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Corpus-driven activities are underpinned, explicitly or implicitly, by particular language 

learning theories. However, it is only in a few accounts in the literature where these are 

discussed in depth. The aim of this paper is thus to bring to light those language learning 

theories underpinning corpus-based pedagogy, an aspect which is not always made 

explicit in reports of corpus-driven learning.  

At the crux of corpus-based pedagogy is arguably the observation that corpus-

based activities, by nature of their methodology, tend to belong to the inductive approach, 

i.e. students extrapolate rules/probabilistic tendencies from recurrent corpus examples 

through close scrutiny of specific linguistic features and their frequencies. The “noticing” 

hypothesis discussed in second language acquisition (SLA) studies thus underpins many 

corpus activities. The principle underlying this cognitive concept is that learners’ 

acquisition of linguistic input is more likely to increase if their attention is drawn to 

salient linguistic features, which can be either student-initiated or teacher-directed. 

Corpus-based materials highlighting recurrent phrases would thus seem to be an ideal 

means for enhancing learners’ input via ‘noticing’, leading to uptake.  

In addition to corpus-driven learning being rooted in the “noticing” hypothesis, 

either through spontaneous noticing by learners or teacher-directed noticing activities, the 

approaches taken to some corpus-driven activities also draw on sociocultural and 

constructivist theories of learning. Vygotskyan sociocultural theories (Vygotsky, 1986) 

hold that knowledge is co-constructed through collaborative dialogue and negotiation. 

With guidance and support through teacher “scaffolding”, students are gradually 

acculturated into disciplinary writing. “Learner agency” is another concept associated 

with sociocultural theory. O’Keeffe et al. (2009: 55) discuss the advantages of using 

corpora for enhancing learner agency, stating that this notion involves learners being 

trained to operate independently to develop a set of skills and strategies for processing 

and using new vocabulary. They make the point that learner agency “can enable the 

learner to surpass instructional intervention and become a better, self-regulated learner”. 

In such a way learners can attain depth of knowledge, i.e. building an integrated lexicon 

on a particular topic or word, such as its collocations, semantic prosody and sub-senses, 

as well as breadth of knowledge, i.e. a concentration on a linear increase in vocabulary 

size. 

Corpus-based activities are also a prime way to promote constructivist learning, 

which has been variously defined in the literature (see Cobb, 2006). As well as being 

associated with sociocultural theory offering the learner support in the form of 

“scaffolding”, proponents of this approach see it as also enabling learners to create their 

own learning through linking new knowledge to their existing knowledge. As Widmann 

et al. (2011: 168) point out “the more possible starting points a corpus offers for 

exploitation, the more likely it is that there exists an appropriate starting point for a 
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specific learner”. It is this concept which is behind many of the recent search engine 

interfaces for grammar instruction specifically designed with learners in mind. Corpus-

based programs such as the Chemnitz Internet Grammar allow students to work either 

deductively accessing grammar rules, or inductively through searches for grammar 

patterns, thereby accommodating different learning styles (Schmied, 2006).   

This presentation will thus showcase SLA theories underpinning corpus-based 

pedagogy, i.e. ‘noticing’ hypothesis, sociocultural and constructivist theories of learning, 

illustrated with accounts in the literature, as reported in Flowerdew (2008, 2012a, 2012b, 

in press, 2012) 
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