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Chapter  5

INTRODUCTION

It is useful to begin this chapter with a definition 
of what Applied Linguistics means and which 
areas of research it entails. This turns out not to 
be such a straightforward task given that Applied 

Linguistics seems to mean different things to 
different people. At one extreme, one prominent 
scholar in the field has told me personally that 
he sees Applied Linguistics as being limited to 
the pursuit of improved methods for language 
learning and language teaching. This definition 
emphasizes the applied term in the field’s name, 
but overlooks applications not directly linked to 
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ABSTRACT

The investigation of natural language processing in the field of Applied Linguistics is pursued with both 
theoretical and practical aims, such as arriving at a clearer understanding of the nature of language 
knowledge, the rules that govern its use, how it is acquired, how unique it is to individual speakers, 
and how it can best be taught to learners. The purpose of this chapter is to draw attention to some of 
the prominent areas of overlap between Applied Linguistics and ANLP, highlighting the problems they 
face in relation to the characterization of lexical deployment, and focusing particularly on challenges 
related to the measurement of lexical diversity and the representation of the unique lexical signatures of 
individual samples of natural language use. The bulk of the chapter is devoted to describing preliminary 
solutions to these challenges.
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language learning and teaching. On the opposite 
extreme, Applied Linguistics is understood by 
some people as encompassing all questions re-
lated to language acquisition, language pedagogy, 
language assessment, language use, and language 
practices and policies that are not purely theoreti-
cal (e.g., which at least involve some sort of data 
collection and analysis and/or attempts to derive 
practical applications). The scope of the annual 
meeting of the American Association for Applied 
Linguistics is closer to this latter extreme, as it 
hosts topic strands in numerous areas including but 
not limited to language education and pedagogy, 
language assessment and evaluation, first and sec-
ond language acquisition and attrition, research on 
language cognition and neurolinguistics, discourse 
analysis, text analysis, sociolinguistics, language 
policy and planning, language and technology, 
and translation and interpretation.

The range of meanings associated with Ap-
plied Linguistics can be described as follows, 
with 1 representing the narrowest meaning, and 
4 representing the broadest meaning:

1.  emphasis on applied: the pursuit of improved 
language learning and language teaching 
methods.

2.  emphasis on linguistics: research in sub-
fields of linguistics that investigate language 
acquisition and use (e.g., first language 
acquisition, second language acquisition, 
sociolinguistics, corpus linguistics, forensic 
linguistics, language assessment).

3.  emphasis on interdisciplinarity: all of 
the above, plus areas of research in other 
fields (e.g., psychology, speech pathology, 
literature, computer science, information 
science) that develop and use linguistic 
measures as indicators of other phenomena 
or that concentrate on the understanding or 
improvement of language-related knowledge 
and abilities.

4.  liberal definition: the pursuit of any ques-
tions that are language-related and not purely 

theoretical, and/or the pursuit of practical 
applications that are language-related.

In my own use of the term, the scope of Ap-
plied Linguistics is somewhere between 2 and 3. I 
see Applied Linguistics as being part of the larger 
field of Linguistics, but I also see it as extending 
to other disciplines that share with Linguistics a 
common understanding of the nature of language, 
and which rely on tools and concepts from the 
field of Linguistics in their research designs, 
analysis, and interpretations. I recognize the value 
of purely practical pursuits, and also the value of 
language-related research that is not grounded 
in the conventions of the field of Linguistics, but 
in my mind, Applied Linguistics proper involves 
empirical research and is grounded in theories and 
conventions of the field of Linguistics.

Concerning the intersection (or areas of over-
lap) between Applied Linguistics and Applied 
Natural Language Processing (ANLP), I see this 
as including areas of empirical investigation on 
language acquisition and use that involve the 
examination and analysis of human language 
samples with the aid of computer technology, and 
which are grounded in theories and conventions 
of the field of Linguistics.

Among the more prominent areas of overlap 
between Applied Linguistics and ANLP are the 
areas of research known as corpus linguistics, 
learner corpus linguistics, stylometry, and lexical 
richness research. These are the areas of research 
I will draw attention to in the present chapter. The 
purpose of this chapter is to describe some of the 
issues and questions that are being addressed in 
these areas of research, and particularly to charac-
terize the challenges that researchers continue to 
face in these areas regarding lexical deployment. 
The bulk of the chapter is then devoted to describ-
ing the nature of these problems and suggestions 
for possible solutions.
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