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Data-driven learning: a very short introduction

Go to https://skell.sketchengine.co.uk/run.cgi/skell. 

Sketch Engine for Language Learning (SKELL for short) is a simple query tool that allows you to search a large collection of electronic texts (also called a ‘corpus’) in a variety of ways. Its ‘big brother’ Sketch Engine is to linguists what a telescope is to astronomers. Just as a telescope allows the astronomer to scan the skies for asteroids, stars and galaxies, so Sketch Engine makes it possible for linguists and language learners to study the meanings of words, phrases and sentences and the ways in which they are used.

1) Examples
When you type a word into the query field and then click on Examples, SKELL will return a large number of simple sentences which illustrate the word or phrase you are interested in. This is useful in various situations: 

a) You’ve met a new word and want to know how it’s used. In the short introductory text above, the word ‘query’ may have been unfamiliar to you, but you will have guessed that its meaning is close to ‘search’ here. 
	EXPLORATION 1

	Type ‘query’ into the query field to find out more about how it’s normally used in English.



b) You come across a word you already know but some aspect of its usage strikes you as odd. Here too, the introductory text offers an example. 
	EXPLORATION 2

	Search for examples of ‘skies’ and ‘sky’ and see if you can explain the difference between the two on the basis of the examples you find.



c) You want to use a new word that you may have looked up in a German-English dictionary. To make sure you’re using it correctly, look for examples in the corpus. Here are a few examples where things have gone wrong. Try to correct the errors by looking up the underlined words on SKELL.
	EXPLORATION 3

	1. We’ve had a lot of troubles with this building. 

	2. There was a terrible traffic on the A1.

	3. It would be a big error to think that …



2) Word Sketches
You may already be familiar with the notion of collocation, that is, the typical partnerships that words enter into (as one linguist famously said, ‘the company that words keep’). Thus, for example, the noun ‘range’ regularly teams up with the adjective ‘full’. In SKELL a word sketch is a list of collocations distributed into rows based on the grammatical relationship they have with the search word you’ve typed into the query field. Type ‘range’ into the query field, and SKELL will show one row with verbs used when range is the subject, and another row of verbs where range is the object. When you click on one of these verbs, SKELL will display a large number of examples of the collocation in question.
	EXPLORATION 4

	What can you learn about a word like ‘generous’ from its word sketch? Type in the word and answer the following questions.
1) Who or what can be generous? Try to arrange the words into meaning groups. (look at the noun row)
2) How are people or things generous? (look at the adverb row)
3) What other adjectives are used with generous and what do they add to the idea of generosity? (look at the ‘and/or’ row)



	EXPLORATION 5

	Compare the word sketches of ‘strong’ and ‘powerful’. What do they tell you about the difference in meaning between the two words?



3) Similar words
When writing a text or paraphrasing someone else’s work, you may often need to vary your choice of words or to use a different word from the one used in the text you are discussing. This is where the ‘similar words’ function of SKELL may come in useful. Just type a word into the query field, and SKELL will come up with a wide variety of synonyms of the search word. These will also be illustrated graphically in a ‘word cloud’, with the size of each word indicating how close it is in meaning or use to the search word.
	EXPLORATION 6

	Try to find synonyms of the following words using the ‘similar words’ function:
belief, generous, careful, to suggest



4) Going further: concordancing (Leistungskurs)
Go to http://corpus.leeds.ac.uk/protected/query.html. You will find a number of corpora to choose from on this website; please select the BNC (British National Corpus). 
	EXPLORATION 7

	Type ‘pique’ into the query field. The search engine will throw up a list of all the occurrences of ‘pique’ in the BNC, presented in a line of context. Try to guess the meaning of ‘pique’ from the contexts in which the noun occurs, and check your guess against a dictionary definition. Then try to find out whether there are typical uses of ‘pique’ that occur repeatedly in the concordance lines. Do these typical uses add anything to the dictionary definition of ‘pique’ you may have found? (Click on the abbreviations to the right of the concordance to see the wider context.)





Solutions

The following solutions are not meant to be exhaustive. More detailed investigation will reveal further interesting insights.

	EXPLORATION 1

	Type ‘query’ into the query field to find out more about how it’s normally used in English.

	In the SKELL corpus the noun ‘query’ is used in two main ways: 1) a question that you ask, particularly in a letter (e.g. example 7: You may choose to write more query letters.) 2) a search you do on a computer (e.g. example 1: Even complex queries should return relevant results fairly quickly.). It is noteworthy that the latter sense is dominant, although it is not mentioned by most dictionaries.



	EXPLORATION 2

	Search for examples of ‘skies’ and ‘sky’ and see if you can explain the difference between the two on the basis of the examples you find.

	The plural ‘skies’ is more often associated with the weather and/or the climate (sunny skies, clear blue skies); it is less often used to denote the upper atmosphere as seen from the earth. Both the plural and the singular can be used to refer to outer space as viewed from the earth.



	EXPLORATION 3

	1. We’ve had a lot of troubles with this building. 
The examples show that the plural ‘troubles’ is not normally used with ‘have’ (you say ‘have trouble with sth’). The plural often refers to difficult financial, economic or political situations.

	2. There was a terrible traffic on the A1.
The examples show that traffic is not used with the indefinite article.

	3. It would be a big error to think that …
The examples show that ‘error’ is a slightly more formal or technical word that tends to refer to miscalculations and wrong descriptions or judgements. The noun ‘error’ is usually used to categorize things that may go wrong: there are syntax errors, errors in calculation, errors of judgement, errors in a system, etc. By contrast, ‘mistake’ is more often used to say how serious an inaccuracy is: we talk of a ‘big’, ‘terrible’, ‘dreadful’ or ‘disastrous’ mistake rather than a ‘terrible’ or ‘dreadful’ error. You would also tend to use ‘error’ when something has already gone wrong (‘the biggest error of all was for investment’) rather than for something hypothetical (‘it would be a big mistake to …’).



	EXPLORATION 4

	What can you learn about a word like ‘generous’ from its word sketch? Type in the word and answer the following questions.
1) Who or what can be generous? Try to arrange the words into meaning groups. (look at the noun row)
Most frequently, either people, amounts of money or portions of food are generous. Generous people are willing to give large amounts of what they have to others, and/or are friendly and helpful. Generous donations, gifts or offers tend to involve a large amount of money or other things of great value.
2) How are people or things generous? (look at the adverb row)
‘generous’ is mainly used with adverbs that denote a very (extremely, incredibly) or fairly (quite, rather, fairly) high degree. 
3) What other adjectives are used with ‘generous’ and what do they add to the idea of generosity? (look at the ‘and/or’ row)
Again, it is clear that ‘generous’ is usually used to emphasize sb’s positive qualities. Someone who is generous is often also described as being ‘noble’, ‘loving’, ‘warm’, ‘kind’, etc. 



	EXPLORATION 5

	Compare the word sketches of ‘strong’ and ‘powerful’. What do they tell you about the difference in meaning between the two words?
Chief among the points to note here are the following: 
1) ‘strong’ is significantly associated with ‘weak’ and ‘healthy’, which shows that it refers to physical strength in humans.
2) ‘powerful’, on the other hand, is strongly associated with ‘rich’ and ‘influential’, which shows that it typically refers to people who have authority over others.
3) Only ‘powerful’ is used to describe technical equipment that is very effective (a powerful engine, a powerful computer)
4) ‘strong’ can be used to describe abstract things or weather phenomena that have a great effect or influence (strong emphasis, commitment, love; link, evidence; wind, etc.)



	EXPLORATION 6

	Try to find synonyms of the following words using the ‘similar words’ function:
belief, generous, careful, to suggest
(see results in SKELL)



	EXPLORATION 7

	Type ‘pique’ into the query field. The search engine will throw up a list of all the occurrences of ‘pique’ in the BNC, presented in a line of context. Try to guess the meaning of ‘pique’ from the contexts in which the noun occurs, and check your guess against a dictionary definition. Then try to find out whether there are typical uses of ‘pique’ that occur repeatedly in the concordance lines. Do these typical uses add anything to the dictionary definition of ‘pique’ you may have found?

	‘pique’ is a highly complex word whose meaning involves a ‘slice of life’, i.e. a sequence of interactions between several people. The following dictionary definitions convey a rough idea of the scenario behind ‘pique’: 

(A feeling of) anger, irritation, or resentment, resulting from a slight or injury, esp. to one's pride; offence taken. (OED)
vexation or anger excited by a wound to one’s vanity (Webster)
Pique is the feeling of annoyance you have when you think someone has not treated you properly (Cobuild)

In other words, a slight or injury committed by actor A results in a complex emotional state in actor B, characterized at first by a rather passive reaction (vexation, annoyance) but later triggering an active, outwardly directed response (anger), which culminates in an act of revenge by actor B that is meant to harm actor A. The following example paraphrases the meaning of pique in the sentence-final apposition:

I had destroyed my chances in life and destroyed Crystal’s happiness out of sheer pique, out of the spiteful envious violence which was still in me. (Iris Murdoch, A Word Child)

German has only partial equivalents for the meanings captured by ‘pique’: 
Groll, Gereiztheit, Verstimmung, Ärger, Vergrämtheit; compounds such as Rachgelüste or collocations like verletzte Eitelkeit come closer to describing the scenario in question. 

Unsurprisingly, ‘pique’ is often used in the prepositional phrase ‘out of pique’, which modifies the revenge action. The same goes for the set expression ‘in a fit of pique’. 

The following example provides an apt illustration of the three main components of the ‘pique’ scenario and its typical phraseology:

Just because you are old doesn't mean you are immune from behaving like a spiteful child (= anger) ....the libdem peers were just voting (= revenge) out of pique because they lost the AV referendum (= offence, slight).
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