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Abstract
Corpus analysis can inform and enrich language teaching on a practical level. This paper aims to show how to
effectively incorporate corpora, which are large electronic collections of authentic language, into vocabulary and
grammar  teaching  while  utilizing  authentic  tasks.  By  using  the  concordancer  AntConc,  we  explored  the  word
frequencies of nouns, adjectives, and verbs used in online reviews of fantasy, romance, and action movies written
between 2012-2017. Based on the analysis,  we suggest corpus-based teaching activities that can help ESL/EFL
learners  to  make  use  of  mini-corpora  and  to  understand  frequently  used  expressions  in  movie  reviews.  Such
understanding may lead to increased language profciency in this content domain.
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2. What are the keywords that distinguish each genre and what are their collocates?
3. What teaching materials and activities can be created from the corpus fndings?

Method 
Data

http://www.laurenceanthony.net/
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collected movie reviews.  As is typically the case for many corpora,  the top ten words in our
corpus were all function words. The defnite article the was the most frequent word in the corpus,
and the indefnite article  a was the second most frequent. The rest of the top ten words are all
conjunctions, prepositions, and pronouns (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Top Ten Words Used in Movie Reviews

Top Ten Most Frequent Content Words in the Movie Reviews 
We manually  collected the  ten  most  common content  words  from the  overall  frequency  list
(Table 1). The words  movie  and flm are often used for identifcation as in “this  movie is good.”
Other words in Table 1, such as like and good, suggest that movie reviewers often express opinions
and evaluate in writing their reviews. The adverbs just, really, and very are also commonly used for
evaluation. Knowing the most frequent words can be useful for learners because they have a high
chance of encountering them in this context in real-life situations. 
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Table 1
Top Ten Content Words

Top Ten Content words

1. movie
2. flm
3. have
4. like
5. just
6. has*
7. really
8. time
9. very
10. good 

Note. *The total frequency of has may be due to its usage as both a content word and a function word.

Collocations of the Most Frequent Content Word 
As  has  been  found  in  previous  corpus  analyses  of  movie  reviews  (e.g.,  Sorostinean,  Sana,
Mohamed, & Targhi, 2017), the most frequent word in the corpus is  movie. We will analyze its
collocates to ascertain its semantic prosody. For this analysis, we used the concordance function
in AntConc and executed a KWIC search with the parameters 1L, 1R, or 2L, 2R. Figure 2
shows how the word movie is used in movie reviews.

In terms of collocates, the word movie  is frequently associated with evaluative adjectives,
such as 
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Figure 2. Collocations of movie, the Most Frequent Content Word

Grammatical Features of Movie Reviews
Table 2
Top Ten Determiners, Pronouns, and Verbs

    Determiners     Pronouns     Verbs

1. the
2. a
3. that
4. this 
5. one
6. an
7. there
8. all
9. some
10. more

1. it
2. I
3. you
4. he
5. his
6. they
7. their
8. we
9. her
10. my

1. is
2. was
3. are
4. have
5. like
6. has
7. can
8. been
9. will
10. get
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Definite Article the
Defnite article the is the most common determiner, which usually refers back to a referent that
reviewers  and readers  are  familiar  with in  general  or  from the  preceding context.  In movie
reviews, it is used most frequently in one of two ways.

The word the in Example Set 1 is used as part of a superlative. For instance, the belongs to
the superlative form in cases such as “the most impressive” and “the best”.  

Examples Set 1
1.1 Easily, the most impressive aspects throughout this flm were the ways the camera 
      was used throughout the intense moments. (Action) 
1.2 She provides most of the humour in this movie, and executes her role very well, easily

the best performance in the flm. (Romance)
1.3 A Silent Voice is one of the best movies I've seen so far this year. (Fantasy) 
1.4 As long as you can buckle up and be ready for the most ridiculous action yet, I 
      believe you will have a blast with this storyline, while also being treated with quite a 

few heartfelt moments that this series has based its core story around (family) [SIC].
(Action)

Through these superlative constructions, reviewers express their own opinions or evaluate
movies. The high frequency of the in superlatives may be due to the fact that people tend to use
the superlative structure to emphasize their own reactions, which may be positive or negative
towards one particular movie and not another. This construction is mainly used to describe and
the movie’s overall quality. 

The word the in Example Set 2 is used to indicate a specifc feature. Here, the is used to
refer to specifc entities, such as movies or characters, and to indicate the same referent more
than once. 

Example Set 2
2.1 Burton's more Gothic look at Alice in Wonderland just doesn't make me a fan, but 
      that's not saying that others won't enjoy the flm. (Fantasy)
2.2 While nothing really happened to get me extremely into the movie, I defnitely 
      remained entertained throughout the entire thing (Romance)
2.3 Jared Leto is granted limited screen time but still manages to leave his mark as the 
      sinister Niander Wallace. (Action) 
2.4 "The Hitman's Bodyguard" is a buddy, action-comedy that has every buddy movie 
       formula and cliche in the book. (Action) 
2.5 If you enjoyed previous night at the museum [SIC] movies you enjoy this one as well. 
      It's not as good as the frst one but it's better than the second one. The movie is cute 
      with a great cast even if a lot of the jokes come off pretty cheesy. (Fantasy)



TESOL Working Paper Series

a movie title. Example 2.5 illustrates how the may be used to indicate movie sequels. Generally, in
reviewing one movie in a series, reviewers will mention other movies for comparison, such as was
the case for reviews of Harry Potter, Bridget Jones's Diary, and Kingsman. 

Indefinite Article a
Figure 3 displays the top ten collocates of the indefnite article a. 

Figure 3. Top Ten Collocates with the Indefnite Article a

The indefnite article a is found in several common expressions which are mostly made up
of expressions of quantity (Example Set 3). It is also often used in the corpus to comment on
unspecifed details of the movie being reviewed (Example Set 4). Here, movie reviews typically
describe a key point,  a  signature scene,  or a  character to provide the reader with a type of
summary and the reviewer’s opinion without giving away too much about the movie. In addition,
indefnite article a
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Example Set 3
3.1 A bit of a predictability with the overall story I will admit and even felt like a typical 
      Disney flick in some cases, but this still stands out pretty well on it's own much like 
      previous flms by Disney Animation. (Fantasy)
3.2 He's abley surrounded with an impressive and colourful collection of support as well; 
      Jon Bernthal, Jon Hamm and Jamie Foxx trying to outdo each other in the menacing 
      stakes is a lot of fun in itself and it's great to see them spearheaded by the reliable 
      and infnitely watchable Kevin Spacey. (Action) 
3.3 Hellboy II: The Golden Army still has overwhelming action and pretty weak 
      character development, but it is ultimately an improvement over the original with a 
      much more entertaining plot with a good fantasy angle to it and a lot of great set 
      pieces, interesting creatures and great visuals. (Fantasy)

Example Set 4
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14.4 All in all, Tulip Fever" is [a] disappointment. (Romance)

Example Set 15
15.1 But it is Harry Potter who may be called upon to make the ultimate sacrifce as he 
        draws closer to the climactic showdown with Lord Voldemort.(Fantasy)
15.2 For the villains, the standout is Boyd Holbrook as Donald Pierce, the leader of the 
        militant Reavers group who is sent to retrieve Laura. (Action)
15.3 This is a flm about time, love, loss, and legacy (there's a deep and honest  
        monologue midway discussing legacy, which is brilliantly delivered by Will   
        Oldham). (Romance) 

A second relevant point about Table 2 is that the verb have is one of the most frequent
verbs across the movie genres represented in the corpus. The reason why it is frequent is that the
verb have performs various grammatical functions, such as expressing aspect (Example Set 16) or
obligation  (Example  Set  17),  and  various  semantic  functions,  such  as  expressing  causality
(Example Set 18) and possession (Example Set 19). 

Auxiliary verbs marking aspect are one of the most frequent in our data. In particular, use
of  present  perfect  often  allows  reviewers  to  draw  on  their  past  moviegoing  experiences  or
opinions formed through such experiences when writing a new review (Examples 16.1 and 16.2).

Example Set 16
16.1 For years, we  have seen Wolverine use his claws in various flms but never to the

level  as  seen  in  "Logan".  This  violence  stresses  the  brutality  this  man  has
experienced and  has  carried with him for the hundreds of years that he has been
alive. (Action)

16.2 Not to single out this particular premise, but flms revolving around gay couples
have been terrifc over the last decade or so. (Romance)

16.3 In the epic fnale, the battle between the good and evil forces of the wizarding world
escalates into an all-out war. The stakes have never been higher and no one is safe.
(Fantasy)

Have
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Table 3
Keyness of Nouns in Reviews of Each Genre

Action Romance Fantasy

he/his
Logan Jackman
action
war
military
CIA
guns
sequence
blood
terrorists

I/me/he/him/her
Anastatia/Christian
love
relationship
romance
marriage
affair
sex
couple
boyfriend

Disney/Potter
fantasy
effects
cgi
adventure
prince
trilogy
superhero
monster
war

In the action movie reviews, the nouns with high keyness are frequently associated with
words whose meanings are related to conflict, such as war, guns, and  blood. The pronouns with
high keyness in the action reviews were the words  he  and his, and the proper nouns with high
keyness are Logan, and Jackman, both of which are associated with men and masculiniY
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evaluative and to have a positive connotation.  
It appears that adjective choices are not related to the movie ratings in the reviews. In the

corpus, the action movie reviews had an average rating of 6.85 out of 10; the romance movie
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4. Ask the students to watch the selected movie on their own time.
5. Ask students to read and bring to class at least 5 reviews of the movie they just watched.

https://www.rottentomatoes.com/
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8. Give students time to discuss in their groups and write down the common patterns of
usage for each verb.

9. For  homework,  assign  students  to  write  a  review of  their  favorite  movie.  Encourage
students to use the verb tenses they focused on and remind them of points they can write
about, such as the story (plot) of movie, main characters, how they felt about the movie,
effect of movies, sequels to movies, recommendations for movies, and if the movie was
adapted from a book. 

10. Have students read and provide peer feedback on each other’s review.
11. Ask students to revise their reviews based on their peer’s comments.
12. Encourage students to post their revised reviews on the Rotten Tomatoes website.

Conclusion
The  activities  above  guide  students  through  awareness-raising  tasks  and  production  tasks  to
practice the genre of movie reviews. Together with other educators (e.g., Crawford & Csomay,
2016;  Breyer,  2011; Johns,  1991; Gavioli,  2005,  2009; Lombardo, 2009;  Timmis,  2015),  we
believe  that  corpora  and  corpus  tools  are  effective  teaching  tools  for  increasing  students’
awareness of features of the target language and helping students to develop profciency and
confdence as independent learners.
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