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Project A16) Regional variation of idioms (BNCweb + COCA via CQPweb) 

Corpora:  

British National Corpus (BNC), Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) 

 

Programs:  

BNCweb, CQPweb (different name, different colour, but virtually the same interface) 

 

Tasks: 

 

 Find all occurrences of both a drop in the bucket and a drop in the ocean in 

both corpora 

 Compare the relative percentages of the above mentioned idioms. 

 Use the collocation function of BNCweb/CQPweb to find out whether there 

are other common collocations for a drop in the. 

 

Notes: 

 

 The corpora can be accessed via the departmental server: https://eng-

ling.uni-bamberg.de/ 

 You have to sign up for a free user account to gain access to the corpora. 

 The quick reference guide (https://eng-ling.uni-

bamberg.de/bncweb/Simple_query_language.pdf) can also be accessed via 

the BNCweb interface. 

 In addition, you can borrow the following user guide from Julia Schlüter: 

Hoffmann, Sebastian et al. (2008) Corpus Linguistics with BNCweb: A 

Practical Guide. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 

 Last but not least, there is a youtube channel with instructional videos for the 

CQPweb interface 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1) Create a free account and access the corpora via the departmental server: 

https://eng-ling.uni-bamberg.de/ 

 

2) Access the Web interface to the British National Corpus, enter the idiom “a drop 

in the bucket” into the query box and hit the button Start Query.  

 

 
 

 The database delivers the results on a page as follows: 

 

 
3) Repeat the steps for the idiom “a drop in the ocean” 

 

 
 

https://eng-ling.uni-bamberg.de/


 
 

4) Access the Web interface to the Corpus of Contemporary American English, 

enter the idiom “a drop in the bucket” into the query box and hit the button 

Start Query.  

 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 

5) Results: 

 

A DROP IN THE BUCKET: 

 BNC: frequency 0.04 instances per million words 

 COCA: frequency 0.34 instances per million words  

 

→ More frequently used in American English 

 

 

A DROP IN THE OCEAN: 

 BNC: frequency 0.17 instances per million words 

 COCA: frequency 0.04 instances per million words 

 

→ More frequently used in British English 

 

6) To find out whether there are other common collocations for a drop in the, 

access the Web interface to the British National Corpus, enter “a drop in the” 

into the query box and hit the button Start Query.  

 



 
 

7) When this result page can be seen, click on the arrow next to New Query and 

choose the option collocations.  

 

 
 

 
 



8) Hit the button Submit. 

 

 
9) Using the option Collocation window span, you can select how many words to 

the left and the right of your entered query are included in the search/ results. 

In this case, the word following “a drop in the” is of interest. Hit the button Go!. 

 

 
 

10)  Results: 

Based on the search results of the BNC, it seems that there are no other 

collocations with “a drop in the” used in British English. 


