
Ishikura MA TESOL Fall 2011 Conference 

1 
 

Empowering L2 Writers through the Use of Corpus Technology as a Proofreading Resource 
Kaori Ishikura [kishikura@gmail.com] 

SFSU MA TESOL Fall 2011 Conference 
December 2, 2011 

 
Difficulties of L2 writers 
1. Lexical difficulties 

 Considerable number of vocabulary items in a second language 
 Collocation [word combination] – “a puzzle” (Reppen, 2010, p. 8) 
 Preposition usage – some are “fundamentally unteachable” (Ferris, 2009, p. 40) 

 
What causes the difficulties? 

 Lack of intuition about the target language 
 Lack of rich exposure to the target language 
 Direct L1 transfer often times results in a “bad translation” (i.e. Spend a nice day is a 

direct translation from Japanese/Korean. In Japanese, the direct translation of “have” a 
nice day [yoi ichinichi wo motte kudasai] would sound very strange) 

 
Using corpus-informed approach for proofreading 
What is a corpus? 
A corpus a body of language data, both spoken and written, that provides three pieces of 
information: 

Frequency How often (how many times) a word occurs 
– more frequent, more typical/unmarked 

Collocation Statistical tendency of words to co-occur 
Phraseology A tendency of a word to occur in a particular syntactical pattern 

 
Example: Data on decision from an online corpus 
Frequency Decision = 59,033, Decisions = 30,395, Total = 89,428 
Collocation (+ 
frequency) 

Adj + N collocates 
1. Final (774) 
2. Right (658) 
3. Difficult (311) 
4. Conscious (296) 
5. Political (241) 

V + N collocates 
1. Make (3212) 
2. Made (2508) 
3. Making (818) 
4. Was (536) 
5. Is (432) 

N + Prep Collocates 
1. On (1607) 
2. In (1590) 
3. Of (1180) 
4. By (1055) 
5. For (779) 

Phraseology 
 
 
 

 Possessive pronoun + decision + to infinitive 
 A farmer’s decision to move toward… 
 His decision to support… 

 Make + a/the + decision + preposition 
 Make a decision on what is legally… 
 Make a decision until April, 
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Why use corpus? 
 Helps L2 writers to locate appropriate expressions in a specific context 

(Lee, Shin, & Chon, 2009) 
 Has an immediate effect on language problems in Ss’ writing                        (Yoon, 2008) 
 Ss become more independent; Ss gain confidence in L2 writing 

(Yoon, 2008) 
 Mostly Ss have positive attitudes toward corpus use for their writing 

(Yoon & Hirvela, 2004) 
Questions 

1. How do students react to the use of corpus for proofreading? 
2. Does the corpus use have any impact on student final draft? 

 
Over view of classroom application [one day workshop] 
Context 

 11 advanced students in the American Language Institute’s Reading and Writing class 
 Ss worked on their third drafts to improve the quality of their essay in terms of 

collocational accuracy 
 Before the workshop, Ss were asked to mark all the following lexical items in order to 

effectively exploit a corpus in the proofreading process 
 All action verbs 
 All action verb + preposition combinations 
 All nouns (except for pronouns/proper nouns) 
 All adjective + noun combinations 

 45-minute instructions of basic concepts of corpus 
 30-minute instructions of how to use JustTheWord 
 Teacher- and student-led collocation search practice/activity 
 T troubleshoots problems with individual Ss 

 
Which corpus tool? 

 JustTheWord [http://www.just-the-word.com/] 
 
Key findings 
 Questionnaire responses from Ss (N=6) 

 Most (5) expressed positive attitudes toward corpus and corpus use for proofreading 
 All said they were either confident (4) or somewhat confident (2) about their final draft in 

terms of collocation – confidence increased to some extent 
 Many (4) said their increased confidence was as a result of using JustTheWord 
 1 reported JustTheWord was very slow and another said that what to do next when there 

was no results came back was unclear (this could happen when the search term has a 
spelling error or grammar error) 
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 Final draft compared to the third draft (N=6) 
A + N Combinations in the First 858 words in body paragraphs across 6 texts 

Student A + N 
(TYPE) 

Correct 
(TYPE) 

Incorrect 
(TYPE) 

Changed (now all correct) 

A 36 33  3 2 
B 25 18 7 2 
C 47 46 1 0 
D 43 42 1 0 
E 45 40 5 3 
F 59 57 2 0 

Total 255 (100%) 236 (92.5%) 19 (7.5%) 7(2.75%) 
 

Summary of the Findings 
 There is a range in the total number of A + N combination usage across 6 Ss 
 For the most part, Ss use correct combinations 
 7 positive changes were made from the proofreading draft to the final draft 

 i.e. Dependable statistics (original) - Reliable statistics (changed) 
 
Prepositional Verbs in the First 858 words in body paragraphs across 6 texts 

Student PVs 
(TYPE) 

Correct 
(TYPE) 

Incorrect 
(TYPE) 

Changed 

A 5 4 1 0 
B 2 1 1 0 
C 2 2 0 0 
D 7 7 0 0 
E 9 5 4 0 
F 5 2 3 0 

Total 30 (100%) 21 (70%) 9 (30%) 0  
 
Summary of the Findings 

 There is a range in the total number of PV usage across 6 Ss 
 For the most part, Ss use correct combinations – 2 Ss have no incorrect usage of PVs 
 1 S had more incorrect PVs than correct PVs 
 There is no sign of positive change even though they were given the corpus tool 

instructions and opportunity to use JTW for proofreading 
 
Some Questions to Consider 

1. Did they actually use JTW to look up the marked word combinations? 
2. Did they have a sufficient amount of time to effectively make use of JTW? 
3. Did they receive adequate support to effectively make use of JTW? 
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Examples of collocates from Ss’ writing 
Good collocates Bad collocates 

Communicate with Graduate from Lingual passport Interesting recipe 
Positive influence Economic growth Positive process Growing economic 

Revised collocates Positive effective Little languages 
Huge resource (from big resource) Learning technic Continents citizens 
Reliable statistics (from dependable statistics) Imitational pronunciation 
 
Suggested activities and pedagogical support: pre, during, and post 

Pre- During Post 
Review of parts of speech T-led controlled/guided 

practice 
Result sharing (i.e. bad 
combinations, revised 
combinations) 

Model proofreading/marking 
as a whole class 

Student- led problem solving 
activity 

Troubleshoot with unclear 
search 

Have Ss mark specific items Provide adequate support for 
searches  

Give Ss enough time to 
proofread and edit using JTW  

 
Some notes on JTW – pitfalls to remember and expect 
Incorrect spelling – no results Some parts of speech won’t be recognized – no results 

(i.e. growing is recognized only as a verb, not an adjective)  
Server sometimes goes down No distinction is made between a singular and a plural noun 
 
Implications 

 Mastering prepositional usage could be really hard for ESL learners (This might be 
the reason why the Ss didn’t make any changes) 

 Closely supervising and monitoring Ss’ searches is important to investigate why the 
change was not made 

 Providing sufficient time for Ss to effectively make use of a corpus tool is needed as 
well as adequate support and training to get Ss familiarize with the corpus tool 
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