
16. Linguistic corpora
LING 471
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Updates
▪Assignment 5 posted, due June 4

▪Sample finals will be posted by the end of the week

▪Remember to reply on Canvas discussion board for final 
presentation by this week
◦ And check the readings before the presentation day as well
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Learning outcomes
▪Identify and define what a corpus is

▪Describe what annotations look like for text and speech corpora

▪Perform some basic searches in web interfaces for corpora

▪Describe how corpora can be used to study language
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What is a corpus?
▪A corpus in linguistics is a large collection of data

◦ Formal plural: corpora

▪For textual data, a large collection of text documents
◦ “Documents” in a general sense

◦ Can include books, tweets, websites, YouTube comments, 
newspaper articles, etc.

▪For speech data, a large collection of recordings
◦ Usually needs to have some kind of annotation provided with it
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Some common corpora
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What do you do with corpora?
TEXTUAL

▪Linguistic analysis
◦ Find certain phrases; need to use 

RegEx
◦ Can use some graphical tools for 

this (e.g., AntConc), sometimes 
requires programming

▪Machine learning
◦ E.g., assignments 2-5
◦ Requires programming

SPEECH

▪Linguistic analysis
◦ Perform acoustic measurements 

on recordings
◦ Can use some graphical tools 

(e.g., Praat), often requires 
programming

▪Machine learning
◦ E.g., speech recognition
◦ Requires programming
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Annotated data in 
linguistics: Textual
▪ Corpora often come with some kind 

of annotation

◦ Necessary for formal/experimental 
linguistic analysis

◦ Not always provided, though

▪ Textual annotation can take many 
forms

◦ Sometimes theory dependent

▪ In NLP and comp ling, raw data is 
often fine
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Treebank. Computational Linguistics, 19(2), 313–330.



Annotated data in 
linguistics: Speech
▪Annotation is often crucial 

for analyzing speech data

▪Speech is naturally far less 
structured than text
◦ Can’t “search” very well in 

speech data

▪Annotations usually label 
regions or moments in a 
recording
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Linguistics and data science
▪The types of corpora we use in linguistics lend themselves to general 

data science tasks very well
◦ Experimental data also often makes use of data science methods

▪Examples:
◦ Corpus linguistics – a discipline (or maybe just set of methods) that 

calculate statistics over large amounts of data
◦ Sociolinguistics – e.g., finding significant correlations between 

sociolinguistic variables
◦ Phonetics – using thousands of participants to rate the 

intelligibility of spoken sentences
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Lx and DS 
cont.
▪Virtually any part of linguistics 

can involve data science 
methods
◦ Data just needs to be 

managed in some way

▪Not all parts of linguistics 
make use of these methods 
though
◦ Usually restricted to 

computational and 
experimental approaches
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Class activity
▪Go to the World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS) or PHOIBLE

◦ Find one pattern about the world’s languages that surprises you, 
interests you, or contradicts something you assumed

▪WALS: good for grammar or word order, e.g. 
◦ Do most languages put adjectives before or after nouns?
◦ How common is SOV vs. SVO word order?

▪PHOIBLE
◦ Which languages have click sounds?
◦ How common are front rounded vowels like /y/?
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https://wals.info/
https://phoible.org/


Corpora in NLP and data science
▪All NLP systems are trained on corpora

▪Most systems are also tested on corpora
◦ Need to be cleaned, maintained, updated, preprocessed, etc.

◦ For some data sets, this continual maintenance process never ends 
(see Davies’s English corpora)

▪The IMDB data set we are using is a corpus
◦ In what ways is it annotated?
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https://www.english-corpora.org/


Linguistics in NLP and data science
▪Consider the following examples

◦ The dog bit the man

◦ The man bit the dog

▪How do we get different vectors out of these sentences?
◦ Some NLP techniques don’t consider word order, so these would 

result in the same vector representation

▪Syntactic information can be added to embeddings
◦ Out of scope for course, but open area of research

ADAPTED FROM OLGA ZAMARAEVA 13



Corpora and data science for linguistics
▪NLP uses corpora to engineer new systems

◦ Create chat agents

◦ Classify different kinds of text along certain criteria

▪In linguistics, corpora are used to study language itself
◦ Find systematic patterns in language use

◦ Used to estimate how often phenomena occur (we’ve done this 
already)
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Some basic corpus terms
▪Collocate: a word that appears next to another word

◦ Bigrams are examples of collocates (e.g., both other and final are 
collocates of the word the, as in the other and the final)

▪Concordance line: a line of text from a corpus, usually showing 
linguistic context for a word

▪Phraseme (sometimes phraseology): a set or fixed phrase that 
appears in a corpus, e.g., start a family
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Tangible products from 
linguistic corpora
▪There are collocation/combinatorial 

dictionaries that will say what words 
commonly modify other words

▪Often aimed toward language learners
◦ But can be useful for anyone who writes
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Using linguistic corpora
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Web interfaces
▪When using corpora for linguistic 

studies a web interface is often 
used

▪Typically use some simple form 
of RegEx with some application 
specific codes

▪Generally easy to use, but 
possibly limited
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Concordancer programs
▪There are some programs that let 

you use your own custom-built 
corpora
◦ Or corpora you’ve downloaded

▪AntConc is a free one

▪Some cost money (like ParaConc)

▪Web-based kits like sketch-engine 
are becoming more common
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Custom analysis: Scripts/programs
▪For more sophisticated analysis, you just write a script

▪Historically, Perl or Bash+Awk were used frequently
◦ Pascal sometimes too

▪Now, Python is the default scripting tool
◦ But you can use whatever you want, really

▪Tools like NLTK or spaCy are useful for scripting in Python
◦ [spe͡ɪˈsi] / spay-SEE
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Corpus activity
▪Go to https://www.english-corpora.org and choose a corpus that seems 

interesting

▪Think about some phrases you are interested in (very new phrases may 
not appear)

▪Play with the search tools to see if you can find any interesting patterns
◦ For example, see if you can determine what adjectives typically precede 

the word breeze and what verbs usually occur after dog

◦ That is, find collocates of breeze and dog

▪The limit is about 20 searches per 24 hours unfortunately :/ 
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Corpora in action I: 
Aijmer (2021)
“THAT’S WELL GOOD”
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Study overview
▪Example of “small-scale” data science

◦ With appropriate expert knowledge, 
not as much data is needed as for 
systems like neural networks

▪Trying to determine how the word well 
intensifies the semantics of particular 
classes of words

◦ Looking at phrases like well good, 
meaning very good
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Study corpus: British National Corpus
▪Uses the British National Corpus 2014

◦ 10 million spoken words from British English from 2010s

◦ Modeled after BNC from 1994 (which was 10 times larger and had 
more genres)

◦ Can compare with older BNC 1994 corpus

▪Aijmer focused on the spoken genre of the corpus
◦ Usually transcripts of television shows and news segments
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Some results (pmw = per million words)
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More 
results
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Interpretation
▪Intensifier well used more often among younger speakers

▪Mixed results about whether men or women use it more often

▪Over time, it seems that it spread regionally in Britain, and from 
men to women

▪One potential explanation afforded for the age patterns was that 
younger speakers are using it to appear fashionable
◦ As many colloquial terms and phrases are used
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Corpora in action II: 
Stange (2021)
“HE SHOULD SO BE IN JAIL”
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Study 
overview
▪ Another “small-scale” data science 

study

▪ Looking at the use of “preverbal so”

◦ Pattern originally attributed to 
Generation X

◦ For reference, Greatest Generation 
-> Silent Generation -> Baby 
Boomers -> Generation X -> 
Millennials -> Generation Z -> 
Generation Alpha

◦ Generation X individuals tend to be 
parents of Generation Z
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Study corpus: The 
Corpus of American 
Soap Operas

▪100 million words 
transcribed from 10 
different shows

▪Years 2001-2012

▪Found 1357 relevant 
occurrences of 
preverbal so
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Results I: Sentence 
types and speaker 
demographics

▪Preverbal so tends to 
occur in declarative 
sentences
◦ Not questions

▪Tended to be produced 
by younger women
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Results II: Types of 
verbs that can be 
modified

▪In affirmative cases, tends 
to involve words 
expressing desire or 
emotion

▪Only 3 words frequent in 
both affirmative and 
negated contexts: want, 
get, and deserve
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Interpretation
▪Preverbal so has lexical (i.e., collocational) restrictions on its use

▪There are sociolinguistic patterns in its use, at least in the data 
analyzed

▪This is another example of how using expert knowledge can make it 
less necessary to use machine learning techniques
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