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The oral components of major corpora like the British National Corpus and the Corpus of 

Contemporary American English (Davies 2010) are increasingly used for teaching English, by 

means of comparisons between oral and written production (Römer 2010). With the increasing 

availability of information technology tools in the classroom, the use of concordances to 

provide authentic examples of language use by natives has been gaining currency (Tribble & 

Jones 1997) and is becoming an established teaching method. However, the question of the 

ideal size for the oral component in any corpus that claims to accurately reflect language use is 

rarely raised. 

 

We first describe the makeup of the two above-mentioned major corpora and highlight the 

differences in their oral components. Using some of the indicators suggested by Biber et al. 

(1998), we compare the BNC and COCA in terms of frequency for such indicators and we 

explore the combined use of so-called vague language markers (Quaglio, 2009) and the 

emerging syntactic structure so not + (ADJ/PRONOUN/V+ING) as markers of oral speech. 

 

We also discuss the use of larger corpora such as the Google Books Corpus and web corpora 

(Schäfer, 2015) as an alternative to the BNC and COCA for studying recent linguistic change 

in oral speech, and the extent to which the presence of language samples that actually replicate 

conversation can be said to reflect oral style, even though such corpora are fundamentally 

representative of the written form.  
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