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The Web: 
A Ready-Made Corpus?

• A massive quantity of documents freely 
available.

• Can it be used as a ready-made corpus?
• A case study: Investigation of  text types in 

web pages.



Web Pages: New Types of Documents?



The Study

I. A corpus-based approach: the web pages of the 
SPIRIT collection

II. A number of text typologies suggested by 
previous studies

III. Linguistic features
IV. Tagger/Parser
V. Algorithm



I. Web Page Collection
The working corpus is made of 200 random 
English web pages coming from a raw Web 
crawl, the SPIRIT collection, carried out by 
the University of Waterloo in 2001. 



Traditional Text Types on the Web?
Werlich (1976) text typology:
1. Narration
2. Description
3. Exposition
4. Argumentation
5. Instruction

Biber (1988) text typology:
1. Involved production
2. Informational production 
3. Narrative concern
4. Explicit reference
5. Situation-dependent reference
6. Overt expression of persuasion
7. Abstract information
8. Online informational elaborationBroad text typology:

1. Nominal
2. Verbal



Typology of web registers

Towards a typology of web registers: A multi-dimensional 
analysis (Biber 2004)

1. Personal, involved narration
2. Persuasive/argumentative
3. Advice??
4. Abstract/technical discourse



II. Features of Werlich’s Text Types

1. Narration: past tense, time indicators, location indicators.
2. Description: present tense, location indicators, 

adjectives, high type/token ratio.
3. Exposition: explicatory formulae, low sentence length, 

many paragraphs.
4. Argumentation: 1st and 2nd pers. sing. and plur., terms 

like in my opinion, in our view, according to me, 
conjuncts, concessive adverbial subordinators, such as 
therefore, thus, etc.

5. Instruction: imperatives, second person singulars and 
plurals.



II. Features of Biber’s Text Types
1. Involved production: private verbs, contractions, present tense verbs, 1st 

and  2nd pers. pronouns, analytic negation, demonstrative pronouns, 
general emphatics, pronoun IT, BE as main verb, causative subordination, 
discourse particles, indefinite pronouns, general hedges, amplifiers, 
sentence relatives, WH questions, possibility modals, WH clauses, final 
prepositions .

2. Informational production: nouns, word length, prepositions, type/token 
ratio, attributive adjectives.

3. Narrative concern: past tense verbs, third person pronouns, perfect aspect 
verbs, public verbs, synthetic negation, present participial clause.

4. Explicit reference: WH relative clauses, nominalizations, phrasal 
coordination .

5. Situation-dependent reference: time adverbials, place adverbials, adverbs.
6. Overt expression of persuasion: infinitives, prediction modals, suasive 

verbs, conditional subordination, necessity modals .
7. Abstract information: conjuncts, passives, past participial clauses, other 

adverbial subordinators.
8. Online informational elaboration: THAT clauses, demonstratives.



II. Features of Broad Text Types

1. Nominal: noun is the main bearer of information, 
therefore all features connected to nouns are 
included here, for instance noun phrases, 
prepositional complements, pre-modifiers of a 
nominal, determiners, etc. 

2. Verbal: verbs and their attributes represent the core 
features of this text type, together with many other 
verbal features, for instance verb particles, finite 
auxiliary predicators, nonfinite auxiliary predicators, 
etc. 



III. Tagger/Parser

Connexor by Tapanainen and Järvinen (1997).



IV. Methodology

• Web pages converted into Ascii files
• Parsing of the Ascii files
• Frequency counts 
• Normalization to percentage
• Text types were coded as arrays of 

linguistic features
• Intersection of arrays
• Threshold



Issue 1: Elements of text coded as images
M&D i Associats has an internal organization 
divided in four divisions -Audio-visual, Printed 
Material, Design+Management, and 
Multimedia- each one responsible of one aspect 
of the production and/or service offer. These 
Divisions include different kinds of 
products/services, which are mostly interrelated 
either at the internal level inside a division or 
with the rest of the divisions of the company.

Audio-visual Division
M&D i Associats assumes production and 
broadcasting realization of all kind of radio 
programmes, including any class of 
programme, duration and periodicity. In the 
case of shows and programmes in live, we 
assume all the infrastructure of production 
except for the broadcasting technical facilities. 
In the case of recorded programmes, we 
assume the final product ready for emission. 
[…]



Issue 2: Headings



Issue 3: Lists 



Issue 4: Proper Nouns



Issue 5: Tabular Text



Issue 6: Mixed Text



Conclusions (I)
• Even though most of the text types returned by my algorithm are,

broadly speaking, correct, we saw that feature extraction is 
troublesome and counts can be unreliable (issues 2, headings; and 
issue 3, lists).

• It seems that grammatical and lexical features alone are not 
enough to derive a text typology for web pages (issue 4, proper 
nouns; and issue 4, tabular text). Proper nouns should be 
identified and HTML markup tags should be interpreted in a 
functional way and combined with linguistic features. 

• Some types of web pages (issue 3, lists; issue 4, directories; and 
issue 5, tabular text) do not fit well into traditional text types.



Conclusions (II)

• One important fact that should be taken into 
account is the mixed nature of a text (issue 6, 
mixed text). A text can be a mixture of different 
forms of expressions and different communicative 
purposes; it rarely corresponds to a single text 
type. This is especially true for Web pages, which 
are visual objects, mostly with a non-linear 
organization of the text(s), and several purposes or 
functions. 



Conclusions (III)

• It seems that creating a corpus from the Web entails 
several issues, because web pages bring about a number of 
novelties.

• What if we wish to encode web pages in a national corpus? 
Are we going to keep all the navigational elements 
together with all other non-linear items? Shall we keep the 
HTML coding? Shall we keep the visuality of a web page?

I leave all these issues open to your suggestions and hints.



Thank you for your attention!
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