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Abstract 
The cultivation of writing ability has always been one of the teaching goals of 
English majors. It is listed as the five skills of English learning along with lis-
tening, speaking, reading and translation. Nowadays, people gradually realize 
that most Chinese college students’ English writing ability is not very satis-
factory. One of the problems is that most students are affected by their moth-
er tongue. The Chinese way of thinking hinders the development of their 
language skills, thus restricting further language learning. English corpus is of 
great help in terms of vocabulary, grammar usage, monitoring and verifica-
tion of the correctness of language output. In this paper, the author combines 
the teaching practice of English writing with the application of English cor-
pus, and conducts research on its effectiveness. Results show that students’ 
language errors in compositions are reduced, their vocabulary becomes richer 
and more diversified, and students’ feedback is very good. Besides, this me-
thod can also encourage students to learn independently to improve their 
writing skills. 
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1. Introduction 

The cultivation of writing ability has always been one of the goals of English 
teaching. It is listed as the five skills of English learning along with listening, 
speaking, reading and translation. Nowadays, it is obvious that most Chinese 
college students’ English writing ability is not quite satisfactory. One of the rea-
sons is that most students are affected by their mother tongue. The Chinese way 
of thinking hinders the development of their language skills, thus restricting 
further Language learning. In English writing, most second language learners 
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cannot express their ideas correctly. By analyzing the language errors of stu-
dents’ writing, writing teachers have found that most of the mistakes are mainly 
concerned with word selection, prosody, fixed collocation, etc. (Ye, 2002). The 
corpus is of great help in terms of vocabulary, grammar use, collocation of lan-
guage output (Dong & Chu, 2010). Teng Yanjiang and Liu Shizhu have dis-
cussed the possibility of applying corpus to writing teaching (Teng & Liu, 2006). 
Although linguists have always emphasized the role of corpus in teaching, the 
use of corpus in writing teaching is not as common as people have expected. The 
reason may be that there lacks a corpus which is handful and can be used at any 
time for teachers and learners. If teachers are used to using corpus, they will be 
happy to introduce corpus into teaching. English teachers can choose some cor-
pora to assist in teaching on purpose, which is a better way to show the natural 
use of language to students. 

In view of this, the author has made some attempts to apply corpora to the 
teaching of writing, and found that the Corpus of Contemporary American Eng-
lish, abbreviated as COCA, can help students solve the problem of “how to write” 
in writing. If teachers can teach students the basic methods of using the corpus, 
students can discover the mistakes in their compositions by themselves and 
make corrections, which improves their autonomous learning ability greatly. 

2. Research Background 

Since the 1960s, corpus construction and research have made rapid progress. 
Researchers and learners have drawn more objective and convincing conclusions 
by processing language data with computers. At present, some scholars have ap-
plied the corpus to the teaching of English writing. 

Cai Shaolian finds that learners’ writing interests can be aroused by adopting 
corpus-based teaching method after conducting an empirical research. At the 
same time, learners’ writing ability has been improved, which provides a more 
effective way than the traditional writing teaching methods (Cai, 2008).  

In order to improve students’ English writing ability, Liu Qin and He Lei has 
constructed a corpus-based autonomous learning model for Chinese science and 
engineering students in English writing and used action research methods to 
conduct teaching experiments. The results show that integrating corpus tech-
nology into autonomous learning and appropriately emphasizing the guiding 
role of teachers are conducive to students’ English writing (Liu & He, 2017). 

To solve the problem that some college English writing teachers paid more at-
tention to the structure and ignored language and content of students’ composi-
tion, Jin Rong suggests that teachers should introduce corpus to English writing 
teaching, teach students to use this tool, and then guide students to analyze the 
stylistic and linguistic characteristics of different genres. The final goal is to im-
prove students’ writing abilities (Jin, 2019). 

Huang Xiaomei analyzes the role of a small learner corpus which is built by 
herself. She points out that the small learner corpus built by the teacher can be 
used in college English writing teaching. Teachers’ self-built small learner corpus 
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can be used in all aspects of college English writing teaching because of its out-
standing advantages such as strong pertinence, clear purpose, and strong opera-
bility (Huang, 2019). 

The corpus teaching method embodies the concept of data-driven learning 
(DDL), which was put forward by Johns. The main idea is that learners can dis-
cover and summarize the rules of language use by themselves by exploring the 
word collocation, grammatical rules and pragmatic characteristics (Johns, 1991). 
As a guide, teachers provide learners with learning resources and guide them to 
explore and discover continuously in their learning. In this research, the teach-
ing experiment is guided by data-driven theory. 

3. Teaching Experiment Based on COCA 
3.1. Teaching Platform 

This teaching experiment is based on the application of COCA. The American 
Contemporary English Corpus, abbreviated as COCA, is currently the largest 
online English corpus which is free and open. It is composed of five different 
styles of spoken English, novels, popular magazines, newspapers, and academic 
articles, expanded at a rate of 20 million words every year to ensure the timeli-
ness of the corpus content. It is considered to be the most suitable English cor-
pus for studying the current development and changes of American English. 
English learners can use COCA for English learning.  

3.2. Teaching Objects 

This teaching experiment is conducted in the English writing course, which is a 
compulsory course for the second year English majors of one university in Hebei 
Province. English writing lasts from September to June each academic year. The 
objects of this teaching experiment are second year undergraduates from English 
department taught by the author. 

3.3. Teaching Experiment Process 

This teaching experiment was conducted from March 1, 2021 to March 26, 2021. 
Thirty students were chosen to participate in the experiment. They are divided 
into six groups with 5 students in each one. After studying English writing skills 
in the last semester, students had acquired a certain amount of knowledge about 
diction, sentences, paragraphs and main styles of writing. Therefore, in the second 
semester, students were required to do writing practices and make comments as 
much as they could.  

In the first week of the second semester, an argumentative essay was selected 
as the teaching content, and COCA was used as teaching resources and methods. 
At the beginning of the teaching experiment in the first week, teacher explained 
the contents, overall structure and language characteristics of the selected article, 
and then handed out an article to students, asking students to discuss the main 
idea of the article in class after reading it, and to write an argumentative essay 
within 45 minutes.  
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In the second week, the teacher first introduced the usage of COCA to the 
students, and guided the students to use the corpus to modify their own articles, 
and conducted group evaluation after the modification. In the process of revi-
sion and mutual evaluation, students could use COCA and marked them in the 
article. Each group summarized the problems they had found and presented 
them in class. At last, they handed the articles to the teacher for final correction.  

In the third week, the teacher first summarized and explained the students’ 
overall opinions. The articles were handed out to the students, and the students 
continued to modify their articles.  

In the fourth week, the final draft after the students’ corrections will be eva-
luated by each group and submitted to the teacher after the evaluation. 

4. Teaching Summary 

After students are used to using COCA, they are like being immersed in a real 
language environment and can learn independently at any time and any place as 
long as they can get online. Through research, it is found that students can use 
COCA specifically in the following aspects: 

4.1. Diction 

Because of the influence of Chinese, many Chinese students tend to adopt the 
way of direct translation when choosing words while writing. For example, there 
is nothing grammatically wrong with the phrase “study knowledge”, but there is 
no such an expression in English. After search the word “knowledge” in COCA, 
students can find that the word “study” has never appeared before “knowledge”. 
“Study” and “knowledge” don’t match. The most commonly used collocation is 
“gain knowledge”, followed by share knowledge, acquire knowledge, construct 
knowledge, demonstrate knowledge, etc. In this way, students can check the 
context and learn the corresponding usage (see Figure 1). 

4.2. Semantic Prosody 

It seems that many words do not have obvious emotional coloring. However, by 
searching in COCA, some words seem to be neutral, but when they are accom-
panied by specific vocabulary, they will have some associative meanings, such as 
praise or dislike. For example, many students often use “cause” when writing, 
which seems to be a neutral word. Whereas, after searching the word “cause” in 
COCA, they have found that “cause” is often followed by some derogatory term 
(see Figure 2). The most common collocation with cause is problems, then can-
cer, trouble, harm, Damage, etc. “Lead to” has the same translation in Chinese, 
but after searching it in COCA, it is found that its semantic prosody is relatively 
neutral. For example, the most common collocation is “changes”, followed by 
violence, success, etc. (see Figure 3). 

4.3. Fixed Collocation  

Some students are not familiar with the fixed collocations in English, and mixes 
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vocabulary randomly, especially the mismatch of prepositions. With COCA, 
students can choose one of the functions of collocation to prove whether that 
collocation is right or wrong. For example, some students will write a sentence-- 
“he offers an insight about this hot issue” in their compositions. While, search-
ing the word “insight” in COCA, students can find that “insight” and “about” 
have never appeared together. They can also learn the correct expression “an in-
sight into …” (see Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 1. Most Commonly Used Verbs in front of “knowledge”. 

 

 
Figure 2. Most Commonly Used words after “cause”. 
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Figure 3. Most Commonly Used words after “lead to”. 

 

 
Figure 4. Most Commonly Used words after “insight”. 

5. Conclusion 

After introducing corpus into writing teaching, it is found that students’ lan-
guage errors in composition are reduced. The vocabulary in their compositions 
has become richer and diversified. Students are satisfied with the aid of COCA, 
which is considered to be a convenient platform in their English studying. There 
are some limitations of this teaching research since it is only carried out in four 
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weeks. In the future, more research on such kind of online corpus should be 
conducted. 
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