Exercises in Using the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)
and other corpora http://corpus.byu.edu/ 

	The scholarly study of linguistics involves the exploration of all facets of language, from the recording and piecing together of dying languages to the scientific analysis of the rules, uses, and social significance in living ones. One rapidly growing subfield is called “corpus linguistics,” which involves compiling collections of real-world spoken or written texts (corpora, the plural of corpus) and searching them for patterns of word usage over time, grammatical constructions, etc. The great strength of corpus analysis is that it allows one to see how the language is actually being used by people right now or in recent history, as opposed to, for example, how it is idealized or made static by select meanings and historical quotations in a dictionary like the OED. By combining the etymological and historical research you can conduct using the OED with the empirical research into recent usage you can conduct in COCA (as well as COHA, NOW, and GloWBE), you will be able to gather evidence to support your position about the word in question for your first paper.

	You’re obviously not going to become corpus linguists in a couple of days! This assignment is designed to teach you a few specialized terms and to familiarize you with the tools in the corpora, and then to give you some sense of what the results you find might mean about the words you research. 

First, here are the exercises: for definitions and other guidance, refer to the glossary on the next page and especially to the very thorough and useful help screens under the question mark icons and Help tab. (You might also try the Introduction or Five Minute tour buttons on the top menu bar within different corpora)  To change from the Contemporary corpus to the other corpora, use the box with an arrow pointing up and to the right out of it. To see how to cite the corpora, select “FAQ/ questions” on the left-hand menu on the main home page and see question 16.

1. Explore the use of the related words “teenager,” “youth,” and “millennial” in various corpora. For example, compare the relative frequencies of two of the terms in various subsets of the corpora, such as the COHA by genre and subgenre (use the chart feature). Look for the most common adjectives preceding each word in various Sections, such as in Spoken and Fiction:Juvenile. Look for the most common collocate “–ing” verbs following each word within 2 words (the numbers 1 and 2 will be highlighted in green to the right of the blue box your collocates box will read _v?g*), and click on a couple of instances of the most common cases to see the context. In two or three paragraphs, discuss your findings: refer judiciously to the actual data. In other words, give me some hard facts, include two or three illustrative quotations from KWIC but not every single piece of information on the screen, and cite each corpus you use.

2. Start with COCA and look up the adjective collocates close to the names of various careers or jobs (e.g., doctor, lawyer, businessperson, banker, scientist, flight attendant, waiter/waitress, ). Look for –ing and –ed verbs following these careers. Note and explain any patterns you see: what does society seem to think of these people? Specifically gendered jobs can be especially interesting compared against each other. Expand your research by trying different corpora (COHA, GloWBE) and comparing the results. 

3. Do one more thing: anything you want. Look up curse words’ or phrases’ frequencies over time; look for the adjectives used to describe a particular public figure over time (tracing that person’s popularity and public perception), or the verbs they are supposed to be “doing”; explore the use of racial, ethnic, sexual orientation, political affiliation characterizations in different corpora; etc. Just describe in a paragraph or two what you did and what you think it tells you.

Glossary

A concordance is an alphabetical list of all the words and their frequency and immediate context of occurrence in some corpus, such as the Bible or Fox News during the 1990s. A concordancer is a computer program that can produce a concordance for given corpora. The KWIC function with the Context tab on COCA and the other corpora is a concordancer.

A collocate is a word or phrase that occurs near another word more frequently than one would expect by random chance. Examples would include words like “Republican” or “Democratic” as collocates for the word “senator,” “Bengal” or “Siberian” or “cub” as collocates for “tiger,” or “heck,” “hell,” or “fuck” as collocates for “what the.”  Collocate frequencies can tell us much about how words are being used at a given time or in given corpora (say, in sports magazines or on daily talk shows) . For example, if you see the word “hysterical” is a common collocate for the word “liberal” in a corpus while the words “values” and “conservative” are collocates in the same corpus, you might tend to conclude that this corpus either represents a certain political opinion or often quotes people who do. 
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A lemma is the basic dictionary form of a word, and if you search for a lemma in the COCA search form by using all caps, you will find all the alternate forms of the word (conjugations and participles of the verb, plurals of the noun, that sort of thing). For example, if you search for the word “driving,” you will find only instances of that word, but if you search for DRIVE you will find “drive,” “drives,” “driving,” “drove,” etc.

A part of speech (pos) indicates the grammatical function of a word. At some point in your lives you all learned a little about this, but unless your parents were linguists or you had some terrifying middle school teacher, you probably have a limited sense of all the parts of speech that a linguist notices. However, it is often useful to limit your search by part of speech, as for example searching only for uses of the lemma SKI as a verb and not as a noun—SKI_v, or looking for a list of adjectives preceding “teenager”—ADJ teenager. The POS button will show you the options.
