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Research summary: Statistics for corpus linguistics 

Background 
Historical sociolinguistics aims to understand 
for example how and why language changes 
over time. However, data is scarce, skewed, 
and language does not come in orderly 
samples. Quantifying change is thus difficult. 

Research contributions 
1. Initial work explored the issues and 

aimed to assess the impact of burstiness 
(that words and other phenomena are 
not evenly distributed in corpora, see 
Figure 1 for an example) on quantification 
of change [6], and we attempted to provide more careful baselines on what amount of 
variation may be expected in heterogeneous corpora [5]. 

2. We explored the application of simple machine learning models to facilitate extraction of 
sentences with specific parts-of-speech structure that was more fine-grained than available 
through automatic taggers [4], as well as understanding and predicting the genre of a text, 
which was possible using shallower features than previously known [3]. 

3. We surveyed how to do statistics on comparing (sub-)corpora. This work made a real impact 
on changing the working practice in corpus linguistics [2]. 

4. A database of analyses and results is being constructed to facilitate meta-analysis in the area 
of historical corpus linguistics. We studied how to quantify rates of change for language 
change over time from heterogeneous and incomplete data [1]. 
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Figure 1: Even very frequent words are not evenly 
and not similarly distributed over texts within text 
corpora such as the British National Corpus. 


