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Introduction

Academic vocabulary has been a major area of study in
corpus-based research. Recently developed web-based
tools and software have eased the process of compiling and
generating word frequency lists (e.g., Academic Word List
by Coxhead (2000), Science Word List by Coxhead and
Hirsh (2007), and others). In addition, studies on disci-
pline-specific vocabulary have shed light on how language
works across different disciplines, providing teachers and
learners in EAP contexts with further insights into various
aspects of academic language such as words taking on spe-
cific meanings in a particular discipline different than their
everyday use (Coxhead, 2010). However, teachers in EAP
settings might need more support or guidance in teach-
ing the vocabulary and grammar of academic language.
Therefore, it becomes instrumental to take a fine-grained,
research-practice oriented approach in developing a mate-
rials-based agenda for the teaching of EAP at tertiary level.

Which corpus tools should be used for
teaching academic vocabulary?

Written academic language has long been the focus of cor-
pus-based research in an attempt to improve teaching and
learning practices in EAP contexts. To achieve that end, a
number of corpora that focus on academic written English
have been developed to fulfill the needs of L2 writers study-
ing in different disciplines in academic settings.

The Academic Word List (AWL), developed by Coxhead
and Byrd (2007), consists of around 3.5 million words, and
includes texts from a wide variety of disciplines such as
commerce, science, law, and arts. It has long been used
by researchers, materials developers, EAP teachers and

students since it includes core academic vocabulary. Not-
withstanding its widespread use, some researchers suggest
that AWL may not be as general as it is assumed to be since
frequency and usage patterns show variation across disci-
plines (Hyland, 2007).

With 6.5 million words of proficient student writing,
The British Academic Written English (BAWE) (Nesi et
al., 2005) covers four disciplinary areas including social
sciences, life sciences, arts and humanities, and physical
sciences. Although teachers may not have direct access to
data for the purposes of materials development, Nesi et al.
(2018) have recently addressed this concern by introducing
a new resource: BAWE Quicklinks: links for EAP teachers.
The website includes concordances retrieved from BAWE
and makes it possible for teachers to give feedback by cre-
ating hyperlinks that could be pasted into student papers.
These concordance lines in the form of “quicklinks” are
aimed at providing EAP students with more felicitous uses
of language while at the same time allowing them direct
access to data. Imagine, for example, that a student writes
Skiba (2016) describes that... Clearly, ‘describes’ is awk-
ward in this context. With BAWE quicklinks, a teacher can
provide this reusable link: https://ske.li/pointsout_that
which includes the following examples of concordances
indicating the words that could be used instead of the word
“describe” (see Figure 1).

How can corpora be used in developing
EAP materials for teaching vocabulary?

There exist a number of web-based tools used in analyz-
ing language features in teaching EAP vocabulary. One
of them is the AWL Highlighter (Haywood, 2007), which

WAESOL Educator | Vol 47Issue 1 | Winter 2022 |8


https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist
https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/lals/about/staff/publications/Sci_EAP_sub_lists_Coxhead_and_Hirsh.pdf
https://www.tesol.org/read-and-publish/bookstore/using-corpora
https://bawequicklinks.coventry.domains/
https://ske.li/pointsout_that
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/alzsh3/acvocab/awlhighlighter.htm

Figure 1: British American Written English Corpus search; (Nesi et al., 2005)

is a computer-based tool that enables users to highlight
academic vocabulary in a text. Teachers can cut and paste
the texts of their choice and create exercises for their stu-
dents either as a simple gap fill, a headword gap fill, or a
word family gap fill, all of which help learners focus on
the target words in a contextualized form.

The Compleat Lexical Tutor (Cobb, 2007), another web-
based tool for language teachers and learners, offers a
wide variety of tools that could be used in the process
of vocabulary development. The website itself includes
short texts that teachers can use for developing analysis
tasks; alternatively, they can input their own texts and
use the concordancing tool available on the website for
analysis. The website also includes a section for academic
vocabulary lists developed by different researchers in the
field, including the Academic Word List (AWL) (Coxhead,
2000), General Service List (West, 1953), and the Univer-
sity Word List (UWL) (Nation and Xue, 1984). Among
these numerous tools offered by the website is the Con-
cord Writer which allows users to insert their writing sam-
ples and evaluate the accuracy of their vocabulary usage.
This could be particularly useful for teachers to encourage
learners to experiment with their own writing and engage
in independent analysis tasks (Coxhead and Byrd, 2007).

The same tools can be employed by EAP teachers in the
process of developing materials or designing in-class ac-
tivities for teaching academic vocabulary. Some of these
activities, for example, can include concordance-based
analysis tasks along with some guiding questions that
would help learners notice patterns in a particular linguis-
tic environment. See, for example, the sample task based
on the concordances of the word “benefit” (Figure 2).

Any activity of this sort helps direct students’ attention

to some of the lexico-grammatical patterns of the tar-
get word in the data set. Other similar questions might
include:

1. If the word is used as a noun form, what adjectives
or verbs does it collocate with?

2. If the word is a verb, what adverbs or nouns does
it co-occur with?

3. Have you noticed any other patterns that are sa-
lient in the data? If the word is a verb, for exam-
ple, what comes after it? e.g., that-clause, infini-
tive, prepositions etc.

EAP practitioners might also prefer a more genre-based
approach and compile a list of discipline-specific vocabu-
lary to use in their teaching practices. There are a number
of criteria that teachers should consider. Some of these
factors include but are not limited to:

« Frequency of use in corpus data (across disciplines),

« Words frequently used in both corpus data and in
sample texts that were previously studied in class,

« Words which are frequent either in all or at least two
of these resources: corpus data, the AWL (Coxhead,
2000) and sample texts (Coxhead and Byrd, 2007).

It should also be noted that if students do not have any
previous experience in using corpus tools, items selected
for the initial phase of analysis should be words with
which students are more familiar in order to make the
first encounter less overwhelming or intimidating for the
students (Coxhead and Byrd, 2007).

Below is a short excerpt from a civil engineering textbook
(Lieuw and Chen, 2003) which could be used to develop
students’ knowledge base of AWL vocabulary as well
as commonly used collocations in a civil-engineering
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Figure 2: Sample task based on the concordances of the word “benefit”

Figure 3:A short excerpt from a civil engineering textbook (Lieuw and Chen, 2003) with highlighted words from

Sublist | of the academic corpus from AWL Highlighter (Haywood, 2007)

context. The highlighted
words are from the Sublist 1
of the AWL, which includes
the most commonly occur-
ring words in the academic
corpus. While teaching
these words, teachers could
prepare tasks to help stu-
dents identify patterns that
these items frequently occur
in and discuss some of the
lexico-grammatical features
that they notice in the data
set (see Figure 3).

Another example is an ex-
cerpt from a finance and
economics textbook (Kiir-
thy et al., 2018). In this
short extract (Figure 4),
words included in Sublist 1
and 2 in the AWL are high-
lighted. Based on this data
set, teachers can design
activities in which students
specifically look at how
some of these words take
on new meanings across
different disciplines such as
finance. According to this
data set, for instance, bond,
maturity, and principal
are some of the words that
stand out. Learners can look
more closely into the lin-
guistic environment these
items occur in and discuss
how they operate within the
boundaries of this particular
context. A teacher could ask,
for example,

« How do the meanings
of these words differ
from their everyday
usage?

«  What collocational be-
haviors/patterns do we
observe?

« How do they operate
on a phraseological
level?

Teachers do not have to rely
on existing corpora only in
the process of vocabulary
development. Another op-
tion for them is to compile
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their own corpus that would include sample student their use of vocabulary or lexico-grammatical features

writings as well as a selection of journal articles from (Lee and Swales, 2006).
native-speaker corpora that could be representative of
the type of genre that they want to examine. This could Conclusion

help students compare their language use to the native

. ) . This paper has looked at how corpus tools can be used
speakers of a particular discourse community and vary

to inform teaching and learning
practices in academic vocabulary
acquisition by addressing two
main questions: which corpus
tools are available in this space,
and how they can be utilized in
material design and development.
It was aimed at providing some
practical ways for integrating
corpus-based tools into language
classrooms while at the same time
highlighting some of the issues or
factors to be considered in the

process of choosing what vocabu-
Figure 4:A short excerpt from a finance and economics textbook (Kiirthy et al., 2018) with highlighted lary to teach and how.
words from Sublist | & 2 of the academic corpus from AWL Highlighter (Haywood, 2007)
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