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As most readers are well aware, a corpus is a collection of words taken from 
spoken transcriptions and/or written text. Sinclair (1991) defines concordance as “a 
collection of the occurrence of a word-form, each in its own textual environment” (p. 
32). A concordancer, then, allows language learners to view natural occurrences of 
words in formulaic sequences as they occur in a corpus. When considering the 
abundance of formulaic language (e.g., collocations, phrasal verbs, idioms, etc.) in 
everyday speech among native speakers of English (Ellis, 2003; Ellis, Simpson-Vlach, & 
Maynard, 2008), the usefulness of corpora and concordancers to English language 
learners becomes readily apparent. In turn, the fields of applied linguistics and second 
language acquisition have enjoyed a significant amount of research in recent years 
examining corpora and concordancers as tools to facilitate second language (L2) 
learning, particularly in the area of writing (Kennedy & Miceli, 2010; Yoon, 2008; Yoon & 
Hirvela, 2004). 

Most studies on corpora and 
concordancers focus on either the use of 
corpora specific to certain institutions, 
or the use of more publicly accessible 
corpora, such as the British National 
Corpus or the Collins COBUILD Corpus 
(Yoon, 2008). Recently, however, there 
has been developing interest in using 
the web, or internet, as a corpus and 
concordancer (Wu, Franken, & Witten, 
2009). Wu et al. (2009) note the 
attractiveness of using the web as a 
corpus due to its sheer size. 
Additionally, the web is readily available 
to students and many are already 
experienced users. To utilize the web as 
a corpus, one must use a search engine 
such as AltaVista, Yahoo, or Google. 
Among search engines, Google appears 
to offer the most results for any given 
search, filtering through some 2 billion 
terms each search. Some research on 
the use of Google as a corpus and 
concordancer has already been done. 

Shei (2008) developed a method 
of using Google to identify formulaic 
sequences in texts on the web. Shei 
discovered that one can gauge how 
tightly bound a formulaic sequence is by 
comparing the number of hits Google 
generates each time an additional 
lexical unit is added to a sequence. Shei 

used the example have been found to 
be.... The first search of have generated 
some 3 billion hits; have been generated 
some 1.8 billion; have been found some 
12 million. With each additional word 
added to the phrase, the number of hits 
falls. However, the frequency line, the 
function of the number of words in a 
phrase in relation to the number of 
results generated, remains relatively 
stable. If you were to plot out the 
number of hits on a graph as each 
lexical unit is added to a formulaic 
sequence, the resulting line would have 
a fairly stable decline, that is, no 
extremely sharp drop offs. Shei reasons 
that as long as the frequency line 
remains relatively stable, “the overall 
fragment may be considered 
formulaic” (p. 71). Shei's example 
compared two phrases: have been found 
to be infected, and, have been found to 
be contaminated. These phrases 
generated 15,200 and 22,400 hits, 
respectively, compared to have been 
found to be polluted which generated 
only 1,140 hits. Following Shei’s 
reasoning, one could deduce that the 
first two phrases are more tightly bound 
than have been found to be polluted.

Inspired by the works cited thus 
far, this study investigated the use of 
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Google as a corpus and concordancer to 
facilitate L2 writing. Unlike Shei’s study 
(2008), this study examined the use of 
Google as a concordancer in a much 
broader and more general sense. 
Specifically, two questions were 
addressed: 1) Can students identify 
questionable phrases, and 2) if so, does 
using Google as a corpus/concordancer 
result in more natural, formulaic 
language? (“Questionable phrases” in 
this study were defined as phrases the 
students suspect may be grammatically 
incorrect. That is, phrases a student 
would ask his or her teacher or peers 
about to verify its grammatical 
correctness.) 

The setting was the author’s 
freshman writing course in the 
Department of International 
Communication at Kanda University of 
International Studies, in Chiba, Japan. 
The class met twice a week, once in a 
classroom equipped with computers and 
once in a class with no access to 
computers. The class consisted of 29 
students, 27 were Japanese and 2 were 
Chinese.

The students were instructed to 
search “questionable phrases” in Google 
by identifying sentences in their own 
pieces of writing that they thought may 
be grammatically incorrect. After 
identifying a suspect sentence, they 
were to narrow down the exact 
sequence of words they thought made 
the sentence ungrammatical. The 
students then entered this sequence, 
within quotation marks, in the search 
field in Google and recorded the number 
of results generated. They then tinkered 
with the word order, preposition, or 
whatever they thought might be wrong 
with the phrase, searched again and 
recorded the number of results. The 
students repeated this process 2 to 5 
times and used the number of results to 
inform their decision on the formulaic 
sequence they wished to use in their 
sentence. Using Google in this manner, 
or “Google Drafting” as I have come to 
call it, was one step in the process of 

editing their works of writing. After 
students finished the first draft of a 
piece of writing, they were to use this 
process on two questionable phrases. 
Students recorded the results of their 
searches and handed them in with their 
final written product. 

In students’ initial attempts at 
using Google as a corpus/concordancer, 
a number of difficulties were 
encountered. For example, students 
would consistently forget to use 
quotation marks in their search 
arguments, or they would search 
synonymous phrases which were both 
grammatically correct (e.g., I am going 
to do my homework versus I will do my 
homework), and write which ever 
phrase produced the most results at the 
time of the search. 
 After encountering such 
difficulties, we went through a few 
examples as a class on how to use 
Google as a corpus/concordancer more 
effectively. We chose phrases from 
anonymous student essays and went 
through the process of Google Drafting 
together on May 12, 2010. Each student 
had his/her own computer, and the 
teacher’s computer screen was 
projected onto the whiteboard at the 
front of the class. One of the sentences 
we investigated was the following: I 
want to work with other country 
people. I asked the class to identify 
which part of the sentence they thought 
was most likely to be the problem. 
Nearly all of them identified other 
country people. We entered, “other 
country people” into Google and 
performed a search: 390,000 results 
were generated. I asked the students to 
think of a way to change the phrase that 
they thought might improve it. A student 
offered countries in place of country. 
We made the change and searched 
“other countries people” and 745,000 
results were generated. Another student 
suggested another countries people, so 
we searched it and got 50,000 results—
we went back to other countries 
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people. Finally, I suggested that we cut 
the word people and paste it to the 
front of the phrase. Once we did this, 
Google automatically generated people 
from other countries as a possible 
search argument. We searched it, and 
2,680,000 results were generated. The 
students were happy with this result and 
our new sentence was: I want to work 
with people from other countries. 

Since the May 12th training 
session, the students have completed 3 
sessions of Google drafting. Most 
students have used this process on at 
least one phrase per piece of writing, 
and many on two or more phrases. I 

have reviewed each sentence in the 
students’ writing that has been informed 
by this process, comparing the initial 
sentence with the resultant sentence in 
an attempt to answer the second 
research question (i.e., Does using 
Google as a corpus/concordancer result 
in more natural, formulaic language?). I 
placed the resultant sentences in one of 
three categories based on their 
grammaticality and/or naturalness in 
relation to the original sentence: 1) 
improved, 2) lessened, 3) no change. 
The findings are outlined in the tables 
below.

Table 1
Grammaticality of Sentences after Using Google for the May 12th Assignment 

Total number of sentences Improved Lessened No change
43 28 (65%) 6  (14%) 9  (21%)

Table 2
Grammaticality of Sentences after Using Google for the May 28th Assignment

Total number of sentences Improved Lessened No change
30 16 (53%) 3 (10%) 11 (37%)

Table 3
Grammaticality of Sentences after Using Google for the June 2nd Assignment

Total number of sentences Improved Lessened No change
34 23 (68%) 3 (9%) 8 (23%)

It can be seen from the tables that even in this preliminary stage, the majority of 
students’ sentences improved by using this process. At this stage the students have only 
been instructed to use the number of hits generated by Google to inform their choice of 
phrase. It is hypothesized that in the coming weeks and months, as the students become 
more proficient at identifying and entering questionable phrases into the search engine 
and begin to read the actual text of the results that Google is generating, they will 
become more aware of context and the rate of improvement will increase even more. 
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