2023, 2(2), 18-24

Advancing Academic Writing Proficiency: Corpus-Based
Implications and Strategies

[smail Dulkadir, Gokce Velioglu, Ayse Kaya

Hacettepe University, Ankara, Tiirkiye

Abstract

This research study explores the complex interplay among grammatical structures, style, and vocabulary choices in the context
of academic writing. With the goal of improving students' academic writing proficiency, the study presents novel corpus-based
tasks designed specifically for English language learners. Three crucial aspects primarily addressed are as follows: the
organization of grammatical structures, the use of formal language, and the selection of appropriate words. In addition, the
study equips educators with useful corpus-based teaching methodologies that match changing demands in academic writing
education. Students are immersed in an interactive learning environment through real-world examples and practical exercises,
facilitating their refinement of the passive voice production skills and develop a deep understanding of the intricacies of the
English language. Using several corpora such as the British National Corpus (BNC); the Corpus of Contemporary American
English (COCA) and software like AntConc for in-depth analysis, the project also introduces a corpus-based application for
teaching learners how to properly utilize articles in English. Furthermore, it offers a useful vocabulary-building exercise using
learner corpora that prioritize contextual appropriateness and lexical sophistication. Additionally, the study supports the use of
corpus analysis to encourage formality in academic writing and suggests group projects to help students become more
conscious of formal phrases. This all- encompassing method surpasses traditional academic writing requirements by giving
students a profound command of language. The study concludes by highlighting the revolutionary potential of corpus-based
strategies in improving academic writing skills and providing insightful information to both teachers and language learners.
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1. Introduction

Gaining proficiency in academic writing involves navigating an intricate path through the subtleties of
grammatical intricacies, style, and vocabulary choice. This paper explores the complex issues surrounding
academic writing and presents innovative solutions through carefully planned corpus-based exercises created
especially for English language learners. The current study’s main goal is to equip students with the tools they
need to improve their academic writing by focusing on three key areas: grammatical structural organization,
formal language use, and appropriate word choice. Concurrently, this project seeks to provide teachers with useful
and effective corpus-based teaching strategies, bringing pedagogy in line with the changing needs of academic
writing. The subsequent sections include various facets of academic writing, and they reveal creative approaches
and useful knowledge that have the potential to transform language education. As each aspect is examined, the
focus is not just on resolving issues but also on developing a deep, complex linguistic ability that goes beyond
accepted standards. The goal of this all-encompassing strategy is to develop a generation of writers who can meet
and even surpass the demands of academic writing.

The purpose of this paper is to address several aspects of academic writing which include the following three
dimensions: the style, the use of vocabulary and the structure. Corpus-based tasks that can be implemented by
English language teachers in academic writing classes are presented as a solution to relevant problems
respectively. We aim to aid the students in improving their academic writing skills in the above-mentioned three
dimensions as well as providing the teachers with corpus-based task ideas that can be used in the classroom
environment for this purpose.
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1.1. Corpus / Corpora

Within the field of linguistics, a corpus is an orderly digital collection that has several genres, languages, and
historical periods. This extensive collection provides significant insights on language use in spoken and written
communication. It includes literary works, intellectual discourse, and colloquialisms. Corpora, which serve as
language databases, are vital resources that let researchers look into obscure topics that are outside the purview of
traditional methods. Their diversity enables academics to identify subtle patterns, trends, and frequencies in
language structures. A corpus breaks free from conventional limitations and becomes a living, breathing ecosystem
where language comes together for close inspection.

The study of corpus linguistics and language education has grown in importance, offering important new
perspectives on pedagogy, curriculum development, and language learning. As a methodological approach, corpus
linguistics methodically examines large-scale, electronically recorded text collections to find trends, usage, and
language structures. This mutually beneficial relationship is examined, clarifying how corpus-based findings
improve language instruction. The dynamic interaction between linguistics and education forms the basis for
comprehending how language study is changing and for developing successful language education strategies. The
ramifications of this symbiosis will be explored in detail in the following sections, offering a thorough knowledge
of its influence on promoting academic writing.

1.1. Corpus and Language Teaching

As a methodological technique, corpus linguistics has had a major impact on language education by providing
valuable insights into pedagogy, curriculum creation, and language acquisition processes. Corpora provide
teachers with essential support in their efforts to establish a vibrant and genuine language learning environment.
Corpora offer access to a wide range of linguistic features found in real-world language samples from different
registers, genres, and situations, going beyond the constraints of traditional textbooks. By incorporating real
language into teaching materials, learners can interact with the nuances of language use and develop a more
thorough comprehension of language within its context.

With their data-driven approach, corpora play a pivotal role in curriculum design and syllabus preparation in
language instruction. Teachers can find high-frequency terms, common collocations, and typical language patterns
unique to particular contexts by analyzing corpora. The selection of relevant material is guided by this empirical
understanding of language usage, which guarantees that language instruction can be considered related with learners'
communicative needs.

Lastly, outside of the classroom, corpora have a positive effect on language instruction by encouraging self-
directed learning. Online language resources and corpora enable students to independently investigate and evaluate
authentic language material. Through self-directed interaction, language learners are better equipped to negotiate
language use in a variety of everyday contexts, promoting linguistic autonomy and overall proficiency.

2.Purpose of the Current Study

The purpose of this paper is to address the problems related to academic writing which include the following
three dimensions: the style, the use of vocabulary and the grammatical structure. Corpus-based tasks that can be
implemented by English language teachers in the academic writing classes are presented as a solution to the related
problems respectively. Our aim is to aid the students in improving their academic writing skills in the above-
mentioned three dimensions as well as providing the teachers with the corpus-based task ideas that can be used in
the classroom environment for this purpose.

2. Literature Review

The complex interactions of grammar, vocabulary, and formality greatly influence academic writing. Grammar is
a set of rules and conventions that specify how ideas are arranged and conveyed, acting as the structural cornerstone
of language. According to Hinkel (2004), grammatical integrity is critical to guaranteeing that a writer's opinions
are understandable, independent of intelligence or organizational abilities. According to Baleghizadeh & Gordani
(2012), adhering to grammatical rules in academic settings ensures accuracy, clarity, and effective transmission of
complicated ideas.

Both vocabulary and grammar are crucial for effective communication. According to To'laganova & Muratovna
Panabayeva (2022), the expressive and receptive components of vocabulary serve as the cornerstone of coherent
communication. According to Cain and Oakhill (2014), the development of thematic coherence and coherent
communication are supported when there is a rich, precise, and detailed semantic knowledge of words. Because
the English vocabulary is so large—more than 170,000 words—Ilearning this important ability requires a
sophisticated comprehension and developmental method, as noted by Brooks et al. (2021).
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Along with vocabulary and grammar, formality becomes a crucial consideration in academic writing, especially
for students learning English for Academic Purposes. Formal language is defined by Heylighen and Dewaele
(1999, p. 34) as an effort to minimize context-dependence and fuzziness in expressions in order to avoid
ambiguity. The importance of formality is highlighted by Larsson et al. (2023), who claim that writing with the
necessary formality is crucial for college students, particularly those who hope to publish their work. Because of
this emphasis on formality—which is indicated by the lack of overtly casual elements—students must develop
language skills that will allow them to successfully negotiate the challenges of formal speech (Liardet et al., 2019).
The trio of grammar, vocabulary, and formality emerges as the cornerstone for the development of strong
academic writing skills in this holistic viewpoint.

4. Increasing Academic Writing Proficiency: Corpus-Based Strategies for Promoting Grammar Learning

Proficiency in academic writing necessitates a thorough method that deals with the complexities of grammar
acquisition. As the cornerstone of coherent communication, corpus- based solutions stand out as a critical answer to
problems related to grammatical nuances. Students can study real-world examples through dynamic and interactive
learning made possible by the usage of corpora. Students' understanding of academic writing norms, traditions, and
contextual nuances is improved by this immersion. Through the implementation of corpus-based tactics, teachers
cultivate a deep comprehension of grammar, hence augmenting students' writing skills. The following parts will look
at corpus-based methods for teaching passive voice instruction and English articles, which are important for
developing linguistic coherence and accuracy. The following sections will specify the problems faced and cover
techniques that use corpus analysis to enhance students' comprehension and provide teachers with useful information
in these areas.

5. Refining Academic Writing: Instructing Passive Voice via Corpus Analysis
5.1 Learning Problem

As stated before, language grammar has been a crucial component in improving written and spoken
communication correctness and in assisting speakers in fixing their errors. It is particularly crucial for individuals
who speak English as a second or foreign language to understand English grammar. One important aspect of
English grammar that is widely used in formal and academic writing is passive construction (Halik & Kareema,
2020). Learners encounter difficulties when it comes to misforming passive verbs, keeping active order in passive
form, missing or misplacing the agent, and confusing active form with passive order.

Hinkel and Fotos (2001) observe that a major obstacle in teaching L2 grammar is conveying the meaning,
applications, and functions of passive voice. Although students can correctly transform active sentences into
passive ones, there is still a barrier when it comes to successfully integrating passive voice into written
communication, indicating the need for focused teaching strategies and interventions.

5.2 Suggested Task

This extensive task, which is tailored for second language learners of English, breaks down the study of passive
voice into discrete phases, offering a thorough and engaging learning experience. In the first phase, students use
the COCA Web Interface to access the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) and carefully review
real-world examples and student-generated phrases. The purpose of this dual analysis is to spot frequent problems
that arise when learners switch from their home languages to English passive structures as well as intricacies in the
usage of the passive voice in English.

The second step deviates from the norm by introducing a captivating role-playing scenario. With the help of
COCA tools and Sketch Engine, students create contextually meaningful passive voice sentences. In order to
ensure that students actively utilize passive voice structures in real-world circumstances, the role-playing scenario
entails producing dialogues and textual exchanges. This practical practice promotes iterative skill development and
improves passive voice production skills by providing instant feedback.

The last stage includes a collaborative component that encourages group investigation of passive constructions in
BAWE - British Academic Written English corpus. To gain a deeper understanding of the difficulties faced by
second language learners when utilizing passive voice structures in English, each group concentrates on a
particular linguistic aspect, such as verb agreement or agent inclusion. This cooperative phase fosters critical
thinking abilities and peer-to-peer knowledge exchange among students.



21

6. Mastering English Articles: A Corpus-Based Instructional Approach for Precision in Academic Writing
6.1 Learning Problem

In academic writing, using English articles correctly is crucial because it guarantees accuracy and coherence in the
ideas presented. In addition to improving grammatical accuracy, proper article usage follows accepted academic
traditions, which raises the writer's reputation and professionalism.

However, when it comes to academic writing, English learners face a tough challenge in becoming proficient,
especially with using articles correctly. Butler (2002) argues that despite being the most frequently used words in
English, articles like "a(n)" and "the" exhibit surprisingly intricate usage patterns. The absence of one- to-one form
and meaning links in the English article system contributes significantly to the complexity associated with their
usage. This is related to the fact that some languages lack a grammatical distinction between definite and indefinite
articles, which requires more attention from learners when coping with these distinctions in English.

Another factor that contributes to the challenge of mastering article usage in English may be the absence of an
analogous article system in the native language of English learners who lack articles (L1 article-less). This
obviously leads to difficulties and potential interference from their first language (L1) (Chrabaszcz & Jiang, 2014).
Additionally, individuals whose first language (L1) lacks an article system or possesses one significantly different
from English, as observed in Turkish, may find it more challenging to use English articles (Lee Amuzie &
Spinner, 2012).

6.2 Suggested Task

Via a corpus-based approach, this task aims to develop a sophisticated knowledge of English article usage among
Turkish learners. The British National Corpus (BNC) has been selected as the corpus under investigation, and
AntConc, a corpus analysis program, is the main instrument employed.

First of all, students will be granted access to the BNC through the BNC Web Interface. This web-based platform
acts as a gateway to several genres, creating a clear connection between classroom learning and real-world English
usage.

Following the introduction, students are expected to conduct an in-depth contextual examination inside the BNC.
A sophisticated comprehension of contextual appropriateness is fostered by focusing on the intricate interactions
between definite and indefinite articles in many linguistic contexts. By utilizing the BNC, the students will have
the chance to explore articles in specific genres such as academic writing within the corpus. By doing this, they can
have an insight into how articles are used and how context influences article choice.

Afterwards, to further promote students’ learning, they will be introduced to AntCone, a powerful tool for corpus
studies. By doing this, participants pinpoint recurring themes or omitted articles in their own language creation,
which advances our comprehension of unique difficulties.

Following their familiarization with AntConc, the teacher should assign the students to create concordance lines
for particular article-related terms (such as "a," "an," and "the") found in the corpus. By doing this, students will be
able to examine the context in which these articles are found and talk about the subtle differences in how they should
be used.

Add to this, within the scope of this web tool, students can be assisted in recognizing collocations connected to
articles. They can be asked to investigate the common ways that articles are combined with nouns, adjectives, or
verbs. With the use of this practice, students can better comprehend the frequent word pairings with articles.

7. Enhancing Academic Writing through Corpus-Informed Vocabulary Development
7.1 Learning Problem

Gaining vocabulary knowledge is a deeper matter than it seems to be. Most of the time, the learners only have the
time to either learn one singular meaning of a word, or just memorize as they progress through a reading text.
Knowing a word by its definition is only the tip of the iceberg. A learner can become conversationally fluent and
proficient in a short period of time, but in many cases, achieving academic proficiency would take longer. To be
proficient in written English, the learner has to build a strong vocabulary. Strengthening vocabulary skills include
conceptualizing words, understanding the differences between spoken and written language items, and making use
of different sources of information. The most widely available source is dictionaries; however, using a dictionary
might be inconvenient for learners for various reasons: Learners might have difficulty in searching for or finding
words. They also might not be able to understand the given definition(s) or choose the definition that best fits the
context. In addition, they might forget the items they have looked for, and might have problems using the word in a
sentence.
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7.2 Suggested Task

One way of developing vocabulary is to adapt a corpus, which can be newly built or ready-made, such as the
BNC (British National Corpus) Online and COCA (the Corpus of Contemporary American English). A corpus
highlights how native speakers of English use certain language forms, vocabulary items, and expressions in real
situations and puts an end to the so-called necessity of relying on a native speaker's intuition to tell what is commonly
or rarely used (Dazdarevic et al., 2015). Of course, an individual’s learning depends on their interests, needs, and
motivation. Here, a learner corpus would be beneficial with how it is built upon the learners’ use of language. Learner
corpora can help assess the level of language development of the learners, as well as create an opportunity to analyze
discourse features of learner language.

The implementation of a concordance tool is an excellent start to creating a learner corpus, especially to observe
collocation and grammar errors. Corpus tools can be used to search for word frequencies and contexts, which can
reveal how the learners' use differs from or aligns with the typical use of language items. An analysis of how
often words are used, how they go together, and their different forms can help measure how advanced learners'
vocabulary skills are. The scale of this development can be referred to as "lexical sophistication”, which is also
determined by the word frequencies. Lexical sophistication can be increased by using low-frequency words, which
are likely to be hard (for some learner levels), and more formal words. This affects the "register" of the spoken or
the written language. Register-based measures are closely relevant to the connection between the context and the
vocabulary through the use of corpora-based software, or AWL (Academic Word List).

Learner corpora are easy to create from essays that the learners bring to the classroom or learner-produced texts.
An example would be gathering a few essays from randomly chosen students during class and asking them to
choose a number of words from each other’s work, depending on the length of the essays. The words and the
sentences that contain them are marked or written down before the students are asked to give the inflections
(whenever possible), noun, adjective, or verb forms of the words. After all words are worked on in this fashion, the
words and their typical uses are inspected via a corpus tool, such as COCA. Any missing forms, inflections, and
collocations are added to the notes during this part. This part could be incredibly helpful in detecting errors in the
concepts of collocations, grammar, and context. Expanding on the above example, the students are later asked to
come up with words that could replace the ones that they choose; the words are searched in AWL or AVL for
confirmation and further inspiration. The AWL can be created using a corpus (such as BNC Baby, BAWE, BASE,
EAP, and ESP), or found readily available on the internet. The works are saved to be inspected after a few weeks to
reveal the changes in the students’ skills for both the students and the instructor(s) to observe. In this example, the
instructor(s) can have a chance to examine the learners’ discourse features, encourage collaborative learning by
assigning groups while using the corpus tool, correct errors, track the learners’ vocabulary development, and work
on the register, which is a crucial element of developing academic skills.

8. Fostering Academic Formality: A Corpus Analysis Approach to Enhancing the Style

8.1 Learning Problem

Formality is a highly crucial part of academic writing which is closely related to word choice. It is of utmost
importance to use formal equivalents of the colloquial words in an academic text. For the purpose of familiarizing
the students with formal expressions, the corpus can be utilized. Through the use of activities that include the use of
corpus, the teachers can help the students be aware of the formal academic expressions that they can use as a
replacement for the words that are less suitable in an academic text. A corpus-based task that can be used to increase
the students’ awareness of their word choices in academic writing to enhance formality is presented below.

8.2 Suggested Task

As a first step of the task, the students are presented with a list of colloquial words that are compatible with their
language proficiency level. After a list is provided to the students, the students are given a corpus consisting of
sentences that include the formal words and phrases which can be used as a replacement for the colloquial words in
the list. The relevant sentences can be gathered through the use of COCA, a freely available corpus of English, as it
allows the searches to be limited to an academic genre. The students are then asked to find the formal equivalents
of each colloquial word in the corpus data provided. At this stage of the task, the students can collaborate with
each other to exchange their ideas. Upon the completion of the analysis of the texts, the students can be asked to
use the formal expressions that they encounter in the corpus data in an academic context.

By doing so, the students can gain a better understanding of the use of correct academic words and expressions to
enhance formality in their writing. As the last step of the task, the students can discuss the sentences that they
produce using the corpus data with their peers and their teacher. This activity is in line with indirect instruction as
the students are required to observe, analyze, and draw inferences from the corpus data. Such an activity allows
them to use their creativity, which facilitates learning.
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9.Conclusion

Focusing on three key areas being grammatical structural organization, formal language use, and appropriate word
choice, the present paper has presented useful and effective corpus-based teaching tasks for teachers, bringing
pedagogy into line with the changing requirements of academic writing. By utilizing real-world examples and
practical exercises, students are able to improve their passive voice production skills and gain a deeper
understanding of the intricacies of the English language. The collaborative component of this task also encourages
peer-to-peer knowledge exchange and critical thinking, making it an effective and well-rounded learning
experience. The corpus-based approach using the BNC and AntConc offers a comprehensive and dynamic way of
learning English article usage for Turkish learners. By examining real-world English usage in various genres and
utilizing powerful corpus analysis tools, students can gain a sophisticated understanding of how articles are used in
different contexts. Moreover, the practice of creating concordance lines and recognizing collocations can help
students to better comprehend the nuances of English article usage.

Overall, this method can be highly effective in fostering students' English language proficiency. Adapting a corpus
and implementing a concordance tool is an excellent way to develop vocabulary, especially for language learners.
Learner corpora are easy to create and can help assess the level of language development of the learners, as well as
create an opportunity to analyze discourse features of learner language. By using corpus-based software, learners
can improve their lexical sophistication, which is crucial for developing academic skills. The use of corpora-based
software and AWL can help learners understand the connection between the context and the vocabulary. In
general, the use of corpora-based software can be highly beneficial for language learners and instructors alike.
Academic writing skills can also be improved by exposing students to formal words and phrases commonly used
in academic settings. By analyzing the corpus data and using formal expressions in an academic context, students
can gain a better understanding of how to enhance the formality of their writing.

Additionally, the collaborative aspect of the task encourages students to exchange ideas and work together, which
can further enhance their learning experience. To put it another way, this activity is a valuable tool for teachers to
use in the classroom to help students improve their writing skills and prepare them for academic success. In
conclusion, this paper focuses on enhancing students' academic writing skills by developing a profound linguistic
ability. The paper may provide teachers with effective tools and help students grasp the complexities of academic
writing through the use of corpus-based tasks.
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Appendix 1: Abbreviations

BNC: British National Corpus

COCA: Corpus of Contemporary American English
AWL: Academic Word List

AVL: Academic Vocabulary List

BAWE: British Academic Written English Corpus
BASE: British Academic Spoken English Corpus
EAP: English for Academic Purposes

ESP: English for Specific Purposes
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