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The present paper describes the objectives behind a work-in-progress project on the 
implementation of corpus material in language courses at Chalmers university of 
technology, Göteborg, Sweden. Chalmers offers a challenging environment with 
students who are not language students primarily. The courses given by the Centre for 
language and communication are both elective courses and obligatory courses on a 
wide range of engineering programmes. The project covers three courses with quite 
different objectives and involves both written and spoken language. A central argument 
in the paper is that the implementation of corpora for teaching purposes in ESP 
environments can be facilitated if it is anchored in identified learning outcomes. The 
learning outcomes of the three courses and how corpora might contribute to the 
fulfilment of these outcomes are discussed in the paper. 
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Introduction 
 

The value of corpora for language teaching purposes as well as the limitations of 

corpora for such purposes are issues that have been discussed and commented on by 

many scholars (e.g. Chambers 2007:6-7, Gabrielatos 2005:25, Johansson 2007:26, Lee 

and Swales 2006:57, O’Keefe, McCarthy and Carter 2007:246-247). One point that has 

been made explicitly by several authors is that corpora are no magic wands that 

inevitably generate language learning (see e.g. Conrad 2000:548, Gaskell and Cobb 

2004:315, Mauranen 2004:103). There is thus generally great awareness of the 

problems and limits of corpora for teaching purposes among teachers and researchers. 

Still, since one of the major strengths of corpora is that they lend themselves to 

providing students with new and innovative types of language input, there is always a 
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risk that emphasis is put on instructional input rather than learning outcomes. There is 

obviously no inherent contradiction between improved input and learning outcomes, but 

without basing the use of specific material in particular learning outcomes, the value of 

the material may not be as strong as it could have been.  

 

The aim of the present work-in-progress report is to account for the early stages of a 

project where particular learning outcomes have been identified in three courses and to 

describe in what way corpora are believed to help students reach these outcomes. The 

idea is thus to base the use of corpora in learning outcomes and make the use of corpora 

outcome driven.  

 

The study is carried out at the Centre for language and communication (CLC) at 

Chalmers university of technology and involves three different courses and EFL/ESP 

students from several engineering programmes. CLC has long experience of providing 

English proficiency courses, academic and technical writing courses as well as of 

integrating communication practice into engineering education (see e.g. Börjeson et al. 

2007, Carlsson and Wranne 2008, Evertsson et al. 2007). However, the centre has 

comparatively little experience of using corpora or corpus-related material in their 

teaching, and the implementation and adaptation of such material into various courses 

thus partly means breaking new ground. However, it should be emphasised that the 

decision to use corpora stems from the identification of particular learning outcomes. 

The three courses described below are courses where certain learning outcomes were 

identified and where it is hypothesized that corpora could enhance learning. 

 

Since students at Chalmers are students of engineering, language is not their major 

subject at university. It is likely that many of these students differ from language 

students in terms of motivation, objectives and familiarity with terminology. 

Consequently, the students that participate in the present investigation are different from 

the students in most other studies which have dealt with the use of corpora for teaching 

purposes. Students in such investigations have typically been university language 

students and the studies have been carried out as action research projects at departments 

of language at universities (Chambers 2007:7-8, Mauranen 2004:90-91). 
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Description of courses and desired learning outcomes 
 

The first course to be investigated is an academic writing course open to all doctoral 

students at Chalmers. The course has been given for several years and covers the 

writing of texts common in academic writing, for example abstracts, research articles 

and conference papers. Overall the course has been very successful but one learning 

outcome that could be strengthened is students’ knowledge about writing in their own 

disciplines, i.e. what is often referred to as genre knowledge. Genre knowledge is 

diverse in nature and involves several features. Hyland (2004:84), for instance, 

recognizes eight major aspects of genre knowledge. One of these is knowledge of 

grammar and phraseology. Corpora should be good sources for enhancing this particular 

aspect of genre knowledge, as they can give information about how and where 

particular words and phrases are used. The strengthening of this aspect would have to 

involve active participation from students, and therefore the collection of both 

individual and discipline specific corpora, in line with the study carried out by Lee and 

Swales (2006), are seen as potentially useful activities. As a result, the work will have 

to include the use of text analysis software, such as WordSmith Tools in order to 

facilitate comparisons of for instance collocations and clusters (Scott and Tribble 2006). 

 

The second course is an elective proficiency course primarily aimed at students at basic 

or lower intermediate level. It involves both spoken and written proficiency but there is 

a focus on spoken proficiency as the course is supposed to help international Master’s 

students during their first year at Chalmers. Master’s courses at Chalmers are often 

project-based and thus involve a great deal of both formal and informal spoken English 

(all Master’s courses are taught in English). The fairly general learning outcome of the 

spoken part of the course is to prepare students for future studies at Chalmers, 

particularly in terms of improving their ability to participate in discussions and give oral 

presentations. The material that corpora can provide, and which has not been used at 

Chalmers previously, consists of patterns common in spoken English. The effect of 

teaching such patterns, often referred to as formulaic sequences (Wray 2000, Meunier 

and Gouverneur 2004), is not fully clear but the arguments that are usually put forward 

are that the use of formulaic sequences can free processing capacity and that they can be 
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beneficial for students in handling speech events (Ellis 1996, Wray 2000, Wray and 

Perkins 2000, Mauranen 2004). The corpus material in the present course will most 

likely be corpus-based and taken from sources like O’Keefe, McCarthy and Carter 

(2007), who list a number of formulaic sequences (referred to as ‘chunks’ by O’Keefe, 

McCarthy and Carter 2007:65-67) common in spoken language. The advantage of using 

this type of material is that it consists of common and naturally occurring sequences of 

spoken language. In other words, students are shown examples of language as it is 

actually spoken. The learners’ use of chunks in both formal and informal university 

settings can be compared with material from a corpus like the Michigan Corpus of 

Academic Spoken English (MICASE) (Simpson et al. 2002). 

 

The third course is called Safety communication and is given at the programme of 

nautical science. In the course, students learn to use a set of phrases and terminology 

published by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) as the IMO Standard 

Marine Communication Phrases (IMO 2002).1 The phrases constitute one aspect of 

Maritime English and have been developed in order to make communication at sea as 

simple as possible so that also seamen with limited knowledge of English can 

communicate effectively in commonly occurring situations at sea and in harbour. The 

number of phrases is limited and all of them have been compiled and published in one 

single document. As a consequence, it might at first seem fairly clear what the students 

need to learn. Not surprisingly, however, it has turned out that knowing the phrases is 

seldom enough in real life situations. In these situations, the user often needs to apply 

language structures and vocabulary that extend far beyond the limits of the IMO 

phrases. One particular aspect of the need for a general knowledge of English concerns 

the cotext surrounding the fixed IMO phrases. Minor investigations have shown that the 

cotext of IMO phrases often contains formulaic sequences, but that both students and 

teachers are unaware of these sequences. The hypothesis is therefore that knowing more 

about the cotext of the IMO phrases would help students use these phrases more 

correctly and more effectively. It seems as if not only the phrases but also the words co-

occurring with these phrases are fairly fixed, and being able to clarify the relationships 

                                                
1 Examples of IMO phrases are: “You are proceeding at dangerous speed” and “Stand by for assistance” 
(IMO 2002). 
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with phrases and their cotext is believed to help students in their use of the IMO 

phrases. This part of the project is more extensive than the first two parts described, 

since it involves the identification of formulaic sequences as well as decisions about 

how the use of sequences can be learnt.  

 

Critical factors  
 

All three courses come with a number of critical factors that may hinder learning and 

which therefore have to be addressed. Time is one such factor. Both the doctoral student 

course and the safety communication course are intensive and run over seven weeks 

only. Several studies have emphasised the need for extensive training periods if students 

are to use corpora independently (e.g. Gaskell and Cobb 2004, Johansson 2007:25). 

Considering such findings, it is likely that the three courses in the present project will be 

corpus-based or corpus-informed rather than corpus-driven. 

 

Another critical factor is students’ level of English, particularly in the proficiency 

course. There is some doubt as to whether corpus material is useful for low-level 

learners or not, particularly when it comes to learner consultation of corpora (Chambers 

2007; see also O’Keefe, McCarthy and Carter 2007:24). This is thus yet another factor 

which supports the use of selected corpus material rather than data driven learning in 

order to reach the learning outcome identified.  

 

The third critical factor is comparability and primarily concerns the doctoral student 

course. If the students are to collect a mini-corpus of their own work and compare that 

with other material from their field, it is important that the material is comparable. It 

may not be possible to monitor this process fully and it is therefore a factor that needs to 

be considered when evaluating the learning outcome. 

 

Evaluating the learning outcome is in itself perhaps the most difficult part of the whole 

process and a well-known problem in research on learning (Barr and Tagg 1995). The 

use of spoken language is particularly difficult to evaluate for a number of reasons. First 

of all, it involves recording, which in itself may affect participants. Secondly, a great 
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deal of material is needed to evaluate the use of particular phraseology, and thirdly, 

transcribing recorded material is tedious and time-consuming work.  

 

Another difficult aspect of the effects of corpus material and corpus-related teaching is 

to determine what generates learning. However, even if it is not always possible to show 

that a particular type of methodology results in a particular type of learning, it might be 

possible to show that a course where corpora have been used has resulted in particular 

learning outcomes. This might be a reasonable first step to indicate that corpora 

facilitate learning. The results can then be used to change certain parameters in order to 

be able to gain more knowledge about learning effects (cf. Gaskell and Cobb 2004:315-

317).  

 

Conclusion 
 

Meunier and Gouverneur (2007:132) aptly show how general learning processes can be 

linked to exercises for the learning of formulaic sequences. This type of linking and the 

emphasis on learning outcomes made in the present paper may not be revolutionary 

approaches to corpora, but grounding the use of corpora in learning outcomes and 

general learning processes may strengthen teachers’ and researchers’ awareness of how 

corpora can be employed for teaching purposes.  

 

Another insight from more general approaches to learning that seem to be worth 

remembering when dealing with corpora is Gardener’s (1993:24) and Biggs’(2003:46) 

emphasis on the risks of trying to cover too much. According them, coverage is one of 

the greatest enemies of deep learning, as it prevents students from analysing the 

material carefully enough. This is certainly one of the risks of corpora as students can 

quickly be presented with a great deal of unanalysed material. Another aspect of this 

problem is addressed by Bowden and Marton (1998:24), who argue that “[f]or each 

phenomenon there is a limited number of critical aspects that can be discerned and 

focused on simultaneously. So differences in how this phenomenon is experienced 

reflect differences in what critical aspects are discerned and focused on 

simultaneously”. Guiding inexperienced corpus users to focusing on critical aspects and 
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to noticing use in various situations seems to be essential if corpus material is to foster 

learning in many ESP environments. Corpora in ESP contexts often require a great deal 

of contextualisation, but if such contextualisation can be based in explicitly stated 

learning outcomes, corpora can be used for a variety of purposes and in many different 

ESP contexts. 
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