
EXAMPLES OF HOW I USED A CORPUS IN 

WORDSMITH TOOLS TO TACKLE TRANSLATION 

PROBLEMS IN  A TEXT ENTITLED “PERFIL BIOFÍSICO 

FETAL” 
 

I built my corpus by downloading texts from the MEDLINE database. I found English 

texts related to the text being translated from Spanish by searching for terms for 

which I was already sure of the translation. Below, I explain how I used this corpus 

within the program “WordSmith Tools” to find the correct terms and collocations for 

my translation. 

 

PROBLEM 1 – USAGE – foetal or fetal // foetus or fetus 
 

This was the first thing I chose to look up, as I wanted to know which spelling was the 

most used in medical texts written in standard British English. This would enable me 

to enlarge my corpus by searching for the most standard spelling of “f(o)etal”. I had 

always been taught that in British English, both words were spelt with an “o”, so I 

wanted to check it out for myself. Although by using the British National Corpus, I 

would have been searching texts written in British English, these texts are not 

specialised, and so this would not have necessarily shown which spelling was 

standard in medical texts. 

 

I had already found convincing evidence that the English equivalent of “conducta 

fetal” was “f(o)etal behavio(u)r”. Because of the difference between the British and 

US spelling of “behavio(u)r”, I was able to search for the correct spelling of “f(o)etal” 

in specialised texts written in British English. In WordSmith Tools, I searched for 

“behaviour”, then ordered the concordance by the word immediately to the left (L1). 

 



 
 

As we can see in the screen shown above, there are several concordances for “fetal 

behaviour”, whereas there are none for “foetal behaviour”. Therefore, according to 

my corpus, even alongside the British spelling “behaviour”, the most common 

spelling is “fetal”.  

 

CONCLUSION: Use “fetus” and “fetal”. 

 

PROBLEM 2 – TERMINOLOGÍA – ecografía de tiempo real 
(ETR) 
 

The Acronym Finder I consulted listed “real-time scan (RTS)”, but other websites 

referred to “real-time ultrasound” and “real-time ultrasonography”. 

 

I searched my corpus for “real-time” through WordSmith Tools. I then ordered the list 

by R2 (WordSmith counts a hyphenated word as two separate words). Because of the 

sheer number of results, the easiest way to analyse the data was through the 

“collocates” table. 

 



 
 

The results show quite clearly that “Real-time ultrasound” is widely used. However, I 

needed to check that this could refer to “la ecografía” as a concept and not just as a 

single “ecografía”. Let’s take a look at the results in the concordance: 

 

 



 

This shows quite clearly that “real-time ultrasound” can refer to the concept (see, for 

example, the frequency of the preposition “by” immediately preceding the term). 

 

Neither RTU nor RTUS appeared at all in the “collocates” table. Given the size of the 

concordance, we can therefore assume that neither acronym is used. Although “(US)” 

is occasionally used, this does not appear widespread, and it is not usual to give an 

acronym for what is only part of a term. 

 

SOLUTION: Use “real-time ultrasound”. 

 

Problem 3 – Collocation – What verb(s) should one use with 
“biophysical tests” (current solution: “perform”) 
 

Although I was happy that the verb “perform” was clear enough, I wanted to check 

whether the verb was frequently used alongside “biophysical tests” and/or whether 

any other verb was more common. I added additional texts to my corpus by searching 

MedLine with “biophysical test” and “biophysical tests” in order to obtain additional 

results. 

 

I searched “biophysical test*” in order to obtain results for both the singular and 

plural. When I looked at the collocates, I found no verbs at all that could accompany 

“biophysical tests”: 

 

 
 

I also looked through the Concordance, as the verbs may simply have been written in 

different forms (past, present, 1
st
/3

rd
 person etc.), but again I found no verbs with the 



meaning of simply “carrying out” a biophysical test. However, I noticed in the 

Concordance that “biophysical testing” was very frequent, and avoided the problem of 

requiring a verb. 

 
 

Although there was a risk that by searching for “biophysical test” in Medline I would 

get texts that did not have the right context, the presence of words such as “fetal”, 

“antepartum” and “pregnancy” in the above results confirm that the examples are in 

the right context. 

 

SOLUTION: Change “biophysical tests” to “biophysical testing” and remove the verb 

“to perform”. 

 

PROBLEM 4 – TERMINOLOGÍA – crecimiento fetal retardado 
 

The problem here was the final adjective, as I had seen “fetal growth” in many other 

texts I had already looked at. I therefore created a concordance by searching the 

corpus for “fetal growth”. I was looking for one of two possibilities: either an 

adjective preceding “fetal growth” (L1) or a noun following it (R2). By looking at the 

“collocates”, I could examine both possibilities simultaneously: 

 



 
 

In position L1, the big scorers were prepositions. However, there was one interesting 

result in L1. “Abnormal” has 6 hits in this position, and after further research, I 

changed “fetal growth problems” to “abnormal fetal growth”. 

 

In position R2 (i.e. immediately after “fetal growth”), we find “restriction” and 

“retardation” with almost equal results. Assuming both were correct terms, I decided 

it were safer to use “retardation”, as this gives the same idea of a delay as in the 

original text rather than an impediment. However, from past experience, I have found 

that the closest translation to the Romance languages are often commonly used simply 

because many of the texts are translated or written by foreigners. I therefore decided 

to check both options in the British National Corpus. There was only one result: 

 

 
 

The reference is from the British Medical Journal, which is a reliable source. 

 



SOLUTION: Translate “crecimiento fetal retardado” by “fetal growth 

retardation”. 

 

PROBLEM 5 – Collocations – “to * a diagnosis and a 
prognosis” 
 

The original Spanish text uses the verb “estructurar” which seems to be more 

appropriate to the style of text than “make”. I wanted to see whether there was a more 

appropriate verb in English that is used with “diagnosis” and “prognosis”. 

 

I created a concordance by searching for “diagnosis”. Because “diagnosis” is a 

countable noun, therefore requiring an article, I sorted my results by L2. The verb “to 

make” was the only verb that regularly accompanied “diagnosis”: 

 

 
 

I checked the clusters, just to check I was not missing anything, and the first verb to 

appear (apart from “to be”) was in the cluster “diagnosis was made”, which appeared 

15 times: 

 



 
 

SOLUTION: Use the verb “make”. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

By using WordSmith tools, I am able search quickly through vast corpuses of 

specialised texts related to the text being translated. The program, therefore, is a vital 

tool, reducing the time spent searching through parallel texts and enabling better 

translations to be produced. 

 

 

TIMOTHY BARTON 


