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Much learning research has been done
• And replicated

Many good corpus tools based on it are available
• And online or free to download

How often/systematically are these be brought together 
for the benefit of learners?

• IE, as courses? Curricula?
What would doing so look like? SOME CONCRETE IDEAS→

Premise and RQ



Definitions, context, rationale

Corpus 
• Representative collection of texts

• Ex Brown Corpus (1960s)

• 1 million words

• 500 textes on 15 topics of 2000 words each

• BNC (1980s)

• 100 million words

• >4000 texts on 100 topics of 25,000 words (approx.)

• COCA, Subtlex, TenTen …

3



Corpus – read and interpreted how ?
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Definitions…
“Data driven learning” or “corpus based learning”
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Main idea of DDL

Language learning happens through input, 

BUT
• Language input reveals its patterns slowly 

• Too slowly to be effective in most L2 learning

• Input, however, can be treated by computer programs to expose 
patterns more quickly 
• more clearly 

• To create more transparent, ‘learnable’ input
• Patterns exposed  through data ‘agglomeration’ 

• As compared to rules or explanation
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DDL (Data driven learning) 
is well established as a set of learning tools

• Concordances, frequency lists, learner-as-linguist, discovery 
learning, pattern extraction, exemplar-based not rule-based 
learning, etc.
• But does it work?

• Boulton & Cobb (2017) meta-analysis of DDL
• Effect size of 1.5 cf ‘traditional’ learning method

• Meaning scores 1.5 standard deviations higher

• Many ESL courses now employ these tools piecemeal
• But can they be integrated systematically? 

• At the point of course conception?
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Learning from corpora (=DDL) 
Apprendre à travers l'utilisation des corpus / Apprentissage faisant appel aux corpus

• Récemment montré efficace de façon concluante (2017)
Comparé à une gamme d'autres 
moyens d'apprendre…
 Le vocabulaire
 Les locutions
 Le syntaxe
 La grammaire
 La culture

… DDL ‘GAGNE’ par la taille de l'effet de 
1,5 écarts-types (effect size of 1.5) pour 
les études pré-post
 
Ex. Control Group Mean   65, SD 15
      DDL Group Mean         80, SD 15 
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Example of a DDL learning activity?
Constructing word meanings from raw data vs pre-constructed 
knowledge

vs.→
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Qu'est-ce qu'une activité d'apprentissage 
basée sur un corpus?

Exemple 2 – sensibilisation à la culture

Tâche
• Do concordances for ‘woman’ with collocation ‘man’ on either side in English, French, 

and Spanish corpora
• Woman - man
• Femme – homme
• Mujer – hombre

Then in a one-page report:

• Is the sequence always man first then woman second across these three languages? 

• In which language is there most variation in the sequence?

• Is the common sequence formulaic or indicate a belief in the superiority of one 
gender? 
• Or with one gender acting and the other being acted upon? 10
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Why should this learning method be effective ?
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But learning with corpora is not the topic of 
today’s lesson

Rather teaching with corpora

Or, the design of courses conceived as 
corpora
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And for this we need some DDL research tools

• Frequency lists based on both standard and course corpora
• Frequency-list based tests
• Frequency-list based text profiler 

• Lexical frequency profiler (LFP, Laufer & Nation)

• Some empirical findings to guide tool development
• E.g. that reading comprehension depends on 95% know-word 

coverage
• Laufer (1989 … 2020)
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The standard French corpus used on Lextutor

Corpus                                                            List
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• a

Lemmatized 
and sorted by 
LEMMA 
frequency 
(not 
individual 
word freq.)

Aller     10,000
      vais    3,000
      vas        750
      allé        500
      etc.
 TOTAL  14,250
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… and divided into groups of 1,000 lemmas
1k                     2k                 3k                    4k                  5k    etc … →25k
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Such that every word has its ‘serial number’
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Reflecting the order 
they are typically 
found in the 
environment 

+ the importance of 
their being learned

(depending on the 
corpus used, 
obviously)



So, with corpus and numbered word-lists in hand…
What can we do with this?

• Mainly, we have the means of providing learners with 
systematic vocabulary development

• Starting with systematic tests of vocabulary level in any 
language
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With these lists and some tools anyone can 
make reliable level-based tests
• ONE

Format Oui-Non
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[2]
Or something 
more standard, 
similar to Nation’s
VST

• Exemple
(Le “TTV”, RCLV, 2016) 
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Typical findings from either test are that ~

• Intermediate learners know ≈ 1,000-1,500 lemmas in their L2

• High school graduates know ≈  2,000-3,000 lemmas 

•But is this good or bad? 
• Sufficient or insufficient?

• To do what?
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To answer this, we also need a similar test for 
texts

On the same metric as the tests for learners

• A.k.a. a text profile
• How many words at each k-level does this text contain?

• ‘Know’ replaced by ‘contain’
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Text profiling by frequency 
level

• Also known as
LFP and Vocabprofil(e) – “VP”

• For example, this text (893 
words) from a Montreal news 
story
•  – “L’abandon scolaire”
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Colour-coded k-levels

→


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Compare previous profile to this one ~

• Hier Daisy s'était levée tôt ce 
matin de printemps. Elle 
travaillait sur une affaire dans la 
ville voisine. Elle arriva à son 
bureau à huit heures avec à la 
main un sac en papier contenant 
des petits pains. Elle mourrait 
d'envie d'une tasse de café.

30

Note – Demo only; short texts = unreliable VP



Profiles are somewhat different ! ………..→

But without these 
instruments, would 
we have noticed how much?

Daisy le matin               L’abandon scolaire
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To read Daisy with 95% word knowledge, 2000 
word families should be know

To read Abandon Scolaire with 95% word 
knowledge, 3000 word families should be know

 



These tests and measures let us compare/contrast 
profiles of learners & profiles of texts

And determine the quality of the match

• Empirical research has shown 
• Ss need to know 95% of the words on a page to read with basic 

comprehension

• > 95% of words known = fluent reading for comprehension

• 85-95% = intensive reading
• Many look-ups, comprehension gaps, unresolved passages

• < 85% = unuseful experience 
• (zone where much of school reading lies, in L1 but especially L2)
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With these tools we can begin Data-Driven 
Course/Curriculum design (DDCD)

Start with the raw materials of a course
• E.g., A “reading course” with a set of texts drawn as “interesting” 

from Internet news

Step 1 – get all course materials into digital form as a 
corpus

• In two formats:
1. Separate chapters, texts or units (ideally ‘zipped’)
2. One large single file

• What will this enable us to do? 
33



What would course-as-corpus let us do?

Find out
1. Whether our course level is anywhere near our 

learners’ level
2. If not, what would bring it nearer?

1. Learners up, texts down?
3. What if anything can legitimately be tested from 

this course?

* Level in this case refers to lexis but could be other aspects
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Here is the course-corpus described in one course I re-designed

ESL Adult Reading, 14 units,
•  >7000 words, 
• in-house course, 
• intermediate adults
• high stakes

 → Simple ‘flat’ corpus
• 2 formats

• Separate files
• A combined file
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Now a new course
For FL2 learners in Sweden
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Le Petit Nicolas
(Sempé and Goscinny, c. 1959)

- 18 children’s stories
- Similar lengths 
- No passé simple/historique
- 28,000 words (≈ 1500 per story)

= a plausible French reading course for 
   9-year-olds



Petit Nicolas (tout) - lexical frequency profile
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Result
95% lexical coverage is 
reached only when 
4,000 lemmas are 
known

Knowing 1,000=86.3%
coverage

Knowing 2,000=91.5% 
coverage

How many French words 
do Swedish 9-yr-old 
learners know? Probably 
< 1,000



So these texts probably correspond to 
learners’ interests but…
• Will be challenging for some/most of them

• (This could only be established through testing)

• So here is a prima facie test case for Data-Driven Course Deign

• How can DDL help make this text accessible?
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Simplest, DDL can just give us the specific 2k-
3k words to teach
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• Whether Pre-Teach or emphasize and invite 
discussion when encountered

• Teacher would choose based on frequency, 
cognate-ness

• For the whole book or specific story/stories
• (Next slide is for whole book)
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A way to find the most important words Ss must 
know across a set of texts is with the DDL tool 
RANGE
• Gives the frequency of each word or lemma in a set of texts

• Plus the number of texts each features in

• Can boil the lexis down to the frequent PLUS recurring items
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These are the key words across these 
stories – 

List can be expanded or shortened 
by changing the parameters



Once the key words’ identities are known…
• Flash Cards are back in style with shiny new credentials
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Personally I would have Ss go through lists and check out all the 
words at the next level that they don’t already know
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More student-centered is to set up a Group Lex 
database & Ss choose their own words to work on

• And share with others
• Including by mobile phone

• Leading to a complete lexicon of the whole book with quizzes
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xxx 

• 0
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 Practice
      
      In-Class  



MORE PRINCIPLED HOWEVER – is to use DDL tools 
to sequence the 18 stories from basic to more 
complex vocab

• To facilitate the conditions whereby learning by 
inference can take place
• IE, > 90% knowledge of words in the context 

• Or as many as possible 
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These texts…

• Written for NS French kids, these are unlikely to be sequenced at all

• To get a sequence, we return to VP

• And analyse the texts individually, recording each of the 18 profiles

• Then with Excel we sort by the percentage of 1k items
• Should give us a sequence of texts from most-basic to least-basic lexis

• At least, this is what happened in English

• Same in French?
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So 18 profiles assembled
   ready for sorting by Column ‘C’
  - Order texts by the proportion of 1k
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Giving us this…
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Hmm, this is less useful than expected
    1k-Range is only 6 percentage points over 18 stories – is it worth the trouble? 
          Or do we need to know something about French to make this work



This is where some facts abut French lexical 
distributions is useful
• Fact: Cobb and Horst (2004)

• But why? Because of the greater number of non-optional function words?

• Example 
• “Nicolas brought a ball” (1 function word, a)

• “Nicolas a aporté un ballon” (2 function words, a and un)

• So maybe try some other Excel sorts that group the texts differently?
• Say, by the k-levels at which 95% coverage is achieved?
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So sort by Columns I, then L, then O…
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Voilà – a good first guess at a set of four distinct 
lexical levels across these 18 stories
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This would need empirical evaluation
Ongoing study design:

• Group A reads the stories in published sequence

• Group B reads the stories in the DDL-revised sequence

→ Are there differences in rate, comprehension, 
enjoyment, lexical development, grammar 
development?
→ Is there impact on writing (sentence length, 
accuracy, VP?)
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Perhaps the point is made

DDL has a lot to offer in the design of this course
Beyond just ‘choosing a good book the learners will like’

• But there are several further piecemeal ways DDL can operate in this 
course
• Corpus searches of the stories by teacher to explore and teach features of the stories

• Is a particular word recurring or one-off?

• Control of examination lexis
• (Do questions and rubrics about the stories match the language of the stories?)

• If a corpus of teacher-talk is available, are teachers reinforcing the language of the 
texts in the language of the classroom?
• Is there reinforcement and recycling of new words?
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Par contre ~
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T can go as deep as the Ss’ needs, e.g. collocation
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E.g., syntax
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Plus two uses for Lextutor’s Text_Lex_Compare

    Text-lexis comparison
• Program determines the words/lemmas shared between two texts vs. 

unique to one text
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1. If you can get a corpus of teacher 
talk for this course…

•Use Text_Lex_Compare to check how much lexis 
of texts is getting recycled in the classroom

•And if little is recycled, then include re-use/re-
cycle practice in TT (teacher training) programs
• Low transfer is typical →
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2. And finally EXAMS
To write fair examination texts/questions
• Use Text_Lex_Compare to assure that 95% of the words on the test 

were even seen in the course
• Ideally > x times

• Re-write test-texts until this is the case
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+ Let VP identify words to gloss in an exam

EXAM QUESTION
Text text text. Text text text
Text text text. Text text text 
undermine* text text text 
text…

* Undermine – try to secretly  
weaken someone’s plan or 
strategy

Or 2% left to inference if 
that was part of the course
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And teacher training?

• Teach use of DDCD tools?

• T-Training AT LEAST should 
include more needs analysis

• But, even more, 
AWARENESS
 RAISING in word 
  frequency
• Learners feel frequency 

effects, 
NSs do not
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So we have seen some pieces of research-
supported DDL – that can be put together usefully

LEXTUTOR ROUTINES INVOLVED 

• TESTS

• VP / VP-Cloze

• RANGE

• TL_COMPARE

• GROUP LEX
All @ www.lextutor.ca/ xxx

Many of these ideas are validated

• Boulton & Cobb (2017) 
– DDL for learning

• Cobb Horst & Nicolae (2005) 
- Group Lex

• Laufer & Ravenhorst (2010) 
– the 95% and 98% cut-offs

• Cobb (2020) ‘Corpus for courses’ 
- A published earlier version of this 
presentation

 QUESTIONS? COMMENTS? 
              MORE LIVE DEMOS? 72

http://www.lextutor.ca/
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Further reading on 
this topic

Earlier version:
2021 conference paper 
at Swiss Conference of 
Applied Linguistics

Download at 
Lextutor.ca/cv/
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