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Abstract  
A medium-sized electronic corpus of texts may provide access to more examples of language use than 
even a native speaker would be able to provide off the top of his head, and can therefore be used as a 
tool for finding solutions to problems of syntax and word choice, used together with or even as a 
substitute for dictionaries and grammars.  This paper describes and discusses the mixed results of a four-
year experience with Danish students of Italian using a corpus as a writing tool. The tool proved 
adequate for solving most of the language problems the students recognized as such. However, not all 
the students involved in the project became equally appreciative of concordancing.  
 The conclusions suggest that concordancers can become precious writing aids for advanced and 
intermediate L2 writers, but some more work is required both on developing ad hoc text corpora and 
on making curricula in language awareness conducive to the potentialities of concordancing.  

 

1. Is it a good idea to give text corpora to students? 

At least since the early ’90s, text corpora have been perceived by a number of researchers 
as a powerful resource for language learning and teaching (Tribble & Jones, 1990; the first 
Teaching and Language Corpora conference took place in 1994). In the English-speaking 
world, good quality software tools have long been available at a reasonable price, while a 
wealth of reflection on both the theory and educational practice of corpora use has been 
published on paper and online (e.g. Johns 1988; Aston, 1995 and 1997; Gavioli & Aston, 
2001; Kennedy & Miceli, 2001; Lamy, Klarskov Mortensen & Davies, 2004; McEnery & 
Wilson, 2004). 

The powerful and appealing pedagogical intuition behind the use of text corpora in 
the classroom is to provide the students with the tools – and the problems – of language 
researchers. With this idea as a starting point, different learning and teaching paths have 
been designed to foster awareness or production of language, or both. 

However, few students studying their mother tongue or a foreign language, even at 
university level, get the chance to use corpora during their studies: this is certainly true in 
Denmark and Italy, and is probably the case in other countries as well. The imbalance 
between the educational potential of the tool and its under-use in the classroom continues 
to be a cause of concern in the literature (Aston, 2001:1-4), where it is ascribed, among 
other factors, to poor communication between language researchers and language teachers 
and also to the risk, when corpora do reach the classroom, that topics which are 

                                                
1 The project described in the paper was carried out at the University of Aarhus. The support I received from students,  
colleagues and administration is gratefully acknowledged. 
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scientifically interesting for the teacher/researcher fail to translate into pedagogically 
productive practices.  

My contribution focuses on the use of text corpora as a writing aid and describes 
and evaluates a five-year experience with Danish university students of Italian; the 
approach I follow integrates the point of view of the language teacher with that of the 
educational technologist, by considering the issue of pedagogically sound corpora use 
within a framework where learning is seen as the result of tool-mediated interaction 
between people within institutions, with all their conflicting individual and collective 
motivations (an account of this Vygotzkian vision can be found in Hedegaard, 2001).  

2. A text corpus as an aid to (Italian) L2 writing 

I began using a text corpus as a writing aid in my undergraduate course in written Italian 
at the University of Aarhus as a response to an alarming failure rate, due largely to syntax 
errors and also to poor vocabulary.2 I wish to underline that I do not consider L2 writing 
primarily as a matter of minimizing syntax errors; my concern with finding tools for 
helping the students with syntax and word choice was actually aimed at freeing cognitive 
resources in order to focus on content and text structure, and to devote time to reading 
Italian sources and to peer reviewing.  

 While revising and discussing homework assignments with the students, I found 
that many of them admitted that they themselves had been unsatisfied with the words and 
sentences I had later marked as ‘wrong’, but they had not been able to come up with a 
better solution. In other words, their ear for the Italian language was good enough to 
recognize their solutions as suspect, but they would have needed a teacher or native 
speaker to provide feedback .  

 The only reference tool allowed at the exam was the monolingual dictionary, which 
is sometimes of little use when the writer has to decide between, say, the conjunctive or 
indicative mood, when s/he needs a preposition for connecting two words or when s/he 
would like to find which verb goes with a given noun in a given context. To make matters 
worse, there is no Italian dictionary presently available that has been designed with L2 
learners as the main target. 

 When an inexpensive six-million-word (untagged) Italian corpus based on the 
weekly Internazionale became available on CD-ROM, I proposed to the students to use that 
corpus as a reference work when writing their homework; the software was installed in 
the computer lab and also, thanks to the generosity of the publisher (Internazionale), on 
the students’ home computers. Although it was not possible at the time to do the exam on 
computer , I did expect that the corpus would make the students more autonomous from 
the teacher in their everyday work, thereby raising their expectations and language 
standards. 

                                                
2 The examination in Italian written language proficiency at bachelor level at the Aarhus University consists in writing 
an essay – usually between 400 and 800 words – as a comment to a previously unknown text, usually a newspaper article 
on some social or cultural issue; the time available is 7 hours. When I began teaching on this course (September 1998) I 
had to find a way of lowering the percentage of failures, often more than 30% 



 - 3 - 

 Figures 1 to 3 show examples of queries that were tried out in the classroom in 
response to problems that had emerged: – the concordancer used is MonoConc Pro , instead 
of the Folio-View based interface of Internazionale su CD-ROM . 

  

 

Figure 1. Looking to see whether ‘pensare che’ (to think that) is followed by the subjunctive or not. 

 

 

Figure 2. Looking for verbs taking ‘problema’(problem) as the object. 
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Figure 3. Looking for the causative construction ‘fare’ (make) + infinitive (‘to make someone understand’). 

 

During the first two years, the students demonstrated varying attitudes towards the use of 
the text corpus as a writing aid (details on the first two semesters are reported in Caviglia, 
2000). A small group of students became proficient and enthusiastic; a larger group 
eventually learned how to perform a query if asked, but would use the corpus only if 
directly requested by the teacher, or as last resort; a third small group simply found the 
software too awkward. All in all, less than half of the students used the Italian corpus as a 
writing aid. 

 In my initial evaluation I saw the students’ attitude as a confirmation that ‘student 
appreciation of concordancers is limited to the more inductively inclined, the more 
tolerant of ambiguity, and those best able to cut through a bramble of extraneous data to 
find the berries in the bush’ (Stevens, 1997). Trying to see beyond personal disposition, I 
noticed that the typical student who appreciated concordancing also had a fairly good 
command of the Italian language and was not ‘technically challenged’ in front of a 
computer keyboard. On the other hand, not all the proficient writers of Italian also became 
adept at using the corpus. 

 Attempts made at individual coaching in query formulation during the following 
semester did not significantly change the students’ attitudes, although more of them were 
eventually able to formulate adequate queries. 

  The real breakthrough came in April 2001, when the Faculty accepted the proposal 
made by the Board of Studies for Italian to allow the examination in Italian written 
language proficiency to be done on computer.3 At the same time, the Board of Studies 
considered the text corpus bundled in a monolingual dictionary and allowed it to be used 
as writing aid, along with the other language tools installed in the computer lab (namely, 
                                                
3 The students may indeed hand-write, if they wish, but they have at any rate a computer at their disposal. To date, only 
4 out of 74 students (and none in the last two semesters) have handed in a handwritten assignment.  
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Microsoft Word with Italian spell-checker, thesaurus and the – rather unreliable – syntax 
checker). 

 From that moment, a growing number of students (around 60% of those who 
attended the lessons from September 2002 to June 2004) routinely used the corpus as a 
writing aid.4 This is not to say that the dispositional pattern disappeared: there was still a 
divide between almost enthusiastic heavy users and others who used the corpus when all 
other alternatives failed. But a concordancer is now for most of them a normal writing aid, 
not an exotic one. 

3. Evaluating the experience 

As a guideline for this analysis I have taken a few questions on which my ideas have 
changed, at least in part, after an initial evaluation written at the end of the first year of the 
project (Caviglia, 2000): 

 Can a medium-sized corpus be effective as a writing aid for intermediate-advanced L2 
students?  

 What does it take to introduce a concordancer as a writing aid for language learners? 
 Does concordancing really make all learners better L2 writers and language learners? 
 Which students become better language learners by using a concordancer as a writing 

aid? 
 Can the use of a text corpus as a a writing aid positively affect a student’s language 

awareness? 

3.1 Can a medium-sized corpus be effective as a writing aid for intermediate-
advanced L2 students?  

The answer could well be a simple ‘yes’: our text corpus proved adequate as a writing aid. 
Out of about 300 single problems with syntax and word choice which were examined in 
the written language classroom, more than 8 out of 10 could be solved with the help of our 
Internazionale su CD-ROM; the success rate was slightly higher with syntactical problems 
than with lexical ones. Of course, a monolingual dictionary would also have provided 
direct help in more than a few cases, which I always pointed out to the students; but the 
corpus did provide plenty of acceptable solutions, although they were not always the ones 
a native speaker (here, the teacher) would have proposed for a given context. The students 
who answered my question about how often they found a solution when they turned to 
the text corpus for help reported a success rate between 7 and 9 out of 10. 

This is a remarkable result, in my view. The interrogation software that 
accompanied the corpus, Folio View 4, is not even designed for concordancing, but for 
information retrieval. In practice, the program is able to search for patterns like ‘a * idea’ 
(that is, possibly returning occurrences with adjectives for ‘idea’), or to locate co-
occurrences of, say, two words within a range of three (that is, possibly returning the 
preposition that unites them). However, it lacks the possibility of sorting the results, a 
feature present in all ‘true’ concordancers that makes patterns much easier to spot. Using 

                                                
4 This means around 25 students; I do not consider as ‘attending’ other students who only come occasionally to the 
lessons (even if they do take the examination), while I do consider as ‘attending’ those who mainly follow the course as 
distance learning during their semester in Italy. 
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the same text corpus with a true concordancer, e.g. MonoConc, would have been more 
expensive, while the concordancers which I found freely available on the Internet were too 
slow on our medium-sized corpus. Another potential problem was the adequacy of the 
text corpus itself, since Internazionale is a weekly magazine presenting Italian translations of 
articles from the international press. I did not choose Internazionale for this reason, and was 
indeed concerned in the beginning that translations might not provide a good enough 
model of the language. On the other hand, what the students needed in our case was a 
model of the language that they could use as a reliable standard for written language: this 
is possible with Internazionale, since the translations are of high quality with a rich lexicon 
and a readable, though maybe slightly conservative, style.5 

 On only about 6-7 occasions during the 5 years did a student complain that the 
teacher (me) had marked as incorrect a solution which s/he had derived from the corpus. 
In one of these cases the corpus provided evidence that that solution was widely used: it 
was my ear that had failed. In another case, the Italian translation was slightly unfortunate; 
the student had picked up that very occurrence that matched his own hypothesis and had 
not bothered to look for alternatives. In the few remaining cases the student had 
misinterpreted the occurrences; a fresh analysis of the query results conducted in the 
classroom shed some light both on the language problem and on the process of 
interpreting lists of occurrences. 

The question as to whether the authority for defining a standard of language 
should reside with the teacher or with the corpus has raised some debate (Owen, 1996; 
Widdowson, 2000). Widdowson tackles the issue from a more theoretical perspective, 
while Owen’s considerations are grounded on discussing corpora-based language choice 
by learners. Both scholars uphold the right and duty of the teacher to decide – based on 
her/his knowledge of language and language learning (Widdowson) and on language 
intuition (Owen) – which language ought to be taught. I also see it as a crucial right and 
duty of the language teacher to choose the language variety to propose to the students as 
standard or correct; but in my view the help text corpora can provide in taking informed 
decisions about language standards outweighs, at least for now, any risk that corpus 
linguistics might induce totalitarian approaches to language norms and language learning.  

From the point of view of the Danish students of Italian in our project, the text 
corpus has, for many of them, proved to be an empowering tool. As described in the 
previous section, the major problem was the slow process of acceptance and appropriation 
of the tool within the classroom, and the marked individual differences. 

3.2 What does it take to introduce a concordancer as a writing aid for language 
learners?  

Given that a text corpus seems such an effective writing aid, and is one that is appreciated 
by some students, though not by all, this question has concerned me from the very 
beginning of the whole experience. 

As described above, the single most effective move for gaining acceptance of the 
use of a text corpus as a writing aid was an administrative one, that is allowing the use of 
                                                
5 For example, Internazionale would translate ‘he told them to go away’ into ‘disse loro di andare via’ instead of ‘gli disse 
di andare via’, the form which most Italians would use, but which is not accepted by everybody in the written language. 
Italian newspapers seem to have different policies in this regard, and sometimes no policy at all. 
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this tool during examinations. Since that moment, almost all the students could see at least 
a potential advantage in learning how to use the corpus and, for the most part, installed 
the software at home, printed out the guidelines and tried to see if they really could take 
that advantage. This seems a proof that I had overstated – in the first phase of the project 
(Caviglia, 2000)6 – the role of computer proficiency in determining the acceptance of this 
tool: motivation was instead the key factor. In addition to motivation, another factor that 
might have led to wider acceptance of the tool is the growing diffusion and improved 
quality of search engines on the Internet (e.g. Google), which might have induced more 
positive expectations about the possibility of finding information in large, unstructured 
archives.  

 As for the instructional approach in the classroom, each week about one hour (out of 
three) was devoted to examining the most interesting syntactical and lexical problems that 
had emerged in the students’ homework. The focus of the lesson was not so much to show 
the right solution, but rather to see how the students, with the tools at their disposition, 
could find an acceptable and reliable solution by themselves. This search usually ended up 
with queries to the text corpus and a discussion of the results.  

The discussion often included questions of grammar, and a few students felt that it 
was an awkward procedure to look for help from the corpus instead of applying the rules. 
My suggestion was: ‘If you feel more comfortable with applying the rules, go ahead, but 
then please ask the text corpus to confirm your solution.’ Some of these students, who 
were more inclined to apply rules than to an inductive approach, actually had a sound 
knowledge of syntax and were precious helpers for analysing and explaining the results of 
a query. In conclusion, as long as individuals’ learning styles were respected, I feel I can 
say that the classroom time devoted to concordancing was generally perceived as useful, 
and not only by the enthusiasts of the tool. 

3.3 Does concordancing really make all learners better L2 writers and language 
learners? 
It is not necessary to be able to use a concordancer to become a proficient writer in L2. 
Although most of the students who received results of ‘very good’ and above7 did make 
moderate to extensive use of the text corpus, a few of them did not use it. And there are 
plenty of proficient writers in L2 who do not even know what a concordancer is. 

 Besides, using a concordancer is not even necessarily a gain. One student declared 
that she did not like concordancing because ‘it feels like cheating’, and that she did not like 
to imitate. While imitation should actually deserve more credit as a creative tool for 
learning, based on the recognition and selection of relevant features (Leland & Bateson, 
2001), and be seen as a crucial tool for language learning (Geist, 1996), I have to admit that 
this student had foreseen a possible misuse of the text corpus. 

 In recent examinations I came across two or three passages in students’ writings that 
were perplexing: they were poor from the point of view of structure and content, but 
syntactically correct and appropriate in word choice. My impression was that these 

                                                
6 Over the 5 years of this experience, less and less time was spent in coaching the students in the computer lab: in the last 
two semesters, a two-hour lesson in the computer lab plus some extra individual coaching was all that was necessary for 
the students to start using the tool themselves. 
7 10 or above on the Danish 13-point scale then in use. 
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passages were the result of putting together pieces of sentences which had been carefully 
checked against the text corpus, or maybe even snatched from it and strung together 
without taking too many syntactical risks.  

If my hypothesis is correct, these students have learned how to use a concordancer 
as a writing aid, but on the whole might have become worse language learners than if they 
had been left without one. It is frustrating to see that one’s efforts end up reinforcing a 
detrimental attitude, but this confirms once more the two rules of thumb proposed by 
Bereiter about what is learned as a result of instruction, namely that ‘people learn what 
they process’ and ‘the skills most likely to be learned are the minimal ones necessary to 
accomplish the range of tasks presented’ (Bereiter 2002:274). In the future, in response to 
the changes in the available writing aids, it may be appropriate to make some changes to 
the examination procedures and evaluation criteria, for example by reducing the time at 
students’ disposal and requiring a higher minimum level for rhetorical complexity. 

Indeed, the problem is more general than the (mis)use of the concordancer as a 
writing aid, and concerns rather the learner’s attitude to learning and how the learning 
environment can influence this attitude. Bereiter (2002:257-8) identifies three basic 
attitudes to learning, one focused on the accomplishment of the task given as an 
assignment, one oriented towards goals of individual learning and one that adds to the 
individual dimension an ambition to help improve the state of the art within the learning 
community. It now seems evident to me that I have failed to negotiate and make explicit to 
everybody in the classroom a pedagogically sound meaning for learning L2 writing. 

On a more positive note, I can record with satisfaction a larger group of students, 
growing slowly but steadily year after year, who did find text corpora the right tool for 
them not only for L2 writing, but more generally for getting insight into language. This 
group of learners, who have become better L2 writers and language learners in part 
through the use of a concordancer, deserves a closer look. 

3.4 Which students become better language learners by using a concordancer as a 
writing aid? 

In my first attempt to characterise the group of ‘power users’ of our Italian text corpus as a 
writing aid, I had observed (Caviglia, 2000) that all the members of this group were 
already highly proficient L2 readers and L1 writers, and suggested that it was some of the 
students who were already strategic language learners (Oostdam & Rijlaardsam, 1995) who 
got even better by using a text corpus. This observation still holds for the students I have 
followed over the last three years, but I now have a more defined profile of this group.  

The power users were all quick L2 readers and had a strong sense for patterns of 
form and meaning in language, although their attitudes towards grammar were not 
homogeneous. Some of them liked and were good at grammar; these students were happy 
to find a tool which helped them make good use of their existing knowledge. For others, 
grammar was not their favourite subject (although, it is fair to say, none of them actually 
had trouble in passing their grammar examinations, since they all were on the whole good 
language learners). For this latter group, using a concordancer as a writing aid was 
perceived more as an alternative to using the grammar textbook. 

All of them declared they would use text corpora as writing aids when writing in 
other L2 languages of which they had an intermediate to advanced command. 
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Interestingly, none of them would use a concordancer for writing in their mother tongue, 
although an excellent Danish text corpus (Dansk 2000) is freely available online. 

All power users, regardless of their attitude to grammar, were autonomous learners 
and appreciated detecting patterns and finding the rules themselves. With regard to the 
typology of students proposed by Bereiter (2002257-8 as mentioned above), all of them 
showed a learning oriented attitude (that is, informed by the goal of improving their own 
knowledge, rather than just focusing on the assigned task); one or two students in each 
course made a significant contribution to the discussion of patterns and rules in the 
classroom, thereby showing the attitude Bereiter holds in highest regard, namely the one 
oriented to engaging in knowledge building. 

4. Conclusions: directions for future work 
This experience of ‘applied research’ began in response to a practical instructional 
problem, namely how to help L2 learners find a solution to problems of syntax and word 
choice. This paper claims that, at least for advanced language learners, a concordancer 
with a medium sized text corpus may provide a valuable writing aid, thereby freeing 
cognitive resources for focusing on content and structure.  

Work remains to be done, however, if we are to understand what goes on in the 
process of using a concordancer, if we want to devise a place for concordancing in curricula 
for language education or if we want to focus on the tool itself and improve the 
concordancer as a writing aid. In the following, for each area I will point to possible 
directions for future work. 

4.1 What kind of explicit knowledge about language is activated by using text 
corpora? 
While evaluating the first year of this experience (Caviglia, 2000), I suggested – based on 
the profile of the power users – that being a strategic language learner had to be considered 
more as a presupposition than the result of the use of text corpora as writing aids. This 
conclusion may still make sense: despite remarkable differences in their attitude to 
studying grammar, all the students in the ‘power user’ group were among the best 
language learners in my courses. However, the question of what kind of competences are 
required for or triggered by the use of a text corpus as a writing aid needs to be 
investigated further and probably redefined, since the very presence of the concordancer 
as a mediational tool may change the way a learner acquires new words and structures.  

For example, how do power users of text corpora acquire new words? The 
possibility of looking at occurrences of the same word in a parallel context seems at first a 
promising way to build on natural processes of acquisition, as suggested both by research 
on word acquisition (Haarstrup, 1991) and by a pioneering piece of software building on 
the principle of inferring the meaning from multiple contexts (Jeu du MAI). However, what 
users of text corpora actually do when they pick up a solution to a word choice problem is 
something different, a sort of vocabulary appropriation whose underlying cognitive 
processes and whose effects on language proficiency and awareness deserve to be 
explored further. 
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4.2 Should concordancing be integrated in language curricula?  

Language awareness, that is ‘development in learners of an enhanced consciousness of 
and sensibility to the forms and functions of language’ (Carter, 2003) is an overarching 
goal of language education which ought to benefit from a tool which is at the same time a 
source of problems and solutions on language use. However, at the current state of 
technology, I would be cautious before investing too much in concordancing with all 
language learners. 

In my experience, some of the students who made little or no use of the Italian text 
corpus as a writing aid had not mastered the language well enough to be able to browse 
quickly through the results of a query. Indeed, learning how to use a concordancer in L2 
means facing two difficulties at the same time, one with the tool and one with the 
language. So far, it might make sense to start concordancing in L1. Unfortunately, as 
already mentioned, none of my students would have used a concordancer when writing in 
her/his L1. Should then concordancing only be used as a writing aid for advanced L2 
learners?  

For intermediate L1 writers, e.g. at upper secondary school level, a text corpus as a 
writing aid might be at least equally valuable. The idea I am currently developing is to 
integrate the language exploring and writing aid dimension of using a concordancer within 
the Italian secondary school. But not just any corpus and any concordancer: concordancers 
are relatively young pieces of software for non-specialist users, and there is definitely 
room for development in this area. 

4.3 Turning concordancers and text corpora into writing aids: some options 

Once the decision to use concordancing in language learning has been taken, there are 
some technical and financial choices to make in deciding which text corpus and which 
concordancer ought to be used or developed for a given goal or workgroup. I will describe 
in the following some possible developments, and the part language teachers and 
researchers might play.  

 A quite interesting way of fine-tuning concordancing to the needs of the user is that 
teachers and learners build their own text corpora that they need, as suggested by Tribble 
(1997) and Aston (2002). However, the opportunity of deriving a smaller text corpus by 
selecting a subset of texts from a larger one – as suggested by Aston (2002) – is not 
currently an option for Italian. On the other hand, more and more texts are becoming 
freely available on the web and on CD-ROMs, and building smaller corpora for writing 
aids on a given topic is feasible: as language reference while writing this paper I am 
currently using a small corpus made up of three years of Language Learning and Technology, 
a draft of Bereiter (2002) which was once available online, a collection of papers on 
language, learning and technology downloaded by me over the years and than about 
1,500,000 words in articles from The Guardian. These texts are interrogated, in this order, 
by MonoConc Pro. 

 While this paper suggests that text corpora might become an extension of or even 
(for advanced users) an alternative to the dictionary, commercial dictionaries are more and 
more explicitly built with the help of text corpora. It is not clear, however, whether 
commercial dictionaries in the near future will integrate with an open text corpus and 
concordancing program. The electronic version of the Collins COBUILD Advanced Learner's 
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English Dictionary does link each lemma with its occurrences in a 5,000,000 word corpus; 
the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English CD-ROM shows the occurrences within a 
smaller corpus (1,000,000 words), and also offers some frequent collocations of the lemma. 
However, neither dictionary gives the user the possibility of querying the corpus himself 
or even reordering the results: the user is thereby spared the risk of obtaining unwanted or 
ambiguous results from a query, but cannot really use the text corpus for anything the 
designers of the dictionaries have not already foreseen. For this reason, I suggest that both 
an electronic dictionary8 and a text corpus are useful writing aids for an advanced or 
intermediate writer.  

Maybe publishers will soon be able to design electronic dictionaries providing 
answers to all possible language problems encountered by a writer, and that before 
researchers make concordancing easy enough to become a more common practice in 
language learning. However, at least for the Italian language, I believe that it may be 
worth putting some effort into designing a corpus-based environment for use by 
intermediate L2 and L1 writers. In our experience, a medium-sized (10,000,000 words) 
corpus without lemmatization and without tags for parts-of-speech has already proved 
adequate as a writing aid in conjunction with a text retrieval software like Folio Views. A 
true concordancing program like MonoConc Pro, which I had at my disposal (while my 
students did not), would definitely be a bonus. A lemmatized corpus would mean another 
improvement, and part-of-speech tagging would mean the possibility of asking questions 
like ‘give me the occurrences of the Italian lemma proposta (proposal in English) followed by 
an adjective’. Let us look at the problem of finding a candidate adjective for proposta using 
different concordancing tools:  

 with Folio Views the user can simply browse through the occurrences of ‘proposta’ 
(or ‘propost?’, if we also wish to retrieve the plural form proposte); 

 with MonoConc, the user can search for ‘proposta’ (or ‘propost?’) and then sort the 
occurrences according to the first word to the right, thereby getting an alphabetical 
list with (in addition to some noise) the adjectives co-occurring with ‘proposta’; 

 with a lemmatized, tagged corpus (e.g., the 340 million words corpus of La 
Repubblica, see Baroni et al., 2004), the user can write a far more refined query such 
as: [lem="proposta"] [pos="ADJ"] (that is, ‘find all the forms of the lemma 
“proposta” followed by an adjective’; see figure 4). 

 

                                                
8 In addition to the two above mentioned dictionaries I wish to quote the Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary 
CD-ROM and Princeton University’s WordNet as examples of innovative works going far beyond the facilities offered 
by paper-based dictionaries. 
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Figure 4. Finding all forms of the lemma ‘proposta’ followed by an adjective. 

 

This last solution is the one which is closest to the needs of a writer looking for an 
appropriate word in a given context, and it would be almost perfect if it were possible to 
obtain a list of the adjectives by sorting them in alphabetical order. But formulating the 
query is more difficult than in the previous cases. Besides, while any text file fed to 
MonoConc automatically becomes (part of) a corpus, it is currently all but straightforward 
to build a lemmatized and/or tagged corpus ‘on the fly’ from a text file: although tools for 
automatically lemmatising and tagging a corpus are now available within the research 
community,9 the process is still time-consuming and far too complex for the average user. 

At any rate, in order to make the large La Repubblica corpus an effective writing aid, 
the interface needs to be redesigned so as to simplify query formulation and the 
organization of results (e.g. by sorting the occurrences and extracting collocates, as done in 
the Danish Korpus 2000). Upgrading this large tagged corpus in this way could well turn it 
into the single most valuable writing aid for intermediate-advanced learners of Italian. 
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