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The corpus-based approach is known to be beneficial in developing teaching materials 
for language learning and teaching. Kibbitzers, which are language modules, are 
developed using an indirect corpus-based approach and they address specific language 
problems. The modules are meant for self-paced, self-accessed and independent study. 
In this study, the efficacy of Kibbitzers in disambiguating pairs of near synonyms which 
are generally confusing to learners who are investigated. The two key research 
questions are: a) Is Kibbitzer useful in disambiguating the meaning of pairs of near 
synonyms? b) How can a Kibbitzer assist learners to differentiate pairs of near 
synonyms? Thirty two (32) English as Second Language (ESL) undergraduates in 
Malaysia were recruited to test the use of it. The results indicated that the overall use 
of Kibbitzers is statistically beneficial for ESL learners. The features incorporated in 
Kibbitzers helped learners by offering examples from concordance lines, links to Corpus 
Banks and presenting explanations in a creative way. This helped clarify how a 
language item should be used in a specific situation enormously. Potential Kibbitzer 
developers and classroom practitioners who may want to incorporate Kibbitzers in their 
language classrooms will find the results useful in addressing specific language 
problems.  
. 

Contribution/ Originality: This study contributes to the existing literature of indirect corpus approach in 

language learning and teaching. It is one of very few studies which have investigated the efficacy of Kibbitzers in 

addressing specific problems related to differentiating pairs of near synonyms in the Malaysian ESL learner 

context.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Data-driven learning (DDL) is known to be one of the approaches in language teaching which utilizes corpora. 

In DDL the main objective is to understand patterns throughout all language levels. While doing so, students 

become researchers. Through their research, language students can see how typically an aspect of language is used, 

which in turn informs how they can use it in their own discourse and writing. Over 20 years ago, Johns (1991) 

pioneered DDL and coined the term in his article “Should you be persuaded: Two examples of data-driven 

learning.” Recently major books credit Johns as the initiator of the approach (Bennett, 2010; Reppen, 2010). Johns‟ 

unique approach to data-driven learning has intrigued other researchers and students to explore more. Johns would 

explore the errors of his students‟ written work using corpus data where he referred to his specific DDL approach 

as kibitzing. In his classroom, John integrates the use of Kibbitzers. Kibbitzer is a term used to indicate language 
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modules which are developed using an indirect corpus-based approach with the aim to address specific language 

problems. These modules are meant for self-paced, self-accessed and independent study.  

Like John, , numerous other researches have also integrated DDL in various parts of language teaching and 

learning, such as error correction in writing (Luo & Liao, 2015) teaching of grammar (Lin & Lee, 2015) reading 

(Hadley & Charles, 2017) vocabulary acquisition (Karras, 2016; Lee & Lin, 2019) and vocabulary teaching (Barabadi 

& Khajavi, 2017). Vyatkina (2016) indicated that paper-based DDL materials seem to be more effective than 

conventional approaches for teaching student new collocations at a lower proficiency level. Teachers have 

established DDL as a creative and fascinating approach to grammar teaching (Lin & Lee, 2015). Conversely, Hadley 

and Charles (2017) suggested that a softening of the DDL technique will ensure improved outcomes with lower-

proficiency learners. 

Yunus and Awab (2014) claimed that the direct use of DDL can harm students in so many ways. Yunus and 

Awab (2014) quoted (Johns, 2002) saying that, “the direct use of concordance data poses many challenges: scientific, 

linguistic, logistical, pedagogical and philosophical.” Maddalena (2001) gathered from her study that concordances 

created from a related corpus should not be used directly with students in Japanese high school. Therefore 

Chambers (2005) has proposed a point for future research involving other educational sectors, likely in the context 

of teacher-prepared concordances rather than direct access. Moreover, Yoon and Jo (2014) revealed that relatively 

fewer reports have been recorded on the application of indirect corpus usage in the classroom.  

On the basis of the suggestions of past studies, this study attempts to discover the usability of an indirect 

corpus approach module called Kibbitzer in addressing pairs of near synonyms among English as Second Language 

(ESL) undergraduates in Malaysia.  

Reppen (2010) explained about two Kibbitzer pages which are developed by Tim Johns and the MICASE 

Kibbitzer “both of these sites use corpus-based research to provide information for teachers and for advanced 

language learners to use to help inform their language choices. Both sites often use the format of providing KWICs 

to expose the user to a large number of examples of the target form”. Previous Kibbitzers developed by Johns tend 

to examine the types of issue that arise when revising the written work of ESL students. Reppen (2010) indicated 

that the structure of Johns‟ original Kibbitzers usually begins with an excerpt from students‟ text, which is then 

contextualized in the example. The structure of the Kibbitzer ranges from providing explanations from the 

concordance line to providing answers through a separate link, which helps in explaining how an item can be used 

in a specific situation. However, this Kibbitzer does need additional effort from instructors and developers to turn 

into a ready-to-use language tool (Reppen, 2010). Using Kibbitzers help learners observe the process of researching 

evidenced vocabulary to arrive at situations where a word or phrase is usually used. Situations here apply to the 

context of semantic, syntactic, and discourses.  

In his first Kibbitzer, Johns mentioned that a good dictionary also points to connotational features, but even if 

the examples given are accurate, the foundation for a trustworthy generalization might not be sufficient. “For 

example, COBUILD gives only two examples for incessant–incessant warfare and incessant demand for change and 

two for steadfast–steadfast in his praise and steadfast dedication. The dictionary examples might well give the 

learner a „feel‟ for the connotations of the two words: but those connotations „leap‟ unforgettably from the 

concordances,” he further justified. 

 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

2.1. Research Questions 

This study is guided by two main research questions: 

1. Is Kibbitzer effective in disambiguating the meaning of pairs of near synonyms? 

2. How does Kibbitzer help learners in distinguishing pairs of near synonyms? 
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2.2. Research Design and Sampling 

This case study applies three methods to obtain the data. First is a pre- and post-tests, which consists of two 

sections. In the first section, the participants are asked to write short sentences, and in the second section, they are 

asked to answer gap-filling questions with appropriate word from a list of pairs of near synonyms. For the second 

set of data, the participants are asked to answer an open-ended questionnaire, which mainly comprises questions 

regarding participants‟ experience after using Kibbitzers. The last set of data is obtained from a focus group 

interview where the participants are asked questions regarding their perceptions after utilizing the Kibbitzer. 

By purposive sampling participants who are ESL undergraduates from various specialties in the National 

University of Malaysia (UKM) are selected. The participants who showed interest were selected based on similar 

characteristics, such as must be 19–25 years old, and possessed Malaysian University English Test (MUET) score 

of Bands 2–5 and from various faculties of UKM. Most of the Malaysian undergraduate students underwent MUET 

before entering Malaysian universities‟ undergraduate program; thus, this will be the indicator of the participants‟ 

English proficiency. Band 1 indicates the lowest level proficiency, whereas Band 6 indicates the highest. This study 

is relevant to the participants as undergraduates are required to pass English language subject as a part of their 

degree program. A total of 32 participants are selected, and the participants profile is provided in Table 1.  

 
Table-1. Profile of Participants. 

Demographic Frequency Percent (%) 

Gender 
  Male 13 40.6 

Female 19 59.4 
Total 32 100 

Age  
  19 1 3.1 

20 8 25 
21 8 25 
22 9 28.1 
23 5 15.6 
24 1 3.1 

Total 32 100 

MUET 
  Band 2 2 6.3 

Band 3 9 28.1 
Band 4 18 56.3 
Band 5 3 9.4 
Total 32 100 

Courses 
  Actuarial Mathematics 1 3.1 

Anthropology and Sociology 3 9.4 

Developmental Science 1 3.1 
Electrical Engineering 2 6.3 
English Language Studies 9 28.1 
Facilities Maintenance Engineering 1 3.1 
Finance 2 6.3 
History 3 9.4 
Linguistics 1 3.1 
Malay Language Studies 1 3.1 
Marine Sciences 1 3.1 
Mass Communication 1 3.1 
Material Science 1 3.1 

Mechanical Engineering 1 3.1 
Nursing 1 3.1 
Science and Mathematics 1 3.1 
Teaching ESL 2 6.3 
Total 32 100 
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2.3. Procedure  

The first procedure of this study is the pre-test. In the pre- and post-tests, two sections of questions require the 

participants to create short sentences for each of the near synonyms determined. For the second section, the 

participants are asked to answer gap-filling questions with the most appropriate items from the list. The pre- and 

post-tests aimed to test the participants‟ knowledge on pairs of near synonyms. Examples of the pairs of near 

synonyms include assure and ensure, further and farther, and suggest and recommend. These pairs of near 

synonyms are obtained from a pilot study conducted prior to this research. The participants of the pilot study 

include ESL schoolteachers, university instructors, and undergraduate students. Based on the pilot study, the most 

confusing pairs of near synonyms are listed and are used as the main items on the tests. The tests are conducted for 

approximately 30 minutes.  

The answers are then collected, and two raters who are ESL teachers will determine the participants‟ results. 

The participants who answered every item in the test correctly are deemed as pass, whereas those who did not 

answer all the questions correctly are deemed as fail. In case the two raters cannot reach consensus, a third rater 

will help in determining the result.   

The second procedure begins after the pre-test where the participants are each given developed Kibbitzers that 

focus on the specific pairs of near synonyms mentioned above. The participants are given exactly 7 days to 

independently read and comprehend the Kibbitzer. Extra links and information are also provided in case the 

participants need more information from the Kibbitzers.  

A week after the pre-test, the participants will undergo a third procedure, which is the post-test. Each 

participant is given exactly 30 minutes to write short sentences and fill in gaps with appropriate answers. During 

the test, the students will answer independently without any external help. Next, the participants are asked to 

answer an open-ended questionnaire regarding their experience and perception after utilizing the Kibbitzers. Lastly, 

a 30-minute focus group interview is held with a group of 6 participants each. This focus group interview aims to 

summarize the participants‟ overall experiences after the treatment. 

 

2.4. Instrument 

2.4.1. Kibbitzer 

The developed Kibbitzer addresses issues in relation to the usage of pairs of near synonyms. As mentioned 

earlier, the list of confusing pairs of near synonyms are obtained from a pilot study. Some examples of topics and 

words that have been described are „in my mind and on my mind‟, assure and ensure‟, „further and farther, and 

„suggest and recommend‟. One of the pairs of near synonyms (i.e., assure and ensure) is also listed in the Longman 

dictionary of common errors. Near-synonyms are defined by Murphy (2003) as items that have similar but not 

identical meaning. Sun, Huang, and Liu (2011) revealed that language teachers usually prepare students to use two 

essential techniques to recognize the definition of unknown words: (a) the capability of guessing and (b) the ability 

to use the dictionary efficiently. Thus, this study proposes to utilize Kibbitzers as a language tool to address the 

problems related to pairs of near synonyms.  

The structure of the developed Kibbitzers comprises an introduction that provides background details of the 

words. Then, another section provides concordance lines as examples of how the words are used in different 

contexts as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2. Additionally, brief explanations are provided with tables and graphics 

related to the language items. At the end of the Kibbitzers, exercises and activities are provided as shown in Figure 

3. Sample answers are also provided to help the participants check their comprehension independently. The 

examples of contents which can be found in the Kibbitzers used by the participants in this study are illustrated as in 

Figure 1, 2 and 3.  

The structure and content of a Kibbitzer is different from other language learning tools. Traditionally, 

language learners use books and dictionaries to address language problems. However, Kibbitzers are different in 
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terms of the presentation of data. Particularly, Kibbitzers use corpus-based research to provide information and help 

inform language learners on their language choices. For example, Tim Johns and the MICASE Kibbitzer use the 

format of providing KWICs to expose language learners to a large number of examples of the target form. Corpora 

provide a rich source of authentic instances of language use (Barabadi & Khajavi, 2017). 

 

 
Figure-1. Example of Concordance Line in Kibbitzers. 

 

 
Figure-2. Example of Concordance Line in Kibbitzers. 
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Figure-3. Example of Exercises in Kibbitzers. 

 

2.5. Data Analysis 

The data collected from the pre- and post-tests are quantitatively analyzed using IBM SPSS through a 

descriptive statistic method. The analysis of the participants‟ scores from the pre- and post-tests will indicate the 

effectiveness of the treatment.  

The data obtained from the open-ended questionnaires are analyzed by means of a content analysis, which is a 

qualitative interpretation of the participants‟ answers to the questions presented by grouping of codes and the 

theme for pattern recognition (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The goal of this analysis is to present comprehensive 

descriptive explanations to the questions. The codes are then classified and grouped together using Microsoft 

Excel.  

The various codes gathered are then counted and divided by the number of participants resulting in 

percentages. These percentages indicate the amount of time similar ideas are presented by the participants. 

Likewise, the focus group interviews are also transcribed and analyzed accordingly. Major themes indicated from 

the developed codes are discussed in the section of the findings.  

The final step of the data analysis begins contextualizing the findings of the data. This procedure is particularly 

important to address the research questions and form data interpretation. In this final stage of data analysis, the 

data presented are supported by extracts, tables, and graphs (Peel, 2020). 

 

3. RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

3.1. Pre- and Post-test Scores 

The scores from the pre- and post-tests indicate a slight increase in the participants‟ post-test score (1.56%) 

compared with the pre-test scores (1.16%) as indicated in Table 2. In the pre- and post-tests, pass signifies that the 

participants answered all the items in the test correctly, whereas fail signifies otherwise. After a week of self-paced 

learning treatment using the Kibbitzers, the data signify a slight increase in the participants‟ post-test scores. Thus, 

this treatment has a positive influence on some of the participants. That is, the content of the Kibbitzers have helped 

the participants in distinguishing pairs of near synonyms and accurately apply them in the post-test.  

A paired sample t test conducted shows the sig. (2-tailed) value of less than 0.001 as shown in Table 3. Thus, a 

statistically significant difference exists between the mean of pre- and post-test scores. 
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Table-2. Pre- and Post-test Scores. 

 
N=32 

 
Pre-test Post-test 

 
Count Percent (%) Total Percent (%) 

Fail 27 84.4 14 43.8 
Pass 5 15.6 18 56.3 
Total 32 100.0 32 100.0 

 
M (%) SD (%) M (%) SD (%) 

Score 1.16 0.369 1.56 0.504 
 

 

Table-3. Paired Samples Test 

  Paired Differences    

  Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. 
Error 
Mean 

95% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference 

t df Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 Pre-test 
Score 

Post-test 
Score 

−0.406 0.560 0.099 −0.608 −0.204 −4.104 31 <.001 

 

 

3.2. Past Methods of Learning Pairs of Near Synonyms 

The findings from the questionnaires as shown in Figure 4 indicate that before using the Kibbitzers or in other 

words before the treatment, the participants have various ways of handling problems regarding ambiguous words. 

The most prominent method (40.6%) is using the Internet. Some of the websites mentioned include Google, Google 

Translate, Grammarly, and YouTube. Most participants who used the Internet used the Google search bar to 

distinguish pairs of near synonyms. Google is one of the most popular search engines that are easily accessible via 

mobile phone or computer. Most of the undergraduate students own a mobile phone and have access to mobile 

Internet; thus, using Google is one of the fastest ways to gain new knowledge and information. In this case, 

Googling will take considerably less time rather than using a dictionary (15.6%) or asking for help (12.5%). 

Moreover, 25% of the students opt to handle word problems by using their background knowledge. In a Malaysian 

context, students started learning ESL no later than 6 years old. Thus, these undergraduates have at least 8 years 

of prior knowledge on English language, and the second mostly used method will thus be to use their intuition. One 

of the participants will try to use each word in a sentence, “If it sounds weird in a sentence, then I guess it‟s 

incorrect.” Lastly, the participants also use examples and practices (9.4%). Some participants find examples of how 

the words are used in sentences, and others try to learn by listening. 

 

 
Figure-4. Past method of learning near synonyms. 

 

3.3. Usability of Kibbitzers in Addressing Pairs of Near Synonyms 

The second part of the questionnaire discusses the usability of Kibbitzers in addressing problems related to 

pairs of near synonyms as shown in Figure 5. Mainly, 66% of the participants prefer using Kibbitzers, and 38% 
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thinks otherwise. Most of the participants who prefer Kibbitzers reveal that the contents is clear and 

comprehensible. One participant claims that Kibbitzers provide clear meaning, and the explanations given are 

clearly-stated. 

 

 
Figure-5. Prominent Features of the Kibbitzers. 

 

Likewise, examples given are useful (25%) as they are given in various contexts, and readers can determine 

which exact word to use and in which situation. Kibbitzers also have a good structure (9%) and are easy to 

understand (9%). In the focus group interview, majority of the participants view Kibbitzers as simple and easy to 

maneuver around. In comparison with other language learning tools, the simple structure of Kibbitzers makes it 

easier for the participants to understand and discover answers to language problems. They express good feedback 

after utilizing and reviewing the content of Kibbitzers. Mainly, the participants are satisfied with the structure of 

Kibbitzers, which is simple, thereby making it easy to use.   

“The content from the Kibbitzer, such as the concordance lines makes it easier for learners to understand. Moreover, 

the Kibbitzer highlights the key points that can help learners differentiate between two words.” (Participant 1) 

“The explanation and examples that were provided makes it easier to understand.” (Participant 3) 

Furthermore, the use of images helps grab the attention of the participants toward the content. Some 

participants indicate that Kibbitzers are fun and interesting. In other words, Kibbitzers help them to read 

enthusiastically, resulting in easy comprehension. Next, 6% indicate Kibbitzers as informative, as they can gain new 

knowledge and understand more despite their low prior knowledge on specific items. The abundance of examples 

that are extracted from the concordance line of corpus data banks are known to be a prominent feature. This feature 

is shown from the excerpts extracted below.  

“I love it that they also provide the context of the words, and with what proposition the words are typically used with.” 

(Participant 2) 

“I think Kibbitzer has its own advantage in presenting solutions and explanations involving language problems as 

there are an abundance of examples regarding the words and phrases.” (Participant 3) 

Evidently, the participants are conscious and optimistic on the outcome after using Kibbitzers and learning 

through it independently. One participant also emphasizes that by studying individually, learners will improve their 

confidence and commitment as a student, as well as disciplining their attitude in information seeking. Thus, 

majority of the participants acknowledge the effectiveness as they have had a pleasant learning experience utilizing 

Kibbitzers. 

“We may develop our motivation and responsibility as a student as well in disciplining our attitude in seeking 

knowledge.” (Participant 4) 
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3.4. Suggestion to Improve the Usability of Kibbitzers 

The participants further identify the areas they feel are required to improve the usability of Kibbitzers to help 

future learners as shown in Figure 6. First, 25.0% of the participants feel that Kibbitzers should have a simpler 

structure. For example, one participant suggests for Kibbitzers to be more precise and have lesser word count. 

Having a large number of concordance lines in the Kibbitzers might be overwhelming for some students. Some 

noteworthy suggestions are to integrate a minimalistic design on the Kibbitzers.  

“Because even for me, personally it can feel overwhelming to look at all the information. The content is great, but it 

can be so much to take in sometimes”. (Participant 2) 

“Make it simple. And the design too. Personally, I would prefer minimalist design”. (Participant 6) 

“I agree with Participant 6, plus maybe because there would be a lot of information put in the Kibbitzer, maybe a 

cleaner and minimalist look would be a better fit”. (Participant 2) 

However, as mentioned previously, Kibbitzers have various structures that are not fixed. Thus, various 

developers have different ways of presenting their data, which results in various forms of Kibbitzers. Some tend to 

focus more on examples, whereas some focus more on the explanation.  

Another important suggestion is to have more explanations (25.0%) and more examples (20.8%). Different from 

what some of the participants have mentioned before, others prefer to have more explanations and examples on 

their Kibbitzers. By having more explanations and examples, learners can fully grasp the meaning, structure, and 

use of words in various contexts. Next, 4.2% suggest future developers to avoid using jargons. Some of the jargons 

include words such as corpora and concordances. Many of the participants do not have background knowledge in 

corpus linguistics or corpus-based approach learning. The participants of this study are only indirectly using 

corpus-based approach. Thus, using jargons might weaken readers‟ confidence in using Kibbitzers as they are 

unable to understand them.  

In addition to the findings from the open-ended questionnaires, the participants from the focus group interview 

reveal the most prominent point of discussion. Some of the participants express the need for a teacher‟s assistance, 

as they need reassurance as to whether their intuition and understanding of the subject is right or otherwise. Such 

notion is shown from the excerpts extracted below.  

“I agree with Participant 1's opinion. We can learn on our own. But I still need a teacher to guide me. As I said 

earlier, Kibbitzer is a simplified learning module. So, with the teacher's explanations about certain problems, I can 

have a better understanding”. (Participant 6) 

“As for me I still lean on teacher’s guidance more as sometimes I am not secured with my own comprehension. 

Kibbitzer acts more like a simplified note rather than a self-learning tool, in my opinion”. (Participant 5) 

 
 Figure-6. Suggestions to Improve the Usability of Kibbitzers. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

To conclude this study, it is revealed that a majority of participants are in favor of using Kibbitzers to address 

problems related to pairs of near synonyms. The effectiveness of the Kibbitzers can be supported by the statistically 
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significant difference between the mean of pre- and post-test scores. This study also supports findings from other 

works, which are in favor of using DDL approach in addressing language problems (Lee & Lin, 2019; Lin & Lee, 

2015; Quinn, 2015; Vyatkina, 2016).  

The Kibbitzers help participants in distinguishing near synonyms by presenting examples in various contexts, 

thereby allowing readers to determine which exact word to use in which situation. The abundance of examples 

regarding words and phrases that are extracted from concordance line is the main reason that helped the 

participants overcome this specific problem.   

However, some elements of the Kibbitzers are needed to be addressed, especially the structure and presentation 

of the module. More Kibbitzers with more topics to address specific language problems must also be developed. 

This type of intervention can be of great help for most ESL students who are now having online distance classes 

because of the pandemic. This is important because COVID-19 has had a major impact on the society (Tan, 

Farashaiyan, Sahragard, & Faryabi, 2020) which includes educational settings. 

Changes should be introduced to the pedagogy of education and teaching English as indicated in (Tan et al., 

2020). For example, ESL teachers and instructors can personally develop Kibbitzers that are appropriate and 

suitable for each student in their class. Teachers can analyze students‟ writings, and from there they can determine 

students‟ errors and develop personalized Kibbitzers that address such problems.  

Another important note is to have teacher‟s assistance that comes with Kibbitzers as mentioned in the findings. 

Past studies (Barabadi & Khajavi, 2017; Yoon & Jo, 2014) also support the crucial role of teachers in guiding 

learners‟ self-discovery of language rules. Teachers have an important role in deciding the progress and failure of 

any subject in schools since they form a central component of classrooms and educational settings in general 

(Philip, Tan, & Jandar, 2019). 

This study adds to the body of knowledge of DDL, specifically the use of Kibbitzers in addressing specific 

language problems Future study might look into the formulation of an established framework to improve the 

development of Kibbitzers. The findings from this study indicated the potential for future teaching materials 

developers and classroom practitioners who may want to integrate Kibbitzers in their language classroom and by 

extension, encourage learners to migrate to a self-paced, self-accessed and independent mode of learning.  
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