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Cambridge Sketch Engine – Using the Learner Corpus (v.1.0)  
 
This guide outlines the functions found in Sketch Engine that you can use to investigate the Learner Corpus. It 
builds on the functions outlined in the Getting Started guide and complements the Advanced Help guide.   
 
This guide outlines only the procedures needed for running particular searches and queries; it does not give 
information on how you can use your corpus results for ELT, although suggestions about this can be found 
under Using the Corpus in ELT on the Cambridge Help page.  
 
If you have any other queries, suggestions and/or feedback, please email corpus@cambridge.org 
 
Contents  
Outlined below are the areas covered in this guide, with a short note giving a further explanation. Click on the 
link to jump to that section. 
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1. Overview  
 
The Cambridge Learner Corpus (CLC) is a 45m word corpus of student responses to ESOL exams. In Sketch 
Engine, the CLC is broken down into two main parts: the error coded learner corpus (CLC coded) and the 
uncoded learner corpus (CLC uncoded) - both these are discussed in this guide.  
 
In the CLC coded, the errors that are found in each exam script have been marked using a tag showing the 
type of error. We can then use these error codes to search for particular error types within the corpus. The 
error coding system is described in more detail in 4.1. 
 
In addition to this the learner responses, a corpus of ESOL examination questions is also available to search 
(CLC question papers). 
 
All corpus resources are displayed on the main menu screen when you sign into Sketch, as shown below. The 
CLC resources are shown here in red: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In this guide, the CLC coded in section 4, the CLC uncoded is discussed in section 5 and the CLC question 
papers in section 6. 
  
 
2. Which corpus should I use? 
 
Corpus Features Use 

CLC coded - Error information 
searching for things that learners find 
difficult 

CLC uncoded 
- twice as much data as the CLC coded 
- scripts from a wider range of 

nationalities and first languages 

searching for things that learners can do, 
e.g. “is this collocation used at B1 level” 

CLC Question 
papers - Text from ESOL question papers 

Search to find the language used in 
questions, e.g by level, exam 
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3. Functions that are common to both the coded and uncoded Learner Corpora  
 
3.1 Narrowing your search by nationality, L1, exam, level 
 
The text types function in the learner corpora work on the same principles as in the native speaker corpora, 
but includes different options.  
 
Text types allows you to find results which match your target market.  
 
For example, you can choose to look at only French speaking students from Switzerland, or only at results 
from the KET exam.  
 
The extensive information we have about each candidate and each script means that you can look for any 
combination of a wide range of options.  
 
From the concordance screen, click on ‘text types’ to show the available options: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 

To see the text type 
options, click on 
Text Types under 
Expert Options on 
the concordance 
query page: 

 
• To see results from a particular L1, type the name of the language into the First Language field 
 
• To find results from a particular country, type the name of the country into the Nationality field 

(e.g. Italy, not Italian) 
 
• To search for more than one option in either of these fields (e.g French and German speakers, or 

students from China and Taiwan), separate these values with vertical bar e.g. China|Taiwan.   
 

• Select exams/level/age etc by checking the boxes in the various columns. 
 

• Leaving all boxes unchecked will include all fields in that column by default. 
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3.2 Style, format and register 
 
Three of the options available on the text types allow you to search for answers of a particular style, format 
and formality. You can use these to look for specific types of tasks that candidates have been set, such as 
informal letters, business reports, creative stories and informative articles. Use these in combinations to 
narrow your search: e.g. Business + letter / reference + formal 
 
 

Type in the Style
field (a list of 
possible options / 
combinations of 
styles will appear as 
you type) 

Tick the boxes for 
each of the different 
formats and registers 
of candidate 
answers you wish to 

e.g. Review, Formal 
include 

Leaving all boxes 
unchecked will 
include all values. 
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3.3 Creating a subcorpus 
 
If you are frequently working with the same part of the Learner Corpus, you may wish to create a subcorpus of 
these scripts so that you don’t have to select all your required options from the text types each time. 
 
Creating a subcorpus also allows you to use other functions, such as Word List to find keywords from your 
subcorpus compared to the whole of the CLC or to another group of students. (For more about these 
functions, see section 6.) A subcorpus will also give you frequency information only for your results, and not 
for the whole corpus. 
 
To create a subcorpus: 
 

1. Go to the concordance query page and make sure the text type options are visible (click on Text 
Types under Expert Options on the left hand menu if they are not displayed) 

 
2. Next to the text types heading there is a drop down box labelled subcorpus. This is where you will 

be able to select your subcorpus from when you have created it. Next to this box is the link create 
new. Click on the link. 

 
3. Sketch Engine will now bring up a list of all the text types along with their word or token counts. 

This page may take a moment to load. You can then select the parameters you want to include.  
 

4. Once you are happy with your selection, click Create Subcorpus 
 
You can now access this subcorpus every time you enter the CLC by choosing this subcorpus from the drop 
down box on the text types for concordance queries, Word Lists and Word Sketch (Advanced options). 
 
 
 
Tips: 
 
• To see the breakdown of the CLC coded or uncoded for each text type in words, tokens or 

documents, go to the subcorpus creation page where a full breakdown is given 
 
• To find out how many words your subcorpus contains, select the Text Types option on the concordance 

query page, and click on info next to the subcorpus box. Choose your subcorpus from the list that appears 
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Click on info and then 
select your subcorpus from 
the list on the next screen 



 
• To see the breakdown of your subcorpus by a particular text type: 
 

1) Go to Word List on the left hand menu, then go to the Text Types box: 
 
2) Select your subcorpus from the drop down list 
 
3) Select the text type you wish to see the word count for from the drop down list under Search attribute 

 

Choose the text type 
you wish to see here, 
e.g. First Language 

Choose your subcorpus 
from the list here 

 
4) Click Make Word List 

 
 
This will then show you the breakdown of this text type in your subcorpus. You can change the count from 
words to tokens or documents: 
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Click here to 
toggle between 
document, 
token and 
word counts 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
4. Using the Cambridge Learner Corpus (coded) 
 
4.1 Error coding 
 
The CLC coded contains exam scripts from ESOL exams that have been error coded to indicate learner errors. 
 
These errors have a particular format. Error codes are shown at the start and end of each error type. The 
incorrect word or phrase (written by the student) is separated from the correct one (added by our error coders) 
with a vertical bar: | . An example of this can be seen below. In this case, a student has made a mistake with 
spelling the word because: 
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                                   tag for spelling error     student error | corrected form     tag for spelling error     
 

Where a word is missed out by the student, a blank space is shown before the vertical line that separates the 
student error and the corrected form 
 
In Sketch Engine, the error display looks like this: 

 
 
A full list of the error codes used in the CLC can be found within the Cambridge Help available on Sketch 
Engine (http://www.cambridge.org/sketch/error_codes.html). More information on how these error codes are 
assigned can also be found in this location: http://www.cambridge.org/sketch/error_system.html  
 
 

 
EXAMPLE:           I like it <#S> becouse | because </#S> it’s in the city centre 

 

http://www.cambridge.org/sketch/error_codes.html
http://www.cambridge.org/sketch/error_system.html


4.2 Working with error codes 
The default search option for the CLC coded is to run an error query (as opposed to a standard query, which is 
the default option for all other corpora). The error query screen looks like this (the options to switch between 
standard and error queries are shown in red): 
 

 
 
As shown in the screenshot, there are three boxes 
into which you can type. These are explained in 
more detail under Making an Error Query. 

To use an error code or correction code, choose 
Error Code (or Correction Code) from the drop 
down menu and then enter your error code. You 
can find a list of error / correction codes by 
clicking on the error codes link (highlighted in 
blue on the screenshot).  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
For example, here is an excerpt from the Error code list:  
 
N.B.  The # sign is a necessary part of the code.  

Type all codes in capital letters.  
 
 
 
Making an Error Query: 
 
The Error Query form has three boxes which allow you to search for errors by type, correction and for 
particular words. Their use, and possible combinations, are outlined here: 
 
 
The Error Code box: use this to search for all errors of a particular type, e.g. all noun countability errors  

 
You can use this, for example, to find the top 10 mistakes students 
make with countable nouns: informations, advices etc 
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The Correction Code box: use this to search for all corrections of a particular error type, e.g. all words that 
are commonly misspelled. 

 
You can use this to find the top 10 words misspelled by students by 
using the Node form function, e.g. “because” (whereas a similar 
search using the Error Code option will show the most frequent actual 
misspellings, listing all variants separately, e.g. “becaus”, “becouse”)   

 
 
Correction code search node forms:  vs  Error code search forms: 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Incorrect word(s): use this to search for a word that has been wrongly used, to see the contexts in which 
students make mistakes 

 
For instance,  
- commonly misused words like “funny” 
- or for examples of a particular mistake, like “becouse” 

 
Use the vertical bar | to separate words when searching for multiple words at once 
 
 
 
 
 
Corrected word(s): use this to search for the mistakes students make when they should have written a 
particular word 

E.g. search for “information” to see all spelling and grammar 
mistakes made with “information” 
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You can also use a combination of these search boxes to find more specific examples: 
 
 
Error code plus corrected word 

 
Error code <#S> + corrected word “beautiful” : finds all the 
incorrect ways students spell beautiful 
 
 

 
Error code plus incorrect word 

 
Error code <#RJ> + incorrect word “funny”: finds all instances 
where “funny” should be replaced with another adjective 
 

 
 
It is worth exploring the various possible combinations to familiarise yourself with this function, as entering 
the right type of query can save you time when it comes to manipulating your concordance to find the results 
you need.   
 
 
 
Manipulating your concordance 
 
Once you’ve created your concordance, you can use the standard functions to manipulate your results, but 
with a few differences: 
 
When you use multilevel frequency, remember that the corrected word will be counted as a token in the line. 
If you have searched for an error code, or an incorrect word, the node will be the incorrect word. The word 
one token to the right will be the correction. 

 ! 

 
• For some error codes, such as missing preposition, there will be a blank for the node (the 

preposition has been omitted). 
 
• For error codes such as unnecessary preposition, the corrected word will be a blank.  

 
If you have searched for a corrected word, this will be the node along with the incorrect word. 
 
 
 
 
• Text types will show you the breakdown of your results by first language, nationality, age, exam level, etc. 

You can therefore see which groups of students most commonly make a certain mistake. 
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• You can search for all error types by entering #.* into the Error Code box.  When you have made your 

concordance, go to Text Types to see the types of error made in order of frequency: 
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4.3 A worked example 
  

 

How can we find the spelling errors made by Italian-speaking students
taking the KET exam?

1) To access the CLC coded, go back to the main screen (by clicking on the logo) and then click on 
Cambridge Learner Corpus Coded (you don’t need to do this step if you’re already working with the coded 
Learner Corpus.) 

 
2) Click on Error Query from the options in the menu on the bottom left of the screen. This then displays the 

error query screen in the main pane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Enter Error Code 
here #S 

Click here to select 
an Error Query (if 

not already 
displaying) 

Click here to see 
a full list of error 

codes 

 
3) Click on error codes to open the list of error codes. Search for the code for spelling errors. (The code is 

#S) 
 
4) Type this code into the box next to Error Code, in the main pane. 
 
5) Now we need to narrow our search to those spelling errors made by Italian KET students only. To do this, 

click on Text type from the Expert Options menu on the bottom left of the screen.  
 
6) The possible text types are then displayed in the main pane below the Error Query options. These are 

shown in the screen shot opposite: 
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We can use this screen to narrow down our search: 
 

7) In the First Language box, type Italian 
 
8) In the exam column, check the box for KET 
 
9) Scroll down to the bottom of the screen and click Make concordance 

 

 
 
You can further refine your concordance results to find out whether students of a particular age, school level, 
or taking an exam paper in a certain year made these mistakes. 
 
By clicking Text Types on the left menu next to the concordance, you can see the frequency of errors made by 
Italian KET students: 
 

• By age, school level, pass/fail, etc 
 
• You can click on a year or an exam question to see only errors made in that particular paper or 

part of the paper 
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Clicking on p of p/n will take you to a concordance of Italian KET spelling 
errors from that particular text type only e.g. 2007 answers only 
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5. Using the Cambridge Learner Corpus (uncoded) 
 
The CLC uncoded works in the same way as the native speaker corpora found in Sketch (namely, the 
Academic, International and Spoken corpora). This means that all functions outlined in the Getting Started 
and Advanced Help (e.g. searching, sorting, Word Sketches) also apply here. 
 
While the data is of course different (and so has different metadata information, and therefore different 
options e.g. for making subcorpora of scripts by candidates of a particular first language or nationality), the 
types of queries available are the same as in the native speaker corpora. You can run a simple, lemma, 
phrase, word form or CQL search. For more information on these query types, see Getting Started. 
 

 ! One difference is that Word Sketch in the CLC may return unusual results. This is because student errors are 
in the text. For example, a Word Sketch for the adjective funny will return the following results: 
 

Verry: a learner spelling error Party: when you click through to see the concordance, it 
appears that the instances of funny with party are mainly 
misuses of the adjective, where fun and funny have been 
confused, e.g.  I hope your party is very funny, My birthday 
party was funny - everybody passed a good time 
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6. Using Cambridge Learner Corpus Question Papers 
 
The Cambridge English Corpus also contains a corpus of the exam question papers that accompany the scripts 
found in the CLC coded and uncoded. These question papers are available to search as with any of the other 
corpora. There is also a link to the PDF versions of the exam question papers, for those who need to see the 
original. The PDFs are password protected – please contact a member of the Corpus team if you need access 
to them.  

 
 
The text types in the CLC question paper corpus allow you to search for questions by exam, CEF level, year, 
question number and also the register, style and format of the tasks set. 
  
This means, for instance, that you can search for: 
 

• A specific exam paper to accompany an answer you have found in the CLC coded / uncoded 
• Any exam questions from a particular year 
• All papers from a particular exam 
• All part 2 questions from KET 
• All business report writing tasks 
• A certain word or phrase in all exam questions 

 
 
To see all the papers in a certain group without using a specific search term: 
 

1) Select your text type options 
 
2) Run a CQL search for [] (wildcard search) 

 
 
 
 

3) Make your concordance 
 

4) Go to Doc IDs under Frequency on the left hand menu 
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This will show you a list of all the different exam papers in that group. To 
see the actual question, click on p of p/n and then click on one of the 
nodes in the concordance line.  
 
 
 
 
 
You can then click to expand the displayed text to see the whole 
document. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click on the node to see the sentence 

Click display whole document to see the full text

 

If you have been given the password, you can also click on the document ID in the reference column, and click 
the link in the document information box   
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In the box at the bottom of the screen, click 
the doc.qu_paper link. Sketch will prompt 
you for the user name and password 

Click on the Doc ID in the 
reference column for the 
example you want to look at 

Sketch will then display the question paper 
PDF in a new tab 



7. More Advanced Functions 
 
7.1 Creating word lists 
You can find the most frequent words in your subcorpus by using Word List to make a simple word list:  
 

1) Selecting the corpus your subcorpus is located in from the homepage (either CLC coded or uncoded), 
go to Word List on the top left hand menu 

 

2) Choose your subcorpus from the drop-down list on the Word List entry form 
 

3) You can search for a word, a tag, a lemma, or a text type  
 

Choose the subcorpus you want to look 
t from the drop down list, or click creat

ne
a e 

w to make a new one

Choose from a 
search for word, 

tags, lemmas, or for 
different text types 

Select simple word list  

 
4) Click Make Word List to see a list of the most frequent words / tags / lemmas etc. The raw frequency 

is given alongside the frequency per million for each word 
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Comparing across corpora and subcorpora 
 
If you want to compare the key words in one subcorpus to another, or to the whole of the CLC coded or 
uncoded, you can do this using the Keywords function on Word List.  For example, you can compare a 
subcorpus of Spanish speaking FCE students to the whole CLC uncoded, or a group of C2 students to C1 
students.  
 
• To do this, go to Word List on the left hand menu 
 
• In the Keywords box, select the subcorpora / corpora you wish to compare e.g.  C1 Turkish students and 

C2 Turkish students in the CLC coded 
 

 

Select your 
subcorpus from 
the dropdown 

list 

Choose your 
reference 
corpus or 

subcorpus to 
compare 
keywords  

 
• Press Make Word List to see which words are strong keywords in your first corpus / subcorpus in 

comparison to your reference corpus.  
 
 
The higher the score in the right hand column (here shown in red), the more frequently this word occurs in 
your subcorpus compared to your reference corpus. 
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7.2 Using error tags with CQL 
This section explores using CQL in the CLC coded. For a full introduction to using CQL, please see the CQL 
Help guide. 
 
For a CQL query within the CLC coded, choose Standard Query (not Error Query) from the left-hand menu, and 
select CQL from the query box options, as in the native speaker corpora. You can perform a CQL search as 
normal in the CLC coded if you just want to find instances of a particular word, phrase or grammatical 
structure. However, if you want to use CQL to search for these examples where they occur within a particular 
error type, you will need to use a different syntax in your query. 
 
In Sketch Engine terms, errors are structures rather than tags, as they can cover a number of tokens. The 
syntax for specifying a structure in CQL is within <str/>, where str is the name of the structure. Errors are 
<err/ structures, corrections are <corr/>, and the code is given by the type attribute, so <err type=”#TV”/> is 
a #TV error. So the CQL query you need to find continuous tense errors would be: 
 
 [lemma="be"][tag="VVG"] within <err type="#TV"/> 
 
Or to get absolutely all verbs: 
 
[lemma="be"][tag="V.*G"] within <err type="#TV"/> 
 
Sorting by error tags: 
You can sort by error tags – from the concordance, click on View Options, then set References to Error – this 
is the column on the left-hand side that displays the document ID by default. Click Change View Options 
button and you get the concordance window, but now the error codes are displayed in the left-hand column. 
Then click References under Sort in the left-hand menu and it will sort by the error code, as that is what you 
have set the references to display. By default, all the non-error lines will sort first, but you can jump to the 
error that you want by selecting it from the Jump to box. 
 
To find frequencies of error tags or filter by error tag click Text Types under Frequency on the left-hand side, 
then right at the bottom of the page are frequency lists for error and correction codes. Clicking the p next to 
one of these will open a concordance containing just those errors. 
 
Searching for more than one tag: 
You can use regular expression syntax to specify more than one tag - #.*T will get all preposition errors, 
#[RM]T will get #RT and #MT. 
 
Searching for more than one word (with an error tag): 
You can search for more than one word with a particular error tag - for example #RA with which, who and 
that to look for relative pronoun errors. You need to use within <err/> to specify the error code. Bars within 
values mean ‘or’, so to search for multiple words you can just use [word=”which|who|that”], so for the 
example you give: 
 
[word="which|who|that"] within <err type="#RA"/> 
 
[word="was|were"] [tag="V.*G"] within (<s/> containing [word="\?"])  
 
This means that they all have to be in the same sentence, and the 'was/were being' can occur anywhere 
within the sentence, rather than just towards then end. It also means that the 'was/were being' part is 
highlighted as the node rather than everything up to the question mark. 
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