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Abstract

In an era of technology transforming education, data-driven learning (DDL) has gained recognition 
as a powerful approach in language education. One way to harness technology in language education 
is through online resources, one example of which is SkELL (Sketch Engine for Language Learning) 
(Baisa & Suchomel, 2014). Sketch Engine’s simplified language learning interface offers learners 
authentic usage of words and phrases by tapping into its mother corpus query and management 
system’s large corpora. Designed as a user-friendly alternative to traditional corpus tools, SkELL 
bridges the gap between complex linguistic analysis and practical language learning. Embracing 
Topal’s (2022) framework, this media review critically evaluates SkELL by addressing its strengths 
and weaknesses as a language learning resource. Findings reveal that the platform provides authentic 
usage examples, vocabulary gains, collaborative DDL tasks, and writing improvement. Nonetheless, 
it suffers from several drawbacks, including the requirement for advanced language use, a lack of 
differentiation between homographs and polysemous words, and inaccurate/misleading input. Con-
sequently, more research is urged to verify the review’s findings. 
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Introduction

Traditionally, most language learning is guided by teachers and textbooks. However, more contempo-
rary approaches, especially technological advancements, have facilitated language learning and offered 
valuable benefits for language learners and teachers (Su & Zou, 2022). One such approach to foreign 
language learning is data-driven learning (DDL), which treats language learners as active participants 
in language learning rather than passive recipients (Pérez-Paredes, 2025). Equally, it considers lan-
guage as data and learners as linguistic researchers (Martins et al., 2025). Learners harnessing DDL 
engage with authentic language input to discover usage patterns, collocations, and grammatical struc-
tures (Crosthwaite, 2024). Grounded in corpus linguistics, DDL draws heavily on bodies of texts, also 
known as corpora, to provide empirical evidence of authentic language use (Boulton & Cobb, 2017). 
Rather than prescriptive rules, DDL allows for heuristic and inductive means of language learning and 
supports autonomous learning (He & Xie, 2024).

The advancement of computer technologies has contributed considerably to the significant place cor-
pora occupy in language education, including authentic language usage, vocabulary, grammar, and 
writing enhancement (Crosthwaite, 2024; Vyatkina, 2020). However, traditional corpus tools might 
pose some challenges for language learners, such as complex use, requirement for specialized knowl-
edge, and inaccessibility to learners without computational linguistics expertise (Anthony, 2024). This 
gap necessitates user-friendly tools that balance computational power with pedagogical accessibility, 
eventually making corpus-based learning insightful and practical for language learners and teachers.  
To achieve this, educational innovations must be grounded in both learning theory and data analytics 
to ensure that tools are not only technologically advanced but also equitable and pedagogically sound 
(Bernacki, 2025).

Sketch Engine for Language Learning (SkELL) emerges as a solution to these challenges. Unlike 
conventional corpus tools (e.g., XAIRA, BNCWeb, and AntConc), SkELL is designed for specifically 
for language learners, providing concordancing, word sketches (collocations), and thesaurus (synonyms) 
in a simple interface (Baisa & Suchomel, 2014). With these features, corpus tools like SkELL bridge 
the gap between corpus linguistics and classroom learning, democratizes access to linguistic data, and 
allows language learners to interact with authentic language examples without prior specialized corpus 
knowledge (Kilgarriff et al., 2015; Pérez-Paredes, 2024). 

All things considered, this review evaluates SkELL in terms of its potential for language learning and 
teaching. The justifications for this review are threefold. First, SkELL epitomizes DDL by empowering 
learners to discover authentic language patterns. Second, SkELL stands out by balancing simplicity 
with functionality, while other tools (e.g., AntConc and Sketch Engine) require specialized knowledge 
of corpus management and linguistics. Third, the existing related literature is scant and differs in focus 
and scope. For instance, Baisa and Suchomel (2014) introduced the tool by characterizing its general 
features. Similarly, Kilgarriff et al. (2015) explored its classroom use along with Sketch Engine. Hirata 
and Hirata (2018) explored its use among Japanese EFL learners and reported freedom to access large 
language patterns. Equally, Troy (2022) examined SkELL usage among Japanese EFL learners and 
noted learner enjoyment and vocabulary improvement. Also, Ahmad (2023) conducted a comparative 
study of two corpus tools (Playphrase.me and SkELL) for perceiving phrasal verbs and idioms. 

Employing Topal’s (2022) framework, the review centers around the general description, technical 
abilities, pedagogical affordances, and a conclusion. Hence, SkELL will initially be described suc-
cinctly. The tool’s technical and pedagogical qualities will then be characterized. The review will next 
end with a conclusion and recommendations for future research. 
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General Description

SkELL is a simplified version of Sketch Engine (https://www.sketchengine.eu/), developed by research-
ers from the Lexical Computing company. It is specifically designed for language learners and teachers 
to discover authentic language use through the Sketch Engine’s large database. SkELL is easily acces-
sible at https://skell.sketchengine.eu/ It welcomes users with a ready-made search engine and exempts 
registration or login. Using SkELL is straightforward, with a main search bar (Figure 1) in the middle 
and two tabs (in the form of question and exclamation marks). The search bar allows users to perform 
queries in Czech (csSKELL), English, Estonian (etSKELL), German (deSKELL), Italian (itSKELL), 
and Russian (ruSKELL). 

The results are presented in contextualized examples (concordancing), word sketches (collocations), 
and synonyms (thesaurus) (Figure 2). 

The question mark directs users toward further information about SkELL, while the exclamation mark 
allows them to report a problem. Tabs for additional settings (ad-free version, terms of use, about 
SkELL, and cookies) are available at the bottom right page.

Technical Features

User Interface and Navigation

With a clean and straightforward interface, the platform requires no knowledge of corpus linguistics. 
Users can access three main functions (i.e., examples, word sketch, and similar words) with a single 
click. Unlike many corpus tools, SkELL is freely available without login barriers. However, SkELL 
offers limited customization. That is, it does not allow users to adjust settings, such as corpus selection 
or advanced search preferences. Similarly, it does not offer tutorials or ongoing guides. Hence, first-
time users may still benefit from a guided introduction while the platform is intuitive. 

Search and Filtering

The simple one-box search system enables users to obtain relevant results instantly by inputting any 
word or phrase. This simplified search does not require Boolean operators or linguistic tags. The auto-
matic filtering options allow users to receive learner-friendly examples, grammatically organized and 

Figure 1  Main Search Bar.

https://www.sketchengine.eu/
https://skell.sketchengine.eu/
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accurate collocations, synonyms, and semantically related words. Nevertheless, SkELL does not offer 
advanced filtering options. Therefore, users cannot specify corpus domains, registers, or English vari-
eties. While single-word/phrase search works well, multi-word phrase search may be less effective.  

Database and Content Quality

The high-quality, pre-filtered content allows users to retrieve grammatically correct examples. SkELL 
also utilizes large, reputable corpora (e.g., the TenTen corpora), a family of corpora created from the web, 
with a corpus size of 10+ billion words per language (currently available in 50+ languages). This massive, 
web-based corpus ensures extensive and updated language data. In addition, SkELL helps learners move 
beyond textbook examples to real-world language use by focusing on natural, authentic usage. Further-
more, SkELL offers content in six languages (Czech, English, Estonian, German, Italian, and Russian). 

Technical Compatibility

SkELL is browser-based and mobile-friendly, working well on desktops, tablets, and smartphones. It 
also does not require software installation. Fast processing provides almost instant results. The plat-
form runs smoothly on any device with an internet connection. However, this also means that it has 
no offline mode. Also, it cannot be linked to other educational platforms or tools for further analysis 
because of limited API integration.

Pedagogical Affordances

Authentic Input in Multiple Languages

One of SkELL’s distinctive features is lexical queries (concordancing, collocations, and thesau-
rus) in six different languages. Based on their query items, language users can view forty examples  
in context (Figure 3), correct word combinations (Figure 4), and similar words in world clouds  
(Figure 5). This feature, in fact, has several pedagogical affordances. In the first place, SkELL provides 

Figure 2  The Results Presented As Examples (Concordancing), Word Sketch (Collocations), and 
Similar Words (Thesaurus).
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Figure 4  Word Sketch in German (Collocational Search).

Figure 3  Contextualized Examples in Italian (Concordancing).
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users with authentic usage examples since it draws on an extensive real-life body of texts. Research 
has demonstrated that multiple corpus examples foster language comprehension and production  
(Frankenberg-Garcia, 2014).

Interactive Exploration of Collocations and Synonyms

One further benefit of word sketches is that language users can click on hypertexts to display query 
items collocated by specific words. For instance, adverbs modified by “hence” reveal 15 results, one 
of which is “ultimately.” When users click on this word, they are directed toward examples of “hence 
+ ultimately” (six results). Similarly, similar words are presented in word clouds. Bigger font size 
indicates close similarity and vice versa. Additionally, hypertexts of synonyms are also given at the 
top page under “similar words.” 

Contextualized Grammar

In addition to vocabulary improvement, SkELL exposes users to contextualized grammar. For exam-
ple, searching for prepositions or modal verbs generates phrases, such as on both sides, and one might 
question, helping learners understand grammatical structures in context. Research supports SkELL’s 
role in grammar learning and teaching, highlighting corpora as valuable tools for linguistic develop-
ment (Rodríguez-Fuentes & Swatek, 2022).

Versatility in Classroom and Self-Study Contexts

Another strength of SkELL is its convenience for classroom and self-study contexts. While teachers 
can design collaborative DDL tasks, such as student groups working to analyze possessive adjectives 
and pronouns, independent language users can opt to explore idiomatic expressions or subtle differ-
ences between synonyms. This cross-media suitability was also highlighted in earlier scholarly work 
(Charles, 2023), supporting our argument. 

Enhancing Writing Through Data-Driven Learning

A third benefit of SkELL pertains to writing improvement. More specifically, it enables unsure users 
while drafting an essay to see the contextual differences in, say, discourse markers (e.g., in conclusion 

Figure 5  Search for Similar Words in English (Thesaurus).
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Figure 6  Problems with Homographs and Polysemous Words.

vs. as a conclusion), thereby revealing the prior’s significantly more prevalence in academic contexts 
than the latter’s. Previous studies also showed DDL’s effectiveness in enhancing second language writ-
ing performances (Crosthwaite & Steeples, 2024; Luo, 2016), substantiating our claim. 

Challenges and Limitations of SkELL

Notwithstanding its affordances, SkELL suffers from several potential pitfalls. The biggest draw-
back is possibly that it requires advanced language use or addresses autonomous language users. 
Correspondingly, the lack of interactive feedback might complicate the corpus-driven learning 
experience for beginning-level students as they might need scaffolding or explanations for colloca-
tional usage.

A second disadvantage is that SkELL does not differentiate between homographs or polysemous words. 
As Figure 4 illustrates, SkELL does not provide additional explanation or have any filters regarding 
homonymy or polysemy, resulting in scrambled words, meanings, and senses. As Figure 6 indicates, 
the polysemous word “fair” was not filtered by meaning or part of speech, causing potential confusion 
among learners.
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Another downside of SkELL usage is providing inaccurate or misleading output (Figure 7). While 
searching for discourse markers (e.g., in conclusion), users might experience difficulty identifying 
near-synonyms due to wrong or missing outputs. The search may sometimes yield no results for 
other lexical items (e.g., consequently) with close synonyms (e.g., as a result and accordingly) due to 
case-insensitive queries (Consequently vs. consequently). 

Conclusion

In conclusion, SkELL is a flourishing corpus web interface applicable to foreign language education. 
Its main pedagogical affordances are multilingual support in key phrase search, contextualized vocab-
ulary and grammar, writing improvement, and curricular and extracurricular use. However, the review 
also voiced some concerns regarding its use, including the requirement for advanced/autonomous lan-
guage use, absence of interactivity, problems with homonymy and polysemy, and inaccurate/mislead-
ing results. Nonetheless, SkELL is a promising DDL tool addressing language learners and teachers. 
Further research, especially in languages other than English, is necessary to corroborate the review’s 
findings about SkELL and reveal its further potential across diverse contexts. 

As an EFL teacher in Türkiye, I have found that SkELL is a useful, albeit somewhat sufficient, tool for 
implementing corpus-based learning in my classes. Because of its basic platform and direct access to 
authentic data, I can use it in activities designed to build vocabulary, collocation, and grammar skills. 
I usually create guided discovery tasks where students work with word sketches or example sentences 
with the goal of finding out how they are used in real life. Yet, some of my lower proficiency learners 
sometimes have a hard time interpreting the results on their own because SkELL lacks interactive 
feedback or explanations. This means I must scaffold the process by offering extra assistance, such 
as guiding students through the analysis or pre-teaching critical concepts. Also, the inability to focus 

Figure 7  An Example of Misleading Output.
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on academic English or exam English because of the supplied corpora is a challenge for many of my 
students. Even with all these limitations, I believe SkELL continues to be a valuable additional source 
for fostering learner autonomy and authentic language use.
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Appendix

The Product at a Glance

Title SKELL (Sketch Engine for Language Learning)
Developer Lexical Computing Ltd. 

Website https://skell.sketchengine.eu/

Product type Web-based corpus tool for language learning

Supported languages Czech, English, Estonian, German, Italian, and Russian

Desktop operating systems Latest versions of Windows, macOS, and Linux

Mobile operating systems Latest versions of iOS and Android

Registration No registration required 

Hardware requirements Any device with an internet connection and a modern web browser

Price Free of charge 

https://skell.sketchengine.eu/

