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This paper takes as its theoretical framework the approach to corpus-aided discovery learning discussed in Bernardini 2000a. There it is suggested that one of the main functions of corpora in language pedagogy is that of being able to provide rich sources of autonomous learning activities of a serendipitous kind. Besides being successful and popular with learners, this use has also proved to be more theoretically uncontroversial than other corpus linguistics forays into applied linguistics. Specifically, Widdowson’s (1984; 2000) criticism of corpus-aided approaches to language pedagogy as belonging to “linguistics applied” rather than “applied linguistics” does not apply to it, for reasons discussed at length in Bernardini 2000b. 

In this paper I suggest that it is necessary to enlarge the perspective previously adopted. Though very large and flexible, one (type of) corpus and its specific software (the British National Corpus, and its software, SARA, in the seminar described in Bernardini 2000a) place limits on the number and nature of explorations learners can undertake, and consequently on their chances of serendipitous encounters. 

In order to go beyond these structural limits, learners can be guided to move between different corpora and corpus analysers in their journeys, taking advantage of the qualities of each tool and critically assessing its limitations. To do so, they have to develop an understanding of the patterned quality of language which would alone be a desirable outcome of their learning process. (The traditional view of language as a rule-based system which has been inculcated in these learners since their early age leaves little space to an appreciation of such fuzzy ideas as probability, strength of co-occurrence restrictions, or levels of contextual appropriateness). Through discovery learning, with the help of various corpora and tools, learners can develop this awareness. Furthermore, a learning approach which focuses both on internal variation (quantity and type of modifications allowed by each pattern, with, at one extreme, virtually unnoticeable syntagmatic restrictions and, at the other extreme, full predictability of the pattern encountered), and on external variation (generalisability of the observed phenomenon to virtually all contexts, modes, text types, functions etc., or more restricted applicability) would seem to be conducive to more appropriate use, as learners are guided not just to observe a regularity, but also to develop hypotheses as to its variability in both these respects.

The paper describes a seminar in which learners were introduced to a number of corpus tools. Starting from the British National Corpus and SARA (the reasons for choosing a large corpus as a starting point rather than a small one are discussed in Bernardini 2000b), they subsequently made acquaintance with the BNC sampler, with the imaginative component of the BNC, and with a corpus containing all the novels written by Salman Rushdie (Zanettin 2000), consulted with the help of WordSmith Tools (Scott 1996). Lastly, the browsing of a parallel corpus (Rushdie’s English originals aligned with their Italian translations), and of two small fictional corpora of Italian and English (again using WordSmith Tools) added a cross-linguistic perspective. At this stage, learners were encouraged to broaden their perspective again, moving back to browsing the British National Corpus using SARA, to see if and how this heightened awareness could improve their fruition of the corpus.

The virtues and limits of the approach are discussed, also in the light of learners’ comments, and suggestions for improving the methodology and the tools currently available to learners are put forward.  
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