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Background

The advent of computer-supported word storage and searching techniques has changed
the way we write, edit, translate, and teach. This discussion is an overview of uses for
today’s corpora, which are carefully-selected collections of machine-readable texts in
multiple genres, and concordancing, which is a technique for working with corpora that
has benefits for classroom instruction in language and literature.

For linguistic purposes, David Crystal states that corpora are “representative sample[s]

of language, compiled for the purpose of linguistic analysis” (410). They are used to i
observe patterns of language features such as conversation characteristics, ideologies :
through word association, and registers of spoken language versus academic writing
(Conrad 77). Corpora allow lexicographers to read examples of language usage in
different contexts quickly and easily. Modern-day lexicographers emphasize their
importance: “This means not only that dictionaries can be produced and revised more
quickly than before—thus providing more up-to-date information about the language —
but also that definitions can (hopefully) be more complete and precise, since a larger
sample of natural examples is being examined” (McEnery and Wilson 106-07). In
addition to lexicographical purposes, corpora support investigations of idioms and
phrases, themes and motifs, writing errors and discourse topics, cases of disputed
authorship, and comparisons of an author’s work across different stages or periods,
which aid in a variety of scholarly examinations.

Developing a corpus is more than the simple act of collecting text. The British linguists

Tony McEnery and Andrew Wilson have divided issues surrounding corpus

development into four categories: sampling and representativeness, finite size,

machine-readable form, and a standard reference (29). Sampling and representativeness

refers to building a corpus from a variety of languages, text genres, or authors in order {
to have a sample which presents a broad range of language categories. Finite size means

that a corpus has specific limits: for example, it may include recent texts to be studied

for new words or for changes in the meaning of words. The machine-readable form of a

corpus allows one to search the corpus instantly and easily, using concordancing or






