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Résumé

Lieu : une classe d’anglais quelque part en France.

ELEVE: What's the difference betweatmostandnearly?
PROFESSEUR There isn't any.
ELEVE: So why did you change it in my homework?

PROFESSEUR 7?77

En dépit des multiples ressources a leur disposites apprenants en langue étrangére ont
souvent du mal a trouver une réponse a des qusstlence genre. Nous essayons de
démontrer que ni l'intuition des enseignants, side&tionnaires de tous ordres ne parviennent
a distinguer clairement les différences emtimostet nearly. Or, une synonymie parfaite est
rare, voire inexistante. Comment donc éleves etignants pourraient-ils trouver un certain
ordre dans le chaos (pour ne pas dire le désogdieeyeprésente une langue ? Les TIC et la
linguistique de corpus permettent aujourd’hui deer la langue dans son utilisation. Nous
prenonsalmostet nearly (voir aussi Kjellmer 2003) comme exemples afimumtrer que des
enseignants et des apprenants, méme des non stésjgbeuvent avoir recours a de grands
corpus libres d’acces pour découvrir par eux-mécoesment fonctionne une langue.

Cet article s’appuie principalement sur l'interfa¢dl=EW du British National Corpus pour
comparer la fréquence, la répartition selon legagede texte et les collocations alenostet
nearly. Il est relativement facile de repérer des diffiées mais on peut se demander si tout
cela serait utile a des non spécialistes. Bienl qlyiait eu pour I'instant qu’un petit nombre
d’études empiriques portant sur cette questionr (Boulton 2006, 2007), il y a de bonnes
raisons théoriques de penser que l'apprentisspgetia de corpusdata-driven learningselon
Johns 1991a, 1991b) peut promouvoir l'autonomisatite I'apprenant et accroitre ses
chances de développer une culture langagiere (dEm@o 1995), surtout a un niveau
d’études universitaires.



Introduction

France’s deep-rooted interest in linguistic aacyr is well-known (Bonnet &
Levasseur, 2004). Most French teachers of Engligie ltheir English is close to that of an
educated native speaker and wish to bring theiflgupnglish as near to it as possible. On
the other hand, one survey (Tsui, 2005: 338-338ndothat teachers’ and learners’ most
frequent questions were “about lexical items tlesichers take to be synonyms or near-
synonyms” and where they “have problems explaimingtudents their difference in meaning
or usage.”

What follows then stems from an imaginary but hidikely scenario. What would
be a teacher’s reply to a student who would lik&rniow the difference betweaimostand
nearly?

1 A traditional approach

When faced with a question about the language tkagh, some teachers would
perhaps trust their intuition. They are expertseradll, especially if the teacher is a native
English speaker. Others might wish to look up badierbs in a dictionary, relying on the
written word. We asked thirty-one trainee teacherdill in a questionnaire (Appendix 1)
which would give us an insight of how helpful intan can be. These trainees have passed a
highly competitive examination which attests ofitimeastery of the English language and are
now teaching two classes under the guidance of orem@ind teacher trainers. One of these
trainees is English.

We first asked if there were any differences betwtde two adverbs. Twenty-one
trainees, the native speaker included, said there wen said not. Those who believed there
was a difference gave the following explanations:

The native speaker’s intuitions:

* ‘Almost’ is more formal
* ‘Nearly’ is more British than ‘almost’
* ‘Nearly definitely’ and ‘nearly certainly’ soungvrong
* ‘Almost’ is nearer to the aim than ‘nearly’
Non native speakers’ intuitions:
* ‘Nearly’ is closer and more precise
* ‘Almost’ is more often used with a negative
* The nature of the word that follows will determithe use of one or the other
» The root gives a clue: al-most means we are mgalith a quantity, near-ly, a place or

a distance

When faced with a series of closed questions, tegame more certain that there
were differences betweeamostandnearly. Figures 1, 2 and 3 below show that, just as & wa
with their first intuition, there is a variety aéplies.



CONNOTATION AND FREQUENCY

almost 12 nearly 5 almost 21 nearly 5

negative connotation more frequent

Figure 1. Distribution of answers on whether one agerb is more negatively connoted or more
frequently used

FORMALITY AND CONTEXT

almost 10 nearly 14 almost 9 nearly 12

more formal British

Figure 2. Distribution of answers on whether one agerb is more formal or more typical of one
country
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Figure 3. Distribution of answers on combinationshtiat sound wrong

The various replies indicate that teachers do godeaon what sounds wrong, which
means that they cannot safely rely on their irdagi And if they try to, they might present
erroneous or relative truths as definite ones, wiscclearly unhelpful in the short term and
may later result in confusion as learners encougxamples which do not fit the erroneous

rule.

However, teachers who prefer to rely on dictioemrare not sure to do better than

those who rely on their intuition, as both adveales often presented as synonymous.
This is the case with two common dictionaries fative speakers of English:

Merriam-Webster dictionary online

Almost
very nearly but not exactly or entirely
<we'realmostthere>

Nearly

1: in a close manner or relationship
<nearlyrelated>

2 a. almost but not quiterearly
identical> snearlya year later® : to
the least extent <natearlyas good as
we expected>

The Shorter Oxford English Dictiona$983)

Almost
adverb
Very nearly

Nearly

adverb

1. In a near manner; closely; intimatel
2. Particularly

3. Almost, all but

Figure 4. Two (native-speaker) monolingual dictioney entries for almost and nearly



It is also the case with two well-known dictionarier learners of English:

The examples they give can be quite meaningfuhtsd who have become experts in the
difference between the two adverbs, but anyone wikéhave to be satisfied with circular
definitions which will not help them find underlgrrules of use.

Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictiong3003)

Almost Nearly

adverb adverb

nearly: almost, or not completely:

She's almost thirty. It's been nearly three months since my last

It was almost six o'clock when he left. haircut.

| almost wish | hadn't invited him. I've nearly finished that book you lent me.

It'll cost almost as much to repair it as it wotdcbuy | She's nearly as tall as her father now.

a new one. They'd eaten nearly everything before we arriyed.
Almostall the passengers on the ferry were FrenchFIGURATIVE It was so funny - we nearly died
They'll almostcertainly forget to do it. laughing.

The town was almost entirely destroyed during the

war.

We were bitten by mosquitoes almesery night.

The boat sank almoghmediately after it had struck

the rock.

Most artists find it almoginpossibleto make a living

from art alone.

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary Engli€003)

Almost Nearly

adverb adverb

Nearly, but not completely or not quite 1. especially British English almost, but

Have you almost finished? not quite or not completely;

Supper’s almost ready. almost it took nearly two hours to get here.

It was almost midnight Michelle’s nearly twenty. Is the job nearly

Almost nothing was done to improve the situation finished? Louise is nearly as tall as her

The story isalmost certainly true mother. Inearly alwaysgo home for lunch.

He’'salmost asold asl am He very nearly died.

Almost all/every/everything 2. not nearly not at all: He’s not nearly as

Marsha visits her son almost every day. good-looking as his brother. We've
saved some money, but iti®t nearly
enough

Figure 5. Two learner dictionary entries foralmost and nearly

It seems that dictionaries, even learners’ onesl te define and show usage, but they are not
very good at distinguishing so-called synonymsgssilthere is a separate usage box at the
end or on the CD that comes with them. For exantple,CD accompanying the Longman
dictionary of contemporary English had this extreoimation, which is an improvement on
mere synonymy but is still not enough:

almost/nearly:

[adverb] use this to say that something is a lilles than a number or

amount, or a little before a particular tim&lmost and nearly have the

same meaning, baiimostis much more common tharearly in American

English. In British English both words are common.



Even bilingual French-English dictionaries whicle aiften used by French students
and teachers se¢mostandnearly as equal synonyms pfesque
Le petit Robert bilingu€l987)

Presque Almost Nearly
Adv. Adv. Adv.
a) Almost, nearly, virtually | Presque a) (almost) Presque, a peu pies,
b) Contexte négatif: hardly, prés de
scarcely, almost, virtually b) Not nearly: loin de
c) (closely) prés, de prés

Laroussg1995)
Presque Almost Nearly
Adv. Adv. Adyv. [almost]
1. Dans phrases aff. AlmosRresque Presque, a peu pres
nearly
2. Dans phrases neg. Hardly,
almost
3. Quasi = almost, nearly,
practically

Figure 6. Two bilingual dictionary entries for almost and nearly

The recurrent use of circularitplinost = nearly = almogthides differences between
almost and nearly which are not covered by a simple explanations Itnore a matter of
nuances, some of which do appear in dictionariespbly in the form of examples and never
explicitly enough for teachers or students to teaickearn a definite rule. If the dictionaries
guoted here are the main references, for yearsomeecalmost and nearly will still be
presented as synonyms.

2 A corpus approach

It is a fairly basic precept of linguistics thatabsynonymy is rare, if it exists at all,
yet we have seen that intuitions and traditiondérences sources are of little help in
establishing useful differences between appareshyonymous items such aarly and
almost However, Kjellmer (2003b) does manage to do flat, finding differences in terms
of frequency, distribution in different registecsverage, collocation and colligation. He does
this by using a large corpus of contemporary Ehgiis this case part of the COBUILD Bank
of English (henceforth BoE). There are a numbeadviantages to a corpus-based approach to
language study, not the least of which is thatlitwes us to refer to multiple occurrences of
language in use and hence “to access the comhmaitians of literally thousands of native
speakers together” (Frankenberg-Garcia, 2005b:. 1823)ther words, corpora offer a way to
combine reference and intuition in a single larggource.

The rest of this paper attempts to show how suchrpus approach can be applied to
almostand nearly, as it represents a typical example of “one of ¢benmonest types of
guestion asked by the enquiring learner”, namelhaiis the difference between...?’ (Johns,
1991a: 4). This is the type of question where caman be of considerable help to specialist
and non-specialist alike, and provide a valuablemlement to traditional resources. In an
attempt to show how teachers and learners mighagflbédrom such tools, we shall be using
only simple techniques based on highly user-frigisdiftware found free on the internet.



The BoE mentioned above is an expensive corpuspalydhe simplest searches of a
small subcorpus can be conducted fréhe British National Corpus (henceforth BNC) is
much cheaper, and although the official demonsinaititerfacé is limited in ways similar to
that of the BoE, relatively sophisticated researtthe entire corpus can be conducted using
an interface designed by Mark Davies of Brigham n@Wwniversity, called Variation in
English Words and Phrases (VIEWBriefly, the BNC contains 100 million words ofiish
English gathered in the early 1990s, 10% of whightranscribed speech. While much
research in corpora and language teaching/leammmghasise the use of small, tailor-made
corpora, a large, principled reference corpus sagtihe BNC offers a wider view of the
language as a whole, especially useful when difteregisters can be searched individually
(see Aston, 1997, for a summary of the arguments).

2.1. Frequency and register

A first stage is simply to inpwlmostnearlyinto the “search string” box at the top left
of the screen to obtain the overall frequency facheitem. This shows thalmostoccurs
30,392 times in the entire 100 million word corpus, 303.92 times per million words
(pmw), whilenearly occurs 11,176 times (111.76 pmw). Overall tr@mostis 2.72 times as
frequent amlmost By selecting the “chart” option in the display sentwe can compare the
distribution over six “macro-registers” (figure 7).

REGISTER SPOKEN I FICTION | NEWS ACADEMIC NONFIC MISC OTHER MISC
TOKENS 1,223 8,243 3,356 3,922 4,909 8,739
SIZE (M) 10.33 16,19 10.64 1543 16.63 28,39
PER MIL 118.3 509.0 315.5 254.2 295.1 307.8

REGISTER SPOKEN | FICTION I NEWS ACADEMIC NONFIC MISC OTHER MISC
TOKENS 1,313 2,176 1,726 1,100 1,766 3,095
SIZE (MW) 10,33 16,19 10.64 1543 16,63 28,39
PER MIL 127.0 134.4 162.2 71.3 106.2 109.0

Figure 7. Distribution in macro-registers for almost (top) and nearly (bottom).

The display is revealing, suggesting for exampée almostis more typical of literary
registers. Unfortunately, it does not take intocart the difference in overall frequency of
each item, but this can be offset by copying tiares into a spreadsheet (figure 8). The two
miscellaneous registers are omitted as they ase dlm what we would expect, but the other

! http://www.collins.co.uk/Corpus/CorpusSearch.asast consulted August 2007.

2 http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.ykast consulted August 2007.

® http://view.byu.edplast consulted August 2007. The site is accongzhby a “three-minute tour” and many
help pages.




four main registers show significant differencesttBalmostandnearly occur less frequently
in the Academic register than in the corpus as aleyhand both are overrepresented to
different degrees in the News and Fiction registinis presumably reflects differing degrees
of emphasis on precision or approximation. Morecsjally, almostis comparatively more
likely to be found in the News and Academic registevhile nearly is comparatively more
frequent in Fiction. Only in the Spoken registerttde norms differ in opposite directions:
nearly is thus more a spoken item thalmost a finding which conflicts with Kjellmer (who
found that “neither of them is used much in thekgmolanguage;” 2003: 26), and is thus
worth pursuing.
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Figure 8. Distribution by macro-register.

By clicking on the column for the Spoken registdii-W automatically subdivides it
into 24 micro-registers, from Sermons to Intervigigure 9). The small and variable size of
each micro-register makes serious comparisonscdiffi the largest at over four million
words is CNV Conversation, where the differencguge striking. Of the 24 spoken registers,
almostis extremely underrepresented in Conversatiory(G@M Lectures Commerce uses it
less frequently), whilenearly is extremely overrepresented (only DOC Broadcast
Documentaries use it more frequently). It is pdssthat Kjellmer (2003) did not find any
correlation with spoken language simply becausesbfswvare did not allow such register-
sensitive queries.



SPOKEN BIS [DOCINEW | CLS |CNS |CHNV |CRT|DEM| INT [IOH COMIHUM NAT |POL|SOC|MTS|PRL | DEB |SREM|SP4+| SP- |SPO|TUT [UNG

DDDDDDDDDD_D i@ unl==0lE

TOKENS 190 4 |65 |70 |13 |225(12 | 3 |37 |78 | O |13 |12 | B |24 |173|15 |46 | 21 |26 | &2 | 20 | 35 | 61
SI1ZE (MW)|0.76/0.04|0.26/0.43/0,14/4.21|0.13|0,03|0,12|0.82|0.02]0.05|0,02/0.05{0,16[1,38|0.10(0.28/0.08|0,20/0. 46/0.03]0,14]0.41
PER MIL 251 96 |249 153! 94 | 53 | 94 | 94 (29996 | 0 (256|529 1571218 126|156 (162 | 255 | 130|133 600|244 | 145

SPOKEN BIS [DOC NEWlCLS CNS |CNV |CRT[DEM| INT [IOH COMIHUM NAT |POL |SOC|MTS| PRL | DEB |SEM|SP4+| SP- |[SPO | TUT |UNG

] DD DDD ﬁDDDDDD_DDDD[

TOKENS 61 |10 |41 |45 |17 |[781| 7 4 8 |123| 2 2 1 4 7 |920] 92 |11 | 0 (21 |25]| 2 |12 |30
SIZE (MW)[0.76/0.04|0.26/0,43{0.14/4,21/0,13/0,02|0,12/0,82/0.02|0.05|0,02|0.05/0,151,88|0,10|0.2&0.08/0,20{0,46]0.03/0,.14]0, 43
PER MIL 81 241|157 105 123|186 55 (126 | 65 | 151|132 | 39 | 44 I 79 |44 |65 |94 |39 | 0 |105| 54 60 84 71

Figure 9. Distribution in micro-registers for almost (top) and nearly (bottom)

Key: 1) DIS = broadcast discussion; 2) DOC = broadcastihentary; 3) NEW = broadcast news; 4) CLS = otess; 5) CNS =
consultation; 6) CNV = conversation; 7) CRT = coawtn; 8) DEM = demonstration; 9) INT = interview)lIOH = interview oral history;
11) COM = lecture commerce; 12) HUM = lecture huities arts; 13) NAT = lecture natural science; ROL = lecture politics law
education; 15) SOC = lecture social science; 1613MTmeeting; 17) PRL = parliament; 18) DEB = pullebate; 19) SRM = sermon; 20)
SP+ = speech scripted; 21) SP- = speech unscrip2eEPO = sports live; 23) TUT = tutorial; 24) UNQinclassified.

Such statistics are virtually instantaneous withstremrpus software, and allow us to
see at a glance that differences in frequency #tdliition are common between items such
as these.

2.2. Concordance data

One of the most common classroom techniques isréoige a concordance for
learners to examine. This can be done simply withW by returning to the “table” option in
the display section, entering the search stradgh@st/nearly and clicking on one or other
word (an example is given in the appendix). Althowgly 100 lines are presented on a single
page, the concordance thus generated can ofteruibe rgvealing and allow learners to
uncover specific patterns of use. In the presesé,cd is immediately obvious thaearly
occurs far more frequently with numerals and otheantitative expressions thatmost— 28
compared to only 10 (figure 10).

almost 1,000 death sentences, of which at least&h0ted in executions.
almost 100 drawn from different classes, sizesstylés of hotels geographically
almost 20 years; Ahmad "Abd al-Rau'uf Roummou, g&ar-old teacher

almost 80 other prisoners freed at the same tinte tveld for political

almost 80% of total turnover in the fast food méarke the

almost a quarter of a century. "Which," continuél h

almost half (46%) of AIDS related deaths. While pmenia continues

almost half (46&percnt;) of those with AIDS in 198&hile

almost one meal in every 10 served in the UK. Tien

almost two-thirds of UK fast food units were fraisgd. The report forecasts

nearly £22million, Casey Jones was obviously gotnpay for himself only
nearly 250 years later would have never taken pla@@d my humble




nearly 3,000 have already died. 1 in 500 Londoaezdelieved to

nearly 30 capsicum varieties are listed in seedl@gties. Colours range from
Nearly 30 years after writing it Leonard was entasigcally recommending our attendance at
nearly 30 years to compile the information on thesehines which began in

nearly 300 Ugandan nationals currently detainegéditical reasons in Rwanda. They
nearly 4 years like Steffi? Well | rest my casetloat

nearly 5,000 pubs that serve top-notch cask bedrere are more than 1,500

nearly 5,000 reported cases of nearly 3,000 haeady

nearly 60% of pensioners receive at least 75%a@if thcome from state benefits
nearly 7 million sold on stations in 1985 --; ltis&ir "curly

nearly 80 special screening centres throughoutdfagl-; at hospitals, clinics or
nearly a third of tourism expenditure by Britongliis country. During

nearly a thousand feet up, and | could see thagltuioli

nearly fifty-four, aren't you? | don't mean to be

nearly four million square miles, almost half ofialin constitutes the backbone

nearly half a year between my interview and mytstgrthere passed without

nearly half of all the pasta eaten in Britain is ttanned variety

nearly half the Class 37 fleet, with a number ofasts designed

nearly half the pubs which were standing in theGE9ncluding some

nearly nine years ago now ..." The conversation oot for a couple

nearly seven o'clock. The news would be startin@€bannel Four.

nearly ten years ago. I've done more normal jalisesthen

nearly thirty years before then it had displayesirésult of my own

nearly thirty years on, lighting a cigarette, togsaway a cloud

nearly thirty years, incurred a sequel, in which discussion,

nearly thirty years, the first AC electric Co-Cadmnotive arrived in 1986

Figure 10. Immediate right collocates: numerals irthe first 100 lines of VIEW

2.3. Collocates

Such an approach can lead to useful insights,Hayt dlo need checking. This can be
done quite simply by enteringlmostnearly in the search window followed by the tag for
cardinal numbers [CRD] from the dropdown menu pesteath. The top 10 hits widimost
occur 8.66 pmw, while the top 10 witiearly occur 14.39 pmw. In other words, even without
allowing for the fact thahearly is about three times less frequent in the BNC #darost it
does indeed seem to occur considerably more frélguleefore a cardinal, thus confirming
our initial concordance finding.

A more rigorous approach is to get the softwaréotik for collocates. This can be
done for each word individually, or by enteriafjnost/nearly then checking “surrounding”
in the display menu and, for the immediate rightooate (R1), with O words to the left and 1
word to the right (figure 11). This shows that, é&@amplecertainly occurs 1,494 times in the
corpus afteralmost but never aftenearly. The strongest right collocate faearly is all,
which is also a strong right collocate simost



1 CERTAIMLY 1494 0 100.0% 560 1 alL 1516 1320 40.5% 346
2 ALL 1320 908 59.2% Z.84 27 1100 1029 34.8% 0.83
Ion 1029 550 65.2% 046 3 Two sl 215 G 7% 3.4
4 AS 819 336 FO0.9% 1.64 4 ALWATS 7ed 450 4. 3% 4.34
5 EWVERY Tog 248 Th.2% 4.20 3 HALF G54 347 49.6% 4,66
& EMNTIRELY 595 1 99.5% 567 & A5 672 19 23.1% 5 B
N THE B52 105 84.0% -1.20 7 EWERY 492 7a8 23.8% 4.03
8 IMPOSSIBLE 490 27 94 5% 546 & THREE 474 142 62.5% 330
9 ALWATS 430 382 55.7% T 2 FOUR 310 a7 69.8% 3.42
10 ANy 420 3 98.6% 243 10 FIVE 248 73 62.1% 331

Figure 11. Top 10 exclusive R1 collocates fafmost and nearly (by frequency)

The same search, but this time sorting by “percdigts the right collocates which
occur most frequently for each item and least feedly for the other (figure 12ertainlyis
still of course highest on the list fatmost which has 97 separate words which occur 12
times or more in the BNC in the R1 position buterewith nearly. On the other hand, there
are only seven words which occur 10 times or mothis position witmearly but never with
almost Top of the list isnanwith a frequency of 20, mostly in the expresdioa nearly man
in political contexts, as can be seen by clickimgy@an (figure 13). All of this suggests that
nearlyis more limited in its unique collocatedmosthas wider coverage.

ALM .
1 CERTAIMLY 0 100.0% 1 MaN 20 0 100.0% D4z
Z  IMMEDIATELY 0 100.0% 4.85 2 CHRISTMAS 16 ] 100.0% 2.1z
3. ASIF ] 100.0% 4.28 3 1z0 1z ] 100.0% 0,00
4  EXCLUSIVELY ] 100.0% 6.39 G (B 1z ] 100.0%  0.00
5 INVARIABLY 0 100.0% 6.0 ‘5 CENTRAL 1z 0 1o0.0%  1.03
6 ANYTHING ] 100.0% 315 6 DINMER iz 0 100.0% 221
FoOMOD ] 100.0% 1.12 @ 1.5 10 ] 100.0%  0.00
g  IMNEVITABLY el ] 100.0%  4.66 g BPOUND;T i 0 100.0% 0,00
9 AS THOUGH 93 0 o009 412 Al [EER g 0 100.0%  0.oo
10 IMEVMITABLE a0 ] 100.0% 4.69 10 BLOWHN f ] 100.0%  3.39

Figure 12. Top 10 exclusive R1 collocates fatmost and nearly (by per cent)

it would have been this one." The Cabinet ResduRlearly Man is there at last THERE was a fear that John Patight never
time coming, prompting some commentators to dab'fihe Nearly Man". When Lord Waddington moved to the Home Office, M
Telegraph, reports ... ELLCOCK'S SAD SURRENDERNEARLY man" is an overused term in sport, a label that is
." Soon afterwards, however, Ellcock became theearly man" again, entering hospital for further surgery¢move the
to the Melbourne Sunday Herald-Sun. Neil Mallentlee " nearly man" Somerset seamer Neil Mallender was called upstaraiby for
has so far eluded him. Derick Allsop profiles Bitits nearly man and assesses the others in the running The félogidsand
is the year Carlos Cardus must prove he is notribarly man of 250 GP racing. A late developer on the worldropionship
Championship in 1983 and 1984, Alain Prost loge"tmearly man " tag in 1985 as he became the first Frenchmavirto
beginning of his recovery to the kindly determimadn, or nearly man, he had been before Sobibor. These things heyhamelerstood
really got past the stage of being regarded aqadrly man" a jockey who never quite clicked with the racpgplic.

Figure 13. First 10 concordance lines fonearly man

Looking at the lists in more detail brings to lighihumber of other tendencies in the
types of words which occur as the immediate rigliocates. In particular, many of the most
frequent withalmostare adverbs. To take this further, we can resukbimitsame query but
this time selecting adverb [adv.ALL] in the dropwdomenu in the display section. Figure 14
is immediately revealing on a number of countssthir the collocates are far stronger for
almost with the top 10 occurring a total of 2,730 timesile those fomearly occur only 21



times in the entire corpus. Secondly, the adverbsclwoccur exclusively withalmost
overwhelmingly end inLy, whereas those withearly constitute a far more heterogeneous
group. This is not to say that the stringarly *ly is impossiblé (there are 30 occurrences in
the entire BNC), but it is unusual, perhaps forgbuphonetic reasons.

LMOST | NEARLY | ALMGST | SCORE ST| NEA
1 CERTAIMLY 1494 0 100.0% 5.60 1 FAR 4 ] 100.0% -0.03
2  IMMEDIATELY 395 0 100.0% 4,85 2 MOW 3 a0 100.0% -1.61
3 EXCLUSIVELY 304 0 100.0%  6.39 3  THREEFOQLD 2 1] 100.0%  4.78
4 INVYARIABLY 207 0 100.0%  6.10 4  THREE-FOLD Z 0 100.0%  5.86
5 INEWITABLY k] 1] 100.0% 4.66 5 PFROPORTIOMALLY 2 1] 100.0% 531
6 UMIVERSALLY 1] ] 100.0% 6&6.12 6 LONG z 0 100.0% -1.05
7 IMPERCEPTIBLY 43 ] 100.0% 7.11 7  FUCKING 2 ] 100.0%  1.76
8 OVERNIGHT 40 0 100.0% 4.23 g EVER 2 1] 100.0% -0.32
9 INSTAMNTLY 3a 0 100.0% 441 9 FOR EVER 1 1] 100.0%  1.97
10 DAaILY 31 ] 100.0% 2.61 10 HALF-wray 1 0 100.0%  2.99

Figure 14. Top 10 exclusive R1 adverb collocatesrfalmost and nearly

Similar queries can be conducted for the immediafé collocate (figure 15).
Unsurprisingly, the most frequent exclusive L1 codlte ofalmostis an. It seems however
thatnearlyis more easily modified, witmostandpretty top of the list; whereasrtost almost
might not occur in this corpus of British Englistr fphonetic reasons, it is more difficult to
find a convincing explanation for the non-occurmeint pretty almost

1 AN 0 100.0% -0.07 1 MOST &0 0 100.0% 1.0z
2 SEEMED 0 100.0%: 0.6l £ PRETTY 1 1] 100.0% Z8E
3 SC0UNDED 3L 0 100.0% 1.33 3 YEAH 16 ] 100.0%  -0.1%5
4  FOLLOWED 18 o 100.0%  -0.89 4  TILL in 1] 100.0% 213
) 15 ] 100.0%: 0.00 5 ALL a ] 100.0%  -1.96
B CONCERNED 14 o 100.0% -1.25 f  CLAIMED &) 0 100.0% 0.7a
7 CONZISTED 13 0 100.0% 1.18 7 AFFECTIMG 6 0 100.0% Z.74
g LOOKING 13 o 100.0% -1.78 5 AWAKE & 1] 100.0% 3.04
9  SEEMED iz ] 100.0%  -1.72 9  COLLECT ] ] 100.0% 227
10 wAY 1z o 100.0%  -3.16 10 EQUALLED 6 1] 100.0% 5.00

Figure 15. Top 10 exclusive L1 adverb collocatesrf@most and nearly

More striking still is the prevalence of verbs gfpaarance left ohlmost seemed
sounded looking and so on. Clicking on the first of these produeeconcordance which
shows that the stringeemed almoss typically followed by an adjective or a verig(fre 16).
As with adverbs, these parts of speech are alse fequent R1 collocates afmost which
thus seems to serve more readily as a hedgingealevic

avid for every shilling he could earn. And he Isagémed almosto be currying favour when he was tumbling outstery of
. Soft-centred milk chocolates that came as onthéinseemed almostas exciting as dancing with someone you knew yerew
mountains was still taking place now that the wao hadseemed almosto stand for its yearly renewal had gone. I'll yelu
a decade later, when the term "has-baegmed almostan understatement, she not only gratefully accelpue
of the press. Journalists themselves as wellapdityseemed almostbblivious of the harm being wrought. The third gmess of
Until a sudden decline from September 1 978&dwmed almostunchallengeable. He was fundamentally assistqblitjcal
and a considerable swathe of the people of SabttE@med almosto contract out from traditional forms of partiatjpn and civic

* It is general practice in many corpus programssethe asterisk (*) as a wild card representingvesrd or
any group of letters.



such rigour, both in economic and political terseemed almostunacceptable. In fact, the government's policynfd®82
suffered accordingly. By the end of 1981, shemed almosta Prime Minister at bay. Throughout 1980 she raitienl
. "You must be insane." The docg@emed almosembarrassed by her own outburst, but Phoebe Wwegeag. It

Figure 16. Sample 10 concordances faeemed almost

2.4. Data and interpretation

Conclusions such as these take us from the mete @hccorpus data and into the
realms of interpretation. It is frequently remarkbdt corpus linguistics is a “methodology”
(e.g. McEneryet al, 2006: 8), and thus just another tool in thedisgs armoury, albeit an
extremely powerful one. Indeed, facts alone arétitdé use unless they can be interpreted,
and corpus linguistics is at its strongest whemredlwith other methods of analysis. An
example of this can be seen in a recent serieggifnys on Language Log on one aspect of
almostandnearly. The first, by Mark Libermeln uses corpus data to test the intuition that
“nearly tends to be uneasy when asked to modify overtfjatree words likeno, neverand
none” A number of alternative hypotheses are ruled ewd. thanearly is more “positive”,
asalmostis more frequently found witveryoneas well as witmo one The follow u;l also
rules out differences of “concrete” vs. “abstragtage, as well as avoidance of alliteration,
sincenearly nineis found more frequently thamlmost nine(especially remembering that,
overall,almostis considerably more frequent thaearly). One proposal is thaiearly means
“a number slightly less than”, which is refinedarguest posting by Jerry Sadpak terms of
conversational implicature, which suggests thmedtly nexceeds (hence is better than) what
was expected or hoped for, whiddmost ndoes not conventionally connote any particular
desire, hope or expectation.” This would madearly unusual when followed by concepts
such asnothing noneor nobodywhich rarely “exceed expectations” — although egtg can
be found which can explain the exceptions. A figaést posting by Lucia Pozzan and Susan
Schweitzd reverses the situation and looks at negatives®atarly or almost not nearlyis
far more common thanot almost(which is likely to be confined to echo contexis)d of
course means not jusot + nearly but something like “a long way from”, and is higtbaded
affectively. These discussions show that such guestdo preoccupy linguists today, and
most arguments are supported by corpus data of ke

2.5. Summary

As Kjellmer (2003b: 26) concludes in his article @mostandnearly, the power of
corpus linguistics allows us to show that “far frobeing the next-to-interchangeable
synonyms that dictionaries could lead us to imagat@ostand nearly turn out, on closer
inspection, to be partly overlapping but in impatteespects clearly contrasting words.” Our
own brief analysis of these items in the BNC hahlighted the following aspects:

a) Both are highly frequent items, kaltnostis just under three times more frequent
thannearly.

b) Distribution varies according to register, walmostbeing more typical of literary
registers, andearly occurring more frequently in speech.

® 14/06/07 http://itre.cis.upenn.edu/%7Emyl/languagelog/arebi®04604.htmllast consulted August 2007.

© 16/06/07 http://itre.cis.upenn.edu/~myl/languagelog/archi984613.html#morgast consulted August 2007.
724/06/07 http:/litre.cis.upenn.edu/~myl/languagelog/archi984640.html#morgast consulted August 2007.
8 25/07/07 _http://itre.cis.upenn.edu/~myl/languagédrchives/004705.html#mariast consulted August 2007.




c) Almosthas wider coverage thamearly, which tends to have a more restricted
range of collocates.

d) L1 collocates fomlmostinclude many verbs of appearance, suggestingésas a
hedging device, whileearly can be modified more easily with items suchmastor
pretty.

e) R1 collocates foalmostare typically adverbs (especially iny¥) and adjectives,
whereasearlyis more likely to modify a noun, most strikinglymbers.

Although these may not, with hindsight, seem pal&idy striking, Louw (1997: 250)
is impatient with the “I knew it all along” phenoman in corpus linguistics, and suggests that
“instances of the phenomenon of ‘20:20 hindsightaught to be dealt with very firmly
indeed.”

There is not the space here to follow up all agpetuse of even these two items, but
the availability of VIEW means that these findinggn be repeated, the results checked with
modified queries, and further searches conductetl gsing the same corpus. It should be
stressed that the findings can only be as goodhascorpus they come from; the non-
occurrence of a particular string is not evideritat it is impossible, merely that it is not
attested in that corpus. Specifically, our resoitly apply to British English from the late20
century; they tell us nothing about the evolutidrih@ language, or about other varieties such
as American Engligh

While our study ofalmostandnearly in the BNC has allowed us to uncover some
useful information about these items, it is cldaattthe information itself is qualitatively
different from that typically sought in most diat@ries and traditional reference sources. In
general, most users (whether natives or non-natiteexl to look for hard-and-fast rules,
while corpus data generally delivers tendenciespattirns of usage.

2.6. Corpora in dictionaries

There seems little reason why dictionaries shooldmcorporate corpus findings, and
even corpus techniques in electronic dictionar@&sbp, 2003a). Indeed, publishers have been
quick to see the potential of corpora in lexicogmgpto the extent that today it would be
virtually unthinkable to embark upon a major dio@oy of any kind without recourse to
corpus linguistics. All of the recent dictionaripsesented in the introduction claim to be
corpus-based, although this is, as we have seegua@ntee that important differences will
be highlighted. One popular dictionary which hasrked more thoroughly omalmostand
nearly, however, is the Oxford Advanced Learner’'s Diction (Hornby & Wehmeier,
2007.). In an on-line articl the current editor explicitly notes that “dictiogawriters
today... have huge electronic databases with manonsl of words in them, that they can
consult to see how many different speakers have aseord in a whole range of situations,”

° The American National Corpus, a partial paralfehe BNC, is currently under construction; see
http://www.americannationalcorpus.oftgst consulted August 2007). Existing corpordunferican English
tend to be rather small or outdated, or less chydialanced than the BNC. Partly for such reasomy
linguists use the internet as an immediate referaparce, and many tools to extract linguistic datan the
web currently exist or are being developed.

°The OALD can be consulted free on line at
http://www.oup.com/elt/catalogue/teachersites/odddkup?cc=globallast consulted August 2007.

! http://www.oup.com/elt/catalogue/teachersites/@kdout_ OALD/word_from_editor?cc=globéest
accessed August 2007.




and refers the reader to an OALD article on the BM@ch briefly describes the use of
concordancel. The use of corpora is no guarantee that defimstiwill not be circular,
however:

e almost= not quite;sSYN. nearly
* nearly= almost; not quite; not completely

Nevertheless, the influence of corpora is evidenthe accompanying usage box
(figure 17), which contains information on frequeatlocates and distribution in different
registers.

SYNONYMS u They are used in positive sentences: She almost/nearly/
practically missed her train. They can be used before
almost - nearly - practically words like all, every and everybody: Nearly all the

students have bikes. © I've got practically every CD
they've made. Practically is used more in spoken than
in written English. Nearly is the most common with

These three words have similar meanings and are used
frequently with the following words:

almost ~ nearly ~ practically ~ numbers: There were nearly 200 people at the meeting.
certainly (numbers) all They can also be used in negative sentences but it is
all all every more common to make a positive sentence with only
every always no just: We _om?v just got t.f.-erel' in time, (or;: We almost/
entirely every nothing nearly didn't get there in time.)

. : By ; : u Almost and practically can be used before words like
impossible finished impossible

< : any, anybody, anything, etc.: I'll eat almost anything.
empty died anything You can also use them before no, nobody, never, etc.

but it is much more common to use hardly or scarcely
with any, anybady, ever, etc.: She’s hardly ever in (or:
She’s almost never in).

» Almost can be used when you are saying that one thing
is similar to another: The boat looked almost like a toy.

# In BrE you can use very and so before nearly: He was
very nearly caught.

Figure 17. OALD usage box foralmost, nearly and practically

The presence of numerous sentence-level examplasvauable aid, although the
choice of examples in the main entries is not geshancontroversial when compared against
the BNC. Amongst other things, similar examplesielmo comment; the usage box gives
almost allas well amearly all with examples “I likealmost allof them” and “The audience
wasnearly allmen” (emphasis added). The relatively minor dédferes in frequency between
almostall (of) and nearly all (of) might explain this, but the same cannot be saiditsf
almost time to go” and “It's nearly time to leavekarly timeandnearly time taare three and
six times more frequent respectively — particulaidynarkable remembering thagarly is
three times less frequent in the corpus as a wkiileer examples include “It's a mistake they
almost alwaysmake” and “They'renearly alwayslate” (emphasis added); whil@most
alwaysis only slightly more frequent thamearly always it might be useful to learn that
nearly alwaysis three times more common in speech. Finally, dkemples given are of
common usage, but there is little indication ofriygunusual collocates; the dictionary user is
left to infer thathearly—Ly is rare, for example.

Conclusion

12 http://www.oup.com/elt/catalogue/teachersites/datbre_on_dicts/bnc?cc=global, last consulted Atigus
2007.



In this paper we have attempted to show that ionstare often insufficient to answer
typical questions learners may have about language,even traditional references sources
do not always provide satisfying answers. Using ékample of a pair of near-synonyms,
almostandnearly, and a single large corpus which can be accessedoh the internet, we
have attempted to demonstrate how corpus lingsisaén provide one possible solution. The
kinds of queries shown here require no particulqredise, and should be well within the
grasp of most teachers. In addition to checkinguage points as outlined here, corpora also
provide a ready source of authentic co-texts foglemge teaching and testing materials.

Owen (1996: 219) has pointed out that the roleeathers in many cultures is to be an
absolute expert, “so that doubt or hesitation ivdang judgement is normally taken for
ignorance rather than wisdom.” Corpus studies Haighlighted the intrinsically “fuzzy”
nature of language, which may appear as chaossorddir to many learners (and teachers)
even at very advanced levels. A corpus approach ¢en help by showing that patterns and
tendencies contribute to creating order in thisoshavhile rigid adherence to rules is likely to
lead to oversimplification or unnecessary levelalagtraction. Regular reference to corpora to
answer students’ questions, either in the classravnbetween sessions, would seem
preferable to the classic response of “we just dsay that” — surely a worse admission of
ignorance. For non-native teachers in particularpara can be immensely empowering for
just this reason.

Johns (e.g. 1991b) has frequently made the caséetizhers can use corpora directly
with students, culminating in his “kibbitzing” amgch (Johns, 1997%) While even lower
level learners may derive some benefits (Boultdd)9? in press), they are perhaps most
suitable for advanced or specialist language stsderho can be encouraged to use them on
their own for many questions where they traditibnalpen a dictionary or grammar book.
Training will certainly increase the benefits (jastdictionary training can bring rewards), but
“the difficulties [of using corpora] should not hmverestimated; learners should quickly
acquire the skills needed” (Bernardini, 2001: 243)en without training, “both teacher and
student can make use of a corpus right away, witii a modest few hours of orientation”
(Sinclair 2004b: 288). In other words, it is no morecessary to be a corpus linguist to derive
benefit from this approach than it is to be a legiapher to use a dictionary.

The potential uses of corpora in language learamgy as Breyer (2006: 162) puts it,
“limited only by the imagination of the user.” Thegn be an aid to understanding of other-
produced texts, and more obviously as a refereicim anany production tasks. In particular,
their use is ubiquitous on most contemporary tetmsl courses, and greatly contributes to
learner autonomy. We have seen how they can helmderstanding nuances not clearly
explained in traditional resources, and they catagdy be used for learning the language.
Clearly learners can scarcely be expected to ghd@dengths outlined here for every item
they want to learn, but the very fact of using cogpin this way is likely to lead to wider
benefits. Allan (2006), for example, found thatdemts who used corpora improved their
learning of the target vocabulary and other itesgvall. It seems likely then that the process
of discovery, of thinking about the language, afrialating queries, scanning concordances
and interpreting results can all help to improvéanog and other language skills essential for
long-term learning. And, of course, corpora canubed for the “big themes” of language
learning such as grammar, not just usage detagpexific lexical items (Boulton, 2007).

While it is not possible to cover all aspects hamany excellent sources of ideas
already exist, of which the following are just avfeBiberet al (1999) and McEnergt al
(2006) provide clear insights into the methodolofgorpus linguistics, Hunston (2002) with

13 Dozens of examples are illustrated at http:/wvisu2 bham.ac.uk/johnstf/timeap3.htm#revisitast
consulted August 2007.




a focus more explicitly on applied linguistics. Bard and McEnery (2000), Aston (2001)
and Sinclair (2004a) are inspiring collections apers on the uses of corpora in language
teaching and learning. More concrete applicatiosms be found in Thurston and Candlin
(1997), Tribble and Jones (1997) and O’'Keeffeal (2007). Finally, an awareness of corpus
studies can have wider applications at univergtyel, with benefits in literary and cultural
studies (Boulton, forthcoming; Boulton & WilhelmQ@6).



APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1: Questionnaire on two adverbs: ALMOST BINEARLY
We, at the CRAPEL, are currently working on a profer the Cercle des Linguistes
Anglicistes de Nancy2. We should be extremely fydafe/ou accepted to answer this short
guestionnaire.
Thank you!
1) Are you a native speaker of English?
Yes | 1} No
2) Instinctively, would you say there is a diffecerbetween ‘Almost’ and ‘Nearly’?

Yes] [l  No

If you answered ‘Yes’: What would the differencefg)?

PTO
3) As an afterthought, would you say that:

a. one of them had a more negative connotation®tfe boxes accordingly.
Yes Yes
Almost Nearly
"I No "] No

b. one of them was used more frequently? Tick theeb accordingly.
Yes Yes
Almost Nearly
"I No "I No

c. one of them was more formal? Tick the boxes raogly.
Yes Yes
Almost Nearly
"I No "] No

d. one of them was more British than American? Tiekboxes accordingly.
Yes Yes
Almost Nearly



[1 No [1 No

4) Do any of the following sentences seem wrongpia? If so, write “WRONG” after the
sentence(s) that do not satisfy you.

a. The client will almost definitely ask you this
b. The client will nearly definitely ask you this

c. The new pool owner will almost certainly feefreconcern for the water-lilies during
the winter

d. The new pool owner will nearly certainly feehs® concern for the water-lilies during
the winter

e. He was nearly completely bald
He was almost completely bald

o

g. You're not nearly as clever as you think you are
h. You're not almost as clever as you think you are

APPENDIX 2: First 30 concordances fmmostandnearly, from VIEW (News).

ALMOST

an end. But in return for its rich density of logly dwelt-on, almost novelistic detail, what you lose is any sense strang
seasoned professional. Edmund Barham makes Cagaraalmost as formidable, a convincing aristocrat, tendehwibsca, arrogant
crudely stereotyped hack and his tediously digtchwench almost became convincing. But one was left wonderindnatdecision to
--; that the heroine of poet Carol Rumens's fitay almost Siberia twists apart in a central crisis scene. iSh
it has rather more inside it than the play doabnost Siberia is a glasnost spin-off piece: a genre et bound
United, the second-largest US airline, its investimepresentalmost 80 per cent of the equity in the deal. Under theaaent
at £282.2m. A rise of 14p amid speculative inteaglsled almost £10m to the value of the bathroom fittings andvegrs business on
newsletter, the UK is still by far the largest ketrwith almost 700,000 subscribers split between Racal Telecdpdsfone and
per 1,000 inhabitants, Norway leads the penetratiakes witlalmost 40 handsets per 1,000 inhabitants. Apart fromiKeand
to FFr1.34bn last year. Over the same period nesinkss almost doubled to FFr68.4bn, total loans and other firagegrew from
British cuppa and imparts that unique lorry-driflavour, has almost doubled from 78p a kilogramme to 135p. Medium ijesl have also
's annual meeting, adjourned until 10 Octobed, valv almostinevitably be put back for a further four to sieeks in the light of
attack on the Prime Minister, and one which isroper almostto the point of being constitutional. They warg frime Minister
in Wandsworth, the significance of which appearsawee beealmost totally ignored by the media. Electors are alwanepared to criticise
Gorbachev era, negotiated rather than unilatesalrdiament iglmost always preferable. On the economy, there iswstitk to
However, at least 10 of my cultural heroes woyldear on almost all lists, and perhaps 30 would appear on mosbody
anyone except soldiers and carefully vetted civilia; it couldalmost be the Goddess of Democracy. Sculpted from whiétster like the
struggle, the cult of the model worker and even #imost evangelical rhetoric of the cold war are all bagth a vengeance
Editor PAY RISES for managers are averaging 11cpat, almostdouble the level of a year ago, and acceleratiogording to
reached their "ceiling". Overall, salary rises éiaalmost doubled in a year. The average increase repartégeiMarch
years ago, less than 25 per cent had a car, atmost 35 per cent. The survey analysed nearly 21,0@0isalof senior
The Satanic Verses, none of them put in contedt ammost all involving obscenities. The sheikh, a white+taeal man with the
wrangle. A hardline motion calling for black sects is almost certain to be thrown out on Friday and the pastyid be
officials say additional members attracted thiaryeas almost offset that loss. In 1952-53 membership peakednaillion.
pub rock in a back room with adjoining outer bar falmost as long as the form has existed. Last Thursdéyt tig pub
plethora of litigation surrounding Blues Broth&rskalikes almost matches that attached to the release of Wiredjrib#icial
completely different species naturally, in thedwiThere arealmost certainly other surprises out there which, bymigén, we can
and it was hard work, very painful." Aftealmost two hours at the wheel yesterday, Senna limped &wen his car
is cast for injured Richards By STEVE BALE ENGLANAMII almost certainly be without their inspirational Lions N&y.Dean Richards,
weeks. At Bridgend he looked in despair, anddimost admitted as much: "l hope we can pull it together

NEARLY

think, from the acoustic properties of the setndam remainsnearly ideal as the jealous, mercurial prima donna. kergsful and
layer of pseudo-significance. THEATRE / Frozeiitades: nearly Siberia --; Soho Poly By ALEX RENTON OME props dtigo carry
property profits as earnings. We have made ahbidearly £700m for a company with a book value of £200mve;
grave. The Matanzimas were forced out after aamjlicoup nearly two years ago. The benign ruler who took over,dvt&general
Australian outback yesterday, bringing the totthihed to nearly 500 in three days of protests. Chemical Mace vsas against
after the disaster, but Byelorussian activiststegsywas not nearly enough. Latecomers who continue to hope From ANNE
the Delta Commando and Col Jean-Marie BastienyMiito nearly succeeded in blowing up General de Gaulle andiifésat Petit-




period from the mid-1970s it rose from just ov@8000 to nearly £250,000, and analysts calculate that in 20 yeatsen all
so-called Next Steps --; for restructuring theilC®ervice in nearly 150 years. No successor could hope for such @n-eeving tenure
shortfall of contributions to contributory benefigsnounting tmearly £500m a year. As for old colleagues resentingritigsion on their
a car, now almost 35 per cent. The survey analysedrly 21,000 salaries of senior managers to supervigarore than 900
Women Teachers reveals that under the new finariomgulanearly 60 per cent of secondary schools will be less fueltled and about
authorities in England and Wales shows 882 schaeillltose nearly £55m between them annually --; an average of 32 & particular,
year showed 52 per cent favoured retention. Thieqfo nearly 2000 adults, showed 72 per cent favoured thetietenf independent
of the financial problem is much smaller than @87 when nearly 4,000 beds were closed, triggering the NHS redad an emergency
hurt in a fight with another male, Nikkie. Farearly a week after the injury, whenever he was in Nilkkie
Richard Lee and a Jonathan Callard conversion, thearly allowed themselves to be knocked out of theidsthy Neath's
summer. Environmental engineer Wheway slipped 2p1p. nearly 95 per cent of its one-for-four rights issue waeen up,
which would put its losses so far at almost A&dugll.5bn. nearly 15,000 tourism workers have lost their jobs amitidustry has lost
home. He offers them to his friends. They akarly die. His mother says: "Why, oh why,
Bristol decided to test the theory. In a studyrarly 500 women, they found that zinc supplements didmprove either
research suggests parental habits have altetiedrit nearly 30 years. In 1958, some 62 per cent of motherslezda
the age of seven, more than half the boys aedrly a third of the girls were being hit at least oacseek
palace shops, have had great success. Profitshaeased nearly eight-fold in that period to £500,000. The newetlgxecutive,
. Grand Met was also the busiest option stocknitey nearly 2,800 contracts. It was suggested Goldsmith ister@ready had two|
. They tried to kill her and her Cabinet, amearly succeeded, when they blew up the Grand HotelhBrig
since almost all domestic broadcasts spill ovedés nearly all EC programming will be subject to the new
Peking, where he worked quietly and largely anonyshofor nearly a decade. But, as Mao grew increasingly suspicbasd
Mao called in the army to restore order. During hiearly three years as effective day-to-day leader of2thkural Revolution,
, the Communist party organ, published news ofie&h nearly two weeks late but avoided any harsh commentargh Signs of
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