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A B S T R A C T   

Despite the growing use of corpus linguistics across an ever-growing range of disciplines such as 
sociology, sports studies, journalism, media discourse or education, there is a dearth of research 
that examines the epistemological foundations of corpus methods in these disciplines. This paper 
builds on well-established conceptualisations about research methodology and the role of 
methods in the wider literature. Drawing on existing discussions about the use of research 
methods in objectivist and subjectivist conceptualisations of social reality, we seek to bring to the 
fore the underlying methodological tensions found in the use of corpus linguistics in the appli-
cation of corpus methods in research that lies outside the interest of major linguistic disciplines. 
Through this process, we explore how the notions of natural language use and data elicitation are 
interpreted by current research in order to advance our understanding of how experts from 
different research camps engage with and epistemologically localise corpus linguistics.   

1. Introduction 

The boundaries and emergence of disciplinary knowledge are demarcated by a consensus drawn between the scientific community, 
the institutions and scientific associations in which scientists carry out their research and the ultimate social utility of the object of the 
discipline (Guy & Small, 1993). Since the late 19th century, the social utility and specialisation rather than the prestige of researchers 
have been essential for the establishment of new disciplinary knowledge. In this context, specialisation usually involved high standards 
of explanatory rigour that could potentially maintain the status of a new discipline (Guy & Small, 1993). 

In this view, corpus linguistics (CL) has gradually established itself as a distinct discipline over the last five decades (Engwall & 
Hedmo, 2016). In the early days, the field that shaped CL was computational linguistics, with the Association of Computational 
Linguistics (ACL)1 being founded in 1962, and the International Computer Archive of Modern and Medieval English (ICAME) following 
in suit, in 1969. This break away from computational linguistics and the establishment of corpus linguistics as “an independent 
discipline with its own theoretical background” (Teubert, 2001, p.127) was, for Teubert, ignited by the need for corpus data to support 
the empirical analysis of speech. The standards established and maintained by the intellectual authority that stemmed from compu-
tational linguistics contributed greatly to the methodological rigour that was attached to the use of corpora in linguistics research. 

As the field evolved independently of computational linguistics, there emerged a sustained need to maintain methodological rigour, 
as the boundaries of the field expanded. This may explain why much of the activity of corpus linguists in the 20th century has been 
dominated by introspection, with foci on issues such as the compilation of data, the definition of the field and its parameters, the 
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encoding of textual data, and automatic annotation, among others (Teubert, 2001). While important, these are methodological issues 
that also limit our capacity to look beyond the confines of our field, and truly engage with the goal of many a corpus linguist i.e., 
conducting research with the view that “the analysis of corpora may contribute to our knowledge of language” (Teubert, 2001, p.126). 
Looking outward in this way may not only serve to enhance the reach and remint of corpus linguistics, but also inform and develop 
corpus linguistics by incorporating diverse epistemological perspectives from a range of disciplinary contexts. 

Recognising the potential for such an outcome, this paper seeks to bring to the fore the underlying methodological tensions found in 
the use of corpus linguistics in what Hunston (2022) has designated as outward-facing corpus studies. That is, the application of corpus 
methods in research that lies outside the interest of major linguistic disciplines. This paper discusses the scientific impact of corpus 
linguistics methodology and methods by paying attention to the selection, analysis and reporting in a range of disciplines including, 
philosophy, sociology and, most notably here, education. 

Initially, a broad focus is offered in Section 2, with a more detailed reflection on the use of corpus linguistics methods in education, 
in Section 3. The focus on education is owing to the relatively expansive use of CL methods in education when compared to the likes of 
philosophy and sociology – disciplines in which its use is also apparent. Throughout these sections, the focus rests on the distinction 
between the use of corpus linguistics as a main methodology and corpus linguistics as a set of research methods. Section 4 endeavours 
to operationalise the reflections generated in Sections 2 and 3. Through this, we explore how experts from different research camps 
engage with corpus linguistics, offering a critical appraisal of the methods and approaches used in their research and a pathway for 
future transdisciplinary collaborations, exchanges, and enrichment. 

2. Corpus linguistics across the disciplines 

Epistemological frameworks shape how scholars within a field interpret evidence and construct knowledge. Although there is room 
for alternative interpretations, corpus linguistics can be conceptualised as a critical realist approach to social science (McEnery & 
Brezina, 2022) that embraces an empirical epistemology (Teubert, 2005) and studies the statistical properties of language (Stefano-
witsch, 2020) through a variety of forms of analysis (McEnery & Hardie, 2012). Critical realism promotes epistemological relativism 
(Bhaskar, 1975; Stutchbury, 2022), acknowledging that reality is mediated by (social) structures and understood through different 
research methods capable of generating knowledge. Critical realists embrace the concept that multiple perspectives contribute to the 
generation of knowledge within an ontological realism paradigm. In CL, the prevailing ontological presupposition is that reality exists, 
and researchers can interact with it (McEnery & Brezina, 2022). 

CL has attracted the attention of other disciplines as, we argue, corpus methods offer to critical realism practitioners ways for 
gathering empirical data and analysing how “observable events arise as a result of activities within social structures” (Stutchbury, 
2022, pp. 114–115). CL methods offer concrete ways into analysing such events within a realist ontology that presupposes2 a real 
world and a linguistic reality, which is represented in language data (Teubert, 2005). Notably, CL methods are used in academic 
disciplines not strictly related to linguistics where language or the analyses of discourse(s) play a significant role, spanning an 
ever-growing range of disciplines that includes, among others, sociology (Rutbcova, 2015), sports studies (Brooke, 2020), journalism 
(Touri & Koteyko, 2015), media discourse (O’Halloran, 2010) and historical research (Tumbe, 2019). Though the impact of corpus 
linguistics in the wider social sciences can be impeded by a lack of epistemological alignment (McEnery & Brookes, 2024), these 
contributions to disciplinary knowledge generally highlight the affordances of using corpus methods in the fields mentioned above, 
usually by complementing the standard, disciplinary methods and adding some sort of powerful knowledge to the otherwise 
well-established epistemologies in these fields. 

We argue that the research that has used CL methods across disciplines are often loosely attached to core epistemological meth-
odological foundations of CL itself. In particular, the notion of representativeness as formulated in linguistics as the prerequisite for 
accurate data collection that reflects the linguistic diversity of the target language variety or community (McEnery & Brezina, 2022) is 
challenging in fields of study beyond linguistics, and potentially less relevant for other disciplines less concerned with linguistic 
description or generalisability. In this context, the construction or selection of the corpus influences the validity, reliability, and 
applicability of the findings (McEnery & Brezina, 2022). Therefore, understanding the impact (or lack thereof) of this relationship with 
representativeness is important for epistemological exchange and disciplinary development. In the following paragraphs, we offer an 
inevitably simplified overview of how some disciplines have addressed the use of corpus methods to exemplify how CL methods are 
localised in other disciplines. 

CL methods are often used as complementary data analysis techniques. For Bluhm (2016), the use of corpus linguistics in phi-
losophy offers controlled access to empirical linguistic data, that is, access to how natural language represents reality. In this regard, a 
corpus approach was employed to research the uses of “hoffen” (hope as a verb) and “Hoffnung” (hope as a noun) in German as means 
to understanding the social construction of emotions. Bluhm argues that the use of corpora can overcome some of the shortcomings 
present in the analysis of language and, particularly, they can offer independent and unbiased evidence of the use of language.. This 
approach echoes Baker’s (2023) call to unbiased scrutiny of language data in a corpus in critical discourse analysis, avoiding sub-
jectivism (where appropriate) and embracing accountability of the data (McEnery & Hardie, 2012). 

2 According to McEnery & Brezina (2022, p.15), the ontological presuppositions of CL “include the existence of reality and our ability to interact 
with it; […] the existence of an individual mind (brain) and the social reality of human interactions, with language being an important part of both. 
We thus assume language as having some form of existence in the brain of an individual (e.g. in the form of a mental lexicon) as well as the social 
existence as a shared entity in a society.” 
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Since 2007, the journal Synthese, (h5-index = 54), the top 1 journal in philosophy according to Google Scholar, has published 12 
articles where corpus linguistics is used. Synthese publishes high-quality research in the areas of philosophy, epistemology, logic, 
metaphysics, philosophy of science and philosophy of language, which may facilitate the uptake of CL methods in philosophy research. 
Except for one of those papers, the remaining 11 have been published since 2021. Despite the interest of corpus linguistics in epis-
temological foundations of science-making and knowing (McEnery & Brezina, 2022), only 0.8 % of the research published in Synthese3 

makes use of corpora or corpus methods for its inquiry. These papers all share an interest in the philosophy of science and in the 
analysis of language in different domains and disciplines. Operating from this perspective, Mizrahi (2021) used CL methods to offer 
empirical substantiation for both the epistemic and noetic (i.e., when research focus is placed on the mental processes involved in 
acquiring knowledge) paradigms in contrast to the semantic framework (where scientific progress is construed in terms of truth) 
concerning multi-disciplinary scientific advancement. This evidence implies that scientists exhibit a notable predilection towards 
employing the concepts of knowledge and understanding as opposed to truth when articulating the objectives of scientific inquiry within 
their scholarly publications. Mizrahi maintains that CL methods such as frequency analysis and n-grams can offer valuable insights 
about science by studying “what practicing scientists say and do, specifically, what they say and do in their scholarly publications”. For 
Chapman (2023), CL has gained popularity thanks to its “possibilities of big data analysis […] moving on from a central concern with 
language itself to focus on more social and ideological issues”. Systma and Fischer (2023) conducted a comparative corpus analysis of 
experience talk in philosophical, academic, and non-academic discourse, which involved the analysis of both publicly available and 
purpose-built corpora in conjunction with the analysis of a randomised selections of texts through manual, qualitative analysis. For 
non-academic discourse, the authors extracted randomised instances of use from the Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA); for academic discourse, the authors extracted randomised instances from a selection of 10 top-rated philosophy journals 
available through JStor. The authors claim that the experimental data, analysed through CL methods, contribute to critical ordinary 
language philosophy, helping explain an illusion of sense. 

Generally speaking, claims to objectivity are central to the uptake of corpus methods across disciplines. In Library and Information 
Science (LIS), Bowker (2018) has suggested that CL offers researchers a “high degree of objectivity” that allows them to approach texts 
“free from any preconceived or existing notions regarding their, linguistic, semantic or pragmatic content” (p. 20). Bowker argues that 
LIS researchers could use keywords to identify recommender systems and the analysis of lexical patterns for knowledge discovery 
systems – two key areas of research and practice in LIS. In the field of journalism and communication research, Bednarek and Carr 
(2019) designed and collected a corpus of Australian news about diabetes. They put together a series of tips for journalists in terms of 
the language to use but also on the absences, including issues such as equity of access to specialists or lack of references to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. The data in the corpus corroborated the need to avoid both blaming individuals and contributing to 
stigma associated with diabetes. Bednarek and Carr (2021) have argued that corpus linguistics offers a type of computer-assisted 
linguistic analysis that requires little technical expertise, e.g., programming skills are not required. In public health, Millar and 
Budgell (2008) have studied lexical and syntactical features of the public health research literature in a corpus of 554 research papers 
of around 2 million words published in 4 professional journals. The authors set out to identify words particular to their public health 
corpus by means of log-likelihood, dispersion and comparison to other word lists. To do this, they put together a wordlist that included 
items in the Academic Word List (AWL), the General Service List (GSL) and words in neither of them such as epidemiological terms (e. 
g., prevalence), abbreviations (e.g., BMI) and names of diseases and medical conditions (e.g., cancer). In health communication, 
Adolphs et al. (2004) and Crawford, Brown and Harvey (2014), among others, have highlighted the use of CL methods in flexible ways 
“to explore topics of mutual interest [to the healthcare research community] and reach conclusions that lead to tangible benefits in 
terms that make sense to policymakers, patient groups, practitioners and commercial partners” (Crawford, Brown & Harvey, 2014, p. 
85). 

In sociology, Rubtcova (2015) and Rubtcova et al. (2017) have argued that representative corpora allow researchers to understand 
and operationalise social categories. Their research about the notions of altruism and mercy in the Russian National Corpus allowed 
them to isolate institutional contexts in which the terms are used and interpret their uses in communities of users. A quantitative 
analysis of these contexts lends evidence to the conclusion that their use as synonyms in sociology should be questioned and revisited. 
Some sociological research has studied diachronic social change using corpus methods. Zinn (2020), for example, examined the use of 
the prepositional phrase at risk in The Times from the 19th century to the 21st century. The author combines frequency analyses with 
sociological interpretations to understand how the term has come to be mainly associated with people (e.g. jobs, lives or children) 
rather than with institutions or economy. This research design makes use of well-designed ad-hoc corpus method where the collection, 
digitalisation and access to The Times corpus was key. The texts published in this newspaper model the public sphere as a space in 
which risks are selected and social meaning is shaped and negotiated. The corpus consists of 23 subcorpora where each of them 
contains all the articles published in one of the decades. In terms of corpus methods, Zinn used collocation and concordance analyses. 
For the author, corpus linguistics is experiencing rapid growth and holds great potential for enriching the study of social dynamics and 
change through the development of a corpus sociology. As such, Zinn argues that the gap between quantitative big data approaches 
and qualitative analysis of extensive data sets can be bridged by employing a mixed-method design, such as that typically espoused in 
CL methods. 

In the next section, we analyse the uptake of CL methods in education, a discipline that has shown an interest in methodological 
pluralism and where CL have made a modest yet promising impact (e.g., Pérez-Paredes, 2020). 

3 1,431 papers since 2007. 
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3. Corpus linguistics in education research: epistemological boundaries, methodology and methods 

One of the disciplines beyond linguistics in which CL methods have been moderately used is education. There are two factors that 
explain this wider proliferation. Firstly, education research is a field that encompasses “deliberative, complex, subtle, challenging 
thoughtful activity” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, p.3) which draws on a plethora of both methods and methodologies across a 
wide variety of research designs (Hedges & Hanis-Martin, 2009). Second, education research is not established upon one single 
epistemological view of research and reality (Gray, 2004; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018), revealing the tensions between 
post-positivism and constructionism as related to an objective-subjective binary that conceptualises knowledge dependent or inde-
pendent from knowers (Taylor & Raykov, 2020). Thus, education research designs show substantial diversity in terms of methods and 
methodologies (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018), with mixed methods designs gaining momentum in the field (Cohen, Manion & 
Morrison, 2018). In this section we pay attention to the broader field of education research (Pérez-Paredes, 2020) rather than to the 
specific field of English Language Teaching (ELT), where corpus tools (Limberg, 2022) and corpus methodology have been widely 
tested (e.g., - Crosthwaite, 2024; Curry & Riordan, 2021; Curry et al., 2022). 

In education research, the top 1 research journal according to Google Scholar at the time of writing is Education and Information 
Technologies, h5-index=91. In the 2000–2024 period, 10 papers, 8 of those published after 2020, included corpus linguistics either in 
their methodology or in their scope of analysis, often in the field of language education and language learning. The top 2 journal, 
Teaching and Teacher Education, h5-index=88, included 7 papers featuring corpus linguistics, some of them dealing with the potential 
of corpus methods for reflective practice in teacher education. The top 3 journal, British Journal of Educational Technology, h5- 
index=86, has published 4 papers in the 2000–2024 period where CL is used. 

Corpus methods have been used in education research in two distinct scenarios: (1) as a complement to text analysis in mixed- 
methods methodology; (2) as the main methodology, including the design, collection and query of a representative corpus. 

3.1. Corpus methods as complementing textual data analysis in a mixed-methods methodology 

The scenario where corpus methods have been relatively frequently used in education research is as complementary methods to 
analyse textual data, commonly using a mixed-methods methodology (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 
2018). In this scenario, researchers look at individuals’ textual data in the form of transcribed interviews, focus groups or, alterna-
tively, they look at educationally relevant documents, including legislation or, among other types of text, official institutional websites. 

Corpus methods contribute to the overall aim of mixed-methods methodology by allowing researchers “greater certainty in in-
ferences, conclusions or statements which formulate its findings” and allow for the production of more reliable research (Ponce & 
Pagán-Maldonado, 2015, p.114). This is the case for studies in which content analysis is complemented with corpus methods. For 
example, Fest (2015) examined 6 h of audio-only interviews with 14 German speaking teenagers about an online self-assessment tool 
that offers secondary school students the chance to evaluate future study and career options. The interviews, conducted in German, 
were designed to elicit their opinions about the usability of the tool both in a mentoring context and as a stand-alone tool. First, the 
interviews were classified into topics using 18 emerging themes. These themes were reduced to five major categories such as affor-
dances of the tool or usability of the tool. Then the researcher quantified specific linguistic features such as personal pronouns, modal 
verbs (wollen, sollen, etc.) and qualifiers (etwas or bisschen vs. sehr or absolut) across topics. In this exploration, frequencies, 
concordance lines and collocations were combined. For the researcher, the combination of content analysis and the actual linguistic 
units used for conveying opinion offered a more nuanced analysis of the students’ stance and was instrumental in identifying the 
complexity involved in the phenomenon analysed. 

Sometimes a combination of more than two data analysis methods seeks to reinforce the validity of the results. Pérez-Paredes and 
Curry (2022) examined interviews and focus groups with English as Medium of Education (EME) lecturers in a Spanish university. 
Instead of combining content analysis with corpus methods, they merged an existing conceptual framework, ROAD- MAPPING (Dafouz 
& Smit, 2016), with a critical grounded theory analytical framework (Hadley, 2017) using keyword analysis (Curry & Pérez-Paredes, 
2023). The researchers combined bottom-up and top-down coding in their analyses of the interviews and focus groups as a way to 
identify salient aspects in the lecturers’ data. The number of codes applied illustrates their interest in accomplishing a comprehensive 
analysis of the data by examining every single word in the data, reflecting thus an interest in empirical knowledge (Teubert, 2001, 
2005). One of the main contributions of this research was the identification of 115 distinct words and terms used by the lecturers when 
discursively constructing EME. These terms would most likely have not been isolated without a computational approach. Table 1 
shows just the top 30 single keywords in the data. 

Figs. 1–3 show an implementation of top-down codes pertaining to different areas of analysis in the ROAD-MAPPING framework 
(Dafouz & Smit, 2016): Roles of English (RO), Academic Discipline (AD), Language Management (M), Agents (A), Practices and 
Processes (PP), and Internationalisation and Glocalisation (ING). These Figures show the spread of the codes across three of the in-
terviews analysed, offering a unique snapshot of the codes analysed and how EME was constructed by each lecturer. 

This approach has several advantages. In addition to making explicit the methodology followed for the quantification and analysis 
of codes, it offers the possibility of reducing the complexity inherent in the qualitative analysis of complex phenomena in the field of 
education. The Figures above show simple yet powerful visualisations of how the different interviews display preferences for different 
codes and topics, facilitating interpretations about the nature of the structure of the data that are not always offered in corpus software 
(Anthony, 2018). Using this CL methodology to complement the mixed-methods study, the analysis demonstrates how corpus analysis 
techniques, designed to provide empirical linguistic description, can also support text analysis of the type of interview data that is 
frequent in education research (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). In this way, CL methods, unconcerned with issues of 
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representativeness and sampling, can be employed more broadly when the analysis is concerned with what people being studied say, 
not how they say it, necessarily.4 

Other education studies have used official documents as their primary source of analysis. Villares (2019) researched how the 
language policies of universities in Spain interpret and articulate the role of languages, in particular English, as part of the University 
mission. She constructed a corpus of official language policies (n = 37) across 29 Spanish universities from 2001 to 2018. As in Fest 
(2015), a mixed methods approach was followed (although the researcher did not describe her methodology as such). The researcher 
first used content analysis to identify the main themes and strategic areas in the documents. Villares looked at how the institutions 
presented themselves, their roles and their responsibilities in the creation of language policies. A comparative analysis examined how 
the English language was used in contrast to the local languages. This research situates the corpus findings as a means of revealing of 
the strategies adopted by the universities analysed. Villares argues that the use of a corpus conveys credibility and rigour to the 
findings: “The corpus results established a direct relationship between accreditation, language competence, and language re-
quirements” (p.3) or “the corpus findings indicated […] that universities follow a similar line to the one established by the national LP 
framework” (p.7). These reveal that the validity and credibility of the findings rest upon the chosen corpus methods. Pérez-Paredes 
(2017) used CL to examine one text: the 2015 UK “Higher education (HE): teaching excellence, social mobility and student choice 

Table 1 
Top 30 single keywords in Pérez-Paredes and Curry (2022).  

Rank Item Keyness Rank Item Keyness 

1 bilingual 219.7 16 faculties 30.1 
2 Spanish 122.2 17 teach 30. 
3 Erasmus 121.3 18 vocabulary 29.7 
4 English 79.1 19 slides 27.2 
5 lingua 62.2 20 speaking 26.7 
6 EMI 60.4 21 grammar 24.5 
7 blackboard 54.3 22 motivate 24.2 
8 franca 51.5 23 translator 23.3 
9 pedagogy 40.4 24 B2 23.2 
10 cocoon 39.4 25 Cambridge 23.1 
11 transactional 35.0 26 translate 22.8 
12 teaching 33.5 27 mistakes 21.1 
13 vehicular 32.1 28 face-to-face 20.7 
14 fluency 31.1 29 B1 19.9 
15 language 30.5 30 accent 19.0  

Fig. 1. Interview 1 profile in Pérez-Paredes and Curry (2022).  

4 A detailed description and reflection on this approach is presented in Curry and Pérez-Paredes (2023). 
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Green Paper” (HEGP). The Green Paper showed the implementation of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF), which would give 
the UK government the power to monitor and assess the quality of teaching in English universities. For the study of the 33,099-word HE 
Green Paper, the author used part of speech (POS) keyword analysis (Rayson, 2008), a corpus method that is capable of revealing the 
role that some specific word categories play in the document when compared with a reference corpus, providing an automatic profile 
of the POS tags that are significantly more frequent in the HEGP. As a result of this analysis, Pérez-Paredes (2017) exposed the 
strategies used to represent Higher Education providers as idealised business models capable of delivering excellence through noun 
phrases that represent minorities and disadvantaged students in need of support. Also, modality played an important role in the HEGP, 
hiding personal agency and highlighting the power structure of the speech act situation present in the Green Paper. The corpus analysis 
established a dichotomic tension epistemic modality, used to represent the UK Administration as an open interlocutor, and deontic 
modality, used to represent the Government as a firm defender of the society. The use of corpus methods facilitated an understanding 
of the discursive strategies employed to legitimise neoliberal policies in HE and the construction of UK universities as a market. 

Fig. 2. Interview 2 profile in Pérez-Paredes and Curry (2022).  

Fig. 3. Interview 5 profile in Pérez-Paredes and Curry (2022).  
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3.2. Corpus linguistics as the main methodology 

Few studies in education research have utilised corpus linguistics methodology in the way it is conceptualised in McEnery and 
Hardie (2012) in terms of corpus design that meets both representativeness and balance criteria (Pérez-Paredes, 2020). A substantial 
part of these efforts are focused on language education research. Jäkel (2022) put together the 56,000-word Flensburg English 
Classroom Corpus (FLECC) to analyse interaction in primary education. The corpus contains 39 lessons where trainee English language 
teachers taught a selection of different primary education students across 7 years. He examined the Initiation-Response-Follow up 
(IRF) patterns in real classrooms, offering language evidence of how interaction is shaped in Northern German primary and secondary 
schools. A diverse range of age groups of EFL learners is represented in the data, from primary school grade 3 to the end of secondary 
level grade 10. For Jäkel, the corpus offers future English language teachers opportunities to develop their analytical skills in dealing 
with authentic classroom discourses and gain a profound awareness of the linguistic and communicative patterns of real, 
classroom-based teaching discourse. The corpus was envisaged as a proxy for the reality of classroom dialogue in the micro and meso 
contexts where the data was collected, allowing researchers generalise about the nature of such interactions. 

Durrant and Brenchly (2019) also designed a corpus to capture the range of writing that students in England produce during 
different key stages of the school system. Thus their corpus included texts (n = 2901) sampled at the ends of Key Stage 1 (Year 2), Key 
Stage 2 (Year 6), Key Stage 3 (Year 9), and Key Stage 4 (Year 11) . The texts were part of children’s regular schoolwork and accordingly 
they were educationally authentic. Various disciplines were represented, including English, Humanities and Science, ensuring a 
multi-discipline scope in the way texts were analysed. The authors examined the development of vocabulary sophistication in chil-
dren’s writing across the aforementioned stages of education. The corpus in this research was conceptualised as a proxy for writing 
development in the school years before university education. Through the analysis of the corpus, the authors argued that vocabulary 
sophistication does not necessarily increase as children progress through schooling. Their study suggests that vocabulary sophisti-
cation may not be solely related to word frequency and that the measures of frequency may not be sensitive enough to capture changes 
in vocabulary sophistication. This research offers implications for curriculum design, writing instruction, assessment practices, support 
for diverse learners, and the promotion of evidence-based practices in education. Methodologically, the study draws on widely 
accepted principles in corpus linguistics such as an empirical approach to the study of language and the use of quantitative methods to 
analyse language data systematically (McEnery & Brezina, 2022). 

One may wonder what the implications are of using CL methods to study corpora that do not meet the established requirements of 
representativeness and sampling that are characteristic of research in linguistics. We argue that to answer this, one must first un-
derstand the motivations of any such study outside of corpus linguistics that employs its methods. In education, for example, research 
is typically localised to specific institutions, courses, and classrooms. Researchers acknowledge the variable nature of education 
research sites, which, far from reflecting lab-like qualities associated with scientific thinking, can change from day to day, teacher to 
teacher, and class to class. In education studies, there has been a rise in participatory and action research to address this potential 
variability. While such methodological variability may be a problem in corpus linguistics, multiple methodologies are widely 
embraced by educators and education researchers alike. As such, the notion of corpus representativeness, corpus repeatability, and 
corpus generalisability that preoccupy many a linguist and a corpus linguist do not necessarily map onto the concerns of those con-
ducting research in education. Many studies in this domain are not concerned with studying language. However, most of them 
arguably explore interpretations of phenomena through education or situated in educational institutions by means of analyses of 
subjective meanings constructed through language in texts (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). Adopting a critical realist perspective, 
they see language as an observable phenomenon that offers a way into the data. From that point, the interests of education researchers 
and corpus linguists will likely diverge. Therefore, a reflexive approach to the use of CL methods in disciplines outside of linguistics is 
imperative when acknowledging the social and cultural factors that shape the use of methods that are novel or are not mainstream in a 
discipline such as education. 

4. The (promising) future of corpus linguistics 

The impact of corpus linguistics on some of the disciplines we have discussed in this article demonstrates an interest in recent years 
in adopting more quantitative methodologies in areas customarily alien to quantitative methodologies or experimental designs, such as 
philosophy or sociology. This fact could explain the introductory tone of some of the contributions to the field in which corpus lin-
guistics is presented as a viable methodology, although still distant from the epistemological and social conventions of some of these 
disciplines (McEnery & Brookes, 2024). Corpus linguistics could be about to enter a new era of influence in disciplinary fields such as 
education or sociology where there is an epistemological plurality that is no stranger to the impact of data science and big data on the 
generation of knowledge. 

In their book on academic writing and science, Hyland and Jiang (2019) highlight two opposing trends in science writing in English 
today. While hard sciences seem to be interested in adopting a tone that is closer to the reader, a tone where the researcher adopts a 
more interpretative role and where the transmission of scientific facts and findings is not the only protagonist of academic writing, the 
social sciences and humanities are moving in the opposite direction. Disciplines such as sociology or applied linguistics have increased, 
according to Hyland and Jiang (2019), their interest in exploring a more data-driven approach, experimental designs and the use of 
research methodologies that make use of an increasing amount of empirical data. Our own modest analysis of top philosophy and 
educations journals suggests an increase in the use of corpus methods in the last few years. 

Such increase in empirical designs and the use of data found in the social and human sciences may be due to various motivations. 
Scientific knowledge is built around communities of knowledge that share assumptions about how research should be conducted, and 
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therefore about how scientific knowledge should be constructed. The need to publish research in high-impact international journals 
entails the adoption of rigorous research designs and methodologies in accordance with ontological and epistemological principles 
accepted in the scientific community in which one wishes to develop a scientific career (Hyland, 1999). Some of the most prestigious 
journals embrace some form of implicit normativism that validates the prestige associated to an “epistemology based on a detached 
attitude to an external reality of objective facts” (Hyland, 2004, p. 17). This epistemological framing provides credibility, influence and 
prestige to CL methods for researchers by aligning them with a disciplinary standard of rhetorical inquiry (Hyland, 1999, 2004). 

4.1. Factors that contribute to the emergence of corpus linguistics methods across the disciplines 

There are, despite the challenges, exogenous variables that have seen corpus linguistics acquire a more relevant status in disciplines 
such as education research or sociology. Firstly, the interest in discursive practices in these fields (Schwarze, 2022; Urmina et al., 2022) 
has generated an interest in the analysis of the texts in which we can situate these discursive practices. The combination of corpus 
approaches with qualitative methods widely used in education, such as interviews or ethnography, complement each other, under a 
mixed-methods methodology (Adolphs et al., 2004). This approach offers a window into the communicative practices and conventions 
of various user communities and in this context, and the use of ad-hoc corpora can serve as the main methodology to model widely 
adopted discursive practices. The emphasis for disciplines such as sociology, philosophy or education is typically on the social activity 
enacted through the texts in the corpus rather than on the linguistic properties of the text itself. While the implementation of corpus 
linguistics in wider social sciences still faces some epistemological barriers (see McEnery & Brookes, 2024), a form of corpus-linguistics 
light emerges wherein the corpus design principles that, at least in linguistics, affect the types of texts represented in the corpus, do not 
appear to hold as much value. 

While a lack of concern for representativeness or sampling may not hamper studies unconcerned with communities or samples of 
populations, these fields within social sciences address social groups and defined communities in many ways. As such, we argue that 
there is an opportunity for corpus linguists and researchers in the above-mentioned disciplines to work together in the design of 
corpora that can capture discursive practices across target communities. In such an exchange, researchers from other disciplines could 
gain a more nuanced appreciation of how language contributes to the production of knowledge. Likewise, corpus linguists may need to 
shift from genre-aware design principles to community and activity-aware principles that can facilitate new avenues for design of ad 
hoc corpora. Such an approach would help to localise corpus linguistics epistemologies in different disciplines, while continuing to 
respect the principles of representativeness and balance central to the corpus linguistics methodology (McEnery & Brezina, 2022). This 
too could shed light on the rationale for the long-standing importance of these concepts in corpus linguistics for those adopting its 
methods. 

A second variable that can explain the adoption and the ever-increasing interest in CL across disciplines is the significance of big 
data and data analysis in research (Suhr, Nevalainen & Taavitsainen, 2019). Using Bhaskar’s (1975) terminology, the necessary 
conditions for scientific research in the 21st century require the use quantitative approaches to data analysis. In this context, corpus 
linguistics methods can be attractive to social sciences and humanities disciplines. The 2020 Alan Turing Institute White Paper on the 
Challenges and Prospects of the Intersection of Humanities and Data Science outlines some potential areas of impact for corpus linguistics, 
including improved research methodologies, enhanced data analysis, data visualisation, predictive modelling and interdisciplinary 
collaboration. While some of the assertions in the white paper are open to debate and different epistemological interpretations (e.g., 
data analysis methodologies lead to more rigorous and comprehensive research), we can agree that the impact of data science on 
research in 2024 and beyond is unstoppable. Corpus linguistics as outlined in Bednarek and Carr (2021) offers an entry door to the 
analysis of big datasets that is user friendly and does not necessarily require programming skills. Curiously enough, the Alan Turing 
White Paper represents Humanities data as “often unstructured, fragmentary, ambiguous, contradictory, multilingual, heterogeneous 
and bounded by the subjectivities of their data collection” (p. 11), offering data science approaches as a way to overcome these 
shortcomings. Corpora, we argue, are highly structured, annotated and searchable, offering a principled design and, oftentimes, an 
interface where data and data analysis methods are easily accessible for the researcher. Effective corpus design and analysis is possibly 
the best response to harmful, incidental subjectivities in research, as corpus linguistics can help us understand bias in our findings 
(McEnery & Brezina, 2022) by employing systematic approaches to data collection, analysis, and critical and self-reflective 
interpretation. 

As suggested by McEnery and Brezina (2022), corpus linguistics embraces an interdisciplinary perspective that draws on insights 
and methodologies from linguistics, computer science, statistics, and other fields. By integrating diverse approaches, corpus linguists 
and researchers from other disciplines can address complex research questions and explore language-related phenomena from multiple 
angles. As demonstrated in Section 2, the use of corpus methods in mixed-methods research designs is relatively widely spread across 
the disciplines. This is a fertile territory for conversations about methodological tensions found in the use of corpus linguistics in 
linguistics and elsewhere in other disciplines. These tensions can be located in at least 2 continua. The first continuum, corpus 
representativeness vs. specificity, exposed the limitations for most disciplines to embrace the notion of linguistic representativeness. 
Striving for a corpus that is specific to the research question at hand can unleash tensions in the way corpus methods are used (e.g. the 
use of reference corpora in keyword analysis). While researchers must carefully select texts to ensure their corpus meets their analytical 
needs, this may create further tensions with notions such as replication and objectivity. A second continuum, corpus generalisability 
vs. contextualisation, is also likely to expose ontological tensions across disciplines. Corpus linguists strive to draw broad conclusions 
about language from corpus data, but finding the right balance between generalisability and contextualisation in concrete research 
projects can be challenging. 
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4.2. Subjectivity and objectivity 

Given their centrality to this discussion, we must, raise some notes of caution on the notions of subjectivity and objectivity. While 
corpus linguistics is often positioned as an objective approach to a language analysis, this is not necessarily always the case. CL’s 
preoccupation with frequency reflects an epistemological and theoretical perspective that quantifying language use offers a mean-
ingful insight into language in use. Likewise, the embedded computations within tools or the use of statistical methods drawn from 
other disciplines also bring with them epistemological and theoretical perspectives that converge around shared perspectives on 
counting, what is counted, and how it counted. These perspectives are subject to debate in corpus linguistics literature (Teubert, 2001, 
2005). Therefore, it is important be cautious about the degree to which corpus linguistics can promise objectivity, as ultimately, it is 
through the interpretative process involved in data collection, design and interpretation that objectivity and subjectivity emerge. 
Crucially, adopting an empirical perspective, such as that discussed by Hyland and Jiang (2019) does not necessarily lead to objectivity 
– this arrival at some degree of objectivity is entirely in the hands of the researcher. 

On this matter of objectivity and subjectivity, a second point is worth making. While in empirical design, objectivity is often seen as 
a pinnacle of research excellence, there are domains in which subjectivity is not only admissible, but preferable. In fields like edu-
cation, philosophy, and sociology this is often the case. So too is it in subfields of corpus linguistics itself, in which ontological 
positioning and reflexivity impact and shape hermeneutical approaches to language analysis. Corpora can be seen as operationali-
sations of discourse and the language used in such discourses that facilitate an empirical epistemology. The value of the subject in 
corpus research can be found in the likes of corpus-assisted discourse studies (Baker, 2023), corpus approaches to translation studies 
(Curry et al., 2021), corpus-based contrastive linguistics (Curry, 2022, 2023), and corpus approaches to ethnography (Harrington, 
2018), for example. Subjectivity is, in this sense, a part of corpus linguistics research and, with this in mind, objectivity should not 
necessarily be seen as superior to subjectivity. It is the research aim and design that dictates the importance of one or the other. 
Recognising this and the evident potential for corpus linguistics to continue to branch into other fields of study, it will be important for 
corpus linguists to approach the notions of objectivity and subjectivity critically, reflecting on their relevance for data design, con-
struction, and analysis across disciplines. 

A third note of caution for corpus linguists pertains to the notion that CL is built on one critical-realist epistemology. While much of 
the cannon reflects this view, it is important to recognise that epistemologies are not simply disciplinary, they are also culturally bound 
(Curry & Pérez-Paredes, 2021). This means that the movement of CL methods across disciplinary areas and knowledge cultures will 
require a reflexivity and openness to new permutations and applications. Within linguistics, corpus linguistics has already shaped and 
been shaped by other subfields. In translation studies, for example, corpus linguistics has shaped the field and its practices in many 
ways, offering valuable contributions in terms of data design, collection, and analysis, through the development of multilingual 
corpora. Yet, corpus linguistics has also been shaped by translation studies, broadening the notions of representativeness and sampling 
(Joahnsson, 2007) and ushering in technological advances through the development of parallel concordancing tools, specifically 
designed for the analysis of translated texts. This example demonstrates the openness of CL to transform in response to the episte-
mological paradigm of another discipline. In broadening its reach and remit, corpus linguists will need to extend this same openness to 
fields of study beyond corpus linguistics. Moreover, core field views such as Teubert’s (2005) statement that “the linguist is a specialist 
in investigating texts, not in analysing the real world” merit further reflection and debate in terms of the interdisciplinary nature of 
corpus methods. 

Overall, the kind of research that makes use of corpus methods across some of the disciplines discussed in Sections 2 and 3 is either 
interested in the use of concrete corpus methods to complement text analysis (e.g., collocation analysis, keywords analysis, frequency 
analysis), or in the power behind representative corpora to capture how language users discursively construct ideas and objects in the 
Foucauldian sense of the term. Both pose interesting and concrete methodological challenges, including:  

• How reliable are keyword or collocation analyses of individual texts across projects?  
• How reliable are general purpose corpora such as enTenTen corpora in keyword analysis where they are selected as reference 

corpora?  
• To what extent can existing general purpose corpora model thought across populations?  
• Are there alternative ways to design representative corpora that capture the broader research needs of disciplines such as sociology 

and education? 

These and other questions can only be explored in the context of individual projects. As Egbert, Larsson and Biber (2020) note, 
querying a corpus entails so much more than obtaining frequencies and opaque measures. Researchers need to make sure that corpus 
data “is evaluated, appropriately analysed, and interpreted, transforming the data into linguistically meaningful information” (p. 72). 
This is perhaps a challenging task that will require collaboration between corpus linguists and experts across the disciplines in order to 
extend the type of interdisciplinary academic conversation that has begun in some of the research discussed in Sections 2 and 3. We 
hope that in future analyses, bibliometrics studies and systematic reviews can offer a comprehensive overview about the use of corpus 
methods in the disciplines discussed in this paper as well as in other disciplines where the analysis of language and discourse informs 
the main research methodologies. 

As in foreign language teacher education, corpus literacy initiatives should reach out to practitioners across disciplines and 
facilitate conversations around the fundamental principles behind corpus linguistics methods and methodology. Similarly, corpus 
linguists need to understand how other disciplines view the role of discursive practices and how the “functionalist principle of pur-
posefulness of communication” (McEnery & Brezina, 2022, p. 182) can be extended and applied therein. This must be an iterative 
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process where CL and other disciplines establish a fruitful dialogue on how to streamline methodological decisions for research that 
does not necessarily show an interest in linguistic analysis, but which uses language as evidence of cultural, psychological, commu-
nicative, or discursive practices central to disciplinary praxis and researcher ontologies. 
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