
Reading concordances with algorithms
CL 2025 Workshop | 29 June 2025

Reading Concordances in the 21st Century (RC21) project team
Nathan Dykes • Stephanie Evert • Michaela Mahlberg • Alexander Piperski



Workshop overview

I. Concordance reading
II. Strategies for organising concordances
III. Hands-on: traditional concordancers

IV. Reading concordances with algorithms
V. Hands-on: FlexiConc
VI. Summary / outlook: Jupyter notebooks
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Orientation

What we're going to look at now …
•What is a concordance?
•When do you use them?
• How can we make sense of concordances?
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A concordance …

• Collects all the occurrences of a search term (the node) in a corpus 
(or a lexico-grammatical pattern matching a corpus query)

• Usually displayed in a compact tabular format suitable for “vertical 
reading”: kwic = keyword in context (Luhn 1960)

•Well-suited for identifying recurrent patterns, often by rearranging 
lines with the help of concordancer software

• Link between “distant reading” and “close reading” in DH
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A concordance …

5

s flagship Odeon cinema said: `I am afraid Ally's been subbed." <p> Rangers
 notions in ten years. I'm afraid I have to tell you that I believ

 company operations you own; I'm afraid I've got to get some detail." <
ou know me?" he said grumpily. `I'm afraid I don't know you. I've shaved

 of that band of loonies? I'm afraid it's just no contest at all. <h
 hellip; we cocoon because we are afraid of saying the wrong thing or not

a Pullman, and partly because he was afraid of being seen there by some
  attacks. They think she is afraid of upsetting the politicians lin
Into the lens, but equally do not be afraid of photographing against the lig
 because health professionals were afraid to cross lines marking religious
 willowy decadence, blase, stupid, afraid to be seen sober or with a book,
 t say yea <p> or nay, and he was afraid to ask. <p> When the new field l

 with their eyes what they were afraid to put into words. Is it possib
 Monica) Lewinsky report, you are afraid to put a cigar in your mouth. Th
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A concordance illustrates patterns of a word
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Sinclair, J. McH. (ed.) (1987). Collins Cobuild English Language Dictionary: Helping Learners with Real English. Collins ELT.



Theoretical background

Pattern Grammar

“a pattern is a phraseology frequently associated 
with (a sense of) a word, particularly in terms of 
the prepositions, groups, and clauses that follow 
the word.”

(Hunston & Francis 2000) 
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Patterns of afraid

v-link ADJ of 
I was afraid of the other boys.

v-link ADJ for  
She's afraid for her family in Somalia.
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Controversy patterns in text-initial sentences of news reports
(Mahlberg & O'Donnell 2008)

• Ken Livingstone has provoked a fresh row with the motoring lobby …
• The RUC was plunged into fresh controversy last night when …
• Reform of the Lords will erupt into fresh controversy today when a minority …
• THE BBC was facing fresh embarrassment last night when one of its most senior news 

presenters attacked managers for undermining television news coverage.

FACE/SPARK fresh NOUN ABOUT TIME AFTER

be embroiled in fresh controversy over yesterday when

be at the centre of row about last night as

be dealt embarassment to today

ignite blow

heap on

erupt

Reading concordances with algorithms 1029 June 2025 | © RC21 Team



Lexical item (e.g. Sinclair 1988)

• Core
• Collocation
• Colligation
• Semantic preference
• Semantic prosody

• Famous examples: naked eye, true feelings, budge
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Hands-on: manual concordance reading

Activity

•What patterns can you detect in the following two concordances?

• You might want to think in terms of collocations, colligation, 
semantic preference, semantic prosody
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Orientation

What we have learned so far …
• Concordances collect occurrences of a node for “vertical reading” 
• Help corpus linguistics detect recurrent patterns
• But often not so easy to spot patterns in real-life concordances

What we're going to look at now …
• How does software support reading concordances?
•What general strategies are used to organise concordance lines?
• Activity: concordance analysis of body parts in 19th century fiction
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A corpus reading procedure (Sinclair 2003)
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How can concordancing software help?
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How can concordancing software help?



Select lines to “zoom in”
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Sort lines (e.g. on right context)
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Rank lines with KWICgrouper

• node: eyes in 
suspensions

• KWICgrouped 
on keywords
his, her, fixing

clic-fiction.com

https://clic-fiction.com/
https://clic-fiction.com/
https://clic-fiction.com/


Sort by KWICpatterns



Practices in different disciplines: strategies 

• 10  articles / case studies per discipline (40 total)
• Lexicography
• Data-driven learning
• Corpus-assisted discourse studies
• Literary stylistics 
• post-2000 publication; concrete examples
• not included: studies using parallel or learner corpora

• Content analysis of methods sections (not literature review) 
• Challenges: no systematic standards for describing methodology, 

mix of tool and method, where is the “starting point”?
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Selecting 
Sampling
A random sample of 100 concordances of each pair was, subsequently, closely 
examined for semantic prosody. (Lexicography)

Filtering 
A concordance query for carry out with research in the context of three tokens 
to the left and to the right returned 160 hits, and most lines indeed exhibited 
the collocation carry out research, as exemplified in Figure 8, …. (Lexicography)

This concordance was then edited in order to filter out cases where the first 
word to the right (the R1 collocate) of the italicised adjective is unlikely to be 
directly related to the adjective of interest:…   (Lexicography)



Selecting 

Cleaning
As we were interested in lexical compounds linked to carbon dioxide rather 
than carbon as an element, such lexical combinations as, for example, carbon 
molecule or carbon fibre were removed. Nonsensical combinations as well as 
duplicates arising from differences in spelling such as carbon offset and 
carbon-offset were also eliminated. (CADS)

Threshold 
We analysed the first 500 concordances of seguire chosen as “good 
examples” by the Sketch Engine (cf. Kilgarriff et al., 2008) (Lexicography)



Ordering

Sorting
WordSmith Tools was mainly used for sorting and categorising concordances 
because it allows the analyst to assign values to lines and to move easily from 
concordance to text. [Figure 3 shows sorting by 1R] (CADS)

The students were then instructed to search for the preceding underlined word 
friendship using IntelliText, and to examine the concordance lines to identify 
which preposition should follow friendship in this context, by sorting right or 
left contexts in keyword-in-context (KWIC) lines. (DDL) 

The concordance has been slightly pre-edited by using the facility in 
MICROCONCORD for sorting citations; in this case separating the nouns from 
the verbs. (DDL) 



Ordering

Ranking 
We analysed the first 500 concordances of seguire chosen as “good 
examples” by the Sketch Engine (cf. Kilgarriff et al., 2008) (Lexicography)



Grouping (a CADS example)

… most CL methods require considerable human input, which often 
includes qualitative analysis (such as examining concordance lines)

collocations … established manually through sorted concordances

the researcher is normally required to analyse hundreds of lines of 
concordance data by hand, in order to identify wider themes or patterns in 
the corpus which are not so easily spotted via collocation, key word or 
frequency analysis. The analyst then has to make sense of the linguistic 
patterns thrown up via the corpus-based processes, usually with reference 
to one or more theoretical frameworks

Close analysis of expanded concordances (or whole texts, when necessary) 
revealed ….



Hands-on: traditional concordancing

Activity
• Analyse concordances for body 

part nouns in 19th c. fiction
• Identify and interpret salient 

recurrent patterns
• Some body parts:

brain, breast, brow, cheek, 
cheeks, ear, ears, eye, eyes, 
faces, fingers, forehead, foot, 
mouth, neck, shoulder, tongue

Corpora
• ChiLit: Children's Literature 

from the 19th century
• 71 novels, 4.4M words

• 19C: reference corpus of English 
19th century literature
• 29 novels, 4.5M words

• DNov: collection of novels 
written by Charles Dickens
• 15 novels, 3.8M words



Hands-on: traditional concordancing

Concordancer
• CQPweb server @ FAU:

https://corpora.linguistik.uni-erlangen.de/cqpweb/ 
• Login: student1 … student15 | password: ••••••••

• Or use your own favourite tool (AntConc, Sketch Engine, 
#LancsBox X, WordSmith, Corpus Explorer, …)
• ChiLit corpus available in plain-text format from

workshop site https://go.fau.de/1c-af

https://corpora.linguistik.uni-erlangen.de/cqpweb/
https://corpora.linguistik.uni-erlangen.de/cqpweb/
https://corpora.linguistik.uni-erlangen.de/cqpweb/
https://go.fau.de/1c-af
https://go.fau.de/1c-af
https://go.fau.de/1c-af


Hands-on: traditional concordancing

Feedback
•Which salient patterns could you identify?

Do they have a clear interpretation?
•Which strategies for organising concordances did you use?

Did they prove helpful?
•Which concordancer software did you work with?

Did you encounter technical limitations in your analysis?
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