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Abstract— In recent decades, corpus linguistics has developed rapidly, and corpus data-driven learning has

provided new ideas for English language teaching research and practice. The concept of data-driven

learning highlights the advantages of corpus in assisting language teaching and cultivating students’

autonomous learning ability, research ability, and ability to use modern information technology. China s

college language English teaching is still confined to the traditional teaching model, and corpora are rarely

used for teaching innovation. Starting from the concept of corpus and data-driven learning and the actual

teaching needs, this paper briefly introduces the necessity of implementing this learning concept in college

English language teaching of vocabulary, grammar, translation and writing, in order to promote corpus-

assisted English language learning in college English classrooms and improve the advanced and innovative

nature of Chinese college English language teaching.
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. INTRODUCTION
Corpus linguistics is the use of computer technology to
systematically describe and explore a large amount of real
language or language variants, including its linguistic
features, contextual meaning, pragmatic functions, etc.
With the help of computer retrieval advantages, intuitive
observation interface and huge amount of language
information, corpus linguistics has become one of the main
means of language research and teaching (Chen & He,
2017). Data Driven Learning is a language learning concept
proposed by Tim Johns, which is based on the research
results of the Collins COBUILD research project led by
John Sinclair, the founder of corpus linguistics at the
University of Birmingham in the UK. The core of the
concept is to use information technology and a large amount
of corpus data to allow students to observe and summarize

language usage phenomena (Xu & Zhang, 2019) .
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The concept of data-driven learning highlights the
advantages of corpora in assisting language teaching and
cultivating students’ autonomous learning ability, research
ability and ability to use modern information technology. In
language teaching, there are two main purposes for using
this learning method: first, corpus linguistics emphasizes
that meaning and function exist in context. Therefore, from
the perspective of learning content, through index lines,
students can more intuitively explore and discover the form,
meaning and function of language through context (Lin &
He, 2019) ; second, from the perspective of learning and
teaching methods, this learning method emphasizes student-
centeredness and challenges the traditional foreign
language teaching concept centered on teachers and
textbooks. In other words, data-driven learning requires
teachers not to directly and explicitly convey information

and knowledge to students, but to act as guides and
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collaborators, control the teaching process, and cooperate
with students’ knowledge input and output in a research and
exploration manner. This language learning method is in
line with the student-centered and teacher-led education
policy, which is conducive to training students’ ability to
discover problems and think independently. When the
concept of data-driven learning was first proposed, it was
not widely recognized. However, with the application and
popularization of computer technology and corpus
technology in foreign language teaching, the importance of
data-driven learning has become increasingly apparent
(Talai & Fotovatnia, 2012).

1. CORPUS DATA-DRIVEN LEARNING
CONCEPT AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS

The characteristic of corpus linguistics is to observe
language features from a huge amount of real texts through
frequency, collocation and index lines. Constructivist
learning theory believes that the acquisition of language
knowledge is not a simple process from teachers to students,
but a process of discovery and exploration by students
themselves (Zhou, 2009). Teachers need to build
connections between new and old knowledge, and guide
students to make positive transfers based on existing
knowledge, experience and cognitive structure, so as to
promote the formation of students’ independent exploration
motivation and master new knowledge. The data-driven
learning concept based on corpus has the above
characteristics. First, this learning concept uses real corpus
as language input through corpus index lines. Secondly, the
data-driven learning concept requires learners to be
centered and autonomous learning to be the main focus.
Students should self-manage, self-monitor and self-evaluate
in the learning process. Finally, this is a bottom-up inductive
learning method. Students need to find rules from a large
amount of language data. This process can not only deepen
their understanding of language knowledge, but also train
their ability to explore the essence from the phenomenon
(Sinclair, 2004) .

The lexical grammar theory proposed by Sinclair
(2004) includes five elements: node words, collocation,
colligation, semantic tendency, and semantic prosody,
which are the basic components of corpus linguistics

research. Therefore, the implementation method of data-
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driven learning also corresponds to these five hierarchical
systems. Specifically, it mainly includes the following
methods and steps.

2.1 Searching for node words and observing
concordance

This method mainly involves importing the target
corpus file into the corpus analysis software, searching for
node words, and presenting an index line on the interface.
Students can intuitively observe the frequency of
occurrence and context of the node words through the
search results, and deduce their contextual meaning and
function.

2.2 Analysis of collocation and colligation

The study of collocation is mainly based on the phrase
concept of corpus linguistics, and the co-occurrence
characteristics of language are understood through the
analysis of frequency and contextual meaning. Sinclair
(1991) defined collocation as “the co-occurrence of two or
more words within a short distance in a text”, that is, the
words that co-occur at the same time have contextual
meaning; the collocation concept proposed by Wei (2002)
emphasizes the frequency feature, “a sequence of words that
realize certain non-idiomatic meanings in the text and are
used in a certain grammatical form in a certain way, and the
words that constitute the sequence are mutually expected
and co-occur with a probability greater than chance”, that is,
collocation in the statistical sense. As an important concept
of word collocation in corpus linguistics, colligation refers
to the combination of language between lexical and
grammatical categories, that is, the co-selection relationship
between words and grammar. Corpus linguistics research
uses colligation to describe the grammatical structure at the
horizontal combination level. “Class connection is not an
abstraction parallel to word collocation, but a higher level
of abstraction” (Wei, 2002; Zhen & Li, 2017) . For example,
“turn a blind eye to” reflects the lexical grammatical
structure of “turn + a + ADJ + NOUN + to”, that is, the
colligation. The corpus gives the vocabulary collocation
suitable for the real context according to the frequency,
presenting its contextual meaning. This learning method can
enable students to learn more authentic language
expressions.

2.3 Understanding semantic preference and semantic

prosody
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Sinclair (2004) proposed that a meaning unit is
composed of a main word and a class of words that often
co-occur with this word, and has relatively stable semantic
characteristics, which forms semantic tendency and
semantic prosody. The speaker’s point of view and attitude
can be expressed through semantic rhyme. Therefore,
recognizing and learning semantic tendency and semantic
prosody can help us master accurate and appropriate
language forms for communication while avoiding making
up collocations according to grammatical rules (Gao & Wei,
2020).

The above series of operations based on data-driven
learning allow students to see a large number of real
language samples while being immersed in the situation.
Classroom teaching and language learning planned in this
way reflect the information and high-tech nature of modern
education. In theory, it will improve students’ ability to
explore, summarize and learn independently. However,
applying them to the practice of foreign language teaching
has both gains and difficulties.

. CORPUS DATA-DRIVEN LEANING AND
ENGLISH VOCABULARY TEACHING

Since the concept of corpus was created in the 1960s,
linguists have been exploring the use of electronic corpora
to analyze language and gradually applying them to
classroom teaching. Johns (1991) coined the term data-
driven learning (DDL), and advocated corpus-based
inductive “data-driven learning”, which can help teachers
guide students to use the index line function in the corpus to
conduct independent research, thereby enriching students’
vocabulary. By searching for synonyms of keywords that
students use a lot, teachers can present vocabulary in the
same semantic field to help students master the diversity of
the vocabulary based on specific contexts. In addition,
teachers use corpus-based data-driven learning methods to
compare the definitions and collocations of easily confused
vocabulary, deepen students’ understanding of the meaning
and usage of the vocabulary in multiple contexts, and thus
help them distinguish and understand the meaning of words.

Later, many scholars use corpora to analyze
vocabulary association and collocation, and explore their
application in vocabulary teaching (Cobb, 1997; McEnery
& Wilson, 1997; Nesselhauf, 2006; Barfield & Gyllstad,
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2009). Cobb (1997) explores whether corpus-based
classroom vocabulary teaching can produce obvious
learning effects. This study first proposed the vocabulary
learning hypothesis, which is to use corpus vocabulary
indexes to learn vocabulary usage presented in different
contexts. Studies have shown that when learners use
vocabulary indexes, they will improve the accuracy of their
vocabulary usage, which verifies that applying corpora to
vocabulary teaching will produce positive learning effects.
Nesselhauf (2006 ) mainly studies the vocabulary
collocation in the English corpus of second language
learners, explores the mistakes that learners are prone to
make when using vocabulary collocation, and analyzes
which factors affect the mastery of vocabulary collocation
and ultimately affect language learning. In addition, related
studies use corpora to strengthen vocabulary learning,
explore the learning strategies and effects of vocabulary
collocation and association, and provide practical
suggestions based on this (Chen, 2013; Ground, 2019;
Ghalebie et al., 2020). Reka & Eniko (2022) focused on the
application of specific-purpose corpora in the research of
English major vocabulary teaching. The study found that
specific-purpose corpora can provide vocabulary learning
support for learners and teachers.

Research shows that Chinese English learners have far
more misused parts of speech than foreign learners, both in
terms of the total number of misused parts of speech and the
types of misused parts of speech involved. In college
English language classes, how to help students explore and
summarize language usage rules from real language data is
amajor challenge faced by Chinese college English teachers
in their teaching. Traditional auxiliary English vocabulary
teaching tools, such as textbooks, dictionaries, reference
books, and English teachers’ sense of language are all
lacking in helping students fully understand and correctly
apply English vocabulary. The examples in textbooks and
dictionaries are relatively limited, so they can only provide
limited meanings, usages, and grammatical collocations of
target vocabulary. The comprehensiveness of the corpus
with its huge amount of data and the convenience of using
technology can help solve this problem.

The collocation function in the corpus is usually
displayed in the form of spans. The target vocabulary is used

as a node word (or central word), and the number of words
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around the central word is set. The sum of the number of
words on the left and right is the span. The words that appear
at each position in the span belong to the collocation words
of the target vocabulary. By observing the frequency of the
target vocabulary and these collocation words, we can grasp
the collocation rules, collocation patterns or habitual
collocation usage of the target vocabulary, so as to
understand the semantic characteristics (i.e. semantic
prosody) or semantic tendency of the vocabulary. The
submodule “collocation” in the multilingual database
comprehensive platform can realize this function and can be
directly applied to the collocation teaching of college
English classroom.

Taking the central word “rule” as an example, in the
British National Corpus (hereinafter referred to as BNC),
the language is selected as English, the number of words in
the left and right intervals of “rule” is set to 5, that is, the
span is 10, and punctuation is enabled as stop words to
reduce interference with the results. According to the query
results, the maximum frequency value of the words in each
span position is sorted out, and the following results are
obtained: the central word “rule” appears 336 times in the
platform database, and the top three collocations with it are
right 1 “of” (305 times), right 2 “law” (288 times), left 1
“the” (223 times). From this observation, it can be identified
that “rule of law” is a fixed collocation usage, meaning “%
il (fi zhi )”. Teachers can also show students specific
examples of this collocation and its usage in different
contexts through the KWIC (Key Word in Context) or index
line function. In addition, the system can automatically
generate cloud maps for vocabulary collocation, presenting
the vocabulary collocation to users in a visual form. The
closer the vocabulary is to the central word, the closer the
relationship between the vocabulary and the central word is,
and the higher the frequency of collocation in specific
applications.

The above discussion shows that when teachers apply
real examples in the database in college English language
classes, it not only provides a scientific basis for teachers’
teaching, but also allows students to learn more authentic
and customary expressions based on examples and context,

ultimately improving teaching and learning efficiency.
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(AVA CORPUS DATA-DRIVEN LEARNING AND

ENGLISH GRAMMAR TEACHING
When people learn a second language, they can
significantly improve the effect of language learning by
mastering certain grammatical rules. Therefore, grammar
teaching is very important in English language teaching.
According to relevant surveys and studies, although most
Chinese college students have a certain concept of English
grammar, less than one-fifth of students have a clear
concept of English grammar, and some students even have
no concept of grammar at all. In the process of learning a
language, they rely entirely on their sense of language or
reading Chinese translations. At the same time, the main
purpose of most students learning English grammar is to
take exams, and only about one-fifth of students learn
grammar to improve their English literacy. At present, most
students say that they have great difficulties in learning
grammar, but they all want to improve their grammar level.
The main way for students to improve their grammar level
is still to rely on teachers’ teaching and reading grammar
books, or a large number of grammar exercises. The
learning effect of this kind is often not good. Students’
grammar learning is prone to fall into the misunderstanding
of taking exams, and it is difficult to achieve positive
transfer for the use of language in real scenarios. Therefore,
in order to improve the effect of English grammar teaching,
improve the accuracy of language learning, and realize the
combination of language form, meaning and pragmatics, it
is necessary to introduce corpus into English grammar
teaching.

When teaching sentence patterns, Chinese college
English language teachers are accustomed to conducting a
large number of sentence pattern conversion exercises of
affirmative sentences, negative sentences and interrogative
sentences in the teaching process to strengthen students’
proficiency in a certain sentence pattern. For example, when
students learn the there be sentence pattern, they will do a
lot of negative sentences there be not exercises according to
the teacher’s requirements. However, after searching
various types of existential sentences (there be sentence
patterns) on BNC, it was found that among the 186,030
examples of existential sentences (there be sentence
patterns) retrieved, negative sentences only accounted for

about 1.1% of the total. It can be seen that native English
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speakers generally use the there be structure in affirmative
sentences and interrogative sentences in actual applications,
and rarely use its negative form. In addition, the frequency
of there be sentence patterns in academic English is
extremely low. Language teaching separated from the
corpus is inevitably lacking in accuracy and may mislead
students to a certain extent. Kennedy (2000) believes that
the frequency of a language phenomenon in the corpus
should be the only criterion that can affect language
teaching. In addition, according to the description of
traditional English grammar, some is used in affirmative
sentences, and any is used in negative sentences or
interrogative  sentences. Tognini-Bonelli used the
Birmingham English Corpus to search and count, and
extracted 35 of the 21,636 index lines of any, and found that
a total of 19 any were used in negative and interrogative
sentences, and the remaining 16 any were used in
affirmative sentences, accounting for 46% of the total
(Tognini-Bonelli, 2001: 15-17) . It can be seen that the
description of the use of any in traditional grammar is not
accurate or complete. The use of any in affirmative
sentences is an objective grammatical phenomenon, and
English learners can use it boldly without hesitation because
of concerns about the grammatical rules taught by teachers
in class.

It can be seen that compared with traditional grammar
teaching, corpus-based grammar research observes the
language actually used by native English speakers in
different registers, and the units of description are
grammatical meaning units including vocabulary and
structure, which provides a more accurate and intuitive

basis for language learners.

V. CORPUS DATA-DRIVEN LEARNING AND
TRANSLATION TEACHING

With the popularization of machine translation, the
statistical suggestions provided by corpora have begun to be
valued. Parallel corpora used in translation can provide
detailed language examples for translation teaching and
improve the accuracy of translation (Liu & Li, 2020). Mona
Baker (1995) was the first to combine corpora with
translation teaching. Subsequently, foreign scholars such as
Olohan (2004) and Gallego-Hernandez (2016) discussed

the index line resources, co-existing examples and their
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significance provided by corpora. Chinese scholars have
also put forward improvement suggestions from the aspects
of translation teaching design and teacher-student
interaction mode, and have given an implementation plan
for corpus-assisted translation teaching ( Xiao, 2005; Qin &
Wang, 2007 ). As a scientific and technological product in
the era of information intelligence, corpus translation
technology is an efficient translation tool that helps improve
translation efficiency and empower cross-cultural
communication. There is a broad space for exploring the
integration of corpus translation technology into translation
teaching. In the process of translation classroom teaching,
by introducing professional field corpora, students can
better master the correct expression of professional terms
and effectively improve their professional translation ability
and cross-cultural communication ability.

In traditional translation teaching, it is difficult for
students to fully understand the original text, especially the
original text with very new content, only relying on
textbooks, dictionaries or translators’ intuition. The
powerful search function of monolingual corpora provides
a good solution to this problem.

After being elected as the mayor of Boston, Chinese
American Wu Mi said in her speech: We’re ready to be a
Boston where all can afford to stay and to thrive. And yes,
Boston is ready to become a Green New Deal city.

Many students can not understand Green New Deal in
the above example. Through Baidu Encyclopedia, we can
find that its corresponding Chinese expression is “Z¢ 57
B (1i1 sé xTn zhéng )”, but the original English background
information of the system is difficult to obtain, and students
still have a vague understanding of the connotation of this
concept. If we use the search function of the corpus, this
problem will be solved. Take the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (hereinafter referred to as COCA) as an
example. Enter Green New Deal in the search box on the
homepage of the corpus, and soon get 246 search results
arranged in reverse chronological order (2019-2008). The
relevant materials come from speeches, blogs, magazines,
news, etc. The first three search results appeared in 2008,
two of which came from The Washington Post and the other
from the Christian Science Monitor (CS Monitor). The
former is the most influential daily newspaper in the United

States, and the latter is an internationally renowned news
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organization. After these two media reported information
related to the Green New Deal, other magazines, blogs, and
speeches also appeared with related content. Using the
context function of COCA, translators can click on each
search result as needed to view the complete relevant news
reports and obtain the original English information about
the Green New Deal to have a more comprehensive
understanding of this concept. Taking the 246th collection
result with the earliest publication time as an example, the
context function of COCA shows that the concept of Green
New Deal was first published in the article “World wants
green action, despite costs” on page 25 of the Christian
Science Monitor on November 20, 2008. The article
focused on the importance of energy conservation and
renewable energy to revitalizing the economy and
emphasized the inevitable connection between green
development and national sustainable development.
Obviously, using corpora in translation classes allows
students to directly contact and understand the real language
background presented in the corpus, which helps students
truly understand the original text, rather than mechanically
converting the text into two languages according to the

literal meaning of the text.

VI. CORPUS DARA-DRIVEN LEARNING AND
ENGLISH WRITING TEACHING

There are a large number of empirical studies on the
application of data-driven learning methods to improve the
writing ability of second language learners abroad. The
research is relatively in-depth, the specific content of the
research is more detailed, and there are relatively more
quantitative analyses of experimental results. Vyatkina
(2016) studied the effect of data-driven learning of
collocation on the expressiveness, proficiency and
perception of second language learners’ writing, combined
a variety of outcome measurement methods, and measured
delayed learning outcomes. Walker (2017) proved through
empirical research that students’ direct exposure to the
corpus MICUSP (Michigan Corpus of Upper-Level Student
Papers) can help reduce errors in the use of English
conjunctions. Mao et al. (2018) let students directly contact
corpora such as BNC, COCA and English-Chinese Parallel
Corpus in writing classes to examine the validity of data-

driven learning methods in college English writing classes,
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and used questionnaires to understand students’ attitudes
towards this new learning method. Li (2017) explored the
impact of direct use of corpora on learners’ collocation
ability in academic writing. In recent years, although there
have been some studies on the application of data-driven
learning methods in English writing teaching in China, the
overall number is small and the influence is relatively small.

Many Chinese universities still use traditional methods
to teach writing, such as lecturing on theories, analyzing
model essays, centralized review, and teacher face-to-face
review. In such traditional writing teaching, the interaction
between teachers and students is not smooth, the student
participation is not high, the classroom atmosphere is not
good, and it is difficult to stimulate students’ interest in
writing. The introduction of corpus can greatly improve the
effect of writing teaching. In the corpus, learners can
retrieve specific words, phrases, sentences and other real
language examples to understand their language rules and
expression patterns, and enhance language acquisition. The
corpus breaks the rigid pattern of traditional writing
teaching, and encourages students to find language
examples in the corpus, verify their language expression
methods, and drive students to write independently.

In English writing, students can learn, draw lessons
from and apply verbal expressions with the help of corpora.
For example, for the sentence “As time went by, my
confidence increased slowly”, when we cannot confirm
whether the expression is authentic, we implant it into the
COCA free English corpus for verification. Enter “my
confidence increased” in the result query area and the result
is “zero”. This means that there is no similar verbal
expression example in the entire corpus, that is, the
expression is unacceptable. We can enter different words or
phrases in the query area, click on the index bar information
respectively, and the related examples will be displayed.
Different example results can help us correct the above
hypothetical statement: “As time went by, my confidence
grew slowly”.

In short, using corpus to teach English writing is a
relatively novel and effective teaching method. This model
can solve some of the problems that plague English writing
teaching to a certain extent. For teachers, using corpus to
teach writing can well make up for the defects in language

textbooks and achieve flexible use of language; for students,
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corpus writing can improve writing enthusiasm, and
through self-searching, they can also better master the use

of target vocabulary.

VII. CONCLUSION

In summary, scholars and educators in China and
abroad have conducted in-depth and extensive explorations
on the concept and practice of data-driven learning, and on
this basis have drawn similar conclusions and teaching
inspirations. For example, by comparing the differences in
language use between students and native speakers,
searching for high-frequency collocations, and helping
teachers and students master authentic word collocation
behaviors; at the same time, in vocabulary teaching, we
should not ignore the contextual meaning of vocabulary due
to excessive attention to the size of students’ vocabulary, but
actively use the corpus to search for conventional word
blocks, and learn to memorize words efficiently in context .
The reasonable use of data-driven learning methods can
fully mobilize students’ enthusiasm, give full play to their
initiative, give students enough space for thinking and
expression, cultivate divergent thinking, improve students’
ability to use their hands and brains, and achieve the
established teaching goals.

In language teaching, any method must overcome
some obstacles when applied in practice, and data-driven
learning is no exception. Many teaching research practices
have found that the acceptance of corpus technology by
students at different stages will affect its role in the learning
process. The higher the language ability and level of
students, the better the mastery of data-driven learning
methods, while learners with lower language levels do not
accept this method well. In response to this problem,
Sinclair (2003) suggested bringing texts retrieved and
screened from the corpus to the classroom for discussion
with students, and gradually operating them in person, so
that students can more easily master data-driven learning
methods, become familiar with the principles and functions
of corpora, and accelerate their learning progress. Therefore,
in the classroom of data-driven learning, teachers should not
only have basic knowledge of corpus linguistics theory and
the use of corpus tools, but also guide students to reasonably
arrange the use of corpora for independent exploration when

using data-driven learning teaching methods, and explain
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the functional rationales behind different language
examples in a simple and easy-to-understand way, so that
students can be familiar with this learning method, improve
their interest in learning and their ability to use language
comprehensively. This is undoubtedly a challenge for the
teachers' prior knowledge reserves, lesson preparation, and
classroom control and coordination abilities.

Driven by science and technology, corpus linguistics
research has been developing rapidly, and foreign language
teaching research and practice based on corpus linguistics
have also been widely valued and applied. In the era of rapid
development of information technology, data-driven
learning methods are expected to become mainstream. For
students, the use of corpus tools can solve many uncertain
vocabulary usage, sentence expression and other problems.
For teachers, the teaching model based on data-driven
learning helps to achieve advanced, innovative and
challenging teaching goals. It should be pointed out that
although data-driven learning is a teaching method
advocated by many experts and scholars, it is still in the
exploration and trial stage. It still requires teachers and
students to boldly try, make full use of all corpus resources,
and conduct in-depth data-driven learning and teaching

research to broaden the road for English language teaching.
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