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As a rule, when I have heard some slight 
indication of the course of events, I am able to 
guide myself by the thousands of other similar 
cases which occur to my memory.  In the 
present instance I am forced to admit that the 
facts are, to the best of my belief, unique. 

 
The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

Illustration by Sidney Paget 

read or  

use and context of a word or phrase 

use of the word we see here is  

^ 



Why use concordance lines to analyze 
the uses of words and phrases? 

15 16 18 21 25 04 11 14 

A native speaker encounters words and phrases over time, in different contexts and 
with slightly different uses… but over time, he or she builds up an understanding of the 
meaning, use and function of each word or phrase. 
 



Why use concordance lines to analyze 
the uses of words and phrases? 

15 16 18 21 25 04 11 14 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Each time noticing: 
• The overall context; 
• Other words nearby; 
• The kinds of words; 
• The grammatical structures; 
• Other aspects of the context and co-text 



However… 

• Even language experts find it hard to make a 
detailed list of all the knowledge about the 
uses of a word or phrase. 

 

• They do not know what they know! 

 

• Trying to write a dictionary based on 
introspection just doesn’t lead to a well-
balanced or comprehensive description. 



Why use concordance lines to analyze 
the uses of words and phrases? 

15 16 18 21 25 04 11 14 

A concordancer brings together hundreds (or thousands, or millions) of examples of 
any word or phrase, so you can look at many contexts, uses and other features all 
together on one screen. 



Why use concordance lines to analyze 
the uses of words and phrases? 

15 16 18 21 25 04 11 14 

The LINES (also called KWIC) view allows you to see repeated patterns to the left and 
right. 



Why use concordance lines to analyze 
the uses of words and phrases? 

• Language experts use concordance lines to 
analyze the actual use of words and phrases, 
because then they can discover things about 
words which we are not consciously aware of. 

• Corpora reveal patterns of typical and frequent 
usage. 

• When a skilled language user goes against the 
normal expectations of how a word is used, this 
becomes marked or foregrounded, leading us as 
skilled readers and listeners to expect some 
deeper significance. 



Concordancing for language learners 

• Well, they can’t read or listen to the same number of texts as 
a native speaker, but… 

• … using a concordancer means they are still getting input from 
real texts, and it speeds up the process of collecting multiple 
examples. 

• It provides them with samples of language from specific kinds 
of contexts. 

• And if they want to become an expert language user in an 
academic (or professional) field, they need to look at 
examples from that field! 
 

• The idea is not to just provide a limited set of ready-made 
answers for them to look up and then immediately forget(!) 
 



Concordancing for language learners 

These issues relate to important theories of language acquisition: 
1. Exposure: 
• Learners should be exposed to target language in use (Krashen, 1989); 

– They need to listen to or read words and phrases in real contexts if they want 
to learn them properly! 

2a. Noticing: 
• Learners should consciously notice language features for effective intake 

(Schmidt, 1990); 
2b. Actively engaging and thinking what and why: 
• An important objective in language learning should be for learners to 

discover for themselves… (Bolitho et al., 2003; Tomlinson, 1994, 2008). 
– When you want to learn a second language, you need to be noticing patterns 

for yourself; so your brain gets that “aha!” moment for itself. 

• When you look at extracts of language use, it is helpful for you to actively 
imagine the wider context and situation, as this improves learning 
(Tomlinson 1994, 2008). 



Concordancing for language learners 

What’s more: 
• Concordancing activities can provide opportunities to explore and uncover 

patterns in language use which may not be available from other 
resources;   

• Concordancers can be used to show differences between similar words, 
through: 
– searches for pairs of words provided by the learners (Johns 1991); 
– searches for pairs of synonyms (Tsui 2004; Kaltenböck and Mehlmauer-Larcher 

2005); 
– Etc. 

• Bernardini (2004) suggests that with learners in the role of “traveller”, 
concordancing tasks can be used to meet a variety of language teaching 
goals; 

• “… teachers need to be aware of how much studying, learning and 
acquiring are taking place simultaneously when learners are engaged in 
corpus-based guided discovery tasks” (Thomas 2015:17). 



Language learning activities 

Comparing results from two or more sets of concordance results can also be 
helpful: 

• Register 

– “… the characteristics of any individual register become much more 
apparent when it is compared to other registers” (Biber & Conrad, 
2009, p. 8) 



Are you ready to become 
a language detective? 

As well as being an amazing expert in detection, 
Sherlock Holmes is also remembered in the stories 
as being an expert in disguise. 

– As a detective, can you look at a hundred examples of 
a word or phrase and pick out some of the patterns 
which occur? 

– As a detective, can you look at the context and co-text 
of examples from a corpus to see deeper meanings 
and typical uses of words? 

– As an expert in disguise, can you dress-up your own 
speech or writing, so as to blend into the norms and 
expectations of expert language users? 



The Prime Machine 
A Lexical Priming Concordancer for language 

learners 

Stephen Jeaco  

You can download the software from ICE 

Jeaco, S. The Prime Machine: a user-friendly corpus tool for English language teaching 
and self-tutoring based on the Lexical Priming theory of language. (2015) PhD thesis, 
University of Liverpool. Available from: http://repository.liv.ac.uk/id/eprint/2014579  

http://repository.liv.ac.uk/id/eprint/2014579
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...  As we have seen, the response in England has been substantial; in Wales, on the other hand, there has been very little reaction to the reports and teacher training for further education in the Principality is generally less well developed than in England. This may be partly  due  to the fact that teacher training for further education in the Principality revolves almost entirely around the University of Wales, which also validates all courses for the professional training of teachers, including those for primary and secondary schools. We have already described the removal from the Polytechnic of Wales of teacher-training courses which were obtaining CNAA validation and therefore outside the University's orbit. ...

...  Irrigation schemes in other parts of Shandong as well as the neighbouring provinces of Heenan and Hebei have also proved to be less efficient than originally envisaged (Leeming 1985). This is partly  due  to the fact that reservoir construction is incomplete, many are unsafe and the water-distribution systems are often incomplete or inadequate so that water cannot reach the fields. As a result, water loss is high due to evaporation and seepage which promote waterlogging and salinisation. ...

...  As a corollary, AI-workers have tended to play down the importance of neurophysiological knowledge about the brain. This is partly  due  to the fact that many significant computational questions can be pursued quite independently of hardware-considerations, but is also due to the fact that a ‘general-purpose’ machine is precisely one whose hardware is capable of carrying out indefinitely many different types of computation. In recent years, however, neurophysiological and psychophysiological evidence has been taken more seriously by some AI researches — notably by David Marr's group at MIT. ...

   Maternal weight increases, not simply by the weight of child and amniotic fluid and extra weight of the breasts but by a further amount of around 4 kilogrammes. This is partly  due  to an increase in the amount of blood circulating in her body (it may be noted that the number of red corpuscles does not increase — hence the condition of very mild anaemia which usually develops)./   During pregnancy, also, the mother's heartbeat speeds up, reaching a maximum rate around the twenty-eighth week. ...

...  However market relations were much less developed in the Kursk guberniia than in the productive Ukraine and Volga areas. This was partly  due  to the weak local transport system and remoteness from urban influences. The most striking difference from Smolensk lay in the large numbers of peasant communes: before 1917 most Belorussian farms had belonged to individual families. ...

...  Despite years of Thatcherism, both deep-rooted sympathy for the NHS as a bulwark of the welfare state, and the professional strength and influence of the doctors as a pressure-group were still remarkably strong. It was widely believed that the Conservatives' heavy defeat in the Vale of Glamorgan by-election in May 1989 was partly  due  to the campaign of local general practitioners against the government's health plans. Labour had now the most natural of themes, invoking the almost sacred name of Nye Bevan. ...

...  The results have not been dissimilar when Gallup has asked whether voters preferred a cut in local rates if this meant a reduction in local services  or an extension of the services even if this involved an increase in rates./   In 1977, before Mrs Thatcher came to power, Gallup found that 33 per cent of voters thought that if people were poor this was probably  due  to their own lack of effort. By March 1985 the figure had fallen to 21 per cent. ...

...  In the early 1980s Kenya was trying to cope with 600 projects from 60 donors; and even a mini-country such as Lesotho was dealing with 321 projects from 61 donors./   The gap between the willingness to lend and the capacity to receive is partly  due  to the fact that the majority of donors have country lending, or granting, targets. The staff members they deploy in the field to identify projects are under pressure from their senior management to turn such targets into reality. ...

   II/ What I have argued so far is that the Situationists are ill-served by these publications, and that this is partly  due  to the influence of a certain pessimism which haunts contemporary cultural politics. What I want to argue now is that there is a sense in which the symptom of this pessimism exist in the movement itself. ...

...  In Team D it proved impossible to identify sufficient cases. This was partly  due  to certain features of record-keeping practice, but more  particularly there were simply insufficient relevant referrals over a reasonable period. At the relevant time there existed only one day-care place and severe restrictions on access to Part 4 accommodation. ...

...  They inhabit the driest parts of the desert and the deepest parts of the ocean with equal facility. This is partly  due  to the flexibility of the external skeleton — it can be modified into wings, fortified into claws, sealed against searing heat, or turned into eye lenses. Segmentation, too, has proved very versatile; individual pairs of legs, or appendages, can be specialized for particular functions without affecting the routine business of locomotion taken by the others; appendages are modified for feeding in a host of ways, for grasping, swimming, spinning, copulating, cleaning or camouflaging. ...

   China's conservation efforts have received a good deal of attention and it has been difficult to sort out myth from reality. This was partly  due  to the West's indifference to information gathering until recently, the lack of scientific and cultural exchanges until China became a member of the UN in 1971, and extreme xenophobia on the part of the Chinese government engendered by the Cultural Revolution. It is undoubtedly one of the major conservation programmes of the world. ...

...  However, at the other end of the scale, the southern provinces of Upper Nile and Bahr al-Ghazal have very low enrolment rates, even at primary level. This is partly  due  to the effects of the war, which has caused massive damage to schools and displaced large sections of the population out of the southern provinces. In Equatoria, which had not, at that point (198–87), been much affected by the war, enrolments were higher.

...  The vast majority of natural hazards studies have ignored the physical nature of the events per se and have concentrated on behavioural issues such as the perception and estimation of hazards. This emphasis is partly  due  to the background of the researchers involved (many are human geographers and sociologists) and partly because it is only really since the Second World War that major hazards have been monitored systematically, culminating, of course, in the last decade or so in the use of satellite technology./   Brief reference to two examples of natural hazards may illustrate the potential relevance of a GIS approach, applications of which are considered below. ...

...  She had become increasingly alienated from her mother and they were rowing a great deal. This was partly  due  to her parents' disapproval of her boy friend. In addition, Pamela was concerned that her school work had deteriorated despite the considerable efforts she was making. ...

...  Finally, our research indicates that area of residence needs to be taken into account in comparing the experiences of the police of Blacks and Whites. Overall differences, which have been found in  other studies, may be partly  due  to black people tending to live in areas of social deprivation. Besides this we found that there are important differences between the Black and Asian experience of criminal justice, and that this needs to be taken into account in ethnically-based studies.

   A comparison of the motor and aircraft industries shows that recently the motor manufacturers have found it easier to apply new concepts. This is largely  due  to the fact that the cost of prototypes in their industry are but a fraction of that of an aircraft. The motor industry is thus able to invest some risk capital in experimental ...

...  Certainly these bodies were all Labour controlled. Their expenditure had increased more sharply than that of other authorities but this was partly  due  to the government's own policy of spending more on law and order and accepting above-average increases in police pay. No doubt Conservatives had other than financial motives for getting rid of these bodies. ...

   There were nevertheless many women who never married. This was partly  due  to the imbalance in the sex ratio, which increased steadily from 1871 to 1911, and dramatically as a result of World War I. This ‘excess’ of women caused considerable anguish, particularly in the nineteenth century, because it became inevitable that some women would not be able to fulfil their ‘natural destiny’of marriage and motherhood. The problem was considered particularly vexing because, as the research of contemporaries showed, it affected middle class women most. ...

...  Unit costs in metropolitan authorities have been consistently higher than in the shire counties. This is partly  due  to higher rates and premises costs and to the London weighting in salaries, and partly because of the extra demands placed on the education service by inner-city characteristics, such as high unemployment, widespread poverty and a greater diversity of cultures and languages. Urban Labour-controlled authorities have also been less likely to reduce their level of education spending in the face of public spending cuts, although their ability to avoid doing so has been diminished, first by rate-capping and now by charge-capping.

   Many schools declined to take part in the survey, however, for a variety of reasons: pressure of work, involvement in too many recent research projects and in some cases because, despite the LEA schedule, they had either not yet started on their review or had made only minimal progress. This delay was partly  due  to the teachers' industrial action in the summer term of 1984. The coincidence with union action boded ill for the survey; response rates to the questionnaire seemed likely to be very low. ...

Notice the verbs to the 
left: is/was/be 

Notice some common phrases:  
due to the fact that 

Notice other patterns to 
the left: modal verbs may; 
Hedging partly, probably 

Notice the nouns: 
war, disapproval… 



Concordance lines 

1. Are their any patterns in the use of particular verbs or 
nouns? 

2. If you think about the kinds of action (verbs) or the 
kinds of object (nouns), do these seem to be 
semantically related? 

3. Notice the grammatical words to the left and to the 
right.  Are there particular prepositions?  Are articles 
(the, a, an) of usually used? 



Cards can help you find out more 
about each example 

… dots indicate not 
beginning of new 

paragraph 

Line containing node 
highlighted 

Copyright University of Liverpool © 2015 

Each card shows one 
sentence before and 
one sentence after. 

• Position in paragraph; 
• Position in sentence; 
• More context. 



Cards can help you find out more 
about each example 

… dots indicate not 
beginning of new 

paragraph 

Line containing node 
highlighted 

Copyright University of Liverpool © 2015 

Each card shows one 
sentence before and 
one sentence after. 

• Position in paragraph; 
• Position in sentence; 
• More context. 

1. What do the sentences before and 
after tell you about the wider 
context of this example? 

2. Does this example match any other 
patterns of use in terms of position 
in paragraph or position in text? 



Cards can help you find out more 
about each example 

Copyright University of Liverpool © 2015 

Caption for each card 
contains significant 

collocations Major Text Category 
and source 

• Collocations in KWIC; 
• Major Text Category; 
• Citation-style source. 



Cards can help you find out more 
about each example 

Caption for each card 
contains significant 

collocations Major Text Category 
and source 

• Collocations in KWIC; 
• Major Text Category; 
• Citation-style source. 

1. Does the Major Text Category suggest a 
specialized use? 

2. Does this example come from the same text 
or a different text from the other examples? 

3. Does the Major Text Category or citation 
give you clues about how the corpus was 
constructed?  Is there anything to suggest 
you’re not getting a balanced overview? 

4. How does the Caption help you to spot 
collocations? 



And remember: 

According to theories of 
language acquisition…  

 

… all that thinking should be 
helping you actually learn how 
to use these words! 



Search support features 

• Auto-complete 

• Corpus-specific spell checking 

• Suggestions for comparisons 

• Compare mode 

 

• Viewing results 

 



Making queries 

• Suggesting other word forms 

• Suggesting similar words 

• Suggesting collocations and multi-word units 

Copyright University of Liverpool © 2015 



Making queries 

• Suggesting alternative combinations 

Copyright University of Liverpool © 2015 



Cards and Lines 

Copyright University of Liverpool © 2015 



43 tendencies 

• Simple vs. Complex 
sentences; 

• Position in 
text/paragraph/sentence; 

• Modality; 

• Articles & prepositions; 

• Repetition; 

• Voice 

• Polarity (Is “not” present?) 



Primings 

Clicking on an icon on 
the dock takes the user 
to the “primings” tab 
with the specific page 

for the feature 

Copyright University of Liverpool © 2015 



TDF 

  Server set up in Central Building 

  Range of corpora available: 
The British National Corpus (also split into sub-

corpora) 

Collections of academic journals 

Spoken corpora 

Learner corpora 

Newspapers (from the web) 

Literature (novels by 12 authors from 18th/19th C.) 

Specialist corpora for ECC FYP projects 



TDF 

 Use of The Prime Machine in some ECC 
modules and as a tool for LC continuing 
support classes 

 Started collecting log data on actual usage 

 Analyzed some specific features through 
questionnaire/evaluation task (March/April 
2016) 

 



TDF 

To do:  

 Invite LC staff and students to use the 
software 

 Analyze log data and additional questionnaire 
feedback 

 Add to the range of corpora 
 Obtaining more resources 

 Building corpora through targeted web-crawling  

 Building new corpora through SURF project (?) 
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