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Abstract
Recently, language professionals have become increasingly aware that they can make efficient
use of tailor-made collections of texts for various activities. This is particularly true for activities
involving some kind of text production, such as translation, technical writing or terminology
management. After a short introduction (section 1), the present article starts with discussing
corpus linguistics, the central concept(s) ‘text corpus’ as well as its real-world manifestations
(section 2). Based on these conceptual fundamentals, we outline two different user profiles with
regard to special language reference tools (section 3). Section 4 is about the practical use of text
corpora by language professionals. In the following section 5, we take a look beyond the
boundaries of text corpora to shed some light on an intelligent combination of languages
technologies and language resources. We conclude in section 6 with a brief outlook and a short
discussion of research desiderata for the topic at hand.

1 Background
Language professionals working with terminology – such as translators, terminologists,
technical writers and interpreters – have a great variety of information sources at their
disposal. The most common information sources may be divided into two major groups,
according to their purpose:
(1) information sources designed as reference tools for presenting lexical or terminological information: dictionaries, glossaries, nomenclatures, taxonomies, thesauri,
etc.
(2) information sources designed for other purposes such as learning and teaching or
discourse in expert communities: textbooks, specialist journals, instruction manuals,
research reports, etc.
While information sources belonging to the first group usually have properties that
facilitate the search for terminological data (designations, definitions, contexts, multimedia content, to name just a few), information sources of the second group typically do
not. However, given that they usually describe a more or less specific domain, they also
hold valuable information in the terminological sense. This information roughly covers
http://www.trans-kom.eu/bd09nr01/trans-kom_09_01_09_Loeckinger_Terminology.20160705.pdf
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four levels: object level, concept level, designation level, and context level. Since
textbooks, specialist journals or similar information sources have a main purpose other
than serving as reference tools, they need to be prepared in a way such that language
professionals can use them for terminology management-related activities.

2 Introducing Corpus Linguistics and Text Corpora
While the subject of the present article is practical terminology management, we need to
have a closer look at the essential theory-related concepts first. Thus, before discussing
user profiles and application scenarios, we will provide a short overview of corpus
linguistics and text corpora.
2.1

What Is Corpus Linguistics?

In terminology management, we work with language in different forms (single words,
phrases, definitions, or entire texts, etc.). Thus, when it comes to tailor-made collections
of texts, we are in the overarching domain of linguistics. Over the past decades, the new
subfield corpus linguistics has emerged, which is entirely devoted to real-life texts and
their computer-assisted analysis. There are various definitions of ‘corpus linguistics’
which highlight different characteristics, such as by Biber, Conrad and Reppen (1998: 4)
or McEnery and Hardie (2012: 1). Taken together, these definitions clearly suggest that
corpus linguistics “is empirical, in that it examines, and draws conclusions from, attested
language use, rather than intuitions” (McEnery/Gabrielatos 2006: 34; cf. also Teubert
2007: 41). In other words, corpus linguistics serves both to discover new features of
natural language that might not be evident from introspection and to verify or falsify
assumptions about natural language by closely observing its use (cf. Teubert/
Čermáková 2007: 137).1 A body of text that is examined using methods and tools of
corpus linguistics is usually called “text corpus” or “corpus”.
2.2

What Is a Text Corpus?

As a rule, the object of study in corpus linguistics is something called “text corpus” or
“corpus”. While the two terms are often used as synonyms, we do not use the shorter
one “corpus” in the present article: for our purposes, we are mainly concerned with
content consisting of written characters, as opposed to non-textual material such as
audio or video files. In this case, “text corpus” is the more precise and transparent term
in the terminological sense.
In the literature on terminology management and corpus linguistics, we can find a
wide range of definitions of the concept ‘text corpus’. Some of them are narrower in that
they put the emphasis on the scientific nature of linguistics or on language technology
aspects:
1

While language use is studied in various other subfields of linguistics too, corpus linguistics has an
explicit focus on empirical methods.
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•

“collection[s] [of linguistic data] constructed according to various linguistic criteria
such as representativeness and balance across a given domain, set of languages,
etc.”
(Expert Advisory Group 2000)

•

“systematic collection of machine-readable texts […] or parts of text prepared, coded
and stored according to predefined rules”
(ISO 1087-2 2000: 2)

•

“collection of more than one text […] [with] more specific connotations … [which]
may be considered under four main headings:





sampling and representativeness
finite size
machine-readable form
a standard reference”

(McEnery/Wilson 2001: 29)

•

“finite collection of machine-readable text, sampled to be maximally representative
of a language or variety”
(McEnery/Wilson 2001: 197)

•

“collection of texts or parts of texts upon which some general linguistic analysis can
be conducted”
(Meyer 2002: xi)

•

“collection of naturally occurring language texts in electronic form, often compiled
according to specific design criteria and typically containing many million of words”
(Teubert 2007: 140)

On the other hand, some definitions represent broader concepts, which are more
appropriate in our context since we are discussing the practical activity called
terminology management:
•

“large and principled collection of natural texts”

(Biber/Conrad/Reppen 1998: 4)

•

“collection of language data brought together for analysis”

•

“collection of linguistic data, including written, spoken, or both, in one or multiple
languages”
(Expert Advisory Group 2000)

•

“body of machine-readable text”

(ISO 1087-1 2000: 11)

(McEnery/Wilson 2001: 197)

In the above more general definitions, we see an overarching common characteristic
collection of language data or text[s],2 which means that text corpora are usually more
than a single sentence or paragraph, for instance. Also, it is obvious that the act of
collecting is not and end in itself, but serves to facilitate some sort of subsequent
analysis. In terminology management, this may include tasks such as comparing
definitions, finding contexts, examining the frequencies of designations, etc. Finally, what
we need to analyse is available electronically today in most cases: the relevant content
is machine-readable, i.e. we can access and process it using computers. In the following,
when discussing text corpora, we assume a concept ‘text corpus’ that consists of at least
the above three characteristics.

2

Underline formatting in accordance with relevant national and international standards such as ÖNORM
A 2704 (2015) and ISO 704 (2009).
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What Types of Text Corpora Do Exist?

Based on the concept ‘text corpus’ as described in the previous section, information
sources which are not primarily designed as reference tools (see section 1, point 2) are
packed into text corpora of various types, including the following:
•

monolingual, bilingual or multilingual

•

parallel or comparable (cf., for instance, Teubert/Čermáková 2007: 73ff; Aijmer
2008)

•

written or spoken (cf., for instance, Granger 2008: 262-263; Hundt 2008: 169-170)

•

domain-specific or cross-domain

•

pre-defined or tailor-made

•

non-web or web (cf., for instance, Teubert/Čermáková 2007: 76-77)

•

raw or pre-processed

•

static or dynamic

•

freely available or paid

In the following, we describe in greater detail some types of text corpora that might be
less known by, yet helpful for language professionals.
2.3.1

Parallel vs. Comparable

The terms “parallel corpus” and “comparable corpus” are not as transparent in the
terminological sense as one might wish. Also, various publications use them for denoting
overlapping or even opposing concepts. In the present article, we use the differentiation
used by Aijmer. According to her, both parallel and comparable corpora include content
in at least two languages. While a parallel corpus contains human-authored texts in a
source language and their equivalent human-translated texts in a target language, a
comparable corpus consists of texts in different languages that are interrelated with
regard to the domain, text type, date of creation, etc. For language professionals, it
depends on their specific needs (see section 4) whether they need to use a parallel or
comparable corpus, or a combination of both (Aijmer 2008).
Example
The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control Translation Memory (ECDCTM) is a parallel corpus. This multilingual text corpus for the health domain holds humanauthored and human-translated content in 25 languages; it is pre-defined (its content has
been selected by the issuing organisation), it is pre-processed (segmented and fed into
Translation Memory eXchange files) and is freely available at the website of the
European Commission’s (ca. 2014) Joint Research Centre. ECDC-TM may be
particularly useful for translators and technical writers working with health-related texts
in one or several of the languages covered by ECDC-TM.
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Pre-defined vs. Tailor-made

This dichotomy refers to the question whether a corpus has been compiled with a given
target audience in mind from the outset or whether language professionals themselves
create a corpus for their own specific purposes. While pre-defined corpora are often
ready to use, even free via the Internet, tailor-made corpora need to be compiled taking
into account the relevant conditions and parameters (see section 4.1). Texts that lend
themselves to corpus exploitation are often not available publicly, or they are internal
and the only source of information anyway. In such situations, user-specific compilation
and maintenance is necessary.
Example
The Karl-May-Korpus provided by the European Language Resources Association
(ELRA) is a pre-defined corpus. It has been created for people who need to examine or
use the language used by the German author Karl May. It is monolingual (German), preprocessed (SGML-tagged) and available for a fee, depending on the type of user you
are; for more detailed information, see the ELRA website (European Language
Resources Association 2008). The Karl-May-Korpus may be interesting for literary
translators working with texts by Karl May or for linguists examining the language used
by the German author.
2.3.3

Raw vs. Pre-processed

A text corpus may be nothing more than several flat files in their original form, such as
three PDF files grouped into one file folder. In that case, a text corpus is raw, i.e. the
texts concerned have not been treated by any natural language processing method. For
sophisticated analyses, it is paramount that a text corpus undergoes some preprocessing (or an entire pre-processing pipeline) before it is exploited by users. For
example, let us assume a technical writer needs to know in what and how many
adjective/noun combinations the noun “coffeemaker” is used in a domain-specific text
corpus on coffee preparation. To be of maximum use to the technical writer, the text
corpus needs to be treated by means of part-of-speech tagging, i.e. a computer
application annotates (“tags”) every individual word in the corpus according to its word
class.

3 Creating Tailor-Made Resources: Two Selected User Profiles
As discussed in the previous section, various types of text corpora may be used in
language professionals’ daily work. However, these alone cannot usually cover the wide
range of language professionals’ information needs. To determine what information
should be included in special language reference tools for the relevant (types of) users,
it is necessary to create a profile of them stating what activity they carry out, what
competences should be considered, etc. The discussion below is a general one and thus
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applicable to many specific application scenarios, independently of any particular
domain, language or language combination.
Löckinger (2014: 63ff) developed a user profile for translators based on the existing
literature on user modelling for reference tools, in particular Geeb (1998: 40ff). In a
refined form and displayed using the concept modelling conventions according to
ISO 24156-1 (2014), this user profile looks like follows (figure 1):

Fig. 1: Profile of translators as users of special language reference tools (translated and refined
version of Löckinger 2014: 63).3

For technical writers, the user profile is very similar, as described in Löckinger
(2015: 12ff) (figure 2):

Fig. 2: Profile of technical writers, as presented in Löckinger (2015: 13).4

3

4

Since the user profile is displayed in the form of a concept model according to ISO 24156-1 (2014), the
conventions of the Unified Modeling Language are used: the symbol
represents a partitive
relation in the terminological sense. For instance, ‘user’s intention’ is one of three parts of ‘user profile’.
The symbol
represents a generic relation in the terminological sense. Thus, ‘search for
information at designation level’ is a kind of ‘user’s intention’, etc.
See footnote 2.
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As discussed in Löckinger, we can assume that there are only a few general differences
between the user profiles ‘translator’ and ‘technical writer’:
(1)

Given the additional user’s situation ‘translation’, reference tools for translators are
often bilingual or multilingual, while monolingual language resources might be
sufficient for technical writers.

(2)

Some types of data, i.e. data categories, are specific to translators, for instance
information on the degree of correspondence between concepts or the degree of
equivalence between designations.
(Löckinger 2015: 15ff)

By contrast, especially with regard to the user’s intention, translators and technical
writers generally have very similar needs (always depending on their individual
education/training and professional experience, of course): they might search for
information at the object level, such as details on how to use a rotary drill; information at
the concept level, such as a definition or similar description of the concept ‘rotary drill’;
information at the designation level, such as about the frequency of use of the term
“rotary drill” in corporate texts; and/or information at the context level, such as wording
patterns used to describe the safe use of rotary drills.
In an empirical study with professional translators, Löckinger compared the different
rates of success – success meaning reference tool users finding the information needed
– for two different translation-oriented language resources covering the same domain
(security policy). At one stage, the participants had to translate a text from English into
German using a domain-specific terminological database in these languages, which
included bilingual concept diagrams. At the next stage, the participants could additionally
make use of tailor-made text corpora consisting of authentic English and German texts,
i.e. non-translated material. It turned out that for the six translators participating, the rate
of success increased, partly considerably, with regard to all information categories (such
as designations, grammar and spelling information, contexts, definitions and similar
concept descriptions, etc.) (Löckinger 2014: 151ff).
Another important finding was that the participants generally appreciated the text
corpora available within the same user interface as other terminological and lexical data.
While due to the research design the above-mentioned results cannot be extrapolated
to all translators, let alone all language professionals, these findings support the idea
that text corpora might be helpful aids for translators and technical writers (cf.
Löckinger 2014: 200ff).
For reference tools created and designed for these target groups, it should however
be borne in mind that more is needed than mere text corpora. Based on the study above
and on real-world experience, a combined resource (“dynamic […] terminology and fulltext database”, Löckinger 2014: 316) will probably deliver better results.
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4 Using Text Corpora in Practice
Having discussed why it is paramount to develop (or make use of) user profiles before
creating reference tools for language professionals, we can now have a closer look at
the way in which text corpora should be compiled or selected in practice. Whether a text
corpus must be created from scratch or can be readily used, those responsible for taking
decisions (language professionals themselves or personnel supporting them) should
take into account both the relevant general user profile (see section 3) and the specific
conditions (external factors) and parameters (text corpus properties) outlined below.
What follows can thus serve as a set of practical guidelines on the compilation and
selection of text corpora. In addition to that, we also discuss potential application
scenarios for translators and technical writers, illustrating our point with appropriate
examples.
4.1

Conditions and Parameters for Selecting and Compiling Text Corpora

When selecting or compiling a text corpus, language professionals should consider the
following conditions (external factors):
•

(type of) user, e.g. technical writers, professional translators, terminologists, or
experts consulting a terminological database; see also section 3 on user profiles

•

(type of) information deficit to be covered, e.g. target-language equivalents of a
source-language term, ad-hoc information deficit regarding encyclopaedic information at the object level, or a long-term information deficit at concept and designation
levels experienced by many people within an organisation

•

purpose of text corpus use, e.g. quality assurance, exploitation for statistical purposes, translation-oriented terminology management, or monolingual text production

•

time and resources available, e.g. only one person for a very short timeframe, or a
terminology management team responsible for an entire organisation

•

existing language technology processes, e.g. automatic translation memory
retrieval, pre-processing or post-processing of documents with part-of-speech
tagging or similar annotation techniques

•

existing language technology tools, e.g. no tools in use, or off-the-shelf terminology
management system used across the board

Depending on the actual needs of a terminology management project and terminology
users, a text corpus should then be compiled or selected based on detailed parameters
(properties of text corpora) reflecting the conditions enumerated above.
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What follows is a non-exhaustive list:
•

language coverage

•

domain coverage

•

content type

•

customization

•

medium

•

pre-processing

•

dynamism

•

costs

•

…

Example
A professional translator is commissioned to translate an instruction manual from English
into German. The instruction manual is about a new coffeemaker by a company that has
been selling several coffeemakers of the same series for years. Since the translator is
not yet very familiar with the client’s corporate language in German texts, he/she decides
to combine all existing instruction manuals in the target language German in one raw
text corpus. These texts will typically be available for free at the company’s website or
be made available to the translator upon his/her request. By means of this text corpus of
instruction manuals, the translator can examine how existing German texts about the
company’s coffeemaker series are worded, what terms and names are used where and
how often, etc. Using a dedicated tool, the translator will find the necessary information
faster than using standard software (e.g. text processor, PDF reader or similar): thus, the
use of text corpus management or concordance software is highly recommended in such
a case; see section 4.2 for examples.
For the example above, determining the specific conditions (external factors) results
in the following list:
•

type of user: professional translator (see the translator user profile in section 3)

•

type of information deficit: designation, concept, and context levels

•

purpose of text corpus use: monolingual text production within a translation setting

•

time/resources available: one person (translator himself/herself)

•

existing language technology processes: unknown

•

existing language technology tools: unknown

Taking these condition values, we can derive parameter values that reflect in detail what
properties the text corpus concerned must have:
•

language coverage: monolingual (German)

•

domain coverage: coffee preparation (specific to the company in question)

•

content type: parts of a parallel corpus
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•

customisation: tailor-made by the translator himself/herself

•

medium: non-web

•

pre-processing: unknown

•

dynamism: dynamic resource (translator can add content to and remove content
from the text corpus)

•

costs: no immediate costs for the resource itself

To sum up, the selection or compilation of a text corpus roughly follows a four-step
approach:
(1)

Using an existing user profile or creating a new one.

(2)

Determining the conditions (external factors) under which a text corpus is to be
used.

(3)

Reflecting these conditions in parameter values which correspond to the properties
of the text corpus needed.

(4)

Creating or using an appropriate text corpus.

4.2

Possible Application Scenarios

Language professionals may use text corpora for a wide variety of activities such as
those listed below. For illustration purposes, screenshots are provided to show how an
activity may look like in designated text corpus management tools or text corpus portals.
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Searching for equivalents in one language of a designation in another language (cf., for
instance, Nuopponen 1996: 1070)

Fig. 3: Searching for German equivalents of the English term “vaccine” in parts of the ECDC-TM
parallel corpus (European Commission ca. 2014), using the tool ApSIC Xbench 2.9.
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Carrying out quality assurance within monolingual or multilingual text production
processes, e.g. crosschecking texts for any terminological inconsistencies or mistakes

Fig. 4: Searching for unwanted hyphenated forms of a proper name, using the tool
KwicKwic 1.0.2.
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Exploring the usage of designations in real-life texts (cf., for instance, Leech/
Nesi 1999: 303)

Fig. 5: Investigating the usage of the term “inhalation exposure” in the University of Georgia (n.d.)
Tobacco Documents Corpus, using the tool KwicKwic 1.0.2.
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Examining texts for the frequency of use of designations (cf., for instance,
Biber/Conrad/Reppen 1998: 28ff), or comparing the usage of two or more designations

Fig. 6: Checking the frequency of use of “vehicle-borne” in National Counterterrorism
Center (2009), using the tool TextSTAT 2.9c.
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Examining the stylistic and syntactic behaviour of designations (cf., for instance,
McEnery/Wilson 2001: 108)

Fig. 7: Looking at the syntactic behaviour of a proper name in Bott (2013), using the tool AntConc
3.2.4w.
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Exploring domain-specific or text-type conventions typical for the texts in question (cf.
Biber/Conrad/Reppen 1998: 45ff)

Fig. 8: Examining collocations including the noun “negotiation” in newspapers, based on the partof-speech criterion ‘preceding adjective’, using the Brigham Young University (n.d.) corpus portal
(Corpus of Contemporary American English).

Overall, text corpora may be very helpful for language professionals such as translators
and technical writers. Careful selection or compilation ensures that a user-specific
language resource is at their disposal for terminology research and similar languagerelated activities. The above application scenarios provide a glimpse of the potential that
corpora hold for language professionals’ daily work.
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5 Going Beyond Text Corpora: Language Technologies and
Resources across the Board
As indicated in section 3, language professionals need special language reference tools
that contain more than mere text corpora. For instance, translation memory repositories
or terminological databases are often among the resources that language professionals
consult when searching for terminological or lexical information. What lies behind the
reference tools themselves is a more or less diverse range of language technologies,
many of which are usually less known and used by language professionals than by
computer linguists or researchers working with language technologies.
Thus, the following term cloud for language technologies (figure 9) is intended to
give a brief overview that might be helpful for language professionals. It is essential that
providers of special language reference tools choose wisely according to the needs of
the relevant users (see section 3 on user profiles) and deliver an entire technology
pipeline guiding users through their language-related activities.5

Fig. 9: Term cloud “language technologies for language professionals”.

With regard to language technologies, we can state that there are also several
dichotomies to consider when it comes to the user-oriented provision of language
resources (figure 10):

5

For instance, ÖNORM A 2704 (2015) and ISO 704 (2009) describe the main activities and tasks
involved in terminology management, which may be used as a basis for developing new or adapting
existing tools.
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Fig. 10: Dichotomies to consider when providing language resources and language technologies.

•

Intellectual/Technological. It is paramount to let the machine do what it can do better
than the users, and vice versa. It does not make any sense for a human trying to
count all frequencies of all words in a text corpus consisting of a thousand documents
with hundreds of pages each. Nor would it be realistic at this point to expect software
to automatically compare several definitions of possibly overlapping concepts.

•

Manual/Automatic. Small numbers of texts can often be collected much faster in
manual mode (downloading files from the Internet, putting them into a dedicated
folder structure) than in an automatic mode that one would have to program first.

•

Internal/External. Third, the content needed for a specific text corpus might be
scattered over different places that are both internal and external to an organisation.
From a slightly different perspective, this dichotomy also refers to the question
whether language resources should be kept in internal and/or external data
repositories.

•

Local/Central. Using language resources and language technologies poses the
question how they should be handled from an IT management point of view. Local
ownership provides the individual users with more flexibility for the details of their
activities, while as a rule central service provision and storage are more robust and
deliver a better performance, in particular with regard to large amounts of data and
CPU-intensive queries.

•

Static/Dynamic. Finally, it depends on the users and their needs whether the
language resources provided are static, i.e. created once and not modified thereafter, or rather dynamic, i.e. they are added to, reduced and/or changed at regular
intervals or from time to time, as appropriate.
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6 Conclusion and Outlook
In the past years and decades, text corpora of different types and quality have emerged,
and many free text corpora are even easily accessible via the Internet. However, text
corpora are still the least well recognized and researched type of reference tool for
language professionals. In addition to that, they are substantially underestimated with
regard to their potential use for people working with language in general. So, text corpora
should be exploited more systematically and should be part and parcel of language
professionals’ working environments.
When it comes to the integration of text corpora, many traditional tools for language
resource management, such as translation memory systems, do not yet exploit text
corpora as systematically as they could. However, there are some language technology
companies whose tools do enable users to combine the main resource types
(terminological data, translation memory data and text corpora) within one and the same
user interface, which is essential from a usability point of view.6
Text corpora still hold a number of research desiderata, for instance language
professionals’ awareness of text corpora and text corpus management technologies or
language professionals’ use of text corpora in their daily work. Furthermore, a detailed
market overview of free and commercial tools, which is continuously maintained, would
be valuable for researchers and language professionals alike.
Future research on these issues, in particular empirical studies, might further explore
the topic at hand. Ideally, this will result in a more detailed and more comprehensive
picture of terminology management in a reimagined, encyclopaedic context.
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