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Abstract 

There has been increasing interest in corpus-based teaching of rhetorical features 

in academic writing at the discourse level (Chen and Flowerdew 2018; Dong and 

Lu 2020; Moreno and Swales 2018). In line with this tendency, this paper explores 

the potential of using corpus tools in teaching rhetorical elements of academic 

writing and considers the ways in which wider aspects of academic writing can 

be addressed through the use of corpora, for example rhetorical moves in 

argumentation and counter-argumentation, authorial presence, evaluating an 

argument and problem–solution patterns. The paper places specific emphasis on 

practical suggestions for tasks and activities, locating these practical applications 

within the framework of existing corpus research. The tasks are based on the use 

of several corpus tools, Lextutor concordance, SkELL, BNC-English corpora and 

MICUSP. They are targeted at upper-intermediate and advanced second language 

learners—senior undergraduates, postgraduates and researchers—and can be used 

across multiple disciplines.  
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1. Introduction 

The classroom use of concordancers is based largely on the principle of 

Data-driven Learning (DDL, Johns 1994) and discovery or serendipity 

learning (Bernardini 2000), one of the main principles of which is that 

students discover linguistic information for themselves using corpus 

consultations. Corpus consultations help ‘to develop the ability to see 

patterning in the target language and to form generalizations to account 

for that patterning’ (Johns 1991). The use of concordancers can help 

clarify the meanings and usage of words by providing multiple contexts; 

they allow learners to explore typical collocations of keywords and 

patterns of recurrence in order to make informed word choices. 

Unsurprisingly, therefore, corpus methods have been used primarily in 

teaching vocabulary. However, some scholars have expressed concern that 
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such practice overlooks the opportunities afforded by DDL in addressing 

the ‘big themes’ of language teaching (Boulton 2007; Charles 2011a: 27; 

Hunston 2002: 184), one of which is academic discourse studies. There is 

a large body of research connecting corpus methods with academic 

discourse. Two collections, Discourse on the Move: Using Corpus 

Analysis to Describe Discourse Structure (Biber, Connor and Upton 2007) 

and Academic Writing: At the Interface of Corpus and Discourse (Charles, 

Pecorari and Hunston 2009), are dedicated to using corpora in analysing 

and teaching of academic discourse. Within academic discourse studies, 

rhetorical writing, or writing argumentatively and persuasively, has an 

important place. Persuasion is achieved through rhetorical functions such 

as persuasive forms of argumentation, evaluative writing, authorial 

involvement in the discourse, degree of commitment to the statements 

made and engaging in a dialogue with the reader. Rhetorical choices are 

connected to linguistic choices, and language features are consistently 

used by academic writers to realise particular rhetorical functions. The use 

of a corpus can draw students’ attention to linguistic realisation of 

rhetorical functions and enhance ‘rhetorical consciousness-raising’ (Lee 

and Swales 2006: 58). Charles (2007, 2011a) and Flowerdew (2009) 

advocate using a corpus in teaching rhetorical elements of academic 

writing, looking at correlation between lexico-grammatical patterns and 

specific rhetorical functions (Charles 2011a). Corpora were used in the 

analysis of various rhetorical aspects of academic writing, for example, 

discipline-specific rhetorical moves (Anthony 1999), the problem–

solution rhetorical pattern in professional and students’ writing 

(Flowerdew 2003); and doctorate thesis literature reviews (Flowerdew and 

Forest 2009). Other studies examining corpus consultations in teaching 

rhetorical features were carried out by Li et al. (2018) and Poole (2016), 

and some examples of corpus-based tasks aimed at raising students’ 

awareness of rhetorical features of academic writing can be found in a 

resource book by Karpenko-Seccombe (2020). 

Even though there is an increase in the number of studies exploring 

the use of corpora at discourse level, the main focus of corpus 

consultations is still lexical or lexico-grammatical (Charles 2011a; Cobb 

and Boulton 2015), and integration of lexico-grammatical corpus 

consultations with higher-level rhetorical enquiry is still lacking (Ädel 

2010; Charles 2007; Swales 2002). This paper attempts to address this gap 

and suggests practical activities helping to connect surface forms with 



146   Tatyana Karpenko-Seccombe 

 

discursive meaning in teaching. It offers a rhetoric-informed approach to 

corpus-based classroom study of lexico-grammatical features in academic 

writing: corpus materials are used to introduce learners to rhetorical 

features typical for academic writing and to develop students’ awareness 

of the role rhetorical features play in a discourse. 

One of the barriers to using corpus consultations in everyday teaching 

practice is the lack of ‘off-the-shelf’ materials for teachers which would 

help avoid time-consuming preparation (Vyatkina and Boulton 2017; see 

also Karpenko-Seccombe 2018). This paper, therefore, contains practical 

suggestions of useful tasks that can be integrated into lessons as hands-on 

classroom activities, as teacher-led demonstrations or by way of paper 

handouts if pressed for time or lacking in digital resources in the 

classroom. The tasks are not intended as a comprehensive guide to using 

corpora in teaching academic rhetoric. It is hoped that suggested activities 

will be used creatively by the practitioners in conjunction with existing 

resources to enhance teaching of rhetorical phenomena with corpus-based 

tasks and examples. The teaching could start with raising students’ 

awareness of a particular discourse function and then proceeding to 

specific linguistic patterns associated with it, as advocated by Charles 

(2007). However, this paper also contains examples of another pathway, 

which starts with observing a lexical or grammatical pattern and 

encouraging students to link it to the rhetorical function it performs.  

The paper is structured as follows. The next sections of the 

Introduction provide a brief description of the context in which the tasks 

discussed here were developed, and an overall description of the tasks, 

followed by a section describing the corpus tools used in the paper. Section 

2 addresses the use of corpora in presenting an argument following the 

basic rhetorical moves of argumentation and counter-argumentation. It 

includes corpus tasks connected with outlining the importance of the field, 

identifying the research gap or a problem and presenting one’s own 

research. Section 3 considers the ways in which corpus consultations can 

be helpful in teaching rhetorical patterns of counter-argumentation. 

1.1 Background 

The tasks presented in the paper were developed for my particular cohort 

of students: post-graduate research (PGR) students (PhD and masters by 

research). These are mostly L2 speakers of English in mixed-discipline 

groups of upper-intermediate and advanced level, which generally varies 
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between an overall IELTS score of 6.0 and 7.0, as is consistent with the 

entry requirements in different doctoral and master’s courses throughout 

the university. Students typically attend the courses as and when they need 

support in a particular aspect of academic writing and are also prompted 

to attend particular courses after the compulsory assessment at the 

beginning of their studies; they can also be referred by their supervisors if 

they notice a particular problem in their students’ writing. 

PGR students are taught in small groups of up to a maximum of twelve 

students in a series of short, non-compulsory and non-credit bearing 

courses (2-4 sessions, 3-6 hours) covering a variety of topics, for example, 

Academic Writing Style, Argumentation and Critical Writing, Writing 

Literature Reviews, and Writing Introductions. In these and many other 

courses I use various corpus materials and searches. There is also a 

specifically corpus-oriented course Improve Your Academic Writing with 

Corpora (4 sessions, 6 hours). Corpus consultations are also used in one-

to-one tutorials where appropriate. The tasks discussed here were 

specifically developed for the courses Argumentation and Critical Writing 

(4 sessions, 6 hours) and Writing Introductions (2 sessions, 3 hours). These 

courses are run every term—that is, three to four times a year.  

In the first part of the Argumentation and Critical Writing course, 

students are introduced to the fundamentals of argumentation. The final 

practical part of the course involves corpus consultations which allow 

students to recognise rhetorical functions behind language patterns. As a 

follow-up task, students are asked to write in their own time an 

introductory argumentative piece on the topic of their research which 

would comprise the moves discussed during the course. Students are then 

given an opportunity to book a one-to-one tutorial to discuss their work. 

Classes are taught in a computer lab which gives students an opportunity 

to try out ‘hands-on’ use of corpora. 

1.2 Activities 

The corpus consultations discussed here can be integrated into similar 

courses on academic writing with a focus on rhetorical features. They can 

be used as a supplementary resource to enhance learning (as, for example, 

in Yoon and Hirvela 2004) or as the main focus of a lesson (see Charles 

2011a; Lee and Swales 2006). The tasks can be used as ‘hands-on’ 

assignments in computer labs or adapted for use outside labs ‘on paper’. 

For instance, discussion of counter-argumentation moves (see examples 
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13–15 in section3), or tasks on the recognition of lexical and semantic 

sharing (see examples 6–9 in section 2.3.1) can be easily used as paper 

tasks. Some suggested searches can also be used by teachers for a quick 

demonstration of a particular phenomenon on the screen, for example the 

importance of giving reasons and supporting value judgements (see Figure 

5 in section 2.1.1) or Chart results (BNC-English corpora), comparing the 

use of boosters in different genres (see Figure 18 in section 2.4.2).   

Rhetorical functions are, of course, related to disciplinary 

conventions. Several corpus tools could be useful for teaching multi-

discipline student groups. Lextutor Concordancer offers a choice of 

subject-specific corpora, search results in the British Academic Written 

English (BAWE) (see section 1.2.1) can be sorted by discipline and the 

Michigan Corpus of Upper-level Student Papers (MICUSP) can be 

searched in one or more of sixteen specialist subjects (see section 1.2.4).  

Many tasks are based on independent exploration, but they also lend 

themselves to group work. In my lessons I most commonly ask students to 

conduct searches in pairs or groups, inviting them to report their results 

back to the class or to compare results with another group. For many tasks 

the class can be split into two groups: one group takes a guess at answering 

the task question and the other uses concordances. The groups then 

compare their results and discuss which concordance searches were used. 

Teachers can then demonstrate the searches on a screen. Generally, any 

task involving concordance searches can be preceded by asking the class 

to come up with an answer relying only on their intuition. Their intuitive 

answers can then be checked using concordancers. 

To sum up, the activities presented in this paper are based on my 

experience of teaching rhetorical functions to small groups of PGR 

students in courses about Argumentation and Critical Writing and Writing 

Introductions in which I follow the general structure of rhetorical moves 

of argumentation and counter-argumentation, although teachers can 

choose between these and similar tasks and/or corpus tools and the 

delivery methods—hands-on or demonstration on the screen. I have 

chosen activities that generally work for my students and I hope that they 

provide potential for being used in other contexts and other classrooms 

where teachers will make them work for their context. They can be used 

for teaching upper-intermediate and advanced levels of students in the 

writing courses with a particular focus on rhetorical structure across 

multiple disciplines. 
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1.3 Corpus tools 

The activities suggested in this paper are based on the use of several free 

online corpus tools, Lextutor concordancer, SkELL, BNC-English corpora 

and MICUSP, which are briefly introduced below. 

1.3.1 Lextutor Concordancer  

Lextutor Concordancer is a small part of the Compleat Lexical Tutor1, a 

multi-faceted web-based data-driven language resource for second-

language learning, developed by Tom Cobb of the University of Montreal. 

This corpus tool provides a variety of academic corpora for searching: 

Academic General (6 million words), Academic Abstracts (174,000 

words), British Academic Written English (BAWE, 8 million words) and 

a selection of subject-specific sub-corpora of the British National Corpus 

(BNC): Medical, Commerce, Humanities, Law and Social Sciences. Law 

students will find the British Law Reports (BLaRC, 8.85 million words) 

useful for exploring legal vocabulary. Thus, Lextutor allows discipline-

specific queries which can be useful for students from different subject 

areas. Lextutor Concordancer allows teachers to choose the most 

appropriate corpus for the needs of their students either by discipline or 

level: BNC corpora and Academic General contain expert texts, whereas 

BAWE is a corpus of university students’ writing. 

KWIC (Key Word In Context) Searches are easily conducted by 

following a simple procedure, demonstrated in Figure 1: 

1. Enter the word you are looking for 

2. Enter the form of word to look for (starts, ends, family, etc) 

3. Choose the corpus for your search  

4. Decide whether you need to sort the results alphabetically on the 

right or left from the keyword 

5. Press ‘Get concordance’ 

6. There is also a useful option to search a keyword with another 

‘associated word’; the concordance displays the lines in which 

both words are used.   
 

                                                      
1 https://www.lextutor.ca/ 
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Figure 1. An overview of Lextutor concordancer features 

 

Due to the variety of available corpora in different subject areas and 

subject-specific sorting of the results in Lextutor, BAWE, is well suited 

for discipline-specific searches in mixed-discipline groups. 

1.3.2 BNC-English corpora 

BNC-English corpora2 is a corpus tool created by Mark Davies; it uses the 

British National Corpus (BNC), originally created by Oxford University 

Press; it contains 100 million words, with a generic academic sub-corpus 

of 15 million words.  

The BNC-English corpora site offers a variety of tools and features 

(list, chart, collocates, compare and KWIC), as shown in Figure 2. Each 

of these tools presents corpus data in a different way. In this article I refer 

to the KWIC, Collocate and Chart tools. As in Lextutor, a KWIC search 

in BNC-English corpora shows the context in which the word occurs by 

displaying a series of concordance lines. The results are colour-coded to 

make parts of speech more obvious, for example, nouns are turquoise, 

verbs are magenta, and prepositions are yellow (see, for example, Figure 

8 in section 2.1.2). A Chart search allows us to compare word frequencies 

in texts of different genres: academic, spoken, fiction, etc. It can be very 

useful for quick demonstrations by the teacher of differences in 

distribution of a particular word in different genres. A Collocate search 

                                                      
2 https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/ 

http://www.oup.com/
http://www.oup.com/
https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/help/texts.asp
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shows lists of words that most frequently co-occur with the keyword. It 

has the particularly useful feature of part-of-speech collocate searches; it 

can be used for quick searches of collocates followed by tasks about 

comparing the strengths of particular lexical items.  

 

 
Figure 2. An overview of BNC-English corpora features 

1.3.3 SkELL 

SkELL3 (Sketch Engine for Language Learning) is a very user-friendly 

search engine that allows you to see lists of words co-occuring frequently 

in SkELL’s own corpus containing over 1 billion words of texts from the 

British National Corpus, Wikipedia, and various websites. It is, therefore, 

not academic. The Word Sketch tool in SkELL presents search results 

according to their functions in a sentence: for example, in Figure 3 there 

are collocates of research as a subject, as an object and a selection of 

modifiers used with the noun research.  

                                                      
3 https://skell.sketchengine.eu/ 
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Figure 3. An overview of SkELL features 

 

Collocates of research as a verb can be found by clicking on the part of 

speech option and selecting ‘verb’. SkELL, similarly to Collocate search 

in BNC-English corpora, produces lists of collocates which can be used 

for quick reference. The option ‘Examples’ provides 40 randomly chosen 

complete sentences featuring a search term or combination of search term 

and collocate. 
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1.3.4 MICUSP 

MICUSP4 (Michigan Corpus of Upper-level Student Papers, 2009) is 

another useful resource containing 829 A grade papers (about 2.6 million 

words) of University of Michigan graduate and senior undergraduate 

students which can be searched by student level, discipline, paper type or 

textual features. Word search results are presented not in a concordance 

form but within the larger context of a paragraph containing the keyword. 

It also has a feature showing the distribution of the search term across 

disciplines in the corpus (see Figure 4). MICUSP gives students a unique 

opportunity to access whole sections of academic papers or even complete 

papers which contain the search term, in 16 different subject areas. This is 

particularly valuable in multi-disciplinary classrooms.  

 

Figure 4. An overview of MICUSP features 
 

Rhetorical functions typically manifest themselves in units larger than 

sentences, and this has implications for pedagogical strategies. It is often 

important to draw students’ attention to extended contexts in Lextutor or 

BNC-English corpora in addition to investigating collocations or 

                                                      
4 http://micusp.elicorpora.info/ 
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concordance lines. Consulting MICUSP provides an excellent opportunity 

to explore entire pieces of academic writing of a particular genre and 

discipline and can be useful for contextualising corpus searches. 

The sections to follow look at how corpus searches using these tools 

can enrich teaching rhetorical functions.  

2. Rhetorical moves in argumentation 

Argumentation has long been considered one of the fundamental skills of 

academic writing. ‘Argument’ is defined as ‘the sequence of interlinked 

claims and reasons that, between them, establish content and force of the 

position for which a particular speaker is arguing’ (Toulmin, Reike and 

Janik 1984: 14). In the established model of argumentation, a writer puts 

forward an idea or makes a claim, formulates his/her own position and 

provides evidence in support of the claim and position. Typically, the 

writer also needs to consider counter-arguments and assess them carefully. 

Clear and logical argumentation is commonly seen as one of the main 

prerequisites of an academic text. Nevertheless, Wingate’s (2012) research 

shows that students often have no clear idea of argumentation and, 

therefore, there is a need to explain the concept in the course of academic 

writing. ‘Moves’ can be defined as ‘rhetorical instruments that realise a 

sub-set of specific communicative purposes associated with a genre’ 

(Bhatia 2006: 84).  

Here I look at the way corpus consultations can reinforce students’ 

understanding of essential introductory moves for presenting an argument. 

An introductory part of a research paper or thesis lays the foundation of 

the argument that runs through the whole piece of writing and typically 

contains three main moves: 

1. Establishing the area of research with an emphasis on the 

importance of the topic and references to previous research in the 

field.  

2. Establishing a gap in knowledge or problem to be solved. 

3. Presenting the writer’s own research (Swales and Feak 2009). 

Even though these moves may have some disciplinary and genre variations 

(see, for example, Anthony 1999; Parkinson 2013), students need to be 

aware of the general principles of argumentation and of specific linguistic 

choices which will help them to write academically acceptable texts 

(Hyland 2019). Corpus materials can provide effective support for 

teaching these rhetorical moves.  
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2.1 Move 1: Establishing research territory 

2.1.1 Establishing the importance of the field 

Establishing the importance of the research field and the chosen topic is a 

common starting point in the presentation of an argument. As mentioned 

above, teachers can start by introducing students to the main tenets of 

argumentation, illustrating it with examples from a corpus. Alternatively, 

they can begin with a corpus search and ask students to link it to rhetorical 

structures. 

Taking the latter approach, it is logical to start by investigating the 

adjective important which is, according to Hyland and Jiang (2016a), the 

most common attitude marker across such disciplines as applied 

linguistics, sociology, electrical engineering and biology. It offers a 

positive evaluation with the assumption that it is also shared by readers, 

and has the additional benefit of being ‘difficult to challenge’ (Hyland and 

Jiang 2016a: 262). Several searches can illustrate typical collocations of 

important to be used in this initial stage: important + area, aspect, 

attribute, barrier, catalyst, cause, changes, characteristics, component, 

concept, consequences, considerations, etc. (Lextutor, BAWE: sort to the 

right).   

Statements of importance are prone to overgeneralisation in novice L2 

writing (Gleason 1999; Takao and Kelly 2003), which can stem from the 

different rhetorical conventions adopted in different academic cultures 

(Hinkel 2005; Hyland and Milton 1997); important is an adjective of wide 

semantics, and, even though it is very frequent in academic writing, it can 

sound generic and imprecise. That is why I draw students’ attention to 

strong patterns such as important as: important as a guide, as banding 

technique, as a source of evidence, etc. In discussing the function of the 

pattern students usually agree that it makes the statement of importance 

more precise which, in its turn, brings to their attention the necessity of 

wording their arguments in a precise way. I also ask students to think about 

the effect of another common pattern important and, as in: important and 

attractive to customers, important and beneficial, important and 

controversial, important and influential, important and relevant. Students 

are then asked to explain what specific meaning is achieved by using the 

pattern important and + adjective and suggest their own examples. 

I also ask students to think about reasons why the pattern of the 

collocation of important and because appears to be strong and recurrent. 

The search in Figure 5 highlights writers’ preference for supporting their 
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evaluative statements; it illustrates a two-step rhetorical procedure 

employed by proficient writers across disciplines (Lextutor, BAWE 

displays the disciplines on the right): a statement of importance followed 

by explanation of reasons.  

 

Figure 5. Statement of importance + reasons (Lextutor, BAWE)5 

 

There are several follow-up activities. For example, students conduct a 

search in BNC-English corpora (Academic section, Collocates) looking 

for adjectival collocates of because; the aim of this task is to reinforce the 

pattern of supporting value statements. In another follow-up activity, 

students run a search in Lextutor (sorting to the left) and focusing on 

adverbs like critically, crucially, extremely, highly, increasingly, greatly. 

                                                      
5 Larger screenshots are provided to show the consistency of a pattern; however, 

in case of overly long patterns the screenshots were cut and represent a sample of 

a pattern; few concordance lines mean that there is only a small number of 

examples in the corpus. 
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This is an opportunity to discuss boosters, their place in academic writing, 

and the danger of overusing them. L2 writers, particularly the weaker ones, 

tend to express a higher degree of certainty by using a significant number 

of booster expressions (Hyland and Milton 1997: 195), such as superlative 

forms. To highlight this issue, I ask students to run a simple search for the 

most in Lextutor (see Figure 6). Such statements are typically hedged by 

the use of perhaps, even, among, probably, amongst, arguably, or in 

phrases like is considered to be, were proving to be, is likely to be, seems 

to be, appeared to be, the function of which is usually clear to the students: 

academic writers try to avoid absolute statements signalled by the most. 

Superlative degree also appears in quotes or in statements attributed to 

others. Students are asked to explain this rhetorical strategy of moving the 

responsibility for an overgeneralised statement away from the author, e.g., 

considered by many Afro-American literary scholars to be the most, from 

Stevenson’s point of view would be the most. 

 

 
Figure 6. Concordance search on the most in Lextutor 

 

Similarly, a search on the most important, sorting to the left of the keyword 

can draw students’ attention to multiple ways in which this phrase is often 

qualified in academic writing: among, one of, perhaps, probably the most 

important. Figure 7 shows collocates of the phrase the most important in 

BNC-English corpora in order of frequency: 
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Figure 7. Collocate search on the most important in BNC-English corpora 

 

As with the Lextutor search in Figure 6, this search demonstrates that 9 

out of the 11 most frequent collocates of the phrase the most important are 

mitigating premodifiers: one [of], perhaps, probably, among, arguably, 

possibly, amongst, potentially. Regarded is also a marker of qualification, 

meaning that it is not the author who uses the superlative degree, he/she 

just reports the existing view (for more on hedges and boosters, see section 

2.1.2). I introduce these searches to students before they embark on a 

writing task as a part of several courses, in particular Argumentation and 

Critical Writing, and Writing Introductions. 

2.1.2 Introducing and reviewing previous research 

As a part of the first rhetorical move, writers need to briefly review 

existing scholarship on the topic. Some initial simple tasks students do is 

generate lists of reporting verbs by searching SkELL, Lextutor or BNC-

English corpora using the keywords researcher/s, scholar/s, author/s, 

critic/s, opponent/s. For example, a search on scholar in SkELL shows 

that it is used with the following verbs: believe, argue, debate, disagree, 

consider, study, interpret, suggest, dispute, question, agree, accept, note, 

reject; researchers in BNC-English corpora collocates, for example, with 

find, believe, conclude, discover, suggest, attempt, show, report. Students 

are asked then to discuss in groups the differences between the verbs in 
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terms of their strength—strong, weak or neutral—and consider what verbs 

they could use to refer to previous research in their area. 

In reviewing existing research, students often have difficulties in 

engaging with other authors’ arguments. The next task has an aim of 

exploring the ways writers present the arguments of other authors by 

running a search in BNC-English corpora (KWIC) or Lextutor using this 

argument as a keyword, as shown in Figures 8 and 9. 

 

 
Figure 8. BNC-English corpora, KWIC search on this argument 
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Figure 9. Lextutor, BAWE KWIC search on this argument 

 

Students are asked to look through the collocates of this argument and to 

identify verbs and phrases signalling different critical ways in which the 

authors engage with the arguments in the previous research, for example, 

to accept/not to accept, to be convinced by, to counter, to confirm, to 

develop, to reject, to advance, to adjust, to adopt this argument. These 

verbs and phrases raise students’ awareness of different rhetorical 

functions when discussing the arguments in previous research.   

The next task reinforces this awareness. Students are asked to look 

through concordance lines and the larger context and find examples in 

which the arguments from previous research were used:  

 To support one’s claim 

 To signal acceptance of another author’s argument 

 To refute a previous argument 

 To evaluate an argument 

 To show flaws in argumentation 

If the group needs more scaffolding, the following or similar examples are 

given for students to identify their rhetorical function: 

 There’s no reason to refute this argument (Lextutor, Academic  

 General) 

 I would reject this argument as calculated to undermine (BNC,  

 Academic) 

 This argument is based on assumption as opposed to sufficient  
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 evidence (Lextutor, BAWE) 

 Though not without merit, this argument is weaker here (BNC,  

 Academic) 

 This argument can be invoked to support (Lextutor, Academic  

 General). 

An aspect of engagement with existing research is evaluating the 

arguments. The use of evaluative vocabulary, hedging and boosting, is an 

essential element of stance (Hyland 2016). In choosing the appropriate 

strength for presenting their arguments, writers need to strike the right 

balance between arguing convincingly and exercising a certain degree of 

caution (Hyland 2002). This is a challenging balance to achieve but 

awareness of attitudinal language can help, and such awareness can be 

built through corpus consultations. A typical activity for understanding 

academic evaluation which I use is finding evaluative language in an 

academic corpus, classifying it into strong and weak, or positive, neutral 

and negative, and reflecting on what language will be appropriate for the 

students’ own argument. Hedging elements include mitigating adjectives, 

adverbs of possibility and frequency, attitude verbs and nouns. 

One possible activity is a search for adjectival collocates of argument 

in Lextutor (BAWE, General Academic corpora), or BNC-English 

Corpora (KWIC), sorting the results to the left of the keyword. SkELL can 

also be searched for evaluative adjectives used with argument. The search, 

followed by further teacher-facilitated discussions in groups should make 

it clear which adjectives are positive (coherent, valid, conclusive, 

compelling, ample), negative (lengthy, fragmented, flawed, circular) or 

neutral (chronological, current). Such adjectives play an important part in 

expressing the author’s stance when presenting an argument.  

Below are several examples from MICUSP of how writers present 

their own and other authors’ arguments. Students can be asked to find 

instances of evaluative writing in MICUSP and look at the ways writers 

support their evaluations. 

 

(1) While an account of stress patterns based in part on 

morphological structure is promising, care must be taken not to 

construct a circular argument of the type which Schütz warns 

against, such that accent defines the word. Because there is no 

good etymological dictionary of Hawaiian, claims about 
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internal structure must be made with caution, although there 

are many clear-cut cases. (Linguistics, LIN.G1.05.1).  

 

(2)  The introduction highlights the significant influence of flow 

regime on lotic habitats and stresses its important influence on 

the system’s biological diversity. However, an argument for 

maintaining biological diversity is less explicit. (Natural 

Resources and Environment, NRE.G1.22.2). 

 

(3)  This specific argument is very useful because it allows one to 

show empirically that exploitation is occurring, and allows one 

to mathematically see the degree of exploitation for certain 

workers. This systematic demonstration is far more powerful 

than merely asserting that exploitation is present (Sociology, 

SOC.G2.03.2) 

 

A follow-up task would be to connect the evaluative vocabulary in the 

extracts with the rhetorical functions they perform. For example, in (1) the 

writer warns against circular argumentation and making sweeping claims; 

in (2) an adjective is used for mild criticism; in (3) the argument is 

presented strongly and positively in comparison with the arguments of 

others.  

2.2 Move 2: Establishing a gap in the knowledge or problem to be solved 

2.2.1 Establishing a gap in the knowledge 

The next move, the move of identifying the research gap, typically follows 

an overview of previous research and contrasts with it. The contrast is 

commonly signalled by however; which, according to Feak and Swales 

(2011), is the most common connector used to introduce the gap. In order 

to demonstrate the transition between moves, students search little 

research with associated word however in Lextutor or use the BNC-

English corpora Collocate tool, as shown in Figures 10 and 11. 

 

  
Figure 10. little research + however in Lextutor, Academic General 
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Figure 11. little research + however in Lextutor, BAWE 

 

By clicking on the keyword students can see the larger context and explore 

typical transitions between moves, as shown in examples (4) and (5) from 

Lextutor, BAWE.  

 

(4) Many studies have tested the effect of different types of speech 

on recall, but most focus on the effect of phonologically similar 

or dissimilar words on the number of items recalled, (Boyle, 

1996). Results suggest that interference from background speech 

which is similar sounding disrupts working memory more than 

dissimilar sounding words. However very little research has 

been published testing the effects of semantically similar 

(related meaning) words as a distractor to memory.    

 

(5) A high association between sense of humour and better 

psychosocial adjustment has been found in cancer patients 

(Dowling J, 2003). Also, research indicated that positive 

humour style was positively associated with social competence 

(Yip J, 2005). However, there is little research that focuses on 

the role of humour and its relationship with intercultural 

adjustment.   

 

Next, students conduct corpus searches connected with the rhetorical 

move of introducing a gap in previous research or establishing an existing 

problem. The starting point is concordance searches of little research (see 

Figure 12), little attention and few studies which introduce students to 

salient language features associated with this rhetorical pattern. The search 

terms little research, little attention or few studies are easily recognisable 

by my students as connected with introducing the research gap, but 

students are also asked to inspect verbs introducing the gap, or focus on 

the tense form and reflect on the reason why the present perfect tense is 

consistently used when writing about a knowledge gap. Students are also 

asked to note the adverbs used (remarkably, relatively, comparatively, 

surprisingly) and to identify the rhetorical functions they perform.  
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Figure 12. little research in BNC-English corpora (KWIC) 

2.2.2 Showing that the research area is problematic 

Not unlike introducing the gap, a problem is also introduced by 

adversative sentence connectors however or nevertheless (Swales and 

Feak 2009). Charles (2011b) also noted the key role of however in 

signalling the problem in academic texts; it is commonly used to introduce 

the main point the writer is making (Biber et al. 1999) 

A search on problem in association with however in Lextutor 

Concordancer (Academic General corpus: see Figure 13) or BNC-English 

corpora, collocating with however (Academic section: see Figure 14) is 

followed up with an activity based on investigating the larger context. It 

helps students to connect the rhetorical discoursal pattern of presenting a 

problem and its linguistic realisation. Students are asked to select phrases 

which can be useful for writing about a problem in the context of their 

research, for example: 

 However, the central problem remains 

 There is, however, a persistent problem 

 However, it is in X that the major problem lies 

 However, the problem can by no means be dismissed 

 However, it does highlight the major problem 

 a special and limited problem 
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Figure 13. problem + however in Lextutor, Academic General 

 

 
Figure 14. problem + however in BNC-English corpora 

 

The statement of a problem needs, like any other claim, to be supported. 

Academic writers commonly use adverbials of result or inference to 

connect the claim they are making to the evidence they are providing 

(Biber et al. 1999). Research into framing problem in professional and 

students’ writing shows that in the corpus of professional writing 95% of 

the tokens for problem were used in the causal context, whereas in the 

student corpus this was only 32% (Flowerdew 2003).  
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The search in Lextutor on the noun problem using the option ‘with 

associated word’ problem within 10 words on both sides shows the pattern 

of co-occurrence (see Figure 15). When asked to explain this pattern 

students show understanding of the necessity to provide reasons for 

addressing a particular problem. A follow-up activity may involve looking 

into an extended context of the pattern.  

 

 
Figure 15. Search results for problem in Lextutor, Academic General  

 

Similarly, therefore and so are both used in developing an argument 

around a particular problem. Thompson (2001: 58) highlights the 

importance of textual clues for readers in following the development of an 

argument and notes that therefore and so ‘can be seen as assuming a 

question on the lines: “What is the consequence of what you have just told 

me?”’. Searches on problem with associated words therefore and so will 

draw attention to this pattern.  
The next move after signalling the knowledge gap or a problem is 

presenting the writers’ own research, or ‘occupying the niche’ (Swales and 

Feak 2009).   

2.3 Move 3: Occupying the niche 

2.3.1 Transition between moves 2 and 3: from establishing the gap to 

presenting the writer’s own research 

Examples (6)–(9) show how extracts from the expanded context are used 

in the class to illustrate the connection between the move of establishing a 
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knowledge gap and the move of presenting the writer’s own research paper 

(Swales and Feak 2009). The phrases signalling both moves are in bold. 

When investigating the expanded context, students are guided to pay 

attention to the means used by writers to create a visible connection 

between moves. Examples of such a connection, referred to as lexical and 

semantic sharing between moves (Swales 2011) are illustrated below in 

bold italics (lexical sharing in  examples 6–7 from Lextutor, Academic 

General, and semantic sharing in examples 8–9, from BNC-English 

corpora, KWIC search, expanded context).  

 

(6) Little research has been conducted in relation to the field of 

Machine Translation (MT). The purpose of this research 

work is to determine the feasibility of using MT techniques for 

CLTR. 

 

(7) Little research in information systems security had previously 

focused on the internal control systems. As such, this research 

presents a new area in information systems security study. 

 

(8)  In the first place, since little research had taken place outside 

London, we chose to investigate a provincial city.  

 

(9) Although religious educators often refer to religion in the lives 

of children and young people, and recommend that religious 

education draw on this experience in their 

teaching, little research has been done in the area. Using 

techniques developed during an earlier study of British Hindu 

children, an ethnographic study of children and young people 

from Christian, Muslim, Jewish and Sikh backgrounds in the 

context of their families and faith communities will be 

conducted in parts of the West Midlands.     

 

Students usually do not have a problem in identifying the lexical 

connection, but need some scaffolding in recognising semantic sharing. 

More examples in wider discipline-specific context can be found in 

MICUSP by running a search on little research/little attention/ few studies 

or similar phrases and exploring their use in a broader context. 
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2.4 Presenting own research 

2.4.1 Using careful language to hedge claims 

The personal way of presenting claims can be further investigated by using 

‘wild card’ searches (I * argue; we * argue) in Lextutor or in BNC-English 

corpora (KWIC). The results (see Figure 16) show that I frequently occurs 

in the recurrent pattern I would argue that; its consistent use suggests a 

preference for a cautious approach to presenting claims. However, shall 

and will also appear in this wildcard search meaning that the authors 

negotiate between certainty and caution.  

 

 
Figure 16: ‘Wild card’ search I * argue in Lextutor, BAWE 

 

Personal and impersonal ways of communicating claims can be 

compared by using the wild card search it * be argued and focusing 

students’ attention on the epistemic meaning carried by modals frequently 

associated with this construction: can, could, may and might have a strong 

presence in academic corpora in both Lextutor and BNC-English and are 
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used to downplay the statement of an argument with differing degrees of 

caution. Such corpus searches introduce students to the use of modal verbs 

as hedging devices expressing attitude through authors’ assessment of 

epistemic probability (Hyland 2005). Students are asked to reflect on the 

reason why argue frequently occurs with the modal verbs can, could, may, 

might and what effect these modal verbs have on the presentation of an 

argument. These searches draw students’ attention to the role of epistemic 

modal verbs used with argue and to the choices between moderating a 

claim and mitigating the assertiveness of the verb argue and projecting 

confidence and commitment to the argument.  

Recognising varying degrees of strength in presenting their arguments 

is particularly important for L2 learners because hedging and tentativity is 

part of Anglo-American academic writing culture (Hinkel 2005), whereas  

L2 writers find the manipulation of degrees of probability particularly 

difficult (Hyland and Milton 1997). Concordance searches can help 

students in identifying tentative elements in academic texts and 

understanding their function. 

More examples of the use of adjectives to mitigate the strength of 

one’s own argument can be found using the wild card search. It is * to 

argue (both in Lextutor academic corpora and in BNC-English corpora) 

shows the predominance of two phrases: it is possible to argue and it is 

difficult to argue, indicating different levels of confidence in presenting an 

argument. A closer look at these constructions in a larger context can show 

that they can have different rhetorical functions, for example: refuting 

somebody else’s argument, as in example (10), expressing genuine 

difficulty in presenting a certain argument (11) or assuming agreement 

(12). 

 

(10)  On the other hand it is difficult to argue that the Revolution 

resolved the major issues that had been sources of political 

tension since the Restoration (Lextutor, Academic General) 

 

(11)  However, it is difficult to argue a course of business, as Laura 

is a consumer. (Lextutor, BAWE) 

 

(12)  Unlike the UK, the Netherlands has for most of the time since 

1950 pursued a consistent policy of reducing and limiting the 

prison population; overall it is difficult to argue that this 
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reduction in punishment has adversely affected the Netherlands’ 

crime rate, which has risen in a roughly similar manner to that 

in the UK over this period. (Lextutor, BAWE) 

 

Other adjectives used in this phrase in BNC-English corpora academic 

section can be also considered from the point of view of their effect on 

presentation of the argument (see Figure 17). 

 

 
Figure 17: Wild card search it is * to argue in BNC-English corpora 

 

Corpus BAWE displays the disciplinary subcorpora in which particular 

concordance lines occur. By looking at subcorpora in which I will/would 

argue and It can/could be argued occur, students can conclude that there 

is a strong preference for using these forms of introducing an argument in 

Humanities. A search on the inanimate subjects this study, this paper, this 

report show that such forms are used by writers in Humanities and 

Sciences alike. Students can be asked to test this conclusion by conducting 

a search in MICUSP on this paper and on I would argue and comparing 

these forms in terms of subject area disciplines.  

2.4.2 Strength of claim: Boosters 

Boosters, or assertive and confident language, make writers’ claims 

stronger, express conviction, and emphasise important points. However, 

previous research shows that L2 students’ writing is often overly direct 

and assertive (Hyland and Milton 1997). Boosters should be used in 

academic writing with caution because they remain predominantly a 

feature of spoken language (Hinkel 2005). Hinkel’s findings can be 

demonstrated to students by the search shown in Figure 18 (BNC-English 

corpora, Chart). This shows distribution of the intensifying adverb 
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definitely by genre and highlights the fact that frequencies of definitely are 

lower than in non-academic genres. This observation will demonstrate to 

learners that academic writers use intensifiers with caution. 

  

 
Figure 18: definitely in BNC-English corpora, Chart 

 

 
Figure 19: Collocates of clearly by frequency (cut-off at 10) 
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Boosters like obviously and of course can sometimes be used as a 

rhetorical strategy, assuming readers’ agreement or shared knowledge 

(Hyland 2009). Boosters can also be useful to emphasise some concrete 

information for which evidence can be provided. A useful task here is for 

students to search the verb collocates of the booster adverb clearly in 

BNC-English corpora (Academic section) and look through the right 

collocates presented by frequency and ask them to identify the verbs that 

imply tangible support for the claim. Figure 19 shows academic writers’ 

preference for using clearly with concrete verbs like define, see, show, 

demonstrate, establish, differentiate. This search result supports an 

observation made by Hyland and Jiang (2016a) about empirical focus in 

the use of boosters in academic writing. 

3. Counter-argumentation 

Argumentation often involves protecting the argued position from 

potential criticism (Hyland and Jiang 2016b; Charles 2007). The rhetorical 

function of anticipating counter-argumentation is an indispensable part of 

argumentative writing; it is a persuasive rhetorical technique. Writers are 

expected to consider their position from all sides, including points of view 

which do not agree with the author’s own. Cultural differences in 

presenting an argument mean that some L2 writers have difficulties with 

counter-argumentation (Xu and Nesi 2019) which suggests that teaching 

counter-argumentation deserves particular attention. In counter-

argumentation, the line of reasoning followed by the writer commonly 

incorporates three main moves (plus signalling):  

1. presenting possible opposing views or counter-arguments  

2. signalling the disagreement and contesting or refuting the counter-

arguments 

3. reiterating one’s own argument/ providing support 

Counter-argumentation can be introduced through the searches of lexico-

grammatical patterns: one can/could argue, one may/might argue (see 

Figures 20 and 21), as well as some may/would argue or some critics 

claim/argue, and asking students to look into the extended context. 

 

(13) Even though one can argue that some of these choice criteria 

are not really a safeguard for public investment at all, the reality 

is that a practice has a slim chance of securing the job in this way 

unless it has a proven track record. 
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In (13), from Lextutor (BAWE, Architecture), students are asked to 

identify a possible counter-argument (one can argue that some of these 

choice criteria are not really a safeguard for public investment at all); 

phrases signalling the counter-argument (Even though), author indicating 

a disagreement (the reality is that) and refuting the counter-argument (a 

practice has a slim chance of securing the job in this way unless it has a 

proven track record). 

A different strategy could be adopted with more advanced students by 

presenting a counter-argumentation paragraph to them and asking them to 

identify the pattern. Similarly, KWIC search in BNC-English corpora can 

be used for such a task extending it to the searches on one * argue (see 

Figure 21) or some * argue or some critics. These examples can be used 

to develop students’ understanding of the rhetorical strategies employed 

by writers in dealing with counter-arguments. 

 

 
Figure 20: Counter-argumentation pattern one could argue (Lextutor, Academic 

General) 

 

 
Figure 21. Counter-argumentation pattern one may/might argue (BNC-English 

corpora) 
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A variation on the pattern of counter-argumentation described above is 

another two-step rhetorical move known as ‘Hypothetical-Real’ pattern 

(Thompson 2001). The typical language structure associated with it is this 

may/might seem… but (see Figure 22). This rhetorical pattern is based on 

juxtaposition of the imaginary objection (in bold) and its rebuttal (in bold 

italics), commonly connected by but or although (as in 14 and 15).  

 

(14)  This may seem harmless enough, but problems arise once we 

try to describe the latter kind of fact 

 

(15) This may seem to be a gloomy picture but it must be noted that, 

in relation to work, […] increases in ability can more than 

compensate for small decreases in capacity.   

 

 
Figure 22: Hypothetical-Real pattern this may/might seem… but (BNC-English 

corpora)  
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4. Conclusions 

The strengths of using concordancers in a language classroom have been 

described many times before; in short, it offers students’ autonomy and 

independence, ability to be in control of their learning process, instant 

access to help with many language problems and authentic examples of 

usage. In the sessions on Argumentation and Critical Writing and Writing 

Introductions with corpora, students have expressed similar reactions. 

During the sessions they showed their appreciation of the corpus tools and 

willingness to continue using them. In the last students’ survey (April 

2022) that covered the three most recent iterations of the courses, 67% of 

the students who attended the courses evaluated them as ‘very useful’, and 

33% as ‘extremely useful’. In the same survey, in an answer to the question 

‘do you use corpora and concordancers to help with your writing?’, 67% 

of student students said that they do ‘often’ and 33% ‘sometimes’. Going 

back to the definition given in Lee and Swales (2006), the courses 

achieved the aim of raising rhetorical consciousness by using technology. 

Awareness of rhetorical moves and linguistic patterns connected with 

these moves helped students to craft their own argumentative writing. In 

terms of techniques for presenting material, the bottom-up approach, from 

observing a linguistic form to recognizing its rhetorical functions, worked 

with more advanced students in the group. If students experienced 

difficulties with it, the reverse approach was taken, top-down, where the 

rhetorical function was explained and then its linguistic realisation 

discussed (similarly to Charles 2007).    

However encouraging these results are, they are not generalisable, first 

of all because of the small number of students per group, and secondly, 

because the survey covered all the courses that expose students to corpus 

methods. The courses are run every term, three to four times a year and 

results are not consistent year on year. The main difficulties come from 

the heterogeneity of the groups of students with varying computer and 

linguistic skills and different experience (and inclination) of dealing with 

quantitative data and interpreting it qualitatively. Another important point 

to look into would be to use DIY corpora for more finely-tuned results 

which would reflect students’ research area better. However, if students 

are working on different data sets, the groupwork and discussions may be 

more difficult. 

The examples provided in this study, I hope, will encourage more 

teachers to use corpus tools, to help in reducing the preparation time and 
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to provide ideas for the teacher. The aim of this paper was to offer some 

practical suggestions for using corpus consultations in teaching discoursal 

features, thus joining the existing academic scholarship in this area with 

the practical needs of teachers. The paper considers ways in which 

challenging wider aspects of academic writing can be addressed through 

the use of corpora, in particular issues of argumentation, supporting claims 

and framing them in the context of previous research, introducing research 

gaps or problems and counter-argumentation. The paper provides 

empirical examples of corpus-based activities which can be integrated into 

everyday classroom practice in different ways depending on students’ 

needs, and available time and resources. The activities suggested are 

flexible enough to be used in a top-down or bottom-up way: either starting 

with introducing a rhetorical feature and then focusing students’ attention 

on its linguistic realisation in a corpus or beginning with a corpus 

exploration of lexico-grammatical patterns and formulaic language and 

then linking particular linguistic features to the rhetorical function they 

perform in the text. The suggested tasks are also flexible enough to be 

incorporated in various academic writing courses as ‘hands-on’ practice, 

to demonstrate a particular point on the screen or as a ‘paper’ task. Susan 

Conrad in her article (2000: 556) asked a probing question: ‘Will corpus-

based research reach the right audiences?’ This paper is a step along the 

way of bringing a rhetoric-informed, corpus-based approach into the 

classroom. 

Corpus tools 

Cobb, Tom. Web concordance English v.9 [computer program]. Available 

at https://lextutor.ca/conc/eng/.  

Davies, Mark. 2004. British National Corpus (from Oxford University 

Press). Available at https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/. 

Nesi, Hilary, Sheena Gardner, Paul Thompson, and Paul Wickens, BAWE 

(used in Lextutor) British Academic Written English corpus, 

developed at the Universities of Warwick, Reading and Oxford 

Brookes. Available at coventry.ac.uk/bawe. 

MICUSP Michigan Corpus of Upper-level Student Papers 2009. Ann 

Arbor: The Regents of the University of Michigan. Available at 

micusp.elicorpora.info/. 

SkELL (Sketch Engine for Language Learning) Baisa, Vít and Vít 

Suchomel. 2014. SkELL—Web Interface for English Language 
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Learning. In Eighth Workshop on Recent Advances in Slavonic 

Natural Language Processing. Brno: Tribun EU, 63–70. ISSN 2336-

4289. Available at https://skell.sketchengine.co.uk/run.cgi/skell. 
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