Using a Corpus to Understand Environmental Words in Context

Time: 60 minutes. The entire activity can be completed in class or the worksheet can be assigned as homework.
Level: high-intermediate to advanced ESL/EFL students

Purpose: to understand the different parts of speech of “environment-based words” (i.e. environmentalist, environmental, etc.); to understand how different words are used in context; to understand how the use of the word environment and importance of environmental awareness have changed overtime; to introduce students to a corpus program
Materials: computer with Internet access the Time Magazine Corpus of American English (http://corpus.byu.edu/time/), overhead projector, student worksheet
Vocabulary: environment, environmentalist, environmental, environmentally

Note to teachers: It is assumed that students are unfamiliar with corpus programs, therefore, the directions for this activity have been written for first-time corpus users. If you are unfamiliar with this corpus program, please follow the directions and complete the activity before you have your students do it. If you have any questions about this activity or about using the Time magazine corpus, please contact the webmaster.
What is a corpus? A corpus is a large selection of samples of real language. A corpus can contain spoken or written language samples.
Orientation and Settings for Time Corpus:
The settings on the left side of the page…
1. DISPLAY: select chart, select ‘NO’ for sections, select ‘FREQUENCY’ for sort

2. SEARCH STRING: type the target word and then hit ‘SELECT’

3. SECTION: select ‘IGNORE’ for 1 and 2 because you want to compare the target word’s use over time

The arrows in the middle of the page…
1. Moving your cursor over the top set of arrows that are pointing right moves the screen to the RIGHT, so that you can view the display, search string, and section, as described above.

2. Moving your cursor over the bottom set of arrows that are pointing left move the screen to the LEFT, so that you can view the chart that shows the target word’s use over time.
The chart on the right side of the page…
1. The bar graph shows how frequently the target word has been used from the 1920s to the 2000s.

2. PER MIL indicates the number of times the target words was used per million words. For example, in the 1930s, the word ‘environment’ was used 9.2 times for every million words written in Time Magazine.

3. SIZE (MW) indicates the total number of words, in millions, found in the Time Magazine corpus. For example, in the 1930s, there were 15.5 million words written in Time Magazine.
4. FREQ indicates the total number of times the target word was used. For example, in the 1930s, the word ‘environment’ was written 117 times in Time Magazine.

5. Clicking on any of the bars in the chart shows samples of the Key Word in Context (KWIC). 
DIRECTIONS FOR PRE-ACTIVITY:
Understanding and Using the Time Magazine Corpus of American English
To best facilitate this activity, pair students together, but complete steps 1-6 as a class.
1. Using the overhead projector (if accessible), orientate students to the Time Magazine Corpus of American English by explaining and pointing out its features. Explain to students what a corpus is. Use the word environment as the key word.
2. Ask: In what decade was the word environment used the most? The least?
ANSWER—most: 1990s, least: 1920s and 1940s 

3. Have students select the bar for the 1920s and then scan the first 10 corpus samples.

4. Ask: 
· Is the word environment being used to refer to plants, animals, air, and water? ANSWER—no
· How do you know? What does the word environment refer to in these samples? 

ANSWER—the context indicates that environment means ‘a place’

· What words or parts of speech frequently come before or after the word environment? ANSWER—adjectives, possessive determiners, the
· What part of speech is the word environment? ANSWER—noun

5. Have students select the bar for the 1990s and then scan the first 10 corpus samples. Repeat Step 4.
· Is the word environment being used to refer to land, plants, animals, air, and water? ANSWER—yes

· How do you know? What does the word environment refer to in these samples? 

ANSWER—the context indicates that environment refers to land, plants, animals, air,
and water

· What words or parts of speech frequently come either before the word environment? ANSWER—adjectives, possessive determiners, the

· What part of speech is the word environment? ANSWER—noun
6. How has the word environment changed over time? What aspects of the word have stayed the same? ANSWER—the meaning has changed, but the part of speech and words that precede it have stayed the same
7. Have students complete the worksheet in pairs.
Corpus Worksheet
Directions: Use the Time Magazine Corpus of American English and follow the steps below to learn more about the use of words related to the environment.
Part 1: Using the Corpus
Search for the word environmentalist and then answer the following questions:
1. When was the word environmentalist first used? How many times was it used? 
2. When was the word environmentalist most frequently used? How many times was it used? 
3. Select a time periods(s) that you would like to research. Scan all the samples to determine what words/parts of speech most frequently come before the word environmentalist. Write the most frequent words/parts of speech below: 
4. What part of speech is the word environmentalist? Write a definition for environmentalist in your own words. 
Part 2: Using the Corpus
Search for the word environmental and then answer the following questions:
1. When was the word environmental first used? When did the word start to become popular? 
2. When was the word environmental most frequently used? How many times was it used? 

3. Select a time periods(s) that you would like to research. Scan all the samples to determine what words/parts of speech most frequently come after the word environmental. Write the most frequent words/parts of speech below:

4. What part of speech is the word environmental? Write a definition for environmental in your own words. 

Part 3: Using the Corpus
Search for the word environmentally and then answer the following questions:
1. When was the word environmentally first used? How many times was it used? 

2. When was the word environmentally most frequently used? How many times was it used? 
3. Search for the phrase environmentally friendly. When was the phrase environmentally friendly first used? When did the phrase start becoming popular? 

4. What parts of speech frequently come after the phrase environmentally friendly? It the phrase used to refer to people, places, or things? 
5. In your own words, write a definition for the phrase environmentally friendly.
Part 4: Thinking Critically

1. Review the answers you have collected from researching words related to the environment. In what decade did Americans begin to care more about the environment?
2. When did environmental awareness become very important to Americans?

3. Do you think environmental issues will continue to be important for Americans? Why/why not?

4. What have you learned about the environment from using the corpus program?

5. Think about how this corpus program can help you understand other academic vocabulary or topics. List and explain two ways that you could use this program in the future.
Answer Key for Corpus Worksheet

Directions: Use the Time Magazine Corpus of American English and follow the steps below to learn more about the use of words related to the environment.

Part 1: Using the Corpus
Search for the word environmentalist and then answer the following questions.

1. When was the word environmentalist first used? How many times was it used? ANSWER: 1960s, 1 time
2. When was the word environmentalist most frequently used? How many times was it used? ANSWER: 1990s, 62 times
3. Select a time periods(s) that you would like to research. Scan all the samples to determine what words/parts of speech most frequently come before the word environmentalist. Write the most frequent words/parts of speech below: ANSWER: an, the, adjectives
4. What part of speech is the word environmentalist? Write a definition for environmentalist in your own words. 

ANSWER: noun, a person who cares about or works to protect the environment
Part 2: Using the Corpus
Search for the word environmental and then answer the following questions.

1. When was the word environmental first used? When did the word start to become popular? ANSWER: 1920s, 1970s
2. When was the word environmental most frequently used? How many times was it used? ANSWER: 1990s, 770 times
3. Select a time periods(s) that you would like to research. Scan all the samples to determine what words/parts of speech most frequently come after the word environmental. Write the most frequent words/parts of speech below:

ANSWER: nouns
4. What part of speech is the word environmental? Write a definition for environmental in your own words. 

ANSWER: adjective, relating to the environment and its surroundings
Part 3: Using the Corpus
Search for the word environmentally and then answer the following questions.

1. When was the word environmentally first used? How many times was it used? ANSWER: 1970s, 21 times
2. When was the word environmentally most frequently used? How many times was it used? ANSWER: 2000s, 55 times
3. Search for the phrase environmentally friendly. When was the phrase first used? When did the phrase start becoming popular? 

ANSWER: 1990s, 2000s
4. What parts of speech frequently come after the phrase environmentally friendly? It the phrase used to refer to people, places, or things? 

ANSWER: nouns, places, things

5. In your own words, write a definition for the phrase environmentally friendly.

ANSWER: products, companies, or places that lesson harm to the environment

Part 4: Thinking Critically

1. Review the answers you have collected from researching words related to the environment. In what decade did Americans begin to care more about the environment?
ANSWER: 1990s

2. When did environmental awareness become very important to Americans?

ANSWER: 2000s

3. For each of the following words write one or two rules to help you remember how to use each word correctly:

a. environment

b. environmentalist

c. environmental

d. environmentally

e. environmental friendly

4. Do you think environmental issues will continue to be important for Americans? Why/why not?

5. What have you learned about the environment from using the corpus program?

6. Think about how this corpus program can help you understand other academic vocabulary or topics. List and explain two ways that you could use this program in the future.
