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Abstract 

This contribution presents the case for a corpus-based approach as a 
practical methodology for language research and pedagogy in an ESL 
context such as Cameroon. The paper outlines the history and 
development of the corpus of Cameroon English project, highlighting 
research possibilities and practical classroom applications of a computer 
corpus. It is argued that corpus-based language research and pedagogy is 
exciting and language professionals in Cameroon ought to explore these 
possibilities. Furthermore, corpus-based-oriented-research makes 
comparative studies across national varieties possible, giving an 
intercultural perspective that links language researchers across countries.  
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1. Introduction 

In the last several decades computer technology has 
revolutionized the way language research is conducted 
(Fitzpatrick ed. 2007; Ghadessy, Henry & Roseberry 2001), 
with a potential for fundamental changes in classroom 
practices (Hidalgo ed. 2007; Gavioli 2005; Nkemleke 2007; 
cf. Michigan Corpus of Academic English, http://www. 
micase.umdl.umich.edu/m/micase), textbook writing and 
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dictionary making (cf. the University of Birmingham 
Collins COBUILD Project). Corpus linguistics is a 
contribution of computer technology to linguistic studies, 
and computerized text corpora have proved to be better 
sources of data for a wide range of research, teaching and 
learning tasks. Five decades after the first computerized text 
corpora were launched (Quirk 1961); and following the 
compilation of first generation corpora1, corpus linguistics 
today is a common practice for conducting empirical 
research, and for teaching and learning. More than 30,000 
mainstream corpora of various types and sizes exist today, 
including the two mega corpora: Cobuild Bank of English (450 
million words mostly British English and some American 
English) and British National Corpus (10 million words 
spoken and 90 million words written). These databases are 
increasingly providing a more realistic foundation for the 
study of language than earlier types of materials- a fact that 
has given impetus to descriptive studies of English lexis 
(Altenberg & Granger eds. 2002), grammar (Oostdijk & de 
Haan 1994), pragmatics and discourse (Leech & Weisser 
2000), sociolinguistics (Wilson & McEnery eds. 2003), 
applied linguistics (Hunston 2002), language teaching 
(Conor & Upton eds. 2004; Sinclair 1982), non-native 
varieties of English (Schmied 1990; Nkemleke 2003, 2004a, 
2004b, 2006, 2011), cultural discourse (Schmied 2004), 
translation and contrastive analysis (Schmied 1999; 
Gvishiani 2000) and second language acquisition research 
(Granger, Hung, Petch-Tyson eds. 2002). This present 
contribution traces the history and current state of corpus 
linguistic work in Cameroon, and highlights potential new 

                                                      
1 These include the London Oslo-Bergen Corpus of British English (texts 
written from 1961), the Brown Corpus of American English (texts written 
from 1961), the Kolhapur Corpus of Indian English (texts written from 
1978), the Australian Corpus of English (texts written from 1986), the 
Wellington Corpus of New Zealand English (texts written from 1986) etc. 
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areas of research and innovative pedagogy on the basis of 
the corpus of Cameroonian English. The paper argues that 
corpus-based language research and studies is exciting and 
language professionals in Cameroon ought to explore these 
possibilities. 

2. Corpus linguistics in Cameroon 

Corpus linguistic work is relatively advanced in Cameroon 
compared to other African countries such as Kenya, 
Tanzania (Schmied 1989) and Nigeria. In the latter 
countries, although initial work on corpus started many 
years before Cameroon, we have made significant progress 
since 1994. A description of work done so far on the 
Cameroonian corpus is presented in the next two sub-
sections. 

2.1 First Cameroonian corpus (1992-94) 

Corpus linguistic work stated in Cameroon in 1992 as an 
initiative of the then University of Yaoundé, and the School 
of English of the University of Birmingham in the U.K. 
(Nkemleke 2008a, 2008b). The decision to build this 
database was motivated by the need to have a 
representative database on Cameroon English in the 
manner that modern computer technology offers; and on 
the basis of which comparable research across varieties of 
English could be undertaken.  In this connection, the 
Department of English of the University of Yaoundé 
embarked on a corpus linguistic project, which at the time 
was the second such project in African, coming after the 
East African corpus project (Schmied 1989). Two years later, 
a target of over 820,000 word corpus was successfully 
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compiled2. With this milestone, Cameroon formally became 
a member of the International Corpus of English (ICE) 
Project (Greenbaum 1994). The ICE project had been 
launched in 1988 (Greenbaum 1988), and views as its 
mission, provision of parallel corpora that sample the 
English used in the participating countries: Australia, 
Cameroon, Canada, East Africa (Kenya & Tanzania), Fiji, 
Ghana, Great Britain, Ireland, Hong Kong, India, New 
Zealand, Nigeria, Philippines, Singapore, South Africa and 
the United States of America.   

At the beginning of the compilation of the 
Cameroonian corpus, it was felt that the database should be 
as original as possible, not copying any existing corpus 
models, but reflecting the particular socio-linguistic and 
educational realities of Cameroon. However, the compilers 
gradually came to the conclusion that adopting a more 
conventional format would be suitable for future 
comparative studies. Consequently, it was decided that the 
following texts categories (see Tiomajou 1993) which were 
broadly inspired by those of the Brown and London/Oslo-
Bergen (LOB) corpora, but not identical to these, should 
constitute the corpus (table 1).  

This corpus has provided empirical data for studies on 
Cameroon English and other national varieties since 1994 
(e.g. Nkemleke 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2006, 2007, 2008b, 2008c, 
2009, 2012fc; Schmied & Nkemleke 2010), as well as 
classroom activities and students’ end-of-course 
dissertations across universities in Cameroon. In order to 
meet the specific design specification of the ICE project 
(allowing easy comparison between Cameroon English and 
other national varieties), our research team has recently 

                                                      
2 This target was largely assumed to represent the English use in 
Cameroon, even though it was fell short of the usual one-million-word 
which is often considered to be the minimum for any national variety of 
English. 
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compiled a more compatible written corpus based on ICE 
guidelines, to supplement the first corpus, which had been 
designed based on the text categories of first generation 
corpora.  
 
Table 1. Number of texts and words per text category of the CCE  
 

Text categories No. of texts No. of words 

A Official Press  257 126,539 

B Private Press  42 49,098 

C Novels and Short stories 21 77,096 

D Religion  19 96,380 

E Tourism  5 26,881 

F Official Letters  77 12,285 

G Private Letters  250 79,386 

H Students’ Essay  83 137,399 

I Government Memoranda  16 71,368 

J Advertisement  10 4,875 

K Miscellaneous  22 139,247 

Total 802 820,554 

 

2.1 Second Cameroonian English corpus (2008 onward) 

More recently, work on a second generation corpus of 
Cameroon English (CCE), one which matches the ICE 
guidelines, started. This new corpus, known as ICE-
Cameroon (ICE-CAM) is unlike the CCE in many respects. 
First, the corpus is being compiled according to ‘the same 
principles of informants/text selection and process 
according to the same principles of coding and machine-
readable storing’ (Schmied 1990:255). Second, the corpus 
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reflects the broad educational landscape of Cameroon by 
incorporating a large number of academic text types from 
four state universities in Cameroon, among others. Third, 
the database consists of more balanced text types: 200 texts 
categories each of which will have approximately 2,000 
words (cf. Greenbaum 1988, 1990). This is divided into two 
main types: 400,000 words of the written component (table 
2), and 360,000 words of the spoken component (table 3).  
 
Table 2. Written components of ICE-CAM (400,000 words) 
 

 

 

 

 

Written 
(200) 

  

  

  

Non-printed 

 (50) 

Student Writing  
(20) 

Student Essays (10)  
Exam Scripts  (10) 
 

Letters (30) Social Letters  (15)  
Business Letters  (15) 

 

 

 

 

Printed (150) 

  

  

  

  

 

Academic  (40) 

Humanities (10)  
Social Sciences 10) 
 Natural Sciences  (10) 
 Technology  (10) 
 

 

Popular  (40) 

Humanities (10)  
Social Sciences  (10) 
Natural Sciences  (10)  
Technology  (10) 
 

Reportage  (20) Press reports   (20) 

Instructional  (20) Administrative Writi  (10)  

Skills/hobbies (10) 

Persuasive (10) Editorials   (10) 

Creative   (20) Novels  (20) 

 

As of now, written ICE-CAM is 75 per cent compiled 
and Spoken ICE-CAM has barely stated with 42,000 words 
of dissertations defences and religious sermons. The 
research and teaching perspective discussed in the 
subsequent sections are illustrated with text from these 
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databases. Statistical information is also drawn from other 
electronic-held databases such as ICE-GB (Great Britain), 
ICE-EA (East-Africa)3, and the LOB (London-Oslo/Bergen) 
corpus of British English texts. 
 

Table 3. Spoken components of ICE-CAM (360,000 words) 

 
 
 
Spoken  
(180) 

 
 
 
Dialogues  
(100) 
  

Private  (40) Conversations (40)  
 

Public (60) Class Lessons (10)  
Broadcast Discussions (10) 
Broadcast Interviews (10) 
Parliamentary Debates (10)  
Dissertation defences (10)  
Business Transactions (10) 

 

Monologues  
(80) 

Unscripted (50) Commentaries (20)  
Demonstrations (10)  
Dissertation defence (20) 
 

 Scripted (30) Broadcast News (10)  
Broadcast Talks (10)  
Religious sermons (10) 

 

3. Research possibilities 

A computer corpus usually stands in contrast to other 
empirical data sets which have not been sampled to be 
maximally “representative” of a variety of English, and 
from which broader conclusions about the variety can be 
extrapolated (cf. McEnery & Wilson 1996:61). By virtue of 
the amount of data a machine readable corpus contains; and 
the speed with which linguistic information can be 
retrieved from such a database via software, computer 
corpora represent a suitable basis for grammatical and 

                                                      
3  ICE-EA is the East-African (Kenya & Tanzania) component of the 
International corpus of English Project. 
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lexicographical description of English in an ESL context (cf. 
Schmied 1990). First of all, it is easy to combine both 
qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis when 
working with a corpus. The usual conventional non-corpus 
practice is that the researcher uses data as a basis for 
identifying, and describing aspects of usage in the language 
and to provide “real-life” examples of particular 
phenomenon (qualitative). However, with a corpus we can 
actually classify features, count them, and construct more 
complex statistical models in an attempt to explain what is 
observed (quantitative). Further, conclusions drawn on the 
basis of such a quantitative/qualitative approach to 
linguistic description may be generalized to a larger 
population, with the outcome that direct comparison can be 
made between different corpora. The 
quantitative/qualitative analysis of any aspect of a 
language from a sampled corpus such as the CCE and ICE-
CAM for example, would enable the researcher to discover 
which phenomena are likely to be a genuine reflection of 
the behaviour of those features in the English variety being 
investigated, and which features are merely chance 
occurrences.  

To illustrate the nature and scope of research that can 
be undertaken on the basis of computer corpora, I will first 
of all define the corpus-based approach (3.1), and then 
describe a typical software (Concordance Tool) which is 
generally used to generate concordances from a corpus for 
different types of analyses (3.2).  

3.1 The corpus-based approach  

The corpus-based approach is essentially defined in terms 
of its characteristics. Biber et al. (1998:4) list the following: 
(1) it is empirical, analyzing the actual patterns of use in 
natural texts; (2) it utilises a large and principled collection 
of natural texts (the “corpus”) as the basis for analysis; (3) it 
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makes extensive use of computers for analysis, using both 
automatic and interactive techniques and (4) it depends on 
both quantitative and qualitative analytical techniques. 
According to Biber et al, the aim of this approach goes 
beyond simple counts of linguistic features. It provides a 
qualitative functional interpretation of quantitative 
patterns, exploring the importance of these findings for 
learning about the patterns of language use. Theoretically, a 
“representative” corpus, if properly exploited, can provide 
many additional kinds of information about language use. 
In particular, a researcher can identify and analyze complex 
“association patterns”: the systematic ways in which 
linguistic features are used in association with other 
linguistic and non-linguistic features (Sinclair ed. 1991). In 
this sense, two main kinds of research questions can be 
investigated. The first aspect is a focus on the use of 
linguistic features - either a lexical item or a grammatical 
construction, and the second is a focus on the characteristics 
of texts or varieties. Table 4 (quoted from Biber et al. 1998:6) 
illustrates the two main areas of linguistic investigation 
stated above. 

Biber et al. (1998:5ff) further explain that linguistic and 
non-linguistic patterns, as outlined above, are not 
independent, but that they interact. However, to 
characterize varieties more thoroughly, another kind of 
linguistic association pattern to establish is the frequency 
with which groups of linguistic features commonly co-occur 
in texts. These include for example, nouns, prepositions, 
long words, and attributive adjectives. If these words co-
occur frequently in certain registers, it may be important to 
know why, and what functions these features share. These 
are some of the questions addressed in a corpus-based 
methodology. 
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Table 4: Association patterns in language use 

A. Investigating the use of a linguistic feature (lexical or grammatical) 

(i) linguistic association of the feature 
- lexical association (associations with particular words) 
- grammatical associations (associations with particular 

grammatical constructions) 
(ii) non-linguistic associations of the feature 

- distribution across registers 
- distribution across dialects 
- distribution across time periods 

B. Investigating varieties or texts (e.g. registers, dialects, historical 
periods) 

(i) linguistic association patterns  
- individual linguistic features or classes of features 

- co-occurrence patterns of linguistic features 
 

Although different types of association patterns can be 
investigated with the corpus-based methodology, all of 
these patterns share an important characteristic: they 
represent continuous relationships. That is, the patterns are 
not absolute statements about what always happens, or 
never happens in language use; rather, these patterns occur 
to differing extents. To make clear statements on these 
patterns requires a more precise characterization of the 
extent to which these patterns exist - that is, quantitative 
measures. This technique is central to the corpus-based 
approach. For example, if we want to compare the language 
use patterns for the words big and large, we may need to 
know how many times each word occurs in the corpus, how 
many different words commonly co-occur with each of 
these adjectives (the collocations), and how common each of 
these collocations are. In many cases strong patterns can be 
observed directly from these frequencies, but in some other 
cases of complex association patterns, sophisticated 
analytical techniques (e.g. test of statistical significance) 
may be required to determine the nature of the patterns. 
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The corpus-based approach emphasises language use. 
In other words, it investigates how speakers and writers 
exploit the resources of the language they use. Rather than 
looking at what is theoretically possible in a language, this 
method studies the actual language used in naturally-
occurring texts. Finding patterns of use and analyzing 
contextual factors can present difficult methodological 
challenges. Because we are looking at typical patterns, 
analyses cannot rely on intuitions or anecdotal evidence, 
typical of non-corpus-based methods. It is essential, as 
corpus research shows, to analyze a large amount of 
language collected from many sources to make sure that 
conclusions are not based on a few speakers’/writers’ 
idiosyncrasies. Thus, the corpus-based approach provides a 
means of handling large amounts of language and keeping 
track of many contextual factors at the same time. 

3.2 Concordancer Tool 

The main tool used in most corpus-based analysis software 
is the concordancer. A concordance is a list of occurrences 
(all or a selected number) of a word or phrase in the middle 
of a page of computer screen, with 40-50 words to the left 
and right context. This lay out is called KWIC (key word in 
context). The most popular concordance software used for 
illustration in this paper is WordSmith Tool (Scott 1998, 
version 3.0). The program includes: (1) a concordance with 
the possibility of editing and classifying word list; (2) a 
word list to calculate the frequency of the 
words/expressions in a corpus and (3) a keyword list to 
compare list from different corpora, sub-corpora or texts 
and calculate those words which are significantly more or 
less frequent on set. According to Gavioli (2005:12), 
‘independently of the package one decides to use [...] 
concordancers [...] offer the analyst the possibility of 
manipulating texts in various ways and highlighting the 



Daniel A. Nkemleke /Syllabus Review, Human & Social Sci. Ser. 6 (2), 2015 : 93 - 210 

104 

 

different types of language patterns’. The remainder of this 
section illustrates the different possibilities of research that 
can be done with the help of the concordance. Specifically, I 
will show how analysis of word list, collocations, variation, 
and turn-takings in spoken interaction may be investigated. 

Concordance output: Analysis of word list 

As already mentioned, a concordance produces a list of 
occurrences (all or a selected number) of a word or a phrase 
in a corpus (see fig. 1). These occurrences are presented in 
the middle of the page so that the researcher can proceed to 
count occurrences and compare these instances line by line. 
 

 
 
Fig.1. “Jury” in dissertation defences in Cameroon (component of Spoken 
ICE-CAM) 
 

Concordance output of this nature makes it possible 
for a researcher, teacher or student to read patterns 
(usual/unusual) and frequency of the key word. For 
example, the key word “jury” occurs 120 times in a 42,000 
word spoken corpus. This means that for every 350 words 
of spoken exchange between members of the jury and the 
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candidate in a public defence, the word “jury” is 
mentioned. A close analysis of the context and participants 
revealed that “jury” is frequently used by the candidate as a 
strategy to delay getting directly to the question asked or to 
show politeness and reverence- reverence being a common 
practice in Cameroon, where respect for scholarship is 
generally evident in the way some academic genres are 
written (see Nkemleke 2006 for aspects of reverence in 
dissertation acknowledgements and private letters in 
Cameroon).  

Almost every defence begins with phrases such as 
“honourable members of jury”, “members of the jury” etc. 
The use of these phrases, which are presumably intended to 
show respect, together short responses to questions such as 
“yes sir”, “no sir” (occurring 37 times) in the corpus of 
dissertation defences is a reflection of a cultural mode of 
discourse in spoken academic interaction. This kind of 
responses also occurs in classrooms and during other 
teacher-student encounters. Comparisons of spoken 
discourse of this nature between Cameroon English and 
other national varieties may indicate the extent to which 
traditional discourse patterns of respect for elders is being 
transferred to academic registers. The result might even be 
more interesting if we compare ESL corpora with main 
steam ENL corpora such as ICE-GB. Indeed, analysis of 
frequency represents a useful methodological tool in the 
hands of any researcher today. Take a further example of 
the use of central modals in academic texts in three national 
varieties of Englishes: Cameroon English, East-African 
(Kenya & Tanzania) English and British English (table 5).   
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Table 5: Gross frequency of central modals in the CCE, ICE-EA and LOB  
 

Corpus size/ 
modal 

CCE 
(820,554 words) 

ICE-EA 
(401,813 words) 

LOB 
(1,000,000 words) 

will 3,250 1,368 2,804 
can  2,035 1,033 2,141 
may 1,366 697 1,323 
shall 413 128 352 
would 1,854 795 3,002 
could 918 586 1,744 
might  202 172 775 
should  1,537 742 1,285 
must 1,368 411 1,131 

Total 12,943 5,932 14,557 

 
On the basis of these raw figures, certain general 

trends on frequency of the central modals may already be 
seen in Cameroon English. For example, compared with 
figures from the LOB corpus, the tentative forms (would, 
should, could, might) are less frequent, compared to the 
primary forms (will, shall, can, may): the tentative forms in 
the CCE occur 4,511 times and the primary forms occur 
7,064 times, making a differential frequency value of 2,554. 
In contrast, the figures for the LOB corpus are 6,806 vs. 
6,620 respectively, making a differential gap of 186 for 
British English. We may equally choose to compare two ESL 
varieties. In this case, central modals appear to be slightly 
more frequent in the CCE than they are in ICE-EA, 
assuming that the latter is twice the size of the former. 

Concordance cluster: Analysis of collocations 

Research has shown that collocation and other multi-word 
units such as phrasal verbs, and idioms are particularly 
difficult for learners to acquire (Nesselhauf & Tschichold 
2002). In the context of academic English, the term lexical 
bundle is often used to describe such multi-word 
expressions (Nkemleke 2011). The textual role of lexical 
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clusters and/or collocations may even be better appreciated 
if investigated in texts that belong to scientific registers such 
as students’ dissertations, research articles, and research 
proposals. A concordance cluster of the word “research” in 
the spoken component of ICE-CAM (fig. 2), for example, 
will indicate other words that frequently occur with it, and 
thus have research as well as pedagogic implications.  
 

 
 
Fig.2. Concordance cluster of “research” in dissertation defences in 
Cameroon (component of Spoken ICE-CAM) 

  
In a lexical cluster in which the researcher is interested 

in collocations, an exploration of word meanings and 
corresponding lexico-grammatical patterns may be a 
relevant inquiry. Fig. 2 illustrates that the cluster “the 
research” ranks first and it is used 21 times in a 42,000 
spoken corpus of dissertation defences. Possible research 
questions here might be (1) which other words are 
associated with this cluster in the corpus? (2) Does the 
cluster occur with equal frequency across defences or it is 
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mainly used by certain individuals? In Fig. 3 below, the 
following clusters are outstanding: “the research question”, 
“the research instrument”, “the research trends”, “the 
research checklist” etc. This lexical cluster appears to be a 
common occurrence in every defence.  Identification of 
recurrent clusters in specific registers can be used as a 
model to establish a linguistic profile of such a text type. 
These profiles, if identified across different text types, can 
provide data for a comparative study of different text types. 
Therefore, to make clearer statements on patterns of lexical 
clusters in text requires a more precise characterization of 
the extent to which these patterns exist– that is, quantitative 
measures. This technique is central to the corpus-based 
approach.  
 

 
 
Fig.3. Collocates of “the research” in dissertation defences in Cameroon 
(component of Spoken ICE-CAM) 
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Analysis of variation 

The availability of computer corpora and processing 
software has made studies on language variation across text 
types and varieties of English very easy (Biber 1988, 1989, 
1990; Biber & Conrad 1999). It is possible to investigate 
textual dimensions and linguistic dimensions in a corpus, 
and to compare these with other corpora. Textual dimensions 
are sets of linguistic features that co-occur in texts because 
they work together to mark some common underlying 
functions. The assumption behind this is that linguistic 
features co-occur frequently in texts because they are used 
for a set of shared communicative functions in those texts. 
These features have usually been identified in the past 
along certain situational and functional parameters such as 
formal and informal, interactive and non-interactive, 
literary and colloquial, restricted and elaborated. These 
parameters have further been refined by Biber (1988) to the 
following five sets on the basis of which variation in text 
can be studied: (1) Informational vs. Involved Production, 
(2) Narrative vs. Non narrative Concerns, (3) Elaborated vs. 
Situation-Dependent Reference, (4) Overt Expression of 
Persuasion and (5) Abstract vs. Non abstract Style. 
According to Biber, these dimensions exhibit certain 
characteristic which are summarized into 16 major 
categories, consisting of 67 different linguistic features. The 
major linguistic categories include (A) tense and aspect 
markers, (B) place and time adverbials, (C) pronouns and 
pro-verbs, (D) questions, (E) nominal forms, (F) passives, 
(G) stative forms, (H) subordinators, (I) prepositional 
phrases, adjectives and adverbs (J) lexical specificity, (K) 
lexical classes, (L) modals, (M) specialized verb classes, (N) 
reduced forms and dispreferred structures,  (O) 
coordination, and (P) negation (Biber 1988:72). The 67 
features include for example, past tense, perfect tense and 
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present tense grouped under (A), conjuncts, downtoners, 
hedges, amplifiers, emphatics, discourse particles, 
demonstratives grouped under (K) and possibility modals, 
necessity modals, predictive modals grouped under (L) etc. 
According to this pairing, features from the same 
grammatical category can actually have different functions 
in texts, and features from different grammatical categories 
can have shared functions in texts. 

Linguistic dimension on the other hand is determined on 
the basis of a consistent co-occurrence of patterns among 
features. That is, when a group of features consistently co-
occur in texts, those features define a linguistic dimension, 
marking underlying functional dimensions as well. In other 
words, features do not randomly co-occur in texts. If certain 
features consistently co-occur, then it is reasonable to look 
for underlying functional influences that encourage their 
use.  For example, table 6 presents the overall frequencies of 
the relevant linguistic features exemplifying textual 
dimensions in the corpus of Cameroon English (cf. 
Nkemleke 2011). 
 
Table 6. Frequency of aspects of textual variation 
 

Category Type freq. Freq . per 1,000 words 

prepositions 10 133,876 101 
nominalization 6 45,470 35 
passives 57 2,371 2 
amplifiers 16 2,111 2 
downtoners 11 688 1 

 
The high frequency of prepositions and 

nominalizations is not surprising. By their very nature, they 
tend to be very frequent in text. However, their value as 
indices of text complexity resides in the extent to which the 
different forms are used. Compared to prepositions and 
nouns, passives, amplifiers and downtoners are infrequent. 
A basic question that might be addressed in the context of 
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variational studies is: What kind of textual functions do 
these categories of words have? What are the extent of the 
similarities and/or differences of their frequencies across 
text type?  If we consider the case of nouns, it might be 
interesting to investigate how the different types of nouns 
are spread over text types in a corpus (table 7). 

 
Table 7. Frequency and types of nominalizations4 
 

Text  type/affix Abstracts Dissertations Essays Total 

- tion(s) 1,542 17,407 5,280 24,229 
- ity (ies) 409 6,666 990 8,065 
- ment (s) 205 4,192 681 5,078 
- sion (s) 200 3,210 249 3,659 
- ism (s) 98 2,192 83 2,373 
- ness  58 1,879 129 2,066 
total 2,512 35,546 7,412 45,470 
total no. of 
words 

 
30,405 

 
1,032,380 

 
254,549 

 
1,317,334 

freq.  per 1, 000 
words 

 
8.21 

 
3.44 

 
2.91 

 
3.45 

 
A nominalised style is common in academic reporting, 

and it has been considered a major feature of abstract 
language favoured by academic writers (Dudley-Evans & 
St. John 1998), because of its role in integrating information 
into fewer words (Chafe 1982, 1985). Overall, abstracts 
contain a high frequency of nouns in the six categories of 
suffixes identified above. They occur more than twice as 
many times per 1,000 words compared to dissertations and 

                                                      
4 Nominalizations are nouns that are morphologically related to verbs or 

adjectives. The nominalization is derived from a verb or adjective, usually 

ending in suffixes such as -ness, -tion(s), -ment(s), -ity(ies), -sion(s), –ism(s). 

Nominalization turns verbs (actions or events) into nouns (things or 

concepts) so that the text no longer describes actions, but rather focuses on 

objects or concepts.  
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essays. Furthermore, nouns ending in –tion(s) are far more 
productive in the three text categories, with essays topping 
the list. This high frequency of -tion(s)-nouns is consistent 
with their behaviour in academic prose in general (cf. Biber 
et al 1999). A feasible area of research, therefore, could be an 
examination of the various components of textual 
dimensions in particular text types in a corpus or across 
corpora. 

Analysis of turn-takings in spoken interaction 

So far we have presented examples of research questions 
that might be addressed using a written corpus. Similar 
issues can also be addressed using a spoken corpus. For 
example, turn-taking analysis may be analyzed by counting 
the number of times each speaker in the discourse situation 
speaks. Table 8 presents the overall statistics for turn-taking 
in 8 dissertation defences in Spoken ICE-CAM.  
 
Table 8. Turn-takings in a dissertation defence (component of Spoken ICE-
CAM) 
 
Corpus 

size 
President of 
jury <$A> 

Candidate 
<$B> 

Examiner 
<$C> 

Rapporteur 
<$D> 

Total 
 

41,000 219 (24%) 325 (36 %) 258 (28%) 113 (12%) 915 (100%) 

 
According to these figures, candidates speak 36 % of 

the time, and the jury members 64 %. What does this tell us 
about the nature of dissertation defences in Cameroon? Do 
candidates speak less or more? My experience is that most 
often dissertation defences turn to be used by jury members 
as another classroom scene, where the jury members spend 
time giving a lecture to the candidate on what ought to be 
done and so on. One fruitful research area could be a turn-
taking analysis of dissertation defences in two or more 
corpora from different communities. In this case, the aim 
could be to find out whether in other societies and 
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institution candidates speaking time is more or less and 
why. Spoken corpora of academic registers are readily 
available (e.g. MICASE)5, and this type of studies can easily 
be done. 

Furthermore, since the dissertation defence is 
essentially an interactive event, a comparative analysis of 
interactive features such as the use of “me” (occurs 130 
times), “I” (occurs 1001 times), “we” (occurs 449 times), 
“you” (occurs 2004 times), and “us” (occurs 176 times) can 
be done. Something of the immediacy and interactivity of 
the dissertation defence is often shown by the frequent use 
of “I” and “you”. In fact, “you” in both subject and object 
meaning is the most frequent of the personal reference 
forms in the corpus, and its lexical clustering is very 
restrictive. In other words, the clusters with “you are”, “that 
you”, and “you have” are far more frequent than the rest 
(Fig. 4). 

Although this may be a reflection of the discourse 
function of these clusters in the defence, it may also indicate 
other preferences. These other preferences can only be 
uncovered by comparing similar text types from other 
spoken corpora. 

4. Pedagogic relevance of corpus frequency 

A key issue in the design of teaching material for ESL 
students is often that of relevance of content to the learner. 
Computer corpora are a collection of naturally-occurring 
texts and may well provide “authentic” material for direct 
classroom application in Cameroon, with relevance at four 
different levels. 
 

                                                      
5  The Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MCASE) is US-based 
extensive database of spoken text. 
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Fig.4. Lexical cluster of “you” in dissertation defences in Cameroon 
(component of Spoken ICE-CAM) 

 

4.1 Syllabus design 

Language teaching materials often are written for the 
teacher to use. Most often language data in such material is 
invented or based on writers’ intuition of what is correct. 
Frequency information based on a naturally-occurring 
database could be quite helpful in complementing teacher’s 
pre-designed books and material. By conducting an analysis 
of a corpus which is relevant to the purpose of a particular 
class and topic, the language teacher may be able to 
determine what language items are linked to the target 
register. 
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4.2 Material development 

 The development of language teaching materials often 
relies on the writer’s intuitive sense of what is relevant for 
the learners. With the help of corpus concordances, a 
language teacher could create exercises based on real 
examples which provide students with an opportunity to 
discover features of language use in real context. 

4.3 Classroom activities 

Classroom activities may consist of hands-on student-
conducted language analyses in which they use a 
concordance program and a corpus of choice to make their 
own discoveries about language use. The language teacher 
can guide a predetermined investigation which will lead to 
predictable results or can have the students do it on their 
own, leading to less predictable findings. This exemplifies 
data driven learning, which encourages learner autonomy 
by training students to draw their own conclusions about 
language use. 

4.4 Teacher/Student roles and benefits 

By informing language teaching materials, corpus 
linguistics has—in the past decades—had a huge impact on 
what aspects of language are taught in the classroom. In 
this context, the teacher will tend to act as a research 
facilitator rather than the more traditional imparter of 
knowledge. The benefit of such student-centred discovery 
learning is that the students are given access to the facts of 
authentic language use, which comes from real contexts 
rather than being constructed for pedagogic purposes, and 
are challenged to construct generalizations and note 
patterns of language behaviours. Within this perspective of 
“language consciousness-raising” (Johns 1991) students 
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may be able to determine: (1) the potential differential 
meanings and uses of common words, (2) useful phrases 
and typical collocations they might use themselves, (3) the 
structure and nature of both written and spoken discourse, 
(4) compare language use e.g. academic/popular English, 
Standard English/scientific English, and written/spoken 
English, (5) analyze usage –when is it appropriate to use 
one word and not the other, (6) examine word order, and 
(7) compare similar words—“ask” vs. “request”, “convince 
vs. “persuade” etc. 

5. Conclusion  

This paper has outlined the history of corpus linguistics in 
Cameroon and discussed the utility of computers and 
computer corpora in language research and pedagogy, 
highlighting possible lines of inquiry and classroom 
procedures. However, the research possibilities and 
application in pedagogy suggested are by no means 
exhaustive. The computer corpus represents a new way of 
doing linguistics and offers exciting new options for 
classroom practices, research, and material development. 
Apart from using data from large corpora (e.g. the CCE, 
ICE-GB, and LOB corpus), individual researchers and 
teachers may choose to compile own corpora based on 
small samples of texts, and use these for research and 
teaching. Written texts (word.docs, free online articles and 
news etc.) are now readily available and can be collected 
and compiled into smaller corpora (cf. Ghadessy, Henry & 
Roseberry 2001). What is needed is a micro-computer and 
application software.  

Although recognised by many as a potentially useful 
research and teaching tool, working with corpora and 
corpus applications in classrooms may be very challenging. 
First corpora have to be compiled following conventional 
procedures of sampling and text type representation. 
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Second, parallel corpora have to be available in two or more 
varieties of English and/or comparable text types from 
different settings, authors or group of users, if comparative 
studies are to be undertaken. This means that schools and 
university libraries have to make funding available for 
comparable corpora to be bought6. In my view, 
Cameroonian universities are unlikely to invest in this kind 
of studies. Third, most teachers and students in 
Cameroonian universities are still to get acquainted with 
this new way of doing linguistic research. Furthermore, the 
high demand for language education in Cameroon, and the 
often ill-adapted nature of infrastructure in schools may 
make it difficulty for language teachers to use corpus data 
in for teaching. 

To overcome these challenges, the benefits of corpus-
oriented research and pedagogy have to be weighed against 
the difficulties involved in corpus compilation and 
exploitation.  Over the years, the corpus of Cameroon 
English project has served this advocacy purpose. Although 
not yet widespread, the number of publications that have so 
far used the corpus is encouraging. Recently, teachers are 
beginning to use material from this corpus for classroom 
activities, and the number of students (e.g. Pone 2008; Mafo 
2008) who have used the corpus for their end-of-course 
dissertations have also increased.  
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