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Google scholar in and outside  
of the classroom: 
Exploring useful collocations in academic writing  
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Outline 

1. Collocations and academic language 

2. Google scholar and EAP  

3. Teaching materials 

4. Concluding remarks 

2
0

10
 

T
h

e
 U

n
iv

e
rs

it
y

 o
f 

A
u

ck
la

n
d

 |
 N

e
w

 Z
e

a
la

n
d

 
A

L
A

N
Z

 
W

e
ll
in

g
to

n
 

Collocations and academic 
language 

 “The overwhelming nature of this evidence leads us 

to elevate the principle of idiom from being a rather 
minor feature, compared with grammar into being at 
least as important as grammar in the explanation of 

how meaning arises in text.” (Sinclair 1991: 112) 
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Corpora and EAP 

 

LARGE 
REPRESENTATIVE 

AVAILABLE  

x small 

x single purpose 

x in-house 

So where does Google scholar come in? 
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Google scholar and EAP 

    – search engine NOT a corpus 

 

 

 Access to “GS virtual academic corpus” 

 Represents better the varied reality of linguistic 
practice than smaller corpora 

 Useful tool in EAP research and practice 
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How does it work? 
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Google scholar and EAP (cont.) 

     

 

 

 

GS virtual corpus of academic writing 

•articles 

• theses 

• books 

• abstracts 

linguistic query (form) data retrieval (1000 examples, total frequency estimate) 

 

concordance software 

(MonoConc, 

WordSmith) 

linguistic analysis 

 detailed linguistic analysis 
(offline processing) 

1700-today 

“pretty large” 

growing 
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Google scholar and EAP (cont.) 

"the language" 

30-50 words 

KWIC 
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Google scholar and EAP (cont.) 
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Google scholar and EAP (cont.) 
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Google scholar and EAP (cont.) 

Operator Example 

Double quotation marks ""  Exact phrase search "in fact" 

Asterisk *  Any single word "as * points out" 

Double full stop .. Number range 

search 

"as * 1990..2010 pointed out" 

complex searches 

OR OR his OR her 

AND AND (implied) his her,  his AND her 

parentheses () embedded searches "(points OR pointed OR pointing) out" 

"(fulfil OR fulfils OR fulfilled OR 

fulfilling) * (obligation OR obligations)" 
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 Teaching materials 
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Teaching materials 

Aims: 
 

Getting students to identify useful collocations in 
different parts of RA 

Encouraging students to use the collocations in their 
own writing 

Giving students a powerful language learning tool 
(corpus) 

Having fun with language 

 

Handouts 

Method section 

Population & sample 

Instruments 

"participants were * students"  

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé 
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Teaching materials (cont.) 

participants were    *    students 
 
672 EXAMPLES analysed: 
 
1. <NUMBER> (258) 

 

 

2. <LEVEL> undergraduate (94), graduate (47), postgraduate (6), doctoral (3) 

3. <INSTITUTION> university (74), college (24) 

4. <PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS> female (7), young (2), male (2) 

5. <NATIONALITY> international (10), German (2), Japanese (2), foreign (2) 

6. <ADVERB> mostly (5), mainly (4) 

 

range: 4 – 6,313, median: 60 

Participants were 6313 students at teaching and nursing 

schools as part of a nationwide  epidemiological study  

Handouts 

ñthe questionnaire was" 

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé 
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Teaching materials (cont.) 

Collocations Freq. Example 

designed to (elicit, assess, 

explore) 

32 The questionnaire was designed to elicit students' attitudes to.... 

administered to 27 The questionnaire was administered to 18 South Korean secondary 

school EFL  teachers. 

given to 20 The questionnaire was given  to the subjects 

administered in 17 The questionnaire was administered in Chinese. 

The questionnaire was administered in the last session of the term. 

divided into 15 The questionnaire was divided into three  parts of 18 items each 

distributed to 15 The questionnaire was distributed to 1,731 tenth graders 

based on 12 The questionnaire  was based on (Nass and Brave, 2005) and 

(Mutschler et al., 2007). 

translated into 11 The  questionnaire was translated into Russian and Polish by native 

speakers (all linguists). 

piloted with 10 The questionnaire was piloted with 30 learners. 

sent out 9 The final version of the questionnaire was sent out to 200 high-

school  teachers. 

The  questionnaire was sent out and returned by post. 

" the questionnaire was..." (779) 

Handouts 

Results section 

Expressions of proportion 

Location of results 

large majority (80%) 
 

"large majority 1..100" 

58% - 95% 

Natural sciences (556):  

51-99%; average: 83% 

Humanities & soc. sciences (468): 

53-99%; average: 78.6% 

Handouts 

Figure 1 shows the results of ... 

 

"Figure 1..50   *   the" 

 To conclude… 
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Concluding remarks 

 

Google scholar virtual corpus 
large corpus of written academic language 

updated on a regular basis 

available 

 

Collocations – building blocks of academic language 

Fun exercises with Google scholar 
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Thank you! 

Kia ora! 


