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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Although extensive studies have been carried out on the effectiveness of corpora 
on teaching vocabulary, the exploration of whether learners can benefit from a pedagogical 
corpus, particularly regarding hands-on engagement by lower-level learners, has received little 
attention.

Purpose: To address this gap in the literature, this study sets out to explore the effectiveness of 
Data-Driven Learning (DDL) in enhancing the vocabulary acquisition of EFL students at a state 
university in Turkey through a pedagogical corpus.

Method: The quasi-experimental study employed a mixed-method research design, in which 
both quantitative and qualitative data were gathered through vocabulary tests, student 
questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews. Fifty-eight low-level students with an average 
age of 19 served as participants. The experimental group made use of hands-on concordancing 
while the control group received conventional course book-based instruction to learn the target 
words. 

Results: The results indicate that pedagogical corpora have significant potential in facilitating 
vocabulary learning of low-level learners. The vocabulary tests revealed that the students who 
practiced with DDL outperformed the students who received traditional vocabulary instruction 
in both the post-test and the delayed post-test. The findings from student questionnaires, and 
semi-structured interviews also denoted that the participants held positive attitudes towards 
using concordancing to expand their vocabulary and grow aware of some aspects of words such 
as part of speech information, different meanings and usages, lexico-grammatical structures, 
and collocations. 

Conclusion: The present study provides useful implications for collection and use of a 
pedagogical corpus for classroom use.
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corpus-based instruction, data-driven learning (DDL), concordance lines, vocabulary learning, 
pedagogical corpus

INTRODUCTION
Considering the impact corpora have 
had on language pedagogy, they are ac-
knowledged to have “revolutionized” lan-
guage teaching in various areas (Conrad, 
2000, p. 549) both directly and indirectly 
(Römer, 2008). Dictionary making (e.g., 
Gouws, 2021; Hunston, 2002; O’Keefe et 
al., 2007), textbook and material devel-
opment (e.g., Boulton, 2012; Friginal & 
Roberts, 2022; McEnery & Xiao, 2011), de-

sign of syllabi and testing materials (e.g., 
Boulton 2009; Hunston, 2002) including 
their validation and standardization 
(McEnery & Xiao, 2011) are some areas 
where corpora have indirectly contribut-
ed to language teaching. A resurgence 
of interest has also been witnessed in 
incorporating corpora into language 
teaching directly (Römer, 2008) through 
DDL, an approach to language learning 
introduced by Johns (1991).
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A myriad of studies focused on the impact of the DDL and 
corpus use in L2 learning. In particular, recent meta-anal-
yses (Boulton & Cobb 2017; Cobb & Boulton, 2015; Lee et 
al., 2019), have put forward the positive outcomes reported 
by corpus studies. With regard to teaching language skills, 
some investigated the role of corpora and concordancing in 
writing (Gilmore, 2009; Huang, 2014), and some in grammar 
(Boulton, 2009; Girgin, 2011; Vannestal and Lindquist, 2007). 
Although a considerable number of studies exist in literature 
to date, the studies on the effectiveness of corpus use in vo-
cabulary learning based on students’ performance (Boulton, 
2008, 2012; Chan & Liou, 2005; El-Esery, 2015; Gilmore, 2009; 
Golabi, 2022; Kazaz, 2015; Koosha & Jafarpour, 2006; Lee & 
Lin, 2019) have focused on the learning of intermediate/ad-
vanced level students. Since existing corpora mostly appeal 
to high-level learners (Flowerdew, 2012, Meunier, 2011), the 
research on lower-level students’ vocabulary learning re-
mained relatively few. It is possible that researchers have 
tended to work with higher level students because native 
corpora have a high vocabulary load (Balunda, 2009, Sinha, 
2021), and are not considered learner-centered, and cultur-
ally and contextually appropriate for all (Meunier, 2011). This 
could be one of the reasons as to why corpora use has not 
been normalized in language teaching and learning, and re-
search-practice gap still exists (Chambers, 2019). To bridge 
this gap, the creation of a contextually relevant pedagogical 
corpus (as suggested by Braun, 2005) emerges as a poten-
tial solution, particularly in addressing challenges associ-
ated with the application of general corpora, especially in 
terms of learner-corpus interaction complexities (Kavanagh, 
2021). Especially promising for learners at lower proficiency 
levels, who primarily engage with classroom language and 
struggle to comprehend less common vocabulary within 
native corpora, a pedagogical corpus offers the potential to 
amplify benefits.

Central to this study is the exploration of whether learners 
can benefit from a pedagogical corpus, a research that has 
received limited attention, particularly regarding hands-on 
engagement by lower-level learners with such a resource. 
Therefore, the novelty of this research lies in its attempt 
to employ a pedagogical corpus that comprises textbooks 
and teaching materials for vocabulary instruction. With this 
objective, the study seeks to investigate the efficacy of Da-
ta-Driven Learning (DDL) in enhancing students’ vocabulary 
acquisition through the utilization of a pedagogical corpus.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Data-Driven Learning 
Tim Johns’s concept of DDL (1991) is a method of language 
learning that involves the exploration of regularities and 
patterns in language samples. Johns’s earlier attempts to 
incorporate corpora into language teaching, as well as his 
seminal publications (1986, 1988, and 1991), and his web-

site has become the backbone of subsequent pedagogical 
applications of corpora and DDL. One reason for the atten-
tion DDL received at the time was that it brought a new per-
spective to language teaching and learning. For example, it 
differs from traditional teaching methods in terms of the na-
ture of instruction and the roles of students and teachers. It 
provides learners with the opportunity to examine corpora 
and recognize language patterns (Boulton, 2012; Hunston, 
2002; O’Keeffe et al., 2007; Friginal & Roberts, 2022) enhanc-
es their ability to make generalizations (Gilquin, 2021; Johns, 
1991), and thereby fostering inductive learning (O’Keeffe et 
al., 2007). In this regard, it also has the potential to enhance 
autonomous learning (Barabadi & Khajavi, 2017; Binkai, 
2012). 

As a prominent “computing tool for the data-driven ap-
proach” (Johns, 1991, p. 2), concordancers can analyze and 
organize massive amounts of texts in a very short time and 
present “potential patterns” by reducing all language data 
to a simple list in alphabetical order (Scott & Tribble, 2006, 
p. 5). Concordance lines and the keyword-in-context (KWIC) 
format facilitate the process of identifying patterns such 
as “lexical features” and “phraseology” of words (Sripich-
arn, 2003, p. 204) not only quantitatively but “beyond the 
frequency of the words” (O’Keeffe et al., 2007, p. 2).  

Vocabulary Teaching Through DDL
While teaching English in schools, irrespective of whether it 
is presented under integrated skills courses or separately, 
traditional methods are commonly used to teach vocabu-
lary such as providing synonyms, antonyms, L1 translations 
and definitions (Balcı & Çakır, 2011). Traditional vocabulary 
learning is usually characterized as an inactive process for 
learners as they usually obtain word lists and try to mem-
orize them (Chen, 2004). However, memorizing does not 
necessarily mean that acquisition takes place (Nation, 2001). 
Understanding the form, meaning and usage of words (Na-
tion, 2001) and knowledge of surrounding vocabulary are 
also crucial for acquisition (Harmer, 1993). In this respect, 
DDL is a potent alternative to traditional methods as it 
guides learners to observe and analyse data, look for pat-
terns implicitly, and become autonomous researchers.

DDL is considered a viable approach to vocabulary learning 
on various grounds. First, it serves as an opportunity to get 
exposed to words in different contexts and forms (Baraba-
di & Khajavi, 2017; Wu et al, 2010), which in turn facilitates 
vocabulary expansion (Nation, 2001). Moreover, it increas-
es both vocabulary breadth and depth as vocabulary items 
are presented in their collocative environment (Chen, 2004), 
and in their most common forms and patterns, which pro-
vides a means of studying collocates (McEnery & Xiao, 2011; 
Varley, 2009). On top of that, the above-specified vocabulary 
gains are not temporary as research (El-Esery, 2015, Karras, 
2015) suggests that DDL yields long-term benefits and bet-
ter vocabulary retention compared to traditional vocabulary 
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learning. DDL research (Binkai, 2012; Varley, 2009) revolved 
around immediate student attitudes and perceptions, while 
fewer studies focused on learners’ performance (Barabadi 
& Khajavi, 2017; El-Esery, 2015, Kazaz, 2015). Furthermore, 
conducting empirical research on DDL offers limited results 
due to their tendency to focus on “specific, immediate learn-
ing outcomes”, which makes it difficult to examine long-
term achievement (Boulton, 2010, p.536). Therefore, con-
ducting more empirical research on the long-term effects of 
DDL seems to be focal for our increased understanding of 
vocabulary retention through DDL practices.

Although its merits have been amply acknowledged in the 
existing literature, corpus resources and tools have not 
gained widespread adoption among language teachers 
and learners in the language classroom (Pérez-Paredes, 
2022). Corpus use in language pedagogy is not without its 
criticism. Conversing views on the suitability of corpora for 
low-level students exist. While acknowledging that corpora 
such as the BNC appeal to advanced-level users, Aston1 as-
serts that learners do not need to make sense of all data in 
corpus samples. On the issue, Flowerdew (2012) maintains 
that mostly higher-level learners can make sense of corpo-
ra while Lee & Liou (2003) found that low-level learners can 
benefit from corpora more compared to high-level learners. 
Conceding the difficulty of corpus samples, Chen (2004) sug-
gests preparing concordance sheets to avoid dealing with 
irrelevant data. Toriida (2016) further recommends that 
teachers compile their corpus from textbooks, readers and 
journal articles for learners. 

Despite being authentic in nature, the authenticity of native 
corpora has been questioned for learners from another cul-
ture, as well as their effectiveness in language learning (see, 
e.g., Widdowson, 2003). Drawing attention to the pedagogi-
cally relevant corpora, Braun (2005) postulates that authen-
ticity can be improved to some extend if a corpus is peda-
gogically relevant in terms of content, language and culture. 
Textbook corpora and pedagogical corpora emerge as two 
important candidates at this point. As an extended version 
of textbook corpora, Meunier and Gouverneur (2009) define 
pedagogic corpora as “large enough and representative 
sample of the language, spoken and written, a learner has 
been or is likely to be exposed to via teaching material, ei-
ther in the classroom or during self-study activities” (p.186). 
The terms pedagogic corpora and pedagogical corpora were 
used later in works of other scholars (see, e.g., Bennet, 2010; 
Chambers 2019), and such corpora have previously been 
created and exploited for textbook analysis (Bergström et 
al., 2023; Chen & Yuhua, 2023; Meunier, & Gouverneur, 2009; 
Sun & Dang, 2020), and writing genre analysis (Melissour-
gou & Frantzi, 2019). However, raising awareness of learners 
of all the occurrences of a word in different contexts (Huston, 
2002) is an underrecognised exploitation of pedagogic cor-

1  Aston, G. (1998). Learning English with the British National Corpus. [Paper presentation]. 6th Jornada de Corpus, UPF, Barcelona. https://www.sslmit.unibo.
it/~guy/barc.htm

pora. Thus, taking the aforementioned issues into account, 
this study explored the effectiveness of DDL on vocabulary 
learning of tertiary-level EFL students by utilizing a peda-
gogical corpus. Two research questions guided the study:

(1) Is there a statistically significant improvement in vocab-
ulary knowledge of target words for the participants 
who practiced through DDL when compared to those 
who received traditional vocabulary instruction through 
textbook materials?

(2) What are the attitudes of the DDL group towards learn-
ing vocabulary through DDL? 

METHOD

Setting & Participants
The present study was undertaken at the School of Foreign 
Languages, at a state university in Turkey. At this institu-
tion, learners who cannot meet the language requirements 
to study in their respective departments receive general 
English language skills instruction. Through a one-year ac-
ademic program, language skills are presented in an inte-
grated way through “Main Course” and other supporting 
skill courses such as Listening & Speaking, and Reading & 
Writing. However, there is no special course devoted to vo-
cabulary instruction.

Fifty-eight Turkish students (M = 44, F = 14) whose ages 
ranged between 18 and 22 took part in the study. The par-
ticipants were placed in elementary classes based on the 
results of the placement test administrated at the begin-
ning of the year and were receiving pre-intermediate level 
instruction during the study. 

In this quasi-experimental study with a comparison group 
pre-test/post-test design, the participants were divided into 
experimental (N = 29) and control groups (N = 29) based on 
convenience sampling; that is, four classes with almost the 
same number of students were selected. Two intact classes 
were assigned to the experimental group, and two other in-
tact classes formed the control group. To control some con-
founding variables such as course delivery, course content 
and duration, two instructors made sure that both groups 
followed exactly the same curriculum, courses and materi-
als as planned by the administration and always updated 
each other for specific classroom practices.

Corpus Compilation
Before the intervention, a pedagogical corpus was com-
piled by the researchers with reading texts learners can 

https://www.sslmit.unibo.it/~guy/barc.htm
https://www.sslmit.unibo.it/~guy/barc.htm
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make sense of while doing their analysis. For this reason, 
advanced-level texts were excluded. Samples of reading 
texts from elementary, pre-intermediate and intermediate 
level course-books and listening scripts from websites (see 
appendix A for the list of the sources) were included in the 
data set to compile a sample of both written and spoken 
language. The corpus contained a total of 358,972 tokens 
and 14,402 word types. While 27% of the corpus consisted 
of spoken language scripts, 63% consisted of written texts.

Classroom Materials
For the participants in the experimental group, researchers 
created five paper-based concordance handouts, as low-
er-level learners require guidance and support from their 
teachers to navigate the data they encounter during vocab-
ulary searches (Granath, 2009). The handouts were devel-
oped following Nation’s (2001) categorization of aspects of 
word knowledge: form, meaning and use. The questions in 
the handouts were constructed to raise participants’ aware-
ness of word forms, prefixes and suffixes, form-meaning re-
lationships, collocations, and word usage (see appendix B 
for a sample concordance handout).

The aim was to introduce five target vocabulary items in 
each session. The target words were selected from the 
scheduled units in the Reading & Writing coursebook, with 
which the participants were being instructed. An adapted 
version of the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (Schmitt & Zim-
merman, 2002) was administrated to select less familiar 
vocabulary items among 36 pre-selected target words. The 
participants rated their own vocabulary knowledge with a 
four-level scale. 25 words which held the highest-rated “I 
do not know the word” option were selected as final target 
words.

For the exploration of the pedagogical corpus, the partic-
ipants used the computer software “Antconc 3.4.4”. The 
researchers downloaded the software for students’ use be-
fore the intervention.

Data Collection Tools
Quantitative data was collected through a vocabulary test, 
which was administrated at three time points as pre-test, 
post-test and delayed post-test. Since an experimental de-
sign with a control group is adopted for the study, the exist-
ence of a control group reduces the test effect, in that the 
differences in the groups are not attributed to the retesting 
effect, but more likely to the intervention (Cook & Camp-
bell, 1979). The vocabulary test, which was worth 100 points, 
comprised four parts: a) seven multiple-choice questions b) 
seven paragraph gap-filling questions c) six questions that 
require filling in concordance lines with target words d) five 
sentence-matching questions. Two academics holding M.A. 
in ELT examined the test in terms of content and face valid-
ity. They particularly checked whether the test includes all 

target words, and whether it measures different aspects of 
word knowledge specified in the objectives. They also eval-
uated the test with relation to level-appropriateness, clarity 
and formatting. Later, a pilot study was conducted with 20 
students who were on the same level as the target popula-
tion. The Cronbach Alpha was calculated as .94, which indi-
cated high internal consistency.

A small questionnaire was also developed to explore stu-
dents’ perceptions of DDL after the intervention. It com-
prised 10 items in the format of a 5-point Likert Scale. While 
items 1 and 2 were created by the researchers, the remain-
ing items were adapted from Boulton (2010), Girgin (2011), 
and Jablonkai & Čebron (2017). The reliability of the ques-
tionnaire was checked after data collection since it was only 
targeted at the research sample, and it was found to have 
internal consistency, r = .720.

Semi-structured focus group interviews were also conduct-
ed with seven volunteers from the experimental group to 
further investigate the efficacy of data-driven vocabulary 
learning, and explore opinions and experiences. Interviews 
were conducted after the intervention, and in the partici-
pants’ mother tongue.

The Data Collection Procedure and Data 
Analysis
The study was conducted within three months in Spring Se-
mester, 2016. One week prior to the pre-test, the Vocabulary 
Knowledge Scale was administered, and the final decision 
was made on the target words to be introduced. For the pre-
test, which was given to both groups on the same day, the 
participants were given 30 minutes. Following that, the ex-
perimental group was given an introductory session on how 
to use the concordance program, open corpus files, and 
search for the target words.

During five-week treatment, the participants in the experi-
mental group received 12 sessions that took 70-80 minutes 
each. In each session, they received a concordance hand-
out, and were asked to analyse the corpus data following 
the “Identify - Classify - Generalise” procedure specified by 
Johns (1991, p. 5). Within this period, which took about 45-50 
minutes of the session, the students were asked to identify 
relevant concordance lines, classify the patterns, and make 
generalizations to answer the questions in their handout. In 
the meantime, the instructing researcher observed the class 
and answered student questions. In the last 20-25 minutes 
of the session, a whole class discussion was held to elicit cor-
rect responses, alternative sentences or phrases identified 
from the concordance lines, and to uncover what they had 
learned. On the other hand, the control group covered their 
coursebook according to the schedule, and were introduced 
to the target vocabulary items through explicit teaching of 
teacher explanations and coursebook activities.
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Upon completion of the treatment, the immediate post-test 
was administered to both groups in the same week. The ex-
perimental group was given the attitude questionnaire im-
mediately after the post-test. The following week, seven stu-
dents from the experimental group were interviewed. Five 
weeks after the immediate post-test, the participants were 
also given the delayed post-test. 

For data analysis, the quantitative data collected through 
the vocabulary tests and the questionnaire were analysed 
using the Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS). 
On the other hand, the qualitative data, which were col-
lected through interviews, were analysed using Creswell’s 
(2012) qualitative content analysis scheme. The data were 
first transcribed, and the codes were created based on the 
recurring statements. Later, the themes that emerged from 
the codes were labelled.

RESULTS

The Effectiveness of DDL Based on the 
Vocabulary Tests

In an attempt to answer the first research question, which 
aims to find out if the participants show any improvement in 
their vocabulary knowledge of the target words, a descrip-
tive analysis was first computed for the pre-test, post-test, 
and delayed post-test of the control and the experimental 
group (DDL group).

Table 1 illustrates that the control group (M = 40.76, SD = 
21.1) scored 3 points higher than the experimental group 

(M = 37.8, SD = 18) in the pre-test.  The mean scores for the 
immediate post-test indicate that although both groups 
showed improvements, the participants in the DDL group 
(M = 68.96, SD = 19.02) outperformed the control group (M = 
53.85, SD = 20.29). Regarding the scores of delayed post-test, 
which was administrated five weeks after the post-test, the 
scores of both groups decreased compared to their post-
test scores. However, the mean score for the control group 
(M = 48.23, SD = 22.47) dropped slightly more than the exper-
imental group (M = 64.67, SD = 23.05).

Before comparing results for any significance, the baseline 
scores of participants in each group were first compared. 
The data was normally distributed and homogenous, so in-
dependent samples t-test was performed. The results pre-
sented in Table 2 indicate that although mean pre-test score 
of the control group was 2.93 points higher than experimen-
tal group’s mean, these means did not differ significantly 
between the experimental group (M = 37.8, SD = 18) and the 
control group (M = 40.76, SD = 21.1) ([t [51] = -.54, p = 0.591]). 
Therefore, it can be concluded that the groups were not sig-
nificantly different prior to intervention.

In order to explore the impact of concordance training on the 
vocabulary knowledge of target vocabulary items in three 
time intervals, 2x3 Mixed ANOVA was also performed. First, 
the assumptions of homogeneity of variances were tested 
and satisfied based on Levene’s F test for the pre-test (F(1, 
51) = 1.32, p = .256), post-test scores (F(1, 51) = 1.12, p = .30) 
and delayed post-test scores (F(1, 51) = 0.65, p = .80). Mauch-
ly’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity has not 
been met, χ 2 (2) = 7.94, p = .020. Hence, degrees of freedom 
were corrected using Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (ε 

= .91).

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for the Test scores of Control and Experimental Groups

Tests  Groups N M   SD

Pre-test Experimental 27 37.85 18.06

Control 26 40.77 21.13

Post-test Experimental 27 68.96 19.02

Control 26 53.85 20.29

Delayed post-test Experimental 27 64.67 23.05

Control 26 48.23 22.47

Table 2
Independent Samples T-Test for Pre-Test Scores of the Control and Experimental Group

Levene's Test for  Equality of Variances T-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df p. Mean Dif. Std. Error Dif. 

Pre-test 1.32 .256 -.54 51 .591 -2.93 5.39
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As shown in Table 3, the main effect of time (pre-test, post-
test and delayed post-test) on vocabulary test scores was 
significant, Huynh-Feldt, F(1,91.66) = 51,16, p = <.001, with a 
large effect (Eta-squared = .51), indicating that there were 
changes over time in vocabulary scores across the whole 
sample. This effect was qualified with a significant time and 
group (experimental/control) interaction effect, Huynh-
Feldt, F(1.83, 91.66) = 11.84, p = <.001,  eta squared = .19 re-
vealing that the changes in vocabulary scores of participants 
over time are not equivalent across the two groups. This in-
dicates that the groups are changing in different ways.

Post-hoc pairwise comparisons were also performed using 
paired-samples t-test to determine the levels of significance.  

Follow-up pairwise comparisons presented in Table 4 in-
dicated that the vocabulary scores of the treatment group 
significantly increased from time 1 to time 2 (p = <.001, co-
hen’s d = 1.68), and time 1 to time 3 (p = <.001, d = 1.29) 
with a large effect size. However, no statistically significant 
difference was found between time 2 and time 3 (p = .096, d 
= .20), indicating that although the vocabulary scores have 
decreased from time 2 to 3 in the experimental group, it was 
not statistically significant. As for the control group, there 
was a statistically significant difference between time 1 and 
2 (p = .001, d = .63) with a medium effect size, and time 1 and 
time 3 (p = .049, d = .38) with a small effect size.  On the oth-

er hand, there was a significant decrease in the vocabulary 
scores from time 2 to 3 (p = .034, d = .21), which showed a 
rather poor retention rate in the vocabulary scores. These 
findings indicate that the experimental group showed a sig-
nificantly greater improvement in the post test compared 
to the control group. Although both groups obtained lower 
scores in the delayed post-test than the post-test, the de-
crease in the scores is significant only in the control group, 
which implies that there is an overall higher improvement 
in the DDL group.

Learner Attitudes towards DDL
The effectiveness of DDL was further explored with an atti-
tude questionnaire and focus group interviews. The findings 
regarding the attitude questionnaire are presented in Table 
5. 

As indicated in Table 5, overall, learners seemed to have a 
positive attitude towards DDL and believed that it improved 
their English. The mean score for item 4 was the highest 
(M = 4.29, SD = .66), showing that a big portion of students 
thought that studying concordance lines had a facilitating 
role in increasing knowledge of word usage. The lowest 
mean score, on the other hand, belonged to item 6 (M = 
2.07, SD = .91), which indicated learners’ disagreement on 
the difficulty of concordance lines. The participants found 

Table 3
Within Subject Effects for the Control and the DDL group

Source Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean 

Square F Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared

time Sphericity Assumed 14654.92 2 7327.46 51.16 .000 .51

Huynh-Feldt 14654.92 1.83 7994.22 51.16 .000 .51

time*group Sphericity Assumed 3390.92 2 1695.46 11.84 .000 .19

Huynh-Feldt 3390.92 1.83 1849.74 11.84 .000 .19

Table 4 
Pairwise Comparisons of Test Scores across the Control and the DDL Group

Group (I) time (J) time Mean Difference (I-J) Std. Error Sig.b

95% Confidence Interval for 
Difference

Lower Bound Upper Bound

experimental 1 2 -31.11 3.57 .000 -38.28 -23.94

3 -26.81 3.63 .000 -34.10 -19.53

2 3 4.30 2.53 .096 -.792 9.38

control 1 2 -13.08 3.64 .001 -20.38 -5.76

3 -7.46 3.70 .049 -14.89 -.034

2 3 5.61 2.58 .034 .430 10.80
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DDL practices enjoyable (M = 3.96, SD = .70), wanted to con-
tinue studying with concordance lines (M = 4.03, SD = .75), 
and suggested that instructors utilize concordance to teach 
vocabulary (M = 4.11, SD = .93).

The findings from the interviews align with the results of vo-
cabulary tests and the attitude questionnaire. The emerging 
themes and codes were listed in Table 6. The frequency of 
the codes expressed by participants is presented in paren-
theses.  

The interview analysis revealed three themes that reflect the 
participants’ experiences with data-driven learning. Overall, 
all the participants mentioned that they had fun while stud-
ying through concordance lines emphasizing its dissimilar-
ity to other vocabulary learning methods they know. Some 
stated that they enjoyed studying vocabulary since it was 
computer-based and had a colourful display. One student 
remarks:

I had fun learning vocabulary with concordance lines because 
in class, we generally write or read, but here we did something 
different with computers and it was not boring at all.

Regarding the strengths of data-driven learning, which 
emerged as the second theme, all the participants noted 
that they had the chance to analyse words in different sen-
tences, and understand how words were used in those sen-
tences, as seen in the extracts below:

There were only one or two example sentences in textbooks, but 
here I have seen a lot of sentences. I have also learned other 
forms of words.

With the help of concordance lines, I have learned how words 
are presented in different forms such as verbs, nouns adjectives, 
etc., and I have also learned which prepositions are used after 
certain words because they were easy to see with concordance 
lines. 

The statements on how concordance lines helped students 
learn more words than they intended are worth attention. 
In particular, participants mentioned gains in word forms, 
collocations and lexico-grammatical structures. Some also 
pointed out the permanency of the knowledge acquired 
through data-driven learning. The following quotations 
show in what ways participants benefited from data-driven 
learning: 

Concordance lines helped me learn vocabulary because we 
learned how the words we come across in the classroom are 
used in sentences, and their position in those sentences… while 
doing an activity, you learn a lot, for example, the prepositions, 
and the words with different meanings.

Words in coursebooks are restricted, but here we can learn 
more words with concordance lines. 

Colourful words helped me a lot to identify which words are 
nouns, adjectives, verbs, etc.  I sometimes remember the words 
with their colours. It became easier for me to remember them. 

The last theme that was drawn from student interviews 
was the concerns related to DDL practice. Two participants 
stated that doing research seemed complicated at first, yet 
they immediately added that they figured it out in a short 
time. Four participants were also cautious about using only 
concordance lines for vocabulary learning and suggested 
learning through concordance lines along with coursebook 
instruction. One participant touched upon this with the fol-
lowing extract: 

I think that learning through concordance lines is beneficial, 
but it would be more effective when used with activities in our 
coursebook. I think they support each other.

Based on the findings, we may conclude that data-driven 
learning had a positive impact on the vocabulary learning 
of the learners especially in the areas such as vocabulary 
expansion, word usage, word formation and collocations.  

Table 5
Mean Scores for All the Items of the Attitude Questionnaire

Items M SD

I think….

1. studying vocabulary through concordance lines is enjoyable. 3.96 .70

2. studying vocabulary through concordance lines helps improve my English. 4.25 .59

3. using concordance lines improved my English writing ability   3.74 .71

4. using concordance lines is helpful for learning the usage of vocabulary. 4.29 .66

5. using concordance lines in the learning of English vocabulary increased my confidence in learning English vocab-
ulary.

3.29 .72

6. learning vocabulary through concordance lines is more difficult than learning vocabulary through a coursebook. 2.07 .91

7. learning vocabulary through concordance lines is more boring than learning vocabulary through a coursebook. 2.88 1.21

8. I prefer using concordance lines in learning of English vocabulary to using a coursebook in learning of English 
vocabulary.

3.51 1.12

9. I recommend that teachers should use concordance lines so as to teach vocabulary in EFL classes. 4.11 .93

10. I would like to do more concordance activities in class. 4.03 .75
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DISCUSSION
The present study sought to explore the efficiency of the 
data-driven approach on EFL students’ vocabulary learning. 
The results indicated that although both groups demon-
strated learning of the target words, the DDL group showed 
a greater improvement and performed significantly better 
than the coursebook group on the post-test. The observed 
improvements in both groups were no surprise since the 
target vocabulary items were unknown to the participants 
before the study, and after the instruction period, it was ex-
pected that both groups would show improvement to some 
extent. However, the gain was higher by the DDL group, 
which indicated that data-driven practice, enriched with 
corpus and concordance was more efficient in enhancing 
students’ vocabulary knowledge. The results echo previous 
empirical studies (see, for example, Binkai, 2012; El- Esery, 
2015; Koosha & Jafarpour, 2006; Karras, 2015 and Kazaz, 
2015), which reported that corpus-based learning yielded 
better results than other methods of vocabulary instruction. 

The results regarding the delayed post-test revealed that 
the DDL group had a higher retention rate although both 
groups showed a decrease in the test scores, which indi-
cated that DDL was more beneficial for the learners than 
the conventional coursebook-based instruction in the long 
run as well. The reasoning behind better retention could 
be drawn from the interviews in that some learners linked 
remembering words for a longer time to various exam-
ples, concordance display and colourful layout, supporting 
Schmitt (2008), who highlighted that exposure coupled with 
attention directed to lexical items results in better attention.

2  Chao, P. (2010). A study of collocation learning of junior high students in Taiwan via concordance. [Paper presentation]. International conference on English 
teaching (2010), Kaohsiung, Taiwan. http://www2.kuas.edu.tw/edu/afl/20100430Final/Word/2010comp_EPCA.pdf.

As regards to the learners’ perceptions, the analysis of the 
questionnaires and interviews reflected positive attitudes 
towards DDL. This supports previous studies (Alsehibany 
& Abdelhalim, 2023; Chan & Liou, 2005; Gilmore, 2009; Kaur 
& Hegelheimer, 2005; Kazaz, 2015; Oktavianti et al., 2022; 
Sripicharn, 2003; Sun & Wang, 2003; Yoon & Hirvela, 2004; 
Youssef, 2021; Varley, 2009), which explored students’ per-
ceptions of DDL. The deeper analysis appears to have re-
vealed that the learners showed enthusiasm towards using 
the concordance program and found DDL fun mostly be-
cause it was computer-based. Given that the learners are 
highly dependent on technology, and spend a great deal of 
their time on computers, it seems reasonable that they opt 
for learning English through technology and hands-on expe-
rience. This finding is also consistent with Chao2, who point-
ed out the connection between the positive attitude and the 
technology-assisted nature of DDL. The results highlight 
the importance of integrating computer-based corpus anal-
ysis in classrooms rather than paper-based concordance as 
learners show enthusiasm towards DDL practices especially 
because they are computer-aided.

Another significant finding to emerge from the analysis is 
that the learners do not find studying vocabulary through 
DDL more difficult than coursebooks. This is contrary to the 
previous study by Vannestal & Lindquist (2007), who report-
ed negative feelings of especially weak students towards 
corpus use. The difficulty of practicing DDL is usually asso-
ciated with the process of using a concordance program, its 
display, and the language level of the concordance output 
(Chatpunnarangsee, 2015). However, in the present study, 
learners received a demo session, and studied through a 

Table 6
Students’ Perceptions on the Effectiveness of Data-Driven Learning

Themes Codes

Affective factors Fun (x7)

Attractive due to being different (x6)  

Colourful layout (x5)

Enjoyable since computer-based (x4)

Strengths Multiple sample sentences (x7)

Word forms (x7)

Word usage (x7)

Collocations + lexico-grammatical structures (x6)

Learning beyond intended (x4)

Permanent (x4)

Concerns Analysing seemed a bit complicated at first (x2)

A combination of coursebook and concordance can be more effective (x4)

http://www2.kuas.edu.tw/edu/afl/20100430Final/Word/2010comp_EPCA.pdf.
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pedagogical corpus compiled through texts of elementa-
ry and intermediate materials, which eased the burden on 
the shoulder of the learners. Employing a specialized cor-
pus likely increased the learners’ ability to make sense of 
the data and reduced the need for teacher supervision and 
monitoring (Aston, 2001). Hence, no feedback was received 
concerning the challenges of corpus analysis after the in-
troductory session. This finding has significant practical 
implications for the integration process of DDL. Accord-
ingly, guidance is needed at the beginning stages to help 
students familiarize themselves with both the concordance 
program and the concordance output. Classroom handouts 
play a crucial role in guiding students in the process of deal-
ing with language if teachers have a predetermined aim in 
mind, such as introducing certain vocabulary items, gram-
mar subject, or lexico-grammatical structures. At this point, 
there are implications for material developers as well. Since 
developing such materials is time-consuming for teachers, 
they need to design more DDL activities and corpus-based 
materials to motivate teachers in utilizing those ready-made 
resources without much effort.

In company with general contentedness, the students also 
perceived concordance-based practice and activities helpful 
for several reasons. First, they reported significant gains in 
word forms and word usage. Interview results also revealed 
that DDL helped students become familiar with lexico-gram-
matical patterns and collocations which were not intended 
to be introduced in the first place probably because DDL 
stands out in revealing grammatical and lexical structures 
by making patterns more visible (McEnery & Xiao, 2011). 
This supports Varley’s (2009) findings regarding the posi-
tive effect of DDL in improving awareness of collocational 
expressions and lexico-grammatical patterns.

Another notable finding of the study was on the preferenc-
es of learners on which type of instruction they would like 
to receive for vocabulary learning. Although all students 
expressed positive views about DDL, they all recommend-
ed it as a supplementary study rather than a substitute for 
textbook instruction. The reason behind this preference 
could be the learning habits of the learners, who received 
conventional instruction during their primary school years. 
Naturally, learners feel safe when the information is pre-
sented to them, but feel challenged when they are required 
to use their cognitive skills while dealing with corpus output 
(O’Sullivan, 2007). Following the students’ suggestions on 
integrating DDL into conventional teaching might create an 
effective learning environment especially for learners with 
different learning styles. In line with students’ preferences, 
Meunier (2002) also suggests using corpora as a comple-
mentary method as not all types of exercises are compatible 
with corpus practice.

The present study also points to the need for teacher train-
ing. Although the significance and the effect of corpora on 
language teaching have been widely recognized, teaching 

programs on the use and evaluation of corpus materials 
are undervalued (McCarthy, 2008). Indicating that teach-
ers have been “consumers” of corpus materials, McCarthy 
(2008) maintains that consumer teachers can turn into “ac-
tive” users of corpus-based materials when corpora are in-
tegrated into teacher education; teachers are trained on the 
evaluation and use of corpus materials; corpora are built 
when necessary; teachers become “central stakeholders” 
or “lobbyists”, and gain recognition in language education 
research (p. 565). At a more practical level, Granath (2009) 
points out the importance of training teachers on using cor-
pora at the university level in courses such as “syntax, writ-
ten proficiency and translation”, which will get them to adopt 
the habit of consulting corpus rather than just resorting to 
dictionaries and grammar books (p. 47). For this to happen, 
it is important that teachers are equipped with corpus lit-
eracy. Ma et al. (2021) highlight that while corpus literacy 
functions as an educational resource, it does not automati-
cally equip educators with the pedagogical skills needed to 
effectively integrate corpora into classroom teaching. Their 
research underscores the necessity for teachers to acquire 
corpus-based language pedagogy (CBLP), which involves in-
tegrating corpus linguistics technology into language peda-
gogy to enhance language instruction.

CONCLUSION

Our study delved into the effects of corpus and data-driv-
en practices on students’ vocabulary learning, contributing 
to the evolving literature on integrating corpora into EFL 
instruction. Notably, our findings demonstrated the su-
periority of Data-Driven Learning (DDL) in expanding and 
retaining vocabulary when compared to traditional course-
book-based instruction. Learner perceptions also yielded 
positive attitudes toward DDL and concordancing, empha-
sizing the tangible benefits of these approaches.

This study underscores the significant potential of peda-
gogical corpora, particularly those sourced from textbooks 
and instructional materials, in facilitating vocabulary learn-
ing, especially for low-level learners. These corpora offer 
direct access without the complexity of advanced sentence 
structures, compensating for the limitations of traditional 
coursebooks in presenting words with diverse meanings 
and forms, yet incorporating corpora into the classroom ne-
cessitates careful planning, teacher guidance, and instruc-
tional material support. 

Our findings have broader implications for language educa-
tion and invite educators to consider the potential benefits 
of corpus-driven practices. As we look ahead, the explora-
tion of different corpus types and their roles in supporting 
low-level learners remains an important question, offering 
opportunities for future studies to continue advancing vo-
cabulary instruction in diverse contexts. In future research, 
we encourage a comprehensive exploration of DDL’s impact 
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on productive vocabulary skills and a systematic analysis of 
various corpus types. We believe that such investigations 
will further enhance our understanding of vocabulary ac-
quisition.
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APPENDIX A

Sources used for the corpus
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APPENDIX B

Sample Concordance Handout

Analyse the words/phrases given and answer the following questions. 

1. Search for join*

What is the part of speech of the word “join”?     ________________________________________________________________________________

What preposition(s) directly follows “join”?     ____________________________________________________________________________________

List 6 phrases that collocate with the word “join” as an object of the verb. (e.g.: join a racing school)     _________________________

2. Search for appl*

Identify 2 different parts of speech in the concordance lines (e.g.: noun, verb, adjective, adverb, etc.) and write 2 exam-
ple concordance lines below.     ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Find a concordance line in which “apply” is used in an infinitive construction. Write it below.     _____________________________

What verbs precede the infinitive form?     _______________________________________________________________________________________

What preposition(s) directly follows apply?     ____________________________________________________________________________________

List the words or phrases after the preposition(s) you wrote above.     _________________________________________________________

3. Search for look* after

What is the part of speech of “look after”?     ____________________________________________________________________________________

Find a concordance line in which “look after” is used as a main verb. Write it below.     ________________________________________

Find a concordance line in which “look after” is used in an infinitive construction. Write it below.     ______________________________

List 6 phrases that collocate with “look after” as the object of a verb. (e.g.: look after my family)     ______________________________

What do the sentences have in common? What do people normally ‘look after’?     __________________________________________

Looking at the concordance lines, write a sentence using “look after”.          ____________________________________________________


	_Hlk136379204
	_Hlk129470858
	_Hlk129470889
	_Hlk129470909
	_Hlk129471008
	_Hlk142341896
	_Hlk129471032
	_Hlk142518894
	_Hlk142519160
	_Hlk142457795
	_Hlk142457595
	_Hlk142517139
	_Hlk142457139
	_Hlk142457319
	_Hlk142458029
	_Hlk142458358
	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_Hlk142469590
	_Hlk142470167
	_Hlk129464724
	_Hlk148176830
	_Hlk142469046
	_Hlk79927056
	_Hlk123751531
	_Hlk137922311
	_Hlk123754032
	_Hlk120635092
	_Hlk123757799
	_Hlk120634523
	_Hlk123117807
	_Hlk123117839
	_Hlk123117893
	_Hlk120634656
	_Hlk123118028
	_Hlk137922338
	_Hlk139230242
	_Hlk103773637
	_Hlk105573784
	_Hlk139230271
	_Hlk137803278
	_Hlk74153854
	_Hlk139230342
	_Hlk122776542
	_Hlk137810238
	_Hlk145336678
	_Hlk120637205
	_Hlk120637257
	_Hlk120637336
	_Hlk125127731
	_Hlk120637365
	_Hlk122110305
	_Hlk120637387
	_Hlk120637415
	_Hlk120637512
	_Hlk120637676
	_Hlk120637717
	_Hlk125128028
	_Hlk120637756
	_Hlk120637795
	_Hlk120637825
	_Hlk125128425
	_Hlk70610507
	_Hlk70610606
	_Hlk70610730
	_Hlk142165973
	_Hlk142207794
	_Hlk118021867
	_Hlk138576966
	_Hlk109130241
	_Hlk147140928
	_Hlk100781833
	_Hlk138535948
	_Hlk138536068
	_Hlk147143225
	_Hlk147144297
	_Hlk147144644
	_Hlk100673632
	_Hlk123678026
	_Hlk123640094
	_Hlk127794626
	_Hlk149851598
	_Hlk127569479
	_Hlk149847568
	_Hlk149850426
	_Hlk147045779
	_Hlk140421633
	_Hlk123636473
	_Hlk147257275
	_Hlk127657522
	_Hlk147255970
	_Hlk147255998
	_Hlk147256017
	_Hlk127567831
	_Hlk127691847
	_Hlk147258025
	_Hlk127692456
	_Hlk127697464
	_Hlk147257668
	_Hlk124527871
	_Hlk127569308
	_Hlk124527788
	_Hlk124854937
	_Hlk127692038
	_Hlk127655849
	_Hlk127691720
	_Hlk147257438
	_Hlk127692343
	_Hlk124534992
	_Hlk147257489
	_Hlk147256123
	_Hlk127657735
	_Hlk127730988
	_Hlk127655739
	_Hlk127692503
	_Hlk147399673
	_Hlk127698992
	_Hlk127692223
	_Hlk127691945
	_Hlk127692059
	_Hlk127568378
	_Hlk127568058
	_Hlk149815210
	_Hlk127691766
	_Hlk147256310
	_Hlk127700473
	_Hlk149817014
	_Hlk127568680
	_Hlk124538953
	_Hlk124876983
	_Hlk106807824
	_Hlk127568130
	_Hlk127657558
	_Hlk147257929
	_Hlk127692304
	_Hlk127656951
	_Hlk127656149
	_Hlk147258232
	_Hlk147258089
	_Hlk127692257
	OLE_LINK1
	_Hlk147256670
	_Hlk127692390
	_Hlk147222957
	_Hlk147258132
	_Hlk127691975
	_Hlk127725967
	_Hlk127725991
	_Hlk127692699
	_Hlk127692549
	_Hlk127657079
	_Hlk127657130
	_Hlk127657586
	_Hlk147257382
	_Hlk127657621
	_Hlk147257634
	_Hlk127656211
	_Hlk127657276
	_Hlk127692737
	_Hlk106968722
	_Hlk127730132
	_Hlk127691915
	_Hlk147225394
	_Hlk147258177
	_Hlk127725859
	_Hlk124536228
	_Hlk147257334
	_Hlk147258112
	_Hlk127657037
	_Hlk123636607
	_Hlk127698703
	_Hlk124538313
	_Hlk127568085
	_Hlk149817566
	_Hlk124535788
	_Hlk127656610
	_Hlk127692153
	_Hlk127692181
	_Hlk127568984
	_Hlk127568939
	_Hlk150120678
	_Hlk150120734
	_Hlk150120792
	_Hlk150120863

