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Teaching Grammar Using Corpus-Based Materials

Introduction
These materials will explore the differences in usage between quantifier words that are very close in meaning.  The focus is on spoken language.  Quantifier pairs to be examined are:

	several/many
	what/which
	such/so much

	a few/a little
	anything/something
	anyone/someone

	a lot/lots
	some/any
	plenty/enough

	every/all
	whatever/whichever
	none/nothing


(Source: http://www.learn4good.com/languages/evrd_grammar/quantifier.htm and 

http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/determiners/determiners.htm)

Target Setting

These materials and exercises are intended for high-intermediate level ESL university students.  The classroom should be equipped with computers (1 per pair of students) with  internet access.  

Rationale 

Traditional rule-based grammar instruction is inadequate to explain the nuances in how these words are used by native speakers.  The corpus allows students to examine actual usage of the words and look for patterns that form a general picture of how they fit into spoken language.
Methodology

The corpus to be used is Corpus of Contemporary American English, by Mark Davies of Brigham Young University (http://www.americancorpus.org/).  Working in pairs, students will learn how to run basic comparison searches, and how to interpret and analyze the search results.  Over the course of the lesson, it is the task of each set of partners to become the “experts” on their word pair, and show the rest of the class how it is used.

Activities

Demonstration Search and Comparison of Collocates 
Search Instructions
1. Select COMPARE WORDS.

2. Under SEARCH STRING, enter the two words to be compared (for the demonstration, we will compare “many” with “several.”

3. Skip CONTEXT for now.  In POS LIST, select noun.ALL.

4. Go back to CONTEXT and you should see [nn*].  Select 0 and 2 from the drop-down number lists.  This will generate a search for two compared words followed by a noun 1 or 2 places after the word.

5. Under SECTIONS, select SPOKEN for the first column, and IGNORE for the second.

6. For SORTING AND LIMITS, select FREQUENCY for both fields.

7. Click SEARCH.

Interpreting Results

	WORD 1 (W1): SEVERAL (0.20)
	WORD 2 (W2): MANY (4.96)

	
	WORD
	W1
	W2
	W1/W2
	SCORE
	
	WORD
	W2
	W1
	W2/W1
	SCORE

	1
	YEARS
	1438
	2961
	0.5
	2.4
	1
	PEOPLE
	8959
	492
	18.2
	3.7

	2
	TIMES
	1115
	2933
	0.4
	1.9
	2
	YEARS
	2961
	1438
	2.1
	0.4

	3
	MONTHS
	809
	291
	2.8
	13.8
	3
	TIMES
	2933
	1115
	2.6
	0.5

	4
	DAYS
	795
	226
	3.5
	17.4
	4
	WAYS
	1826
	67
	27.3
	5.5

	5
	WEEKS
	682
	103
	6.6
	32.8
	5
	THINGS
	1609
	265
	6.1
	1.2

	6
	HUNDRED
	539
	6
	89.8
	445.1
	6
	CASES
	982
	58
	16.9
	3.4

	7
	PEOPLE
	492
	8959
	0.1
	0.3
	7
	AMERICANS
	971
	19
	51.1
	10.3

	8
	HOURS
	374
	257
	1.5
	7.2
	8
	OTHERS
	776
	119
	6.5
	1.3

	9
	THOUSAND
	364
	12
	30.3
	150.3
	9
	WOMEN
	721
	53
	13.6
	2.7

	10
	THINGS
	265
	1609
	0.2
	0.8
	10
	QUESTIONS
	407
	42
	9.7
	2


In this example, W1 is “several” and W2 is “many.”

· The WORD columns display the nouns following W1 and W2.
· The W1 and W2 columns tells you how many times each noun appeared in the corpus modified by W1 or W2.

· The W1/W2 column compares the number of appearances as a ratio.  For example, there are 89.8 times as many instances of the phrase "several hundred" as of "many hundred."  (Mathematically, 539/6=89.8.)
Discussion Questions
· Look at nouns modified by “many” and “several.”  Do they have anything in common?  Are there any significant differences shared by the nouns?

· Are there any nouns that are mainly used with “many” or mainly used with “several?”  Are there any that seem equally likely for both words?

Pair Activity: Search and Comparison of Collocates
Have students pair up, two to a computer, and assign them a word pair to investigate in the same way as the demonstration.  When they are finished, they should present their results to the class. 

Demonstration: Context Analysis
1. Returning to the original search of “many” and several,” look for an example where the collocate can be used with both words, but there is an overwhelming preference for one of them.  For example, “hundred” can be used with both quantifiers, but there are 89.8 times as many appearances of “hundred” with “several” as with “many.” 

	
	WORD
	W1
	W2
	W1/W2
	SCORE
	
	WORD
	W2
	W1
	W2/W1
	SCORE

	6
	HUNDRED
	539
	6
	89.8
	445.1
	6
	CASES
	982
	58
	16.9
	3.4


2. Click the number in the W1 column to view contexts where “hundred” can be used with “several” and read some of the contexts.

3. Do the same for the number in the W2 column.  
Discussion Questions

· Do the contexts where “hundred” is used with “several” have anything in common with each other?  What about the ones where “hundred” is used with “many?”

· Are there any common ways in which the contexts with “several” are different from the ones with “many?”

· Find another example where the collocate can be used with both words, and examine some of their contexts.  Do the similarities and differences you observe have anything in common with the similarities and differences from the first set?  Can you make any generalizations based on these examples?
Pair Activity: Context Analysis

1. Have student partners perform the same task with their assigned word pairs.
2. Ask them to investigate whether they notice any other words or language chunks that frequently appear with one word but not the other one.

3. When they are finished, they should present their results to the class.
Cloze Activity
Put up the Cloze activity transparency for the sample word pair (see Appendix for several/many activity).  Have students guess the missing words, based on the observations they have made.  

Discussion Questions

· Are there any examples where both choices might be possible?

· Can they provide a rationale for their choices beyond what “sounds right?”  Is a rationale always possible?
Notes
On the positive side, basing language materials on corpora can show students the real nitty-gritty of language use.  As a tool for communicative language teaching, it seems perfect.  Real words from real people--it doesn’t get much more communicative than that.  Certainly corpora provide materials designers the opportunity to base their products on more than mere native-speaker intuition—and as English grows as an international language, native-speaker intuition is becoming less important to language learners and teachers alike.

However, as a classroom tool, the corpus itself seems rather limited.  While using a corpus as a learning tool sparks the exciting possibility for students to become linguistic researchers themselves, and ferret out the secrets of real language use--a definite spur to motivation—there is a danger that it could become, ultimately, de-motivating to students, for two reasons.  The first is the random nature of the language samples.  Ironically, the goal of corpus use is to show students language in context, but the random collection of unrelated chunks of language produced by a concordance search is actually de-contextualized.  Concordance lines simply don’t make for engaging reading, no matter how authentic the text.  This can be partially solved by using concordancing software to create customized concordances based on classroom readings, but the results still seem somewhat disorienting. 
Secondly, in using COCA and AntConc, I’ve noticed that the software is often not particularly user-friendly.  A language teacher or linguistic researcher may be willing to put up with clunky, unintuitive interfaces, buggy websites, and inadequately written help files, but a language student will have much less patience.  If corpora are to make their way into classrooms as part of the language learning experience, efforts must be taken to make the software more appealing, in the same way that textbooks are designed to attract students’ attention and motivation.
 Appendix: Cloze Activity
1. __________ people are hesitant to intervene in situations where handicapped people look like they may need help. You know, we' re unsure of whether or not our help will be received.

2. I've seen estimates ranging from __________ hundred billion to even a trillion dollars if we get it all done that we have to pay for.

3. Why do you think there has been so much quiet for so __________ years? And, why do you think it' s less quiet now? 

4. Enjoy every minute of it. Not very __________ people get to do what we get to do.

5. No, honey, I was never in the Miss America Pageant. I hosted it __________ times, but I was kicked out of the America' s Junior Miss Pageant.

6. I can not begin to tell you how __________ times I've tried to explain that.

7. Things have gotten worse in the last __________ months, as we all know, in our economy. Americans are struggling.
8. But this is someone who sees himself as a general leading a fight against the United States and trying to claim responsibility for as __________ things as possible.

9. I mean, we have seen this policy in sort of a slow motion disintegration over the past __________ weeks, and this is doing it.

10. In __________ ways, this is the most important idea in neuroscience in the last decade.
11. It's like the way the world was 50,000 years ago, and I think that there aren't __________ places in the world left like that.

12. Every month for the past 14 years, __________ dozen women have held a prayer service at the Western Wall, but have not been able to publicly read the Torah or pray wearing prayer shawls.

