
The NOW Corpus as the most robust monitor corpus of English 

 

The NOW Corpus from English-Corpora.org currently has (as of mid-May 2022) about 15.1 billion words of data 

from 21 English-speaking countries, and it is growing by about 200-220 million words per month (~2.4 billion words 

per year). The NOW Corpus is the only resource that allows you to find the frequency of words, phrases, and 

collocates by year, month, and day – in thousands of newspapers and magazines from throughout the world.  

Tools like Google Trends allow you to see what people are searching for over time, but not what is actually being 

used in newspapers and magazines. LexisNexis has some functionality for showing frequency over time, but it costs 

thousands of dollars per year. As far as "structured corpora", MonitorCorpus – a site that used to provide similar 

functionality – is no longer operational. Oxford University Press apparently has a "monitor corpus" for internal use, 

but it is not available to the public. 

Other than NOW, the only other publicly-available monitor corpus is the "Trends" corpus from Sketch Engine. As of 

May 2022, it provides about 900 million words of data (mostly from January 2020 to the present). A sample search 

for Ukraine in the Trends corpus is shown below: 

 

 
 

 

 

https://www.english-corpora.org/now/
https://www.english-corpora.org/
https://trends.google.com/
https://www.lexisnexis.com/
http://monitorcorpus.com/
https://public.oed.com/blog/corpus-analysis-of-the-language-of-covid-19/
https://public.oed.com/blog/using-corpora-to-track-the-language-of-covid-19-update-2/
https://www.sketchengine.eu/


There are a number of important differences between NOW (from English-Corpora.org) and Trends (from Sketch 

Engine): 

Feature NOW (English-Corpora.org) Trends (Sketch Engine) 

Size (as of May 2022) 15.1 billion words (~17x as large) 900 million words 

Growth each month 7-8 million words ~4 million words 

Corpus begins in January 2010 (e.g. 244m words 2010, 305m in 2011) ~Jan 2020 (a few texts before then) 

Search for Words, phrases, collocates Only single words 

Granularity Year, month, and day Year and month 

 

As mentioned, NOW is the only corpus that shows the frequency by year, word, and day. For example, the following 

are the results from a search for Ukraine, in the time period in which it was invaded by Russia (24 Feb 2022): 

Ukraine 

 

 

The ability to see results by day is important in finding the earliest use of a word or phrase. For example, the phrase 

fake news increases markedly in November 2016 – the date of the US elections. But did it increase before or after 

the elections on November 8? This is important, since people on both sides of the political spectrum use the word 

in different ways, and for different purposes. The data from NOW shows clearly that the normalized frequency 

(frequency per million words) is quite low every day before the elections, but that it increases seven-fold right after 

the elections (Nov 9 to Nov 10/11) and that it increases even more a week or so after the elections. NOW is the only 

corpus that allows us to search so much data in such a granular way. 



fake news 

 
 

Another important difference is that the Trends corpus from Sketch Engine only shows the frequency of words (and 

remember, just single words – not phrases). In NOW, on the other hand, we can also see the collocates of a given 

word or phrase (even at the level of individual months, weeks, or days). This provides important insight into how 

the word or phrase was being used at a particular point in time. For example, the following is a comparison of 

climate NOUN in 2020-2022 and 2010-2014. Notice the rise in phrases like climate anxiety / breakdown / grief: 

 

As mentioned, we can find and compare collocates at the level of individual months and even days. For example, 

the following are collocates of fake news in the month after the phrase increased in frequency (i.e. from 10 Nov 

2016 through 10 Dec 2016). (And notice the misspelling of ridiculous, which comes from the "comments" sections 

of online newspapers, and which shows the sometimes informal nature of these comments). 



 

 
 

The following are some of the concordance lines for this search (fake news, with the collocate hoaxes, from 16-11-

10 to 16-12-10). Notice that even during this early period, the phrase had spread to many different countries, 

including Canada, the UK (GB), South Africa, India, and Malaysia. 

 

For even more granularity, we could create a "Virtual Corpus", based on metadata from the 26+ million texts in 

NOW (as of May 2022), including country, web domain (e.g. New York Times), title, date (down to the level of 

individual days), and words in the text. For example, we could create a Virtual Corpus of texts from the United States 

from Nov-Dec 2016, with the phrase fake news in the title of the article. 

 

About 1-2 seconds later, we have a list of the best texts. We simply provide a name, e.g. fake_news. 

 



Once we have created the Virtual Corpus, we can search within the Virtual Corpus (for words, phrases, collocates, 

etc), and we can compare the frequency of words or phrases in different Virtual Corpora (for example, in the US 

and the UK in the same period). In addition, in just 1-2 seconds more, we can generate a list of keywords from the 

Virtual Corpus: 

 

And then when we click on one of these keywords (e.g. hoax), we see results just from the Virtual Corpus that we 

have created: 

 

Finally, as we discuss in another help file, in NOW we can quickly and easily find the keywords for individual days. 

For example, the following are the keywords for 25 Feb 2022, the day after Ukraine was invaded. 

  

(The keywords – along with all of the texts – are created and processed by 10 PM. In this sense, the corpus is never 

more than just a few hours out of date.) 

We should also mention that if you are interested primarily in data related to COVID / Coronavirus, you may want 

to consider the Coronavirus Corpus. It contains about 1.5 billion words in about 2 million texts (through May 2022), 

and it is growing by about 30-50 million words per month. All of the functionality shown above for the NOW Corpus 

is also available in the Coronavirus Corpus. (See Davies (2021) for an overview of the corpus in the International 

Journal of Corpus Linguistics). 

In summary, no other corpus serves as such a powerful monitor corpus of English as the NOW Corpus. It is much 

larger than comparable corpora, it provides a much wider range of searches, and it provides much more granularity 

than any other corpus. And it is freely available (along with many other very useful corpora of English) from English-

Corpora.org. 

https://www.english-corpora.org/now/files/NOW-keywords-by-date.pdf
https://www.mark-davies.org/articles/davies_86.pdf

