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Cambridge Sketch Engine – Getting Started (version 2.0.) 
 
This guide outlines the basic functions found in Sketch Engine that you can use to investigate the Corpus. These 
functions apply to all Sketch corpora, although the Cambridge Learner Corpus also has extra functions aside 
from those outlined in this guide. For information on using the Learner Corpus, please see Using the Cambridge 
Learner Corpus.  
 
This guide is not entirely comprehensive – please see Advanced Help for further information on using more 
advanced functions in Sketch Engine. 
 
This guide outlines only the procedures needed for running particular searches and queries; it does not give 
information on how you can use your corpus results for ELT, although suggestions about this can be found under 
Using the Corpus in ELT on the Cambridge Help page.  
 
If you have any other queries, suggestions and/or feedback, please don’t hesitate to email 
corpus@cambridge.org 
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1. About Sketch Engine  
Cambridge Sketch Engine is a web-based software program which allows you to analyse the Cambridge Corpus 
resources. Sketch Engine has a wide range of functions, the core ones being:  
 

Concordancer - this allows you to see all of the occurrences of any given word or phrase in the  
Corpus. This function is very powerful with many different ways of displaying, organising and sorting 
your results.  

 
Word Sketch - this gives you a summary of word types and word patterns that are found with your 
search word.  

 
Most of the terminology in this guide is defined as it is encountered, but for a full glossary of terms please see 
the Jargon Buster: (http://trac.sketchengine.co.uk/wiki/SkE/Help/JargonBuster). 
 
 
2. Accessing Sketch Engine  
To access the Cambridge Sketch Engine, go to: http://cup.sketchengine.co.uk 
 
Sketch Engine works best using Mozilla Firefox web browser (as opposed to e.g. Internet Explorer or Google 
Chrome.) Mozilla is free to download at: http://www.mozilla.com  
 
Your username and password are generated and emailed to you once your request for access has been 
processed. If you have any questions about access or passwords, please email corpus@cambridge.org    
 
 
Once you have signed in using your username and password, the Sketch Engine homepage looks like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To choose a Corpus to work with, simply click on the name of that Corpus displayed in the list in the main 
screen. The size of the Corpus is displayed in number of tokens (that is, words and punctuation marks) and also 
in words on the left hand side of the screen. 
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Click on the  
Cambridge University 
Press logo at the top 

left of the screen from 
anywhere in Sketch to 

return to this 
homepage. 

This is the main screen. Here you can select the Corpus  
you wish to work with by clicking on the name of the corpus 

The settings and change 
password buttons allow you to 
update your personal 
information.  

 
3. Generating a concordance 
Once you’ve chosen the Corpus you wish to work with by clicking on the name of that corpus, you will then see 
the concordance screen, shown below1: 
 

 
 
From this screen you can search for a word or phrase and look at instances of that word or phrase in the Corpus 
–this is called generating a concordance.  
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To do this, enter your search term in the query box in the main panel of the screen, then press the Make 
Concordance button. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For example, to search for instances of the word explode, type the word in the query box. 
Then press Make Concordance 

 
After you press Make Concordance, all instances of your search word that are found in the Corpus will be 
shown. A sample of this is shown below for the word explode: 

 
 
As we can see here, all forms of the verb explode are included in the results. Searching in this way is the default 
option.  
 
It is possible to run other types of searches in Sketch Engine (e.g. searching for only particular word forms, such 
as exploded or exploding, or for a phrase, such as I exploded, it might explode). These are outlined in Section 6 
of this guide. 
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4. Reading your concordance screen  
Once you have generated your concordance, it is displayed in the main part of the screen with your search word 
shown in the centre, and the context of that word shown on either side.  
 
Other parts of the screen give further information about our results, as shown below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Moving around  

The options above the bar on the left hand 
side will take you to other parts of the 
program, (e.g. Word Sketch.) These functions 
are detailed in subsequent sections. 

The panel directly above the concordance tells you which 
Corpus you are using, and how many hits match your 
search item, along with the frequency per million. 

The options below the horizontal bar on the left hand side menu allow you to investigate 
your concordance further - these options are outlined in more detail. 
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4.1 Navigating through your results  
When you’ve generated your concordance, a portion of your results are displayed on the screen. Other results 
can be found on subsequent pages. You can use the navigation at the top and bottom of your results to see 
further examples found on these pages. (The number of results displayed on one page at a time can be changed 
– this is outlined in Section 4.3.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
You can click on Next, 
Last, First or Previous 
to jump to these 
pages. 

You can type a page 
number in the Page 
box and select Go. 

There are two ways to 
navigate through your 
pages of results: 
 

 

4.2 Finding out more about concordance lines  
For each result, a small amount of its context is shown on either side of your search word. Usually, these results 
form part of much longer texts. It is possible to show more of the text that an example appears in: 
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Click on a word 

More of its 
context will then 

appear in the 
panel at the 

bottom of the 
screen 



 
 
 

Click on expand left and/or expand right (circled in green in the diagram on page 7) to see even 
more of the context. 

 
To get information about the source-text that a particular concordance line comes from (e.g. the publication 
date, the variety of English, the document name), click the value displayed in the references column at the left-
hand end of the relevant line. This then brings up "header" information in the bottom screen.  
 
(It is possible to change what is displayed in the references column – this is outlined in Section 4.3). 
 
 

This is the 
references column  

Information 
about the 

example will 
then appear at 
the bottom of 

the screen 

Click on the 
references column 

value that 
corresponds to 
your example 
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4.3 Changing how your results look 

 
The view options screen allows you to change the way your concordance searches are displayed. For example, 
you can change how many results are displayed on your screen, or how much of the context either side of your 
search word is displayed. 
 
To open the view options from the concordance screen, select view options from the left hand side menu. This 
displays a new screen in the main panel. The view options screen look like this (shown on the left hand side): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Using References you can change the information 
that is displayed in the references column in the 
concordance (shown below). 
 
Click to choose the information you wish to display. 
Choose more than one option by holding the Ctrl 
key and clicking. 
 
Then, instead of the default option (document ID) 
you can display more useful information, (e.g 
whether the example is written or spoken, its 
source, its variety of English.) 

For information on changing your Sketch Engine display using Attributes and Structures (shown to the left of the 
References options), please see the Cambridge Sketch Engine – Advanced Help. 
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You can also use view options to change how many results are displayed at a time: 
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Display a larger number of results on each page 
of the results screen by changing the value for the 
Page Size.   
 
(NB –increasing the page size dramatically may 
slow down initial retrieval of the concordance.) 

Change how much of the sentence appears either 
side of your search term by using KWIC Context 
size.  

Sort good dictionary examples is a feature for 
lexicographers, allowing concordance lines that 
will work well as dictionary examples (according 
to the GDEX program) to be displayed at the top 
of the concordance. 

 

Save Options saves your settings for all future sessions. 
Change View Options saves your settings for this session only. 
 

Once you’ve selected your settings, you can save them by selecting from options at the bottom of the view 
options screen: 



5. Finding information from a concordance 
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From the concordance screen where your results are displayed, we can see a 
number of options for working with and refining your concordance.   
 
These options are shown in the lower left hand side menu.  
 
These options are now outlined in this section. 
 
(Clicking on any of these options opens a new display in the main screen).  
 

 
 
5.1 Save gives you options for saving the concordance you’ve generated. You can specify whether the output is 
text or XML; how many pages long it is; whether a heading is included; whether the lines are numbered; 
whether it’s saved as KWIC or sentence view and the maximum number of lines that you wish to be included.  
 
5.2 View options functions have been addressed earlier in Section 4.3. 
 
5.3 KWIC/Sentence lets you toggle between the default KWIC concordance view (where your search term 
appears in the centre of the screen) and full sentence view (where the whole sentence for each result is 
displayed) as shown below:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KWIC view

Sentence view



5.4 Sort is a quick way to reveal patterns in your concordance. If you click on this option in the left hand side 
panel, a screen appears in the main panel with various complex options for sorting - these are explained further 
in the Sketch – Advanced Help.  
 
Alternatively, you can use the other options below sort on the left hand menu to simply sort by:  
 

- Left: sorts your concordance lines by one token (word or punctuation) to the left 
- Right: sorts your concordance lines by one token (word or punctuation) to the right  
- Node: sorts your concordance by the search term (i.e. the node) you’ve entered (also referred to as the 

node word)  
- References: sorts your concordance according to whichever references you have selected to display to 

the left of the concordance lines (look back to View options for info on how to change the references)  
- Shuffle: shuffles up the concordance so that the lines are randomly ordered 

 
Sorting to the left and right also allows you to jump to words beginning with a particular letter by using the 
dropdown that appears after you’ve sorted at the top of the screen, as shown below: 

 
 
5.5 Sample: allows you to create a random sample of the Corpus lines. You can specify the size of the sample 
(i.e. the number of lines) or use the default of 250. You can use this option to reduce a large number of results 
to a manageable number.  
 
5.6 Filter: allows you to narrow down your results by specifying items (e.g. words or parts of speech) that 
should or should not be included in the results. This is outlined further in the Advanced Help.  
 
5.7 Frequency: allows you to find frequency information regarding your search term. If you click on this option 
in the left hand side panel a screen appears in the main panel with various complex frequency options - these 
are explained further in the Sketch – Advanced Help.  
 
Alternatively, you can use the simpler frequency options shown below:  
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- Node tags: shows the frequency of the PoS tags for the search term you’ve entered 
- Node forms: shows the most frequent word forms for the search term you’ve entered  
- Doc IDs: shows the frequency distribution of your search term over the document IDs 
- Text Types: shows the frequency distribution of your search term over all the text types specified for the 

Corpus you’re working with 
 

Using p and n:  
In frequency functions (and in other places in Sketch Engine) often results have p/n shown to the left hand side 
of the results, as shown below: 

 
 
The letter p stands for positive, the letter n stands for negative. Clicking the p that corresponds to a particular 
result, will take you to a screen showing those results only. 
 
For example, as shown above, if we clicked the p next to Am (American), then we would then be able to see 
only those results where variety of English = Am. 
 
If we clicked the n next to the Am, then we would see all other results except those where variety of English = 
Am (in this case, results for British, Scottish, Canadian, Irish and Australian, but NOT American).  
 
  
Understanding Freq and Rel[%]: In frequency lists relating to words, tags and Doc IDs, only a single figure is 
given – the number of times that item occurs within the concordance (the raw frequency).  
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For frequency by text types, however, an extra figure is given, labelled Rel [%]: this gives a percentage comparing the 
raw frequency with the total number of documents of that text type value that exist in the corpus.  
 
For example, imagine you have a corpus of 1000 words and half of these words are from written sources and half from 
spoken sources. If you search for the word do and find that half of these results are from written sources and half from 
spoken, this matches the proportion of these data that are in the corpus, and so would give a relative percentage 
score of 100%. If, however all hits were from spoken texts, then the relative frequency would be closer to 200%, i.e. 
twice what was expected based on the balance of the corpus. 
 

- A relative percentage score of less than 100% means that there are fewer hits for this text type value than 
would be expected. 

- A relative percentage score of more than 100% means there are more hits than would be expected.  
 
The length of the bars on the graphs shown in the text type frequency, and the thickness of the bars represent the raw 
frequency. 



5.8. Collocations allows you to generate lists of words that co-occur frequently with your node word (its 
"collocates") and is explained further in the Advanced Help. 
 
In most cases it may be more useful to use a Word Sketch to look at the behaviour of a word (see the Section 
8) as this gives a more sophisticated account of collocates along with grammatical patterns in most cases.  
 
5.9. Original Concordance: is visible if you have refined your concordance. If you select this you can get rid of 
any refinements you may have added and return to the original concordance.  
 
5.10. ConcDesc: provides a technical description of your query. This is useful for programmers and technical 
researchers.  
 
 
6. Query Types 
Sketch Engine allows you to carry out 5 different query types (Simple, Lemma, Phrase, Word Form and CQL) - 
these are now explained in more detail.  
 
To choose to search using one of these query types, click on Query Type under the Expert options shown on the 
left hand side menu on the concordance screen. The Query Type box will appear in the main screen. Choices can 
then be selected from the drop-down menu. This can be seen in this screenshot: 
 

 
 
 
6.1 Simple search will find all instances of the word you enter that are held in the Corpus. It is important to 
note that this includes: 
 

• all possible grammatical categories that the search word might belong to – a search for the word 
bear will show in the results both the instances of bear as a noun (the brown bear), and as a verb (it 
was difficult to bear).  

 
• all possible variants for each word form. A simple search for bear will find the nouns bear, and 

bears along with the verbs bear, bears, bearing, bore and born. These forms are shown together in 
the results, as shown in the sample below:  
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6.2 Lemma search will find all possible variants of the search term you enter (e.g. if you enter the lemma love, 
it’ll return love, loves, loved, loving.)  
 
Lemma is another word for headword or stem. For example run, runs, ran and running are forms of the 
headword, stem or lemma, run. Go, goes, going, went, and gone are all forms of the headword, stem or 
lemma go. 
 
Unlike with the simple search detailed in 4.1, a lemma search allows you to specify the grammatical category 
(or part of speech - PoS) you wish to look at from the drop-down menu, as shown below: 
 

This means that you can specify between e.g. bear as a noun or bear as a verb by choosing the appropriate Part 
of Speech (PoS) from the drop-down menu. 
 
 
6.3 Phrase will search through the Corpus for the exact phrase you type into the search (this includes any 
capitalisation– a search for take up will not return Take up.) 

Searching for a phrase will not return any of the possible variant forms – a search for runs away will not find ran 
away, running away, run away etc. (A search like this for all variant forms is possible though, see Section 5 on 
Context.) 

Searching for a phrase will not return any instances where words may intervene between the search term (e.g. 
runs quickly away). Again, searches like this are possible using Context. 

To search for a contracted form, e.g. I’m going or can’t believe, leave a space before the apostrophe: I ‘m going, 
or can ‘t believe. 

 
6.4 Word Form will match any word form exactly (rather than searching for variants as found with lemma and 
simple searches). You can select the Part of Speech (PoS) (e.g. noun or verb). It isn’t possibly to search for more 
than one word using a Word Form search.  

You can also select whether you wish to match the exact capitalisation you entered, by clicking in the match 
case box (as shown below). For example, this will enable you to search for Bush rather than bush or CAT rather 
than cat. 
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6.5 CQL stands for Corpus Query Language. Searching using CQL allows you to run more complex searches than 
are possible when using the other 4 search types. CQL is explained in more detail in Advanced Help.  
 

7. Context  

Context allows you to be more specific about the word forms (lemmas) and/or the Parts of Speech (PoS) in the 
words surrounding your query. Here are some examples - you can search for: 
 

• Any adjective before the word meal (e.g. healthy meal, expensive meal etc) 

• Any form of the verb run (i.e. the lemma, run) directly followed by away (so, runs away, running away, 
ran away etc) 

• The Parts of Speech (PoS) that are found in a particular phrase, e.g.: 
- the (any adjective) day (e.g., the sunny day, the horrible day etc.) 
- the girl (any verb) (e.g., the girl swam, the girl cried etc.) 

 
To do this, open the Context section by clicking on Context under Expert options in the left hand side panel as 
shown below. The context window will now appear in the main search screen under the Query options: 
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The options under Lemma filter 
allow you to look for particular words 

that occur with your search term.  

The options under PoS filter allow 
you to look for particular parts of 
speech (e.g. nouns or verbs) that 

occur with your search term. 

 
 

• The options under Window allow you to search to the left or right (so, before or after the search term 
you enter) or to search both to the left and to the right of your query term (by selecting both).  

• You can specify the number of words or punctuation markers (referred to here as tokens) you’d like 
apply your search to.  

• You can enter any number of lemmas or Parts of Speech and can decide if they should all apply, or 
whether any or none should be matched by selecting these options from the drop down menu. 

• To enter more than one word, leave a space between the words (no need for a comma) 

• Searching to the left and right is explained in more detail below: 

 
 
 
SEARCHING TO THE LEFT AND RIGHT. 
If we’ve searched for the word piglets, we may find a sentence in the concordance such as the one shown 
below: 
 

 
Each word and punctuation mark to the left and right of the search term is assigned a number by Sketch Engine, 
as shown here. 

LEFT RIGHT 
5 4 3 2 1

search 
word 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

the event features chicks , piglets , lambs , calves , ducklings , 

Words occurring in these positions can be searched for using the Context function by specifying under the 
Window option, as outlined earlier. 
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8. Text Types 

Text types allow you to search in specific parts of the Corpus. For example, you can look for a word in the 
written or spoken part of the Corpus only. To use text types: 
 

- Click on Concordance at the top of the left hand side menu to return to the concordance query form (If 
any other options are open (e.g. Context) close these by clicking on their name under Expert options.)  

- Select Text Types from the Expert options menu on the left. 

- The text type options will appear in the main screen of the screen. This shows how you can limit your 
search to a certain part of the Corpus.   

- (This screen may vary, depending on which Corpus you’re working with.) 

 
An example of the text types screen can be seen below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you want to see how a word or phrase behaves in, for example, the spoken part of the Corpus, enter the word 
or phrase in the search box and check the box for spoken under the Written/spoken heading. Your concordance 
will then contain only spoken-language examples. 
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You can select any number of text types, depending on what you require. For example, to search only for 
examples from American written journals published in 2008, tick the following options: 
 

- Select Am under the Variety of English heading 
- Select Written under Written/spoken heading 
- Select Journals under the Genre heading 
- Select 2008 under the Year heading 

 
 
Some text type options, e.g. for nationality or first 
language, allow you to enter text directly. A drop 
down menu (as shown on the right) is then displayed 
for you to choose from. To choose more than one 
option separate your choices with a vertical bar, e.g 
Arabic – Gulf|Arabic – Meghreb etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To search by subject area (e.g. law, transport, food) select the relevant subject code. A list of all subject codes is 
available in the Cambridge Help in Sketch Engine 
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Note - Displaying and Hiding options 

The expert options toggle in and out. To display, for example, 
the Query Type menu, click on Query Type in the left hand 
side, under Expert options.  

The Query Type menu will appear in the main search screen 

Click Query Type again and the menu will disappear from the 
main screen 

This principle is the same for all Expert Options 

 

http://www.cambridge.org/sketch/help/sketch_getting_started.pdf


9. The Word Sketch function  
A Word Sketch is a Corpus-based summary of a word's grammatical and collocational behaviour.  
 
Click on Word Sketch on the top left hand side of 
the main menu. This takes you to the Word Sketch 
entry form (shown on the right). 
 
To view a Word Sketch for a particular word, enter 
the lemma (so, stem or headword) and specify its 
part of speech using the drop-down list. (Word 
Sketches are only currently available for nouns, 
verbs, and adjectives). 
 
Then press Show Word Sketch to display the 
results. 
 
 
A Word Sketch for the noun challenge looks like this:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© Cambridge University Press 2012   CONFIDENTIAL 
Last updated: February 2012  

20



- Each column shows the words that typically combine with challenge in a particular grammatical 
construction.  

- As well as the combining word, there are two columns of figures for each grammatical construction:  

o the first of these gives the number of times the two words occur in that construction in the 
corpus (the raw frequency);  

o the second figure gives a statistical measure of how salient the combination is given the relative 
frequencies of both words (this is sometimes referred to as salience, more information is given in 
the Jargon Buster.)  

- Some of these headings are self-explanatory, for example, "object_of" lists the most statistically 
significant verbs that have challenge as their object, e.g. faced a challenge; relished the challenge. 

- Other headings may be more difficult to determine. In order to explore the results further you can switch 
between Concordance mode and Word Sketch mode by clicking on the blue number next to the word 
you’re interested in. This is a useful way to get more information about a particular word combination.  

- For example if you wanted to look at examples of "mount + challenge" (where challenge is the direct 
object of mount), simply click on the number next to mount  in the "object_of" list (in this example, this 
is 1276) and you will be taken directly to a concordance showing all instances of this combination.  

- For more information on Word Sketch headings, see Headings used in the Word Sketch. 

 
 
10. Thesaurus  
 
The Thesaurus function in Sketch is not a “typical” 
thesaurus of synonyms. 
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This function finds words that tend to occur in similar 
contexts as the word you’ve entered.  

The thesaurus function lists, for any given adjective, 
noun or verb, the other words that are most similar to 
it in terms of grammatical and collocational behaviour.  

To use the Thesaurus function, click on the 
Thesaurus link on the left hand side main (top) menu 
and then input the word and PoS that you are 
interested in.  

 
For example, a thesaurus result for the noun challenge 
gives these results (shown on the right): 
 
These results are those words which most frequently 
occur in similar contexts to challenge – this is not determined by the word’s meaning. 
 
Clicking on any word in a Thesaurus entry will take you straight to a screen showing the Sketch Difference 
between these two words. Sketch Difference is explained further in Section 11 below: 

 
 

http://trac.sketchengine.co.uk/wiki/SkE/Help/JargonBuster


11. The Sketch Difference function 
Sketch Difference (or Sketch-Diff) shows the difference between the Word Sketches of two different words. It 
allows you to see which patterns the words you are comparing share, and which are specific to each word. 

- Click on Sketch-Diff on the left hand side panel of the main menu screen. This will take you to the 
Sketch Difference entry form. The form looks like this: 

 

 

On this form, it is possible to compare 
two words, by selecting ‘lemma and 
entering those words here 

You can compare how a word is used in 
two different corpora, by entering the 
lemma in the box at the top, and then 
choosing the ‘subcorpus’ button, and 
selecting your subcorpora here. 

You can compare how different word 
forms are used in the corpus (e.g. 
making and made), by entering the 
lemma in the box at the top, and then 
choosing the ‘word form’ button, and 
entering your word forms here.

 

- Leave the other settings as they are (for more info on these options, please see the Advanced Help). 

- Once you have completed the word Sketch form as you wish, press Show Diff to show the differences 
between the words/corpora. 
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A Sketch Difference for clever and intelligent is shown below: 
 

 
The Sketch Diff screen is split into three main parts. The first part (shown above) shows patterns that are 
common to both of the search terms. These are combinations where clever and intelligent behave in a similar 
way. 
 
Above the tables, the key indicates which words correspond to the green/red shading found in the table: 

 
 
 
 
 

- Based on this key, in the screenshot above, those words shaded in red are more likely to occur with 
intelligent and those in green, with clever.  

- Those words that are a darker red are more strongly associated with intelligent and those which are a 
darker green are more strongly associated with clever. 
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The second and third parts (found lower down the screen) are not colour coded in the same way, but instead 
show “clever only patterns" (so, patterns only occurring with clever, and not intelligent) and "intelligent only 
patterns" (patterns only occurring with intelligent, and not clever) highlighted in their respective colours.  
 
Part of this is shown here:  

 
 
The coloured headings of each section correspond to the key at the top of the page.  
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