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Recently, a student came into my office. 
He wasn’t in one of my classes, he was 
just looking for an English teacher to give 
him answers to his questions. On his 
paper were written a few pairs of similar 
words and phrases. He wanted to know, 
what’s the difference between “I don’t 
believe it” and “I can’t believe it?” 
English has a wealth of words and phrases 
that are very similar, but just a little 
different in meaning and usage. It can be 
difficult for students to understand when 
to say a), and when to say b).

 
 I told the student “you’ve come to 
the right place” and, on my computer, 
brought up the website for Brigham Young 
University’s Corpus of Contemporary 
American English 
(www.americancorpus.org). It’s a free 
web-based searchable database of 
language data, over 400 million words 
from current American TV programs, 
radio, newspapers and books. This is 
language as it’s being used by native 
speakers today, and a great tool for 
students and teachers to answer exactly 
this type of question.

This website allows you to search 
for whole phrases, so I did two separate 
searches for the two phrases “I don’t 
believe it” and “I can’t believe it,” and 
clicked “100 entries” to give me a 
randomized sample. What I got was 
concordance data presented as ‘keyword 
in context’, which is a list of lines of text, 
with the target phrase in the center of 
each. Every line came from American 
newspapers, books, TV shows, and radio 
shows. Each line is an example of a time 
someone said or wrote that phrase in 

English. Looking at the lines together 
makes it easier to find patterns in how 
these words and phrases are used. 
Scanning over them, I looked for 
differences in use and context. I gave the 
student one idea of how they might be 
different: I said that “I don’t believe it” is 
a bit weaker, while still allowing for the 
possibility of truth, while “I can’t believe 
it” is a stronger denial of truth. I gave the 
student two examples of stories he might 
tell me that would cause me to react with 
each phrase. 

Then I looked more closely at the 
entries for “I can’t believe it.” While both 
appear with similar frequency in the 
database (671 and 596 entries), they were 
being used differently. In most cases, “I 
can’t believe it” wasn’t being used 
literally at all. It wasn’t being used to 
express a denial of the truth of something 
previously said, it was being used to 
express anger, surprise, or sarcastic mock 
disbelief, as in “I can’t believe it! We 
actually agree on something!” 

As soon as I saw that pattern in the 
data, I immediately recognized it as 
perfectly natural and common, but I 
hadn’t thought about using these phrases 
that way until I saw the data. (You may 
point out that “I don’t believe it” is also 
used to express surprise, but a 
comparison of the two shows many more 
examples of “I don’t believe it” being 
used literally). Here the corpus taught us 
both something. Language use is open and 
creative, and the wealth of slightly 
different synonyms in English, along with 
the lack of firm usage rules for critical 
elements like definite and indefinite 
articles and prepositions can be very 
frustrating for anyone trying to learn the 
language. 

This student was an exception in 
that his English level was quite high. Most 
of my students are at a very elementary 
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level, so how can a corpus website help 
them? In a previous exercise, I asked 
students to enter phrases like “I am 
interested” to see what preposition 
followed the key word. This works with a 
few terms, as “I am interested” gives a 
high number of cases of this phrase with 
the preposition “in.” Quickly, though, 
seemingly obvious terms like “I am scared 
(of)” don’t appear so often in a 
randomized sample, and the sought-after 
usage pattern hides in the data. “I’m 
afraid (of)” is even more elusive, and a 
quick check for “I’m afraid” turns up 
quite a few lines where “I’m afraid” is 
used to soften bad news as in “I’m afraid 
she’s dead, sir.”

Interesting, but what about low-
level students? If they want help with 
prepositions, they can do a quick 
comparison of the frequency of different 
ones to see which one is the most 
common. It’s only a rough guide, but 
comparing the number of occurrences of 
“at Monday” (44) with “in Monday” (202) 
and “on Monday” (5656) will leave the 
learner fairly sure that “on Monday” is 
the right way to go. 

While it’s great to have students 
taking their own queries to the corpus, 
it’s not very practical for low-level 
learners tackling basic grammar and 
vocabulary. Still here, though, corpus 
data can provide help to teachers of low-
level students. Corpus websites can be 
used to create handouts with authentic 
language data, selected by the teacher 
for comprehensibility, to show a series of 
phrases using two different terms. It’s 
possible to engage your students with 
inductive learning: showing them a series 
of sentences using two terms, then asking 
them to decide what the usage 
differences are. “When” tends to be 
followed by simple present or past verb 
forms, whereas “while” tends to be 
followed by verbs in the present or past 
progressive, for example. In my 

experience, students prefer authentic, 
real-world language data over textbook 
examples when given the choice.

On the subject of low-level 
students, it’s interesting that the corpus 
data can influence our teaching of 
seemingly basic and firm grammar rules. 
For example, I’ve been teaching my 
students for years now to say “there’s” 
with singular and non-count nouns, and to 
use “there are” for plural count nouns. 
Today, though, I add an asterisk to that 
lesson, and point out that people are 
increasingly using “there’s” with plurals 
these days. A corpus check provides 
examples from native speakers in 
respected areas like American National 
Public Radio and, from the international 
Bank of English corpus, the London Times, 
etc.

What’s interesting about this is 
that corpus data show us that what’s 
incorrect today is becoming correct, and 
likely will be correct in the future, 
because it is becoming common. This will 
no doubt raise hackles, and I have my pet 
peeves of language “misuse” as I’m sure 
you do, but here is a very important fact 
about our word definitions and grammar 
rules themselves: correctness comes from 
conventionality. To say what is correct is 
to say what is currently common.
Dr. James Murray and the host of wizened 
scholars who created the Oxford English 
dictionary realized this point over a 
century ago. They believed their 
presentation of word meaning and use 
must be descriptive, not prescriptive. By 
basing the OED’s definitions on current 
and past usage, in a sense, they created 
the world’s first corpus-based dictionary. 
All those volunteers painstakingly 
combing through all available books, 
compiling all that information on every 
word in the English language, were asking 
themselves the same question that that 
student recently asked me: how do 
people use these words? We should be 
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attentive to the shifting tides of usage 
trends, and with tools like free web 
corpora, finally our students can get good 
information to help answer these 
questions themselves.
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