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1 INTRODUCTION

Language corpora are increasingly utilised in language learning around the world. 
The interest in using corpus methods for learning Czech appeared at the beginning of 
the 21st century. In 2005, a team of scientists from the Institute of the Czech National 
Corpus (Čermák et al., 2005) published the first study guide on how to use the Czech 
corpus and recommended it as a supplementary source for students from primary 
and secondary schools and universities. Two years later, Šulc (2007) described in 
a short guide for schools how to work step by step with corpus data; he explained the 
possible functions and usage of the Czech corpus. Over the next four years, the first 
works concerning corpus use in teaching Czech as a foreign language (CFL) started 
to appear (Vališová, 2009; Lukšija, 2010; Osolsobě, 2010). Since then, several studies 
have appeared on corpora use in CFL teaching (cf. Lukšija, 2012; Vališová, 2012, 2016; 
Kočařová, 2013; Konečná & Zasina, 2014; Zasina, 2018b). The last few years have seen 
publications aimed at Czech teachers and students of teacher education for primary 
and secondary schools; these works (Šmejkalová & Kopřivová, 2019; Šormová et al., 
2019) attempt to incorporate corpus methods developed for teaching native speakers 
of Czech. Zasina’s (2019) comprehensive study describes the most prominent prob-
lematic areas of non-native Czech based on a learner corpus and offers a coherent 
methodological framework for creating corpus-based exercises.

Despite a great deal of interest in corpus approaches to teaching, no substantial 
collection of corpus-based exercises has been created. Teachers are reluctant to use 
corpora in the classroom as it is a time-consuming task requiring computer skills and 
knowledge of the potential of corpus tools that might not be user-friendly (Bennett, 
2010, pp. 206–207; Tribble, 2015, pp. 57–59; Leńko-Szymańska, 2017, p. 217). Thus, it is 
especially important to provide teachers with suitable learning materials that they 
could easily use. Giving them ready-to-use materials could help them to actively ap-
ply corpora in teaching.

This paper aims to familiarise teachers with the method of data-driven learning, 
describe the design of the corpus workbook, and recommend examples of corpus-
based exercises.

2 DATA DRIVEN LEARNING: PROS AND CONS  
OF USING CONCORDANCE IN TEACHING 

Using a corpus in foreign language learning was termed data-driven learning (DDL) by 
Tim Johns (1991). In his seminal work, DDL is defined as an:
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approach to foreign language learning that takes seriously the notion that the 
task of the learner is to “discover” the foreign language, and that the task of the 
language teacher is to provide a context in which the learner can develop strate-
gies for discovery — strategies through which he or she can “learn how to learn”. 
(ibid., p. 1)

As proposed by Johns (1991, p. 4), it is an inductive approach to language learning 
built on three pillars: identification — classification — generalisation. Students iden-
tify a language problem they would like to solve; then they observe a concordance 
with examples to follow language features and classify them; finally, they generalise 
rules about how a language phenomenon works. It means that students do not obtain 
information, for example, about the function and formation of the accusative case, 
but instead must derive it based on concordance observation: following concordance 
lines, students identify that the accusative case has its objective function and speci-
fied endings for each grammatical gender.

The usage of concordance in teaching is often underestimated and criticised. Ac-
cording to Boulton and Cobb (2017, p. 351), many teachers and students criticised the 
use of concordances due to an unfavourable attitude towards approach to working 
with computers in general; for others, results displayed in the form of a classical con-
cordance are disturbing as it truncates sentences to centre the key word, which goes 
against most students’ and teachers’ experience of promoting meaning analysis; cor-
pora represent an authentic language that may be beyond the scope of the learner’s 
language knowledge; DDL activities require at least basic skills in corpus usage, and 
are time-consuming because learners formulate their own rules based on data ob-
servation.

In my opinion, these misgivings may come from fear of the unknown, uncer-
tainty concerning the advantages of corpus methods in language learning, and non-
user-friendly corpus tools (cf. Leńko-Szymańska, 2017). The benefits of concordance 
displays lie in their focus on a particular language phenomenon; learners are not 
distracted by having to read whole sentences, and they may restrict their observa-
tion to the target phenomenon. Reading the whole sentence is a habit rather than 
a necessity; we may often limit ourselves to the closest context to understand the 
meaning. In addition, vertical reading helps to find more repeating patterns (such 
as collocations) for a search word (cf. Boulton, 2009; Ballance, 2017). This approach 
also forces learners to think about what they are learning, which has a positive in-
fluence on retention of new knowledge in memory (Bernardini, 2004; Römer, 2011). 
However, it must be admitted that authentic language in a corpus can be demotivat-
ing, especially for beginners. Therefore, it is crucial to adjust corpus-based exercises 
to target the learner group and provide ready-to-use activities that do not always 
require direct work with a corpus and too much information. Thanks to that, each 
user can easily choose whether to work with a computer or to do on-paper exer-
cises. Concordance is a key element here, as was already postulated in an early stage 
of DDL (Johns, 1991, p. 2) and is still actively used in many studies (Bennett, 2010;   
Boulton, 2010; Liontou, 2020; Szudarski, 2020). However, nowadays, concordance-
based exercises are not the only solution; we may also work with frequency lists 
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(cf. Nation, 2016), collocations (cf. Vyatkina, 2016), and many other functions pro-
vided by corpus browsers and tools (cf. Zasina, 2018a).

The strong point of DDL lies in the authenticity of language usage and the induc-
tive approach that engages the learner in individual work and develops their inde-
pendent thinking. Moreover, this method makes it possible to adapt classroom ma-
terials to the specific purposes for any group of learners. Therefore, the workbook 
presented tries to deliver easy-to-use materials for teachers and students who can, 
without much knowledge of corpus linguistics, simply start to use corpora in teach-
ing and learning. 

3 DESIGN OF THE WORKBOOK 

The workbook is suitable for university students of CFL. It was set based on exercises 
that were prepared within an academic course on Grammatical and Lexical Corpus-
based Exercises at Charles University. The aim of the course was to teach students how 
to use language data in language learning — DDL. The same procedure was adopted 
in the workbook, where specific exercises guide students through three steps (iden-
tification, classification, generalisation).

The workbook consists of hands-on and hands-off exercises (Boulton, 2012). 
Hands-off exercises are suitable in a classroom without access to a computer. This 
makes it possible to use corpus-based exercises in facilities without access to a com-
puter study room, thereby making the corpus approach more accessible. Hands-on 
exercises cover direct corpus activities with corpus tools and classical gap filling ex-
ercises that use corpus data displayed in the form of frequency lists or collocations. 
There are also supplementary non-corpus exercises. Each exercise is marked by 
a symbol indicating the type of exercise (direct corpus, indirect corpus, non-corpus). 
Exercises that involve direct computer work are linked with a specific online tool that 
is required to solve the exercises.

The workbook is designed to help teachers and students to choose topics that are 
of interest. There is no need to proceed chapter by chapter. It is up to the user to plan 
their own study programme. The workbook consists of a short introduction and more 
than 100 exercises with a key. It is a collection of corpus-based exercises; therefore, 
there are no detailed instructions on how to work with corpus data and corpus tools. 
However, the introductory part features a short description of corpus tools with links 
to manuals which are available on-line. There are two reasons to not include manu-
als in the corpus workbook. First, they are already described and easily accessible in 
Czech and English on the website https://wiki.korpus.cz/doku.php/manualy. Second, 
corpus tools are under continuous development to improve their functionalities, and 
it is better to get acquainted with the most current version. In addition, brand-new 
tools can appear as well. Thus, each user of the workbook should first become familiar 
with basic work with corpus tools. Fortunately, the direct exercises in the workbook 
use user-friendly tools that are mostly intuitive.

Due to the authenticity of the corpus material, the workbook is recommended for 
higher intermediate students starting from level B1, although some exercises could 
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be introduced to beginners as well; in that case, the teacher’s assistance is required. 
Individual teachers know their students best and may select suitable corpus exercises 
for their classes. It is also possible to modify a task to adjust its form to the students’ 
needs. Therefore, all exercises offered should be taken as a source for inspiration.

3.1 THEMATIc ArEAS

The workbook is divided into 14 chapters. Each chapter represents a specific linguistic 
issue focused on the following thematic areas: difference in meaning (word meaning 
based on context), grammatical gender, declension, nominalised adjectives, hard and 
soft adjectives, pronouns, prepositions, prefixes (s- vs. z-), past participle, collocabil-
ity, idioms, stylistic variants, the competing endings -a and -u in the genitive singu-
lar, and vowel length. The topics were organised around the content of the academic 
course Grammatical and Lexical Corpus-based Exercises, previous in-depth analysis of 
the most problematic areas of foreign Czech in learner corpus (Zasina, 2019), expe-
riences with university teaching abroad (Zasina, 2022), and on my personal experi-
ence with teachers’ needs.1

3.2 EXErcISE EXAMPLES

This subsection zooms in on exercise examples included in the corpus workbook. The 
following tasks present two corpus-based exercises concerning the dative case, and 
collocability. The exercises are on-computer activities (hands-on). They make use of 
data from the SYN2020 corpus (Křen et al., 2020).

Exercise 1
This exercise concerning the dative case represents the chapter on declension. The 
dative case is (along with the vocative) one of the less frequent cases in Czech; its 
most common uses are to express the addressee as indirect object or a single object 
governed by a verb requiring a dative construction (Cvrček et al., 2010, p. 139). There 
are also several typical prepositions used in this task that require this case. Students 
work with a provided list of the five most frequent dative prepositions as identified in 
a corpus of contemporary written Czech. Their task is to search in the corpus for the 
prepositions and find two example sentences for each of them. Through observing 
the concordances, students have the opportunity to familiarise themselves with each 
preposition and its meaning. Then, students share their ideas in pairs. In the final step, 
the teacher discusses examples with the whole group to systematise the new material.

Task. Podívejte se na pět nejčastějších dativních předložek v níže uvedené tabulce. Zkuste je 
vyhledat v korpusu současné češtiny a vypsat dvě příkladové věty pro každou z nich. 
‘Take a look at the five most common dative prepositions in the table below. Try to 
find them in a corpus of contemporary Czech and write two example sentences for 
each of them.’

1 Special thanks to Barbora Hrabalová for her comments and recommendations.

OPEN
ACCESS



ADrIAN JAN ZASINA 129

No. Předložka
‘Preposition’

Frekvence
‘Frequency’

1 k ‘to’ 545,155
2 proti ‘against’ 53,821
3 kvůli ‘due to’ 42,560
4 díky ‘thanks to’ 40,362
5 vůči ‘against’ 12,564
Table 1: Seznam nejčastějších dativních předložek na základě korpusu SYN2020 ‘List of the most fre-
quent dative prepositions based on the SYN2020 corpus’

Exercise 2
This exercise presents an example from a chapter dealing with collocability. All ex-
ercises work with the co-occurrence of two words, mainly adjectives with corre-
sponding nouns. In this chapter, students can work with the Word at a Glance tool 
(Machálek, 2020b), a word profile aggregator displaying collocations and many other 
details. Alternatively, in the exercise below, students can search for collocations using 
simple frequency lists or the collocation candidates function of the KonText corpus 
browser (Machálek, 2020a). The following task exemplifies the use of the collocation 
function. First, the students search the corpus for the nouns given in the exercise. 
Second, they choose the “collocations > custom” option from the list in the KonText 
browser to identify the most likely adjectival collocates. They can specify the param-
eters of the collocation search; students must ensure that lemma is set as an attribute, 
the collocation windows span is <–5, 5>, and results are sorted using the logDice col-
location measure. Thanks to this setup, they will be able to identify the most usual 
collocations. The task helps students to understand the collocational behaviour of 
the word and teaches them autonomy in learning. Teacher assistance is not required; 
therefore, this exercise may be done as homework.

Task. Na základě dat z korpusu s použitím funkce KOLOKACE zjistěte, která níže uvedená 
adjektiva se pojí s jednotlivými substantivy:
‘Using the COLLOCATIONS function, please use corpus data to identify which adjec-
tives co-occur with individual nouns:’

historický, žhavý, starý, širý, nutný, lidský, modrý, odborný, přirozený, dopravní

………….. nebe, ………….. podmínka, ………….. škola, ………….. jádro, ………….. prostředí, 

………….. muž, ………….. nehoda, ………….. oči, ………….. novinka, ………….. život

4 CONCLUSION

Integrating corpus methods into regular teaching is a challenge, as it is a new ap-
proach that requires a change in thinking, not only for teachers, but also for  learners. 
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Teachers and learners need to know exactly what kind of advantages the DDL method 
brings. Several studies (Vališová, 2012, 2016; Zasina, 2018b, 2019) have already ex-
plained the role of DDL in CFL learning and proposed concrete corpus-based ac-
tivities. However, it is still necessary to promote this approach and to meet the re-
quirements and expectations of potential users. Furthermore, the possibility that 
computers might not be available during regular classes should also be taken into ac-
count; on-paper exercises could then be a useful introduction to DDL.

As Boulton and Cobb’s (2017, p. 386) meta-analysis concludes, “DDL works pretty 
well in almost any context where it has been extensively tried”, therefore a corpus 
workbook with a broad range of materials is an opportunity to take a first step into 
the use of corpus in teaching and learning Czech. The workbook delivers ready-to-
use comprehensive study materials for CFL students and their teachers. Although 
previous publications (Šmejkalová & Kopřivová, 2019; Šormová et al., 2019) tried to 
motivate teachers to use corpus methods in language teaching, they only focused on 
teaching native speakers of Czech, and they did not address issues in CFL teaching. 
This publication pays attention to the most prominent obstacles in the Czech lan-
guage for foreigners, which are different in many respects from the mistakes made by 
native users. The rich offer of corpus-based exercises can provide a basis for univer-
sity course content dealing with the DDL method. It can also serve as an inspiration 
for teachers to prepare their own corpus-based exercises meeting the requirements 
of a specific group of learners. Last but not least, all corpus exercises are primarily 
intended for CFL students to help them resolve difficulties and understand the prin-
ciples of the Czech language. This material is a starting point that needs continuing 
development; therefore, I do believe it will provide an impulse that contributes to 
popularising the DDL method in CFL teaching and learning.
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