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Two challenges in learner corpus research

• Challenge of quantification
• Challenge of interpretation



The challenge of quantification
Summarizing collocation use with numbers



Dear Sir,
I am writing to inform you on my opinion about the scheme set up by the Direct Trust. In the article the seven 
pupils were described as "tearaways", "noisy" and "disruptive". I disagree.
Yes, although the trip is unfair to the students in England who have to continue their school work, would the 
trip not change their perspective on education? It is rightly stated that children in Jamaica value their 
education even though they are impoverished. This will enable the "tearaways" to see what opportunities are 
offered in the UK and because this isn't a holiday, they will be forced to see they are wasting an opportunity. 
They are continuing their studies in Jamaica, which further supports Person_name's statement. As well as this, 
the trip will provide valuable experience which helps in getting these misunderstood teenagers to respect their 
authority.
Moreover, the article portrays the charity in a negative light. These children are likely to need support and 
advice, which is what the Direct Trust offers. Surely we can't deny teenagers that right? This isn't coming from 
tax payers' money either, it is entirely fund-raised. These trips are what the money is used for. As is rightly 
stated, these pupils are close to exclusion; the Divert Trust works to get these pupils back into education. It is 
well understood, these students are misunderstood, which leads to them needing attention that they may not 
receive from their families.
I hope your readers remember that travel broadens the mind, and that trips like these have been proven to 
work in the past. When these teenagers return, they will have realised the fantastic opportunities that this 
country offers, and £5000 is a small amount compared to allowing these people a brighter future.
Yours faithfully,
Person_name



Dear Sir,
I am writing to inform you on my opinion about the scheme set up by the Direct Trust. In the article the seven 
pupils were described as "tearaways", "noisy" and "disruptive". I disagree.
Yes, although the trip is unfair to the students in England who have to continue their school work, would the 
trip not change their perspective on education? It is rightly stated that children in Jamaica value their 
education even though they are impoverished. This will enable the "tearaways" to see what opportunities are 
offered in the UK and because this isn't a holiday, they will be forced to see they are wasting an opportunity. 
They are continuing their studies in Jamaica, which further supports Person_name's statement. As well as this, 
the trip will provide valuable experience which helps in getting these misunderstood teenagers to respect 
their authority.
Moreover, the article portrays the charity in a negative light. These children are likely to need support and 
advice, which is what the Direct Trust offers. Surely we can't deny teenagers that right? This isn't coming from 
tax payers' money either, it is entirely fund-raised. These trips are what the money is used for. As is rightly 
stated, these pupils are close to exclusion; the Divert Trust works to get these pupils back into education. It is 
well understood, these students are misunderstood, which leads to them needing attention that they may not 
receive from their families.
I hope your readers remember that travel broadens the mind, and that trips like these have been proven to 
work in the past. When these teenagers return, they will have realised the fantastic opportunities that this 
country offers, and £5000 is a small amount compared to allowing these people a brighter future.
Yours faithfully,
Person_name







Based on subset of GiG corpus 
(Durrant & Brenchley 2021). 

• 732 x Year 6 texts; 
• 664 x Year 9 texts; 
• 515 x Year 11 texts



Summarizing collocation use with numbers

What we’re trying to do…

• Simplify our data so that we can see broader patterns
• Without distorting the picture



The problem of interpretation
Figuring out what the numbers mean
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Based on subset of GiG corpus 
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• 732 x Year 6 texts; 
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• 515 x Year 11 texts



An example…
Adjective – Noun combinations in L1 school writing



A frequently used approach to quantification
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A frequently used approach to quantification

numbers from BAWE



A frequently used approach to quantification

mean MI = 7.02
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The problem of low-frequency items

combination combination 
freq word 1 freq word 2 freq MI

chalmerian zombie 1 1 1 22.74

flamboyant rambling 1 1 1 22.74

padded dashboard 2 3 9 18.98

itinerant kidnapper 3 5 5 19.68



Excluding low-frequency items



Excluding low-frequency items

mean MI = 5.83
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Getting behind the mean in Science
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Tentative conclusions

• Primary school children use far more combinations that are 
infrequent in mature academic writing than secondary school 
children
• In science writing, when primary children do use frequently attested 

combinations, these tend to be very strongly associated combinations
• And may be associated with specific tasks



A reminder

What we’re trying to do…

• Simplify our data so that we can see broader patterns
• Without losing important information



Methodological lessons

• This method compressed information into mean scores twice:
• This compression highlighted interesting patterns
• But, in both cases, we needed to go back to the full range of scores to 

understand them and elaborate on them

• Key aspects of the patterns could only be understood by going back to 
the texts…



The problem of interpretation
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Should the Spangebob liv ande de si? We have been 
discussting whetheer Spongbob should live under 
the sea.
Many people believe that Spongbok should live 
ander the see, bicase firstly he soaks up water. 
Secenly hi wash the rocs in the see. On the adh meni 
pepo beliv he shut not liv in the see bicoss hi is not e 
fihs.
In conclusion there are many great reasons for and 
against for  spong bov should liv andr the see bicos 
deris hi hous.

Wat do uia finc? 
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Should Sbungab lifundur The see? We have been 
discussing whether Sbanchbab should lif under the sea.

Many people believe that Sbonchbab should live undur 
the sea because fersly Sbonbob can sacup the sea and 
secle Sbanbab can clen the racs. on the uver hand many 
dat blef that Sbongbab should not live under the sea 
because he isent a fish and he lifs in a haus and lifs bsid 
the sea.
in conclusion there are many great reasons for and 
against wefer Sbongbob should lif under The sea. but I 
blef that Sbongbob should lif under the sea because 
thas wer hes home is. 



Should Jhingerbred man be eaten?
We have been discasing wether Jhingrbred man 
should be eaten or not.
Many people belive that the Jinjerbred man should 
be eaten because firstly he is quit mean and he runs 
away from the cow and the silly old horse. Secondly 
the cow and the silly old horse are hungry.
On the ather hand people disagry they think Jinjer 
bread man shouldn't be eaten.
In conclusion there are many great reasons why 
Gingrbread man shouldn't be eaten because he 
woudnt fill the animalls up. But I belive he shouldn't 
be eaten because he is tiny.
I think he should be eaten because he myte feell 
angry and chase the animals what do you think? 

Should Sleeping Beaty stay asleep? 
We have been discussing wheather Sleeping Beaty 
should stay asleep. 
Many people belive that Sleeping Beauty should stay 
because fistly, she has been sleeping for one 
hundread years. Secondly, she wants to be lazy. 
Lastly she doesn’t want to work!
On the other hand some people dissagre that’s 
because she has been sleeping nearly forever.
In conclusion, there are many great reasons for and 
against for sleeping Beauty to stay asleep but I think 
that Sleeping Beauty should have made the corect 
choice
She has to wacke up because she is a princess. What 
do you think? 

etc… 34 similar texts, written by 21 different children 

Durrant (2022)
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Conclusions

• Quantification can bring out key patterns but can also mislead
• Use of phraseological language is tightly bound to contexts
• …and these contexts play crucial roles in learning
• Broad-brush quantitative analyses need to be interpreted with 

caution
• Fine-grained follow up analyses and close attention to individual texts 

essential to understanding broad patterns
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