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Linearity and the Pedagogic Corpus: A Theoretical Study

Tang Warren (Hiroshima University, Graduate Student)

Linearity is an important aspect of reading and teaching. Yet in all three areas of corpus linguistics, reading
and pedagogy, the aspect of progression in a unidirectional manner—Ilinearity—is altogether ignored.
Mostly, the words within a corpus are presented outside its original context (Flowerdew, 2009) only to be
de-contextualised, summarised as a set of statistics. Furthermore, English language teachers who use
corpus linguistic methods to build small corpora for early human intervention (Sinclair, 2002) simply have
little choice because they lack corpus linguistic know-how and therefore must rely on generic or
commercially available software which are all only designed to generate the standard outputs of freguencies,
concordances and collocation lists. Other more sophisticated software may generate custers, dispersions and keyness
information as well. Yet none of these statistics or outputs is specifically designed for observing individual
instances, particularly for efficiently observing first encounters of a word and its immediate preceding
contexts. We may often hear figures like 95% or 98% coverage (Hu & P. Nation, 2000; Laufer, 1992) for
incident learning being quoted as baselines numbers, but rarely do researchers make the effort to observe
what this looks like within the text itself. Often used measures such as Juillands D, type-token ratio, lexical
density and more complex techniques such as lexical frequency profiling only reflect and reinforce this
philosophy of the “snapshot” within the thinking of corpus linguistics (Gries, 2008; Laufer & P. Nation,
1995; Oakes, 1998). But by taking linearity into account it is possible to be more specific and say where
x-percent first occurs within a text rather than simply say x-percent of this text is covered. Because this information
can be casily created, relatively, by a minor adjustment to the item order of a frequency wordlist this will be
appealing to language teachers who are, by and large, non-computer specialists. And again, with linearity
data, it is possible to pinpoint which particular words are preceded by x-percent coverage. If known
words, for example, that precede a new target word can be shown to come to 98% of the running text,
then incidental learning may occur. And in parts of the corpus where 98% coverage is not achieved then
highlighting, explicit teaching ot glossing may be used to help students acquire the target words. As a theoretical
example, this paper will analyse About a Boy (Hornby, 2002), a novel with 83,426 tokens, 5,549 types and
3,602 headwords after being lemmatized with the BNC-based Word Families (Bauer & 1. Nation, 1993),
which was used for an upper-intermediate L2 learners’ university reading class. The techniques have
implications for the understanding of reading, and also aid and explain aspects of vocabulary acquisition
and language pedagogy. The techniques used here are not limited to this particular novel but can be easily
and quickly applied to any text being used for pedagogical purposes.
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