus such as ICE is suitable
for studying variation among national varieties of English. The second study (conducted with
Hongyin Tao of UCLA) focused on the occurrence of so-called gapped coordinations in various
genres of the British component of ICE (ICE-GB). Gapped coordinations are relatively rare
constructions consisting of a missing verb or predication in the second conjunct of a
coordinated construction (e.g. likes in the second conjunct of The child likes hamburgers and
his brother [ ] hot dogs). This analysis explored whether infrequently occurring linguistic
constructions can be validly studied in short corpora containing many different genres. The
results of both studies suggest that if one understands the strengths and limitations of shorter
corpora, such corpora can be used to make broad generalizations about usage trends and gain
insights into infrequently occurring linguistic constructions.
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