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In the final analysis if linguistics
is not about language as it is
actually spoken and written by
human beings, then it is about
nothing at all.

Michael Stubbs
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Preface

Geoffrey Leech

Learner corpora: what they are and what can be done
with them

This is the first book devoted to the idea of collecting a corpus, or
computer textual database, of the language produced by foreign lan-
guage learners: a collection known as a learner corpus. To begin with a
hypothetical but realistic example, let us suppose that higher education
teacher X, in a non-English speaking country, teaches English to her
students every week, and every so often sets them essays to write,
or other written tasks in English. Now, instead of returning those essays
to students with comments and a sigh of relief, she stores the essays
(of course with the students’ permission) in her computer, and is
gradually building up, week by week, a larger and more representative
collection of her students” work. Helped by computer tools such as a
concordance package, she can extract data and frequency information
from this ‘corpus’, and can analyse her students” progress as a group in
some depth. More significant (since teacher X is also interested in build-
ing up a research profile) are the research questions which oper: up once
the corpus is in existence; for example:

* What linguistic features in the target language do the learners in
question use significantly more often (‘overuse’) or less often
(‘underuse’) than native speakers do?

* How far is the target language behaviour of the learners influenced
by their native language (NL transfer)?

* In which areas do they tend to use ‘avoidance strategies’, failing to
exploit the full range of the target language’s expressive possibilities?

* In which areas do they appear to achieve native-like or non-native-
like performance?

* What (in order of frequency) are the chief areas of non-native-like
linguistic performance which learners in country A suffer from and
need particular help with?
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To some extent, teacher X's interest in such questions may be directed
towards improving her own teaching practices: for example, she will be
able to save time where the students experience no difficulty, and con-
centrate remedial work on areas where more help is patently needed. In
other words, she will be able to tailor teaching to need. To some extent,
however, her interest will also be directed towards a more collaborative
mode of research with teachers and researchers in other institutions and
in other countries, who are collecting the data of their students, just as
she is collecting the data of hers. Such a collaboration is needed if we
are to answer more generic questions such as:

* What are the particular areas of overuse, underuse and error which
native speakers of language A are prone to in learning target lan-
guage T, as contrasted with native speakers of languages B,C,D...?

* What, in general, is the proportion of non-native target language
behaviour (overuse, underuse, error) peculiar to native speakers of
language A, as opposed to such behaviour which is shared by all
learners of the language, whatever their mother tongue?

It appears odd that SLA research has not yet provided a clear answer
to these questions, especially to the second one, which concerns the influ-
ence of the native language on learning, and which has obvious implica-
tions for how languages should be successfully learned. The study of
learner corpora for the first time provides for a research programme
which will lead to its being answered.

There are many refinements and elaborations of such a research pro-
gramme which can be envisaged — such as the collection of corpora of
the same students at different stages of learning (a longitudinal learner
corpus, in fact), or the collection of a (preferably longitudinal) corpus of
the data derived from individual learners rather than from a homogen-
eous group. These refinements lie largely in the future. But, to answer
questions such as those above, for the time being, we may look forward
to the success of an international learner corpus programme which entails
collecting comparable data from comparable learner groups, each of
which consists of speakers of a different native language: e.g. a corpus
of English produced by NSs (native speakers) of French, a similar cor-
pus produced by NSs of Chinese, a similar corpus produced by NSs of
Polish, and so on. To complete the international corpus design we also
need a comparable corpus, insofar as it can be obtained, of NSs of the
target language, English, as a standard of comparison, or norm, against
which to measure the characteristics of the learner corpora. This is indeed
the design of the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), founded
and coordinated by Sylviane Granger, the editor of this volume.

Much of this book is devoted to the first fruits of the ICLE project,
which is already beginning to yield findings of considerable interest. We
should also mention the role of other large learner corpus projects now
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coming to fruition: the 10-million-word Longman Learners’ Corpus, rich
in variety of mother tongues and levels of learner attainment, on which
Gillard and Gadsby report in Chapter 12; also the homogeneous corpus
of 10 million words (all from Chinese-speaking learners) collected in the
HKUST project on which Milton reports in Chapter 14.

The background: corpus research and research into
language learning

Rather dramatically, we may claim that the concept of a learner corpus
is an idea ‘whose hour has come’. Corpus linguistics (which nowadays
means ‘computer corpus linguistics’) is a relatively new branch of lin-
guistics which has been gathering momentum over the past 30 years, as
computers have grown enormously in storage and processing ability. Its
influence has spread into many branches of language research, but has
been rather slow to gain a foothold in the educational sphere, for two
reasons, one practical and the other theoretical. The first reason is that
computers cost money, and computer-based research requires a concen-
tration of human resources and equipment which is not easily available
to those working in areas such as English language teaching (ELT) and
second language acquisition (SLA), where resources are scarce. Educa-
tion is the Cinderella of the academic world, particularly in language
learning, where research projects are usually funded inadequately, if
they are funded at all.

The second reason is that the intellectual climate current in applied
linguistics over the past 20 years has not lent itself to the kinds of em-
pirical methods that corpus linguistics fosters. If, to dramatise again, we
characterise the theme of this book as ‘SLA meets corpus linguistics’,
this is not likely to be a meeting of unalloyed joy and goodwill. Rather,
it may well be an encounter marked by some suspicion and misunder-
standing. Why this is so is not immediately evident. It might seem that
a large and carefully compiled database of learner’s language is going
to be a useful resource for anyone wanting to find out how people learn
languages, and how they can be helped to learn them better. After all,
the notion of interlanguage (IL) research rests on the principle that under-
standing language learning means understanding the intermediate
approximative language systems which learners, as learners, progress-
ively acquire. And how, it may be asked, could we better study such
interlanguage knowledge than by studying the language which learners
produce? Surely this is the only really hard evidence we have of what
progress learners are making or failing to make?

What may seem an eminently sensible course of action to a layperson
does not necessarily commend itself to the academic world. Two mutu-
ally opposed intellectual currents have taken the focus of attention away
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