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Abstract 

Corpus-based tools and techniques not only facilitate the description of 
learners' language but can also be used in educational settings to design 
targeted classroom activities. This approach is known as data-driven learning 
(DDL). Access to corpus data enables learners to observe and analyze patterns 
in real language use, addressing their specific needs and fostering learning 
autonomy. While several studies have examined the effectiveness of DDL in 
teaching various language skills, few have investigated its impact highlighting 
the implications for specific cultural groups. Adopting a cumulative knowledge 
building perspective, this study systematically synthesizes and builds upon 
previous empirical research to advance our understanding of the effectiveness 
of DDL for South Korean learners of English. The purpose of this paper is to (1) 
survey different DDL activities piloted in vocabulary instruction across various 
English language teaching contexts in Korea; (2) determine the effectiveness 
of DDL for vocabulary instruction for this demographic; and (3) explore Korean 
learners' attitudes towards DDL. To do so, empirical studies were systematically 
identified using the Korea Citation Index with the keywords “data-driven 
learning,” “corpus-based,” “vocabulary,” “lexis,” “Korea,” and “Korean.” The 
results indicate that DDL is generally welcomed by and effective for students in 
this demographic. By building on cumulative findings, this study provides an 
empirical foundation for curriculum development, classroom practices, and 
teacher training. Tailoring DDL activities to the Korean context can maximize 
their effectiveness in addressing learners' unique linguistic challenges. 
 
Keywords: data-driven learning; vocabulary instruction; South Korean learners; 
English language learning. 
 
Resumo 

Ferramentas e técnicas baseadas em corpus não apenas facilitam a descrição da 
língua de aprendizes, mas também podem ser utilizadas para o desenvolvimento 
de atividades de sala de aula. Essa abordagem é conhecida como aprendizado 
movido por dados (AMD). O acesso a dados de corpus permite que os aprendizes 
observem e analisem padrões do uso real da língua, atendendo às suas 
necessidades específicas e promovendo a autonomia no aprendizado. Embora 
diversos estudos tenham examinado a eficácia do AMD no ensino de diferentes 
habilidades linguísticas, poucos investigaram seu impacto destacando as 
implicações 
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implicações para grupos culturais específicos. Adotando uma perspectiva de construção cumulativa do 

conhecimento, este estudo sistematicamente sintetiza e se apoia em pesquisas empíricas para avançar a 

compreensão sobre a eficácia do AMD para aprendizes sul-coreanos de inglês. O objetivo deste artigo é (1) 

mapear diferentes atividades de AMD implementadas no ensino de vocabulário em diversos contextos de 

ensino de inglês na Coreia; (2) determinar a eficácia do AMD para o ensino de vocabulário nesse grupo 

demográfico; e (3) explorar as atitudes dos aprendizes coreanos em relação ao AMD. Para isso, estudos 

empíricos foram identificados utilizando o Korea Citation Index com as palavras-chave “data-driven 

learning”, “corpus-based”, “vocabulary”, “lexis”, “Korea” e “Korean”. Os resultados indicam que o AMD é, 

em geral, bem recebido e eficaz para estudantes desse perfil. Ao se basear em achados cumulativos, este 

estudo fornece uma base empírica para o desenvolvimento curricular, práticas de sala de aula e formação de 

professores. Adaptar as atividades de AMD ao contexto coreano pode maximizar sua eficácia ao abordar os 

desafios linguísticos específicos dos aprendizes. 

Palavras-chave: aprendizado movido por dados; ensino de vocabulário; aprendizes sul-coreanos; 

aprendizagem de língua inglesa. 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Corpus linguistics plays a relevant role in addressing challenges in second language 

education. In addition to facilitating the investigation of learners' language use (e.g., Yoon; Choi, 

2015), corpus linguistics tools and techniques can be used to create classroom activities for 

students—an approach known as data-driven learning (DDL; Gilquin; Granger, 2022). In DDL 

activities, the language learner assumes the role of a linguistic researcher, who “has to form 

preliminary hypotheses on the basis of intuition or scanty evidence” from concordance lines, while 

also rejecting, refining, and integrating these hypotheses about language use within a suitable 

model of description (Johns, 1988, p. 14). This approach is grounded in the understanding that 

language is a probabilistic system, and speakers engage with “a large number of semi-

preconstructed phrases that constitute single choices, even though they might appear to be 

analyzable into segments” (Sinclair, 1991, p. 110).  

One of the most widely reported advantages of DDL is its ability to provide learners with 

vast quantities of input from collections of authentic language use, i.e., corpora (Boulton; Tyne, 

2013; Hwang; Cho, 2022; J. Kim, 2024; Kang, 2019). This form of input is particularly valuable in light 

of the noticing hypothesis in the field of second language acquisition (SLA), which posits that the 

acquisition of language features is enhanced when learners' attention is consciously drawn to 

them (Flowerdew, 2015; Schmidt, 1990). Noticing is an essential step before learners can 

understand and use a linguistic feature (Gass et al., 2020).  
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Usage-based approaches in SLA further illuminate the pedagogical potential of DDL 

(Römer, 2024). In developing constructions, understood as cognitive associations between 

linguistic forms and their functions, learners tend to rely heavily on the frequency and 

meaningfulness of input. Increased exposure to recurrent forms supports the gradual 

development of networks connecting forms, functions, and the contexts in which they occur (Ellis; 

Wulff, 2020). 

Another frequently reported advantage of DDL is learner autonomy, along with a shift in 

the teacher's role away from being the main focus in the classroom (Boulton; Tyne, 2013; Kim; 

Chun, 2008; Yun; Han, 2015). Autonomy has been argued to be closely related to motivation, which 

in turn has been shown to affect success in language learning (Dörnyei; Csizér, 1998; Dörnyei; 

Ryan, 2015). From the perspective of self-determination theory (SDT), autonomy is considered a 

fundamental psychological need that supports the development of intrinsic motivation (Ryan; 

Deci, 2023). 

However, autonomy has also been characterized as a culturally specific concept rooted 

primarily in Western educational traditions. Hall (2018, p. 175) notes that “autonomy is a culturally 

specific Western concept,” while Asian learners are often described as placing greater value on 

“‘collectivism,’ conformity and ‘respect from authority,’ from which the idea of individuality is 

excluded” (Benson et al., 2003, p. 24). These observations suggest that findings from previous 

research on learner autonomy, largely conducted in Western contexts, may not readily generalize 

to East Asian educational settings. 

These cultural considerations become particularly salient in the South Korean context, 

where sociocultural learning norms and language-specific challenges shape learners’ experiences 

with English teaching. English is often considered one of the most difficult languages for native 

speakers of Korean to master (O'Donnell, 2006), and previous research suggests that failure to 

overcome this challenge can lead to negative consequences, including limited access to higher 

education and employment opportunities in South Korea (Choi, 2008). Beyond institutional 

outcomes, limited English proficiency may also restrict participation in everyday activities, such as 

appreciating humor or navigating consumer contexts that require some degree of English 

comprehension (J. S. Lee, 2020). 
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In South Korea, English education at various levels predominantly follows a teacher-

centered instructional model characterized by rote memorization of grammar and vocabulary, 

often for translation purposes (Oak; Martin, 2003). These practices are largely shaped by exam-

driven instructional priorities, as high-stakes English tests continue to exert strong washback 

effects on classroom teaching and learning (Moodie; Nam, 2016). Such conditions stand in direct 

contrast to the learner-centered, exploratory nature of DDL, leaving limited room for autonomous 

learning or engagement with authentic input (D. J. Lee, 2013; O'Donnell, 2006). 

Over the past decades, research on DDL has generated a substantial body of literature 

documenting both its affordances and challenges across a range of educational contexts (e.g., 

Boulton; Tyne, 2013). As the field matures, there is increasing recognition of the need to synthesize 

these findings to build cumulative knowledge capable of informing more effective and context-

sensitive pedagogical practices. Given the challenges characterizing the South Korean educational 

context, it is therefore essential to examine how DDL may address the specific needs of Korean 

learners. 

While several studies have investigated the effectiveness of DDL for teaching different 

language skills (e.g., Holmberg, 2024), relatively few have focused on its impact within specific 

cultural and institutional contexts. To provide an empirically grounded perspective that may 

inform curriculum developers, teachers, and teacher trainers in South Korea, this paper addresses 

the following three research questions, with a specific focus on vocabulary instruction for Korean 

learners of English:  

 

(1) What types of DDL activities were piloted across various English language teaching 

contexts in South Korea?;  

(2) How effective is DDL for learners in this demographic?; and  

(3) What are the learners' attitudes towards DDL?  

 

To address these questions, the present study adopts a cumulative knowledge building 

perspective that prioritizes the systematic synthesis and integration of prior empirical findings. 

Accordingly, a systematic review of existing studies was conducted based on research identified 

through a comprehensive search of the Korea Citation Index. By situating the analysis within the 

broader body of existing literature, this review seeks not only to summarize previous work but 
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also to extend understanding of the effectiveness of DDL for vocabulary instruction among 

Korean learners of English. 

The present study emphasizes vocabulary instruction due to its critical role in 

communication. Limitations in vocabulary knowledge can directly hinder learners' ability to 

express themselves, and learners often recognize that a strong vocabulary is essential for 

improving their language skills (Nation, 2001). In this study, vocabulary knowledge is broadly 

defined to include knowledge of single lexical items, collocations, meanings, and meaning 

associations (Nation, 1990; Scrivener, 2011).  

Vocabulary instruction tends to focus primarily on receptive skills (i.e., recognizing words 

for reading and listening) in South Korea, while the development of productive skills is often 

neglected (Kim; Chun, 2008). Therefore, further research in vocabulary instruction in this context 

can help identify effective strategies for enhancing Korean learners’ communication abilities in 

real-world situations. Vocabulary seems to be particularly well suited to DDL because corpus 

exploration allows learners to observe recurrent patterns, collocational behavior, and 

contextualized meaning associations (Brezina; Gablasova, 2018; Gablasova et al., 2017), which are 

dimensions of lexical knowledge that are often underdeveloped in traditional instruction. 

In contrast to previous reviews that have addressed DDL from broad or global perspectives 

(e.g., Boulton; Tyne, 2013; Holmberg, 2024), the goal of the present study is to systematically 

synthesize empirical research specifically on DDL-based vocabulary instruction for Korean learners 

of English. By focusing exclusively on this population, the study aims to provide a more nuanced 

understanding of how demographic and contextual factors interact with the effectiveness of the 

DDL approach. Considering the dominant traditions of teacher-centered and exam-driven 

instruction in South Korea, it is hypothesized that DDL may be less effective in this context than 

has been reported in other educational settings. 

While the present research centers on South Korea, the findings and implications might 

resonate with other English as a foreign language environments characterized by teacher-

centered, exam-driven institutional traditions, such as China, Japan, and Vietnam. Thus, the 

present review is likely to inform curriculum development and to have a broader practical 

application for language educators working not only in South Korea but also in similar educational 

systems. 
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2. Method 
 

2.1. Cumulative knowledge building and systematic review of the literature 

 

Building knowledge from a cumulative perspective goes beyond simply listing what has or 

has not been done in previous studies. Instead, it emphasizes the importance of synthesizing 

empirical evidence to identify generalizable patterns, persistent challenges, and unresolved 

questions within a given research topic (Larsson; Biber, 2025). In the context of corpus linguistics, 

there has traditionally been a strong tendency for researchers to identify a gap (i.e., something 

that has not been precisely studied before) in the literature as a primary motivation for new 

research. However, given the decades-long development of corpus approaches to language 

study, a robust body of literature has in fact already been established across a wide range of 

topics, and many times, researchers tend to overlook it. In this scenario, Larsson and Biber (2025) 

suggest shifting the focus from exclusively what has been done to also consider what has been 

learned from previous research. Rather than focusing solely on gaps or novelty, cumulative 

knowledge building motivates new research by integrating and critically evaluating existing 

findings, providing a solid foundation for further inquiry and hypothesis formation (Larsson et al., 

2024). 

Systematic reviews are one of several ways to contribute to this research perspective 

(Larsson; Biber, 2025). This method aims to produce knowledge by synthesizing the results of 

empirical studies to address new research questions. Accordingly, the present review was 

designed to cumulatively build on previous empirical studies concerning DDL in vocabulary 

instruction for South Korean learners of English. Following the recommendations of recent 

methodological literature (Chong; Plonsky, 2024; Li; Wang, 2018; Macaro, 2020), this paper intends 

to ensure transparent, replicable procedures for study selection and synthesis. Attention was 

given to identifying not only the topics covered in prior studies, but also the specific findings, areas 

of consensus, and persistent ambiguities in order to draw conclusions that can contribute to the 

advancement of both theoretical understanding and pedagogical practice regarding DDL. 

 

 

 

2.2. Sampling 
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To address the three proposed questions based on the findings of previous empirical 

research, a systematic search was conducted in the Korea Citation Index, a database managed by 

the National Research Foundation of Korea. The Korea Citation Index was selected because it is a 

comprehensive repository of peer-reviewed academic publications produced in Korea, allowing 

for the retrieval of contextually relevant research that may not be indexed in international 

databases. It is worth noting that this methodological choice may constitute a limitation of this 

paper, as studies published or indexed outside this database were not included in the synthesis 

pool, thus narrowing the scope of the findings. 

The search for primary studies was conducted on September 23, 2024. The search terms 

included “data-driven learning,” “corpus-based,” “vocabulary,” “lexis,” “Korea,” and “Korean.” 

A complex query was employed to retrieve research articles in a single search, using Boolean 

operators (AND and OR) and a wildcard (*). The full search string executed (including operators 

and wildcard use) was as follows: "corpus-based"OR"data-driven learning" AND 

"vocabulary"OR"lexis" korea*. The search string was entered into the main search bar on the 

homepage of the database. No exclusion criteria were applied. This initial search produced 64 

results. 

During the screening stage, the abstracts of the 64 studies were examined. For a study to 

be included in the synthesis pool, it had to meet both of the following inclusion criteria: (1) the 

study reported results from an empirical experiment examining the effectiveness of data-driven 

learning for teaching vocabulary to Korean learners of English; and (2) the study was written in 

English, given the author’s limited proficiency in Korean and the role of English as the lingua franca 

of academia (see Hyland, 2009), which facilitates transparency in reporting the findings presented 

in this paper. Studies that did not meet one of these two criteria were excluded from the scope of 

the present review. After applying these criteria, 10 studies remained in the synthesis pool. The 

flow diagram in Figure 1 illustrates the sampling procedure. 
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Figure 1. Flow diagram of the sampling procedure. 

 

 

Table 1 presents the 10 selected studies, the educational contexts in which they were 

conducted, the number of participants, and their proficiency levels. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Summary of selected studies. 
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Study Educational context 
Number of 

participants 

Proficiency level of 

the participants 

Chun (2016) University 7 Intermediate 

E. Kim (2015) University 121 
Pre-intermediate – 

Advanced 

Hwang and Cho (2022) Middle school 50 Not reported 

J. Kim (2024) University 55 Basic 

Kang (2019) University 24 Basic 

Kim and Chun (2008) University 48 
Intermediate – 

Advanced 

N.-Y. Kim (2018) University 135 Intermediate 

Schenck and Cho (2012) 
In-service training program 

for English teachers 
21 Advanced 

Yang (2015) University 115 Basic 

Yun and Ham (2015) University 41 Advanced 

 

 

Despite the relatively small number of primary studies, which was anticipated given the 

specific focus of this research, as well as variations in participant numbers, proficiency levels, and 

the uneven distribution of studies across educational contexts, the present research provides 

meaningful insights into the implementation of DDL, its effectiveness, and students’ attitudes 

towards it in South Korea. Some studies included only a small number of participants, and in a few 

cases, proficiency levels were not detailed, which should be considered when interpreting the 

findings. The criterion of including studies published only in English necessarily excludes studies 

published solely in Korean, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to English-language 

scholarship. Despite these limitations, the results contribute important perspectives that can 

inform further research and practical classroom application. 
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2.3. Data analysis 

 

The data used to answer the research questions was manually extracted from each of the 10 

studies. All studies were thoroughly read, and relevant information was recorded in a spreadsheet 

to help organize and compare findings. The spreadsheet listed number of participants, 

participants’ proficiency level (e.g., intermediate), level of education (e.g., university), targeted 

vocabulary aspect (e.g., phrasal verbs), corpus tool(s) used (e.g., COCA), direct or indirect DDL 

(see 3.1), contrast teaching approach if any (e.g., dictionary-based vocabulary learning), main 

findings, statistical significance (yes/no), and learners’ attitudes toward DDL. The findings were 

then integrated into a narrative synthesis, emphasizing patterns and relationships across studies. 

 

3. Results and Discussion 

 

3.1.  Data-driven learning activities used in vocabulary instruction 

 

The implementation of DDL in the classroom can take two distinct forms (Gabrielatos, 

2005). In the hard version of DDL, often referred to as direct or inductive DDL, students themselves 

interact with the corpus: they learn how to use specialized tools, analyze patterns, and draw their 

own conclusions based on linguistic data. In other words, the hard version of DDL requires 

students to develop corpus literacy skills (see Mukherjee, 2006) that allow them to conduct 

queries using corpus tools independently. In contrast, the soft version of DDL, also known as the 

indirect or deductive DDL, involves the teacher conducting corpus queries and curating the 

resulting data to create learning materials for students. Out of the 10 studies surveyed, five piloted 

the hard version of DDL, while the remaining five adopted the soft version of the approach. 

 

3.1.1.  Indirect data-driven learning approach 

 

In the studies that employed the soft version of DDL to evaluate its effectiveness, 

researchers demonstrated a variety of ways to design tasks using corpus resources to cater to 

different aspects of vocabulary knowledge in the classroom. J. Kim (2024) focused on teaching 

single lexical items (e.g., first name, grandparents), providing translation and gap-filling exercises 



Data-driven learning in vocabulary instruction for South Korean learners of English                                210 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

                                   São Paulo (SP), v. 47, n1, 2026                                                   ISSN 2318-7115 
 

based on a set of five concordance lines for each target word. Chun (2016) targeted both single 

words (e.g., count, fair) and synonym pairs (e.g., beat/defeat, choose/select), while Hwang and Cho 

(2022, p. 1120) focused on polysemy, defined as “a lexical phenomenon where a single word has 

several meanings.” In both Chun (2016) and Hwang and Cho (2022), students received handouts 

to observe sets of 15 to 20 concordance lines for each target word and were asked to freely 

describe the patterns they identified. Yang (2015) focused on teaching the collocates of delexical 

verbs (e.g., do, make), requiring students to read 30 concordance lines and later identify collocates 

to create sentences. To teach phrasal verbs (e.g., get into), E. Kim (2015) selected sets of around 

17 concordance lines and designed exercises where students had to choose the most appropriate 

verb, complete sentences, infer meanings, and replace words. 

In three (Chun, 2016; Hwang; Cho, 2022; Yang, 2015) out of the five studies mentioned 

above, the data used to develop the pedagogical materials came from the Corpus of 

Contemporary American English (COCA; see Davies, 2009). Yang (2015) incorporated data from 

the British National Corpus (BNC; see Leech, 1992), LexTutor (see Cobb, 2015), and a corpus 

compiled by the researcher and analyzed using WordSmith (see Scott, 2001), which included “12 

copies of textbooks widely used in schools” (Yang, 2015, p. 75). J. Kim (2024) exclusively used the 

corpora available on LexTutor, while E. Kim (2015) combined data from LexTutor and the BNC. 

 

3.1.2.  Direct data-driven learning approach 

 

While the five studies reviewed above employed the soft version of DDL, five others 

adopted the hard version to evaluate its effectiveness in vocabulary instruction. Yun and Ham 

(2015), N.-Y. Kim (2018) and Schenck and Cho (2012) used direct DDL activities to focus on single 

words. In Yun and Ham (2015), students were tasked with querying corpora to complete several 

steps: selecting 10 useful example sentences, analyzing the word's meaning and parts of speech, 

verifying their guesses using a dictionary, identifying synonyms and antonyms, noting specific 

word features (such as affix, collocation, and usage), and creating their own example sentence. 

In contrast, students in N.-Y. Kim's (2018) study had a less structured task: they were simply asked 

to query the corpus, examine the input, and infer the meaning of the target word. In Schenck and 



Wesley Acorinti                                                                                 211 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

                                 São Paulo (SP), v. 47, n1, 2026                                                     ISSN 2318-7115 

Cho (2012), students had to peer-edit texts written by their colleagues by systematically checking 

the usage patterns of each noun in the texts using a corpus. 

Kim and Chun (2008, p. 223) do not provide details or sample activities used with learners 

to foster lexis awareness, but they note that both “practice in utilizing the functions of 

concordancers” and “web-based corpus exercises” were conducted. In Kang's (2019) study, 

students searched for collocates in a corpus and had to attend to part-of-speech tags in order to 

complete target collocation lists. 

Interestingly, four (Kang, 2019; N.-Y. Kim, 2018; Schenck; Cho, 2012; Yun; Ham, 2015) out of 

the five studies that used the hard version of DDL relied on the COCA. In addition to COCA, Yun 

and Ham (2015) also used the BNC. Kim and Chun (2008) employed the BNC as well as the VLC 

Web Concordancer, the UGRU UAEU Concordance, and the Virtual DDL Library1. 

The studies surveyed demonstrate the diverse applications of DDL in vocabulary 

instruction, encompassing both the hard and soft versions. Notably, the corpus tools used in these 

studies (i.e., COCA2, BNC3, LexTutor4, and WordSmith5) are all freely accessible, making DDL 

approaches available to a wide population. These studies also highlight the versatility of DDL 

activities in addressing various aspects of vocabulary knowledge, including the meaning, form, 

and structure components of lexical items. The examples included in this subsection may be of 

particular interest to researchers who are interested in how to go about assessing the 

effectiveness of DDL in different contexts, as well as to language educators who intend to 

integrate corpora into their classrooms. In addition, they serve as a foundation for contextualizing 

the other parts of the subsequent analyses of the results from the studies in the synthesis pool. 

 

3.2.  Effectiveness of data-driven learning for Korean learners of English 

 

J. Kim (2024) and Yang (2015) compared the soft version of DDL with traditional 

approaches to vocabulary learning in South Korea. The instructional target of the first was 

individual lexical items (e.g., information, social security number), while the latter focused on the 

 
1 The links for the latter three tools are currently broken. As a result, further references to these resources could not 

be traced. 
2 https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/  
3 https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/  
4 https://www.lextutor.ca/  
5 https://lexically.net/wordsmith/version5/index.html  

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/
https://www.lextutor.ca/
https://lexically.net/wordsmith/version5/index.html


Data-driven learning in vocabulary instruction for South Korean learners of English                                212 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

                                   São Paulo (SP), v. 47, n1, 2026                                                   ISSN 2318-7115 
 

collocates of delexical verbs (e.g., take, have). The traditional methods included “instruction with 

teacher talk and explanation” of vocabulary items (Yang, 2015, p. 73) and “writing meanings in 

Korean and filling English words in the blanks” (J. Kim, 2024, p. 881). Both studies found that 

participants in the DDL groups showed a statistically significant improvement in vocabulary 

proficiency as measured by test scores. However, the two studies also found that students in the 

traditional approach groups improved their posttest scores as well. 

In J. Kim’s (2024) study, the mean score6 on the vocabulary posttest of the DDL group 

increased, whereas the traditional instruction group showed a smaller gain. Both groups 

demonstrated statistically significant differences in the t-test7 results comparing their pretest and 

posttest mean scores. Relatedly, other studies have explored whether different ways of 

implementing DDL lead to differential learning outcomes. In addition to comparing corpus-based 

learning with traditional methods, Yang (2015) divided the students working with the DDL 

approach into two groups: one group collaborated with peers on tasks, while the other group 

worked independently. Interestingly, Yang’s (2015) findings showed that DDL had a more positive 

impact on the retention of targeted collocations compared to traditional methods, especially 

when students collaborated on corpus-based tasks, as opposed to working individually. 

E. Kim (2015), Hwang and Cho (2022), Kim and Chun (2008), and Schenck and Cho (2012) 

primarily compared the outcomes of DDL to dictionary-based vocabulary learning. Generally, both 

approaches showed improvements in vocabulary knowledge, with DDL yielding more consistent 

gains. Focusing on polysemy, Hwang and Cho (2022) reported that the DDL group showed a larger 

increase in scores on an implicit vocabulary knowledge test from the pretest to the posttest 

compared to the group relying on dictionaries and online translators. Similarly, Kim and Chun 

(2008), which focused on the development of lexis awareness, found that the DDL group showed 

a significant improvement in posttest scores compared to the non-DDL group. This finding is 

consistent with E. Kim (2015), which targeted the learning of phrasal verbs (e.g., get into). 

In contrast, Schenck and Cho (2012, p. 173) found no statistically significant differences 

between the DDL group and the group using “traditional methods of proofreading and the 

 
6 The mean score indicates the central tendency of values in a dataset. It is calculated by summing all individual 

scores and dividing the total by the number of observations. 
7 A t-test is an inferential statistical technique used to determine if the difference between two means is statistically 

significant. t-tests and other hypothesis tests applied to mean comparisons were commonly used in the studies 
included in the synthesis pool. A clear introduction to t-statistics can be found in Howell (2013, Chapter 7). 
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dictionary” to peer-edit texts. This suggests that while DDL is effective in many contexts, its 

impact may vary depending on the type of activity used. The researchers observed that 

participants in the DDL group from their study were unable to “substantively apply observations 

from the corpus to the editing process, despite systematic guidance and extensive prior 

experience in the English field,” and struggled to identify semantic aspects and common 

collocates of the target vocabulary (Schenck; Cho, 2012, p. 174). 

In addition to comparing dictionary-based vocabulary instruction with DDL tasks, N.-Y. Kim 

(2018) introduced a third instructional condition: video-based vocabulary learning, designed to 

help learners infer word meanings from input. Similarly, focusing on collocation learning, Kang 

(2019) included a comparison group that relied on Internet searches and news articles from 

sources such as The Korea Herald and CNN. The first study found statistically significant 

improvements within groups (N.-Y. Kim, 2018). Specifically, the corpus-based group and the video-

based group both showed significant increases from pretest to posttest, although there were no 

significant differences between the groups. The second study reported improvements in both the 

DDL group and the group using alternative sources but found no statistically significant difference 

between the two groups on posttest scores (Kang, 2019). 

Yun and Ham (2015, p. 38) compared the learning effectiveness of DDL tasks to word map 

tasks, in which participants needed to “write the target word and a sentence from a text; write 

out a dictionary definition; write a synonym and antonym; write down other forms of the word; 

make the student's own sentence; and create a mnemonic.” The findings of this study showed 

that both approaches led to significant vocabulary improvements, with the corpus group 

outperforming the word map group in overall vocabulary gains measured by test scores. While 

the word map group performed slightly better on the receptive knowledge posttest, the corpus 

group showed a more expressive improvement in productive knowledge, with a significant 

difference between the groups. These results suggest that DDL tasks are more effective for 

promoting productive vocabulary use, while both task types are similarly effective for receptive 

knowledge.  This tendency is consistent with the findings of Chun (2016, p. 105), which, although 

not having a comparison group, observed that after participating in DDL activities, “students' 

recognition [of target vocabulary] increased and shifted from form or meaning to application 

knowledge.” Yun and Ham (2015, p. 43) suggest that this occurs because corpus-based tasks 

require “deeper cognitive processing,” particularly a higher “involvement index” and level of 
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evaluation of language use. This happens when learners devote cognitive effort to observing 

linguistic features, patterns, and regularities in authentic samples. 

In sum, the studies reviewed here provide positive evidence for the effectiveness of DDL 

in improving vocabulary proficiency among Korean learners of English, despite being an approach 

that diverges from traditional educational practices in the Korean context (e.g., teacher-centered 

model, rote memorization). Across various settings, DDL consistently resulted in significant 

improvements in vocabulary knowledge. Interestingly, traditional and alternative methods (i.e., 

dictionary-based learning and word map tasks) also demonstrated to be effective. 

Unfortunately, most of the studies included in the synthesis pool reported only whether or 

not the differences they found were statistically significant, without quantifying their magnitude 

using effect size measures (e.g., Cohen’s d). Without such measures, it is difficult to make nuanced 

comparisons across studies or to discuss findings in terms of greater or lesser effectiveness of 

DDL with appropriate statistical support. It is important to be clear that a statistically significant 

difference does not necessarily indicate a practically meaningful difference. The term simply 

means that “the difference, even if trivial, is not likely due to chance” (Howell, 2013, p. 102). As a 

result, statistical significance alone does not allow for conclusions about the size or practical 

relevance of observed differences in the studies surveyed. 

Since educational stakeholders may need further evidence to justify investing valuable 

classroom time and resources in a new approach, it can be hypothesized that the distinctiveness 

of DDL lies not only in its demonstrated effectiveness in vocabulary learning as reflected in test 

scores, but also in students’ attitudes toward the approach. Given that eight (Chun, 2016; J. Kim, 

2024; Kang, 2019; Kim; Chun, 2008; N.-Y. Kim, 2018; Schenck; Cho, 2012; Yang, 2015; Yun; Ham, 2015) 

out of the 10 studies surveyed provide data on students’ beliefs, the next section will address the 

third research question of this study: What are Korean learners' attitudes toward DDL? 

 

3.3.  Korean learners' attitudes towards DDL 

 

Learners often have preferences about how language instruction should be delivered, and 

these “beliefs about the kind of instruction that is best can influence their satisfaction and 

success” (Lightbown; Spada, 2021, p. 168). Hence, understanding students’ perspectives is 
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valuable for preventing classroom difficulties that may arise from mismatches between teachers' 

and students' beliefs about effective learning approaches (Hall, 2018). Furthermore, learner 

beliefs and motivation are intrinsically linked, and “examining learner beliefs may help teachers 

understand why learners behave as they do and lead to a clearer understanding of classroom life” 

(Hall, 2018, p. 138). The eight studies reviewed in this paper that examined students’ perceptions 

toward DDL accomplished that by administering questionnaire surveys and conducting 

interviews. 

Chun (2016), J. Kim (2024), Kang (2019), Kim and Chun (2008), N.-Y. Kim (2018), Schenck 

and Cho (2012), Yang (2015), and Yun and Ham (2015) report overall positive attitudes towards the 

DDL approach in the questionnaire surveys administered to their participants. Yun and Ham (2015) 

and Kim and Chun (2008) found statistically significant evidence of positive perceptions of DDL. 

In the first study, researchers found greater satisfaction with corpus-based tasks compared to 

word map tasks, although both groups considered the tasks “less useful in learning the spellings, 

pronunciations, and affixes of words than in learning other aspects of vocabulary” (Yun; Ham, 

2015, p. 49). In the second study, it was found that after DDL instruction, students were “more 

confident” and “more satisfied” with their answers and methods for deriving answers on 

collocation tests (Kim; Chun, 2008, p. 228). 

Similarly, Yang (2015), J. Kim (2024) and Schenck and Cho (2012) demonstrated positive 

student attitudes toward DDL. Yang (2015) found that students who collaborated in corpus-based 

learning exhibited more positive attitudes, particularly in groups with higher proficiency levels. 

Lower-level students also showed positive attitudes toward the approach, but mainly when they 

worked on DDL tasks individually rather than in groups. This observation aligns with the literature 

on Korean learners’ characteristics, which notes that Korean students are especially “afraid of 

making mistakes and being ridiculed in front of their classmates” (Cho, 2004, p. 35).  

In addition to boosting students' confidence in their productive skills, J. Kim (2024, p. 886) 

found that students considered DDL-based lessons interesting, fun, helpful, and “easy enough to 

follow.” However, Schenck and Cho's (2012) survey results showed that while students 

acknowledged the effectiveness of using corpus tools, they struggled to use them effectively to 

achieve concrete outcomes. 

As with other approaches to language teaching, DDL also has its drawbacks. N.-Y. Kim's 

(2018) findings show that students’ motivation and interest were highest in the group that used 
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video-based vocabulary learning, followed by the corpus-based group, and lowest in the 

dictionary-based group. Although not detailed by the researcher, the reason for the DDL approach 

coming after video-based vocabulary learning might be that the latter approach allows students 

to hear words pronounced in natural contexts and to use visual cues to aid understanding—

features not available in COCA, used by participants in the corpus-based group. 

During an interview, one of the seven participants in Chun’s (2016) study expressed 

dissatisfaction with the DDL approach, perceiving it as too time-consuming and ineffective. This 

perception of DDL as time-intensive aligns with previous literature, with both students and 

teachers reporting similar concerns in different educational settings (Boulton; Tyne, 2013; D. J. 

Lee, 2013). The challenge often stems from the training required for effective corpus use, which 

demands time from both teachers and learners. Notably, Chun’s (2016) study lasted only three 

weeks, which may have made it overwhelming for one student to become familiar with indirect 

DDL activities, influencing their perception of the approach. Possible ways to address the issue 

include increasing the focus on corpus use in teacher training programs and encouraging 

publishers and curriculum developers to integrate corpora into educational materials and syllabi 

(McCarthy, 2008), which would reduce the demands placed on teachers. 

Basic proficiency level participants in Kang’s (2019, p. 73) study were overall “satisfied with 

the concordancing feature like a quick and easy search engine online.” However, they also found 

the DDL-based assignments difficult and described them as “too overwhelming and complicated 

to find target collocations” (Kang, 2019, p. 67). This challenge was also previously noticed in the 

literature (Boulton; Tyne, 2013; D. J. Lee, 2013). Interestingly, while the reliance of DDL on 

authentic language is a key strength, it may also be its Achilles' heel, as authentic snippets of the 

English language can be more difficult to understand and thus require more scaffolded support 

from teachers. Yet, as Sinclair (1997, p. 31) emphasizes, “language cannot be invented; it can only 

be captured,” and failing to present authentic language in the classroom risks impeding effective 

communication outside of it. 

The generally positive attitudes, increased confidence, and satisfaction reported by Korean 

learners engaging with DDL activities can be interpreted through the lens of educational 

psychology. The finding that DDL activities were perceived as interesting, helpful, and satisfying 

aligns with the emphasis of SDT on the importance of supporting learners’ needs for competence, 
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autonomy, and relatedness (i.e., basic psychological needs), all of which promote motivation, 

which tends to lead to successful learning (Ryan; Deci, 2023). Variations in attitudes by proficiency 

and group format seem to indicate the influence of both individual and contextual factors in 

shaping motivation, as recognized by SDT. Thus, it can be argued that the positive attitudinal 

effects of DDL observed in these studies suggest that its broader adoption could contribute not 

only to vocabulary development but also to more sustained and self-determined engagement 

with language learning in Korea. 

In conclusion, while overall attitudes toward the DDL approach among Korean learners are 

positive, various factors influence students’ perceptions and experiences. Drawing on the 

empirical results summarized above, it is clear that, while DDL has demonstrated effectiveness in 

vocabulary learning, its distinctiveness may lie not only in improved test scores but also in the 

positive attitudes it fosters among students. Challenges remain, particularly regarding the time-

intensive nature of DDL and the need to integrate authentic input in the classroom. Together, 

these findings seem to support the case for investing in the broader adoption and integration of 

DDL into language teaching practices in South Korea. 

 

4. Conclusion  

 

This paper examined the use of the DDL approach in vocabulary instruction for Korean 

learners of English through a systematic review of 10 empirical studies conducted at the middle 

school, university, and in-service teacher training levels in South Korea. The research addressed 

three key questions to review the state of the art of DDL research in Korean contexts regarding 

(1) the types of DDL activities piloted in this context; (2) the effectiveness of DDL for learners of 

this demographic; and (3) Korean learners’ attitudes toward the approach. 

First, the findings indicate the versatility of both the hard and soft versions of DDL activities 

in vocabulary instruction for Korean learners. In the hard version, students have direct access to 

corpus tools and can be tasked with activities such as grasping the meanings of target words from 

concordance lines (N.-Y. Kim, 2018) or peer-editing texts by conducting their own corpus queries 

(Schenck; Cho, 2012). In the soft version, students are not provided with direct access to corpora. 

Instead, the instructor or materials designer curates’ data from corpus tools for learners to 

engage with. Activities in the soft version may include translation (J. Kim, 2024) or gap-filling 



Data-driven learning in vocabulary instruction for South Korean learners of English                                218 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

                                   São Paulo (SP), v. 47, n1, 2026                                                   ISSN 2318-7115 
 

exercises (E. Kim, 2015; J. Kim, 2024) using authentic language and frequency information drawn 

from corpora, which diverges from traditional classroom practices that rely on inauthentic 

language (D. J. Lee, 2013). The findings for the first research question have direct pedagogical 

implications, as language researchers and instructors can better understand the classroom 

potential of the DDL approach in terms of the types of activities to design and the tools to use. 

Second, regarding the effectiveness of DDL, the body of research reviewed provides 

compelling evidence that DDL outperforms traditional vocabulary learning approaches, such as 

lecture-based teaching (J. Kim, 2024; Yang, 2015), and alternative strategies, such as dictionary-

based learning (E. Kim, 2015; Hwang; Cho, 2022; Kim; Chun, 2008) in the Korean context. This result 

is remarkable because the DDL approach contradicts current educational practices in Korea (e.g., 

teacher-centered methods, reliance on unauthentic examples). Interestingly, while the traditional 

and alternative approaches also showed varying degrees of effectiveness, DDL provided a 

constantly marked advantage, especially in enhancing students' productive knowledge of 

vocabulary (Chun, 2016; Yun; Ham, 2015), which is a relevant aspect of language learning that was 

observed to be neglected in the overall Korean context (Kim; Chun, 2008). The findings related to 

pedagogical implications of the second research question provide educational stakeholders with 

empirical evidence to support the adoption of DDL in their teaching practices. 

Third, the positive attitudes of Korean learners toward DDL (J. Kim, 2024; Schenck; Cho, 

2012; Yang, 2015) further reinforce its potential as a valuable pedagogical approach and justify the 

time and resource investments required by English instructors in this context. Most learners in the 

studies that were reviewed reported increased confidence in their language skills and satisfaction 

with learning through DDL activities (Kim; Chun, 2008; Yun; Ham, 2015). However, some learners 

expressed concerns about the time-consuming nature of DDL tasks (Chun, 2016) or found the 

approach overwhelming (Kang, 2019). The implications of the third research question for 

language pedagogy strengthen the body of empirical evidence for different educational 

stakeholders in the Korean context to consider adopting DDL activities in the classroom while 

being mindful of their potential drawbacks. 

In conclusion, this paper finds the use of the DDL approach beneficial for vocabulary 

instruction in the context of English language education in South Korea. While traditional and 

alternative pedagogical approaches can also be effective to varying degrees, DDL stands out due 
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to the positive perceptions of Korean learners. In this country where both students and 

instructors are rarely exposed to real language use to support language production (D. J. Lee, 

2013), DDL plays an important role in providing learners with authentic input. Notably, DDL has 

also been shown to be effective in bridging the gap between an overemphasis on receptive 

vocabulary knowledge (Kim; Chun, 2008) and the development of productive knowledge in 

English education in Korea (Chun, 2016; Yun; Ham, 2015). Moreover, as O'Donnell (2006) notes, 

the use of technology in language learning can help address Korea's socio-cultural educational 

challenges, such as large class sizes and limited class time for English instruction. In this context, 

DDL can encourage student autonomy by enabling learners to make discoveries in language 

through corpus tools. To ensure sustainable integration of DDL, coordinated efforts between 

curriculum designers, teacher educators, and technology providers will be essential. 

While DDL offers several advantages, it also presents challenges for educators, such as the 

lack of ready-made materials tailored to the needs of Korean learners and instructors, as well as 

the time and resources required to acquire technical skills and computing equipment. Future 

research on DDL should further take into account the unique characteristics of different societies 

and learner groups, as well as its potential to influence instructors' classroom practices. This 

would include, for example, developing and making available pedagogical materials tailored to 

the specific needs of Korean learners that can be implemented in the classroom.  

The description of learner corpora containing English produced by South Korean students 

would provide a starting point for needs analyses aimed at identifying learners’ specific linguistic 

issues and informing the development of instructional materials. The materials targeted to English 

education in South Korea could include data from context-specific corpora reflecting relevant 

vocabulary and language use for indirect DDL activities, alongside scaffolded corpus literacy 

(Mukherjee, 2006) development and user-friendly web interfaces for direct DDL tasks. 

Furthermore, the materials could incorporate options for both collaborative and individual tasks, 

providing flexibility to suit learners' proficiency levels and preferences. As Yang (2015) highlights, 

collaborative corpus-based tasks, particularly for higher-proficiency students, can enhance 

retention and foster positive attitudes towards learning. In contrast, individual corpus-based tasks 

may be more suitable for lower-proficiency students, who often prefer working independently to 

avoid the risk of making mistakes in group settings (Cho, 2004). 
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From a cumulative knowledge building perspective, future research should move beyond 

establishing the general effectiveness of DDL activities and instead focus on systematically 

examining their differential effects across learner populations, cultural contexts, and receptive 

versus productive skills. Further empirical research is also needed to compare the relative 

effectiveness of hard and soft versions of DDL across different proficiency levels, as well as to 

explore how these approaches interact with learner motivation. By investigating more targeted 

comparisons, future work can yield increasingly specific and generalizable findings, contributing 

to a more robust and comprehensive understanding of DDL in diverse educational contexts. 
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