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LEARNER CORPUS RESEARCH MEETS FOREIGN 
LANGUAGE EDUCATION: EXAMPLES  
FROM THE SWISS LEARNER CORPUS SWIKO

Korpuslinguistische Anwendungen in pädagogischen Kontexten sind bisher eher 
Wunsch als Wirklichkeit. Dieser Beitrag stellt das mehrsprachige Schweizer Lerner­
korpus SWIKO vor und zeigt anhand von zwei Szenarien, wie dieses Korpus beim 
Sprachenlehren und -lernen genutzt werden kann. SWIKO umfasst schriftliche 
und mündliche task-basierte Texte von SchülerInnen der Sekundarstufe I in den 
Schulfremdsprachen (Deutsch, Englisch und Französisch) und in der jeweiligen 
Unterrichtssprache. Szenario 1 argumentiert anhand von Analysen der fremdsprach­
lichen Texte, dass Lernerleistungen bezogen auf Aufgaben-Typen illustriert werden 
sollten. Szenario 2 nutzt u.a. das Subkorpus der Unterrichtssprache, um authentische 
Lernmaterialien zu entwickeln. Als Veranschaulichung dienen Arbeitsblätter zur 
Negation im Deutschen.

Introduction

According to Römer (2008; see also e.g., 
Flinz, 2021), there are two ways in which 
corpora – large collections of oral or 
written texts (Lemnitzer & Zinsmeister, 
2015; cf. introduction of this edition) – 
can be applied in pedagogical settings: 
either indirectly via researchers and ma-
terial writers; or directly via learners and 
teachers in the classroom. 

In the indirect form, corpora and cor-
pus linguistic findings contribute to 
the development of reference works, 
teaching materials, and teacher train-
ing. The authentic and typical examples 
of actual language use inform decisions 
on what should be taught and in what 
order (McEnery & Xiao, 2011). Learner 
corpora have increasingly contributed to 
this process, offering valuable insights 
on the mechanisms and challenges of 
language learning, for example based on 
analyses of errors or contrastive over- 
and underuse (for an overview see e.g., 
Meunier, 2020). More recently, the influ-

ence of other variables such as tasks on 
differences in language use has attracted 
researchers’ attention (e.g., Alexopoulou 
et al., 2017)

In the direct form, referred to as data-
driven learning (DDL), teachers and learn-
ers use corpus linguistic techniques 
and tools for pedagogical purposes. In 
the last decades, corpus linguists have 
highlighted the advantages of the DDL 
approach, particularly the exposure to 
rich, authentic language use as well as 
the autonomous and collaborative dis-
covery approach (e.g., Gilquin & Grang-
er, 2010; McEnery & Xiao, 2011). In line 
with the slogan “Every student a Sherlock 
Holmes” (Johns, 1997, p.  101), students 
are encouraged to observe enhanced cor-
pus data, and, based on what they notice, 
hypothesize, generate rules, and check 
their insights into linguistic patterns. 
This active and autonomous involvement 
also allegedly increases motivation.

Despite these proclaimed advantages, the 
DDL approach has yet to find its way 
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into the everyday classroom (Meunier, 
2020). Several factors contribute to this 
scarce uptake (e.g., Meunier, 2019; Römer, 
2009; Tribble, 2008): Technical tools have 
to be available and, more importantly, 
mastered – a time-consuming endeavour 
for both teachers and learners, especially 
considering that the topic and approach 
have to be carefully selected and adapt-
ed to the specific context. Furthermore, 
while research results have shown pos-
itive effects of DDL on learning gains 
(e.g., Boulton & Cobb, 2017), most studies 
were conducted by corpus linguists (as 
opposed to teachers) with advanced and 
tertiary learners focusing on English as 
a foreign language (although see recent 
work by Crosthwaite, 2020 for younger 
learners; or Vyatkina, 2020 for German 
as a foreign language).

With these gaps in mind, the next sec-
tion provides a brief overview of the 
SWIKO project and corpus, followed by 
two scenarios of how the corpus can 
be utilized in two educational settings: 
teacher training and the secondary school 
classroom.

SWIKO

SWIKO is a multilingual corpus currently 
being developed at the Institute of Mul-
tilingualism in Fribourg (CH). Following 
the trend towards communication and, 
more recently, action-orientation in for-
eign language education in Switzerland 
(e.g., Bertschy et al., 2015; Studer, 2023), 
the project investigates what vocabulary 
and grammar look like under these lead-
ing principles in learner texts at the end 
of mandatory schooling.

Between 2017 and 2022, data was col-
lected among 14- to 17-year old stu-
dents attending grades 10-12 (HarmoS) 
in both German- and French-speaking 
Switzerland as well as a German-English 
bilingual school in Eastern Switzerland. 
Students completed eight communicative 
tasks which were systematically varied 
by intended text type, topic, and task 
structure (Ellis et al., 2020). The corpus 
currently contains over 3’000 annotat-
ed written and spoken, paper- and com-
puter-based productions by Swiss lower 
secondary school students in three lan-
guages (German, French and English), 
both as their language of schooling and 
foreign languages. 

The productions were then processed 
and analysed using corpus-linguistic 
methods. First, additional linguistic in-
formation was annotated (Schmid, 2013), 
such as the lemma (e.g., the tokens gehe, 
gehst und ging all stem from the lemma 
gehen) and part-of-speech (e.g., whether 
it’s a verb or a noun). This allows us to 
analyse how long, diverse, dense, and 
sophisticated each learner production is 
(based on the CAF framework, Housen et 
al., 2012). Additionally, a target hypothesis 
– a grammatically and orthographically 
correct version (Lüdeling & Hirschmann, 
2015) – was formulated for each learner 
text. By comparing the two versions, we 
can categorize the types of errors and, in 
extension, identify particularly challeng-
ing structures for learners. Finally, pro-
spective foreign language teachers rated 
the productions based on the scales of the 
Common European Framework of Refer-
ence (Council of Europe, 2001, 2020). This 
enables us to examine which task design 
features and linguistic aspects correlate 
with human ratings of the learner texts 
(Figure 1).

In sum, grounded in Granger’s (2015) 
Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis, we 
have been investigating how different 
tasks affect the linguistic properties 
of the resulting productions and how 
these relate to the human ratings (e.g., 
Karges et al., 2019, 2022; Studer & Hicks, 
2022; Weiss et al., 2022). Based on our 
findings, the following chapters present 
two scenarios of how the SWIKO corpus 
can be used in educational settings. The 
first highlights some findings on how 
task design features affect the linguistic 
properties of the learner productions. The 
second discusses possibilities on how 
to use concordances from the German 
sub-corpus to develop teaching material 
for the secondary school classroom.

Figure 1
Overview of variables and analysis  

workflow in the SWIKO project.
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Showcasing task-based 
variation of learner language

To reflect the scope of language use that 
students encounter in their instructed 
foreign language classes, the SWIKO team 
developed eight different tasks (Ellis et 
al., 2020). As mentioned earlier, the 
task design features were systematically 
varied by intended text type, topic, and 
structure. As a result, students described 
and argued on more personal and more 
academic topics based on more and less 
restrictive input (e.g., answering short 
personal questions as opposed to writ-
ing a self-portrait without specific guide-
lines). Table 1 provides an overview of the 
tasks and variables.

The systematic variation of task design 
features allows for insights on how the 
type of task affects the production. We 
analysed the linguistic aspects of the 
productions based on the CAF frame-
work, which distinguishes three main 
components: “complexity is commonly 
characterized as the ability to use a wide 
and varied range of sophisticated struc-
tures and vocabulary in the L2, accuracy 
as the ability to produce target-like and 
error-free language, and fluency as the 
ability to produce the L2 with native-like1 
rapidity, pausing, hesitation, or reformu-
lation” (Housen et al., 2012, p. 2, emphasis 
added). 

In the next paragraphs, we present se-
lected CAF differences based on two task 
design features – text type and topic – 
among 544 written German as a foreign 
language (DaF) productions in the SWIKO 
corpus. We believe that such insights 
can provide an illustrative data base for 
teacher training: On the one hand, it 

offers near-authentic examples of learn-
er language, which can help trainees in 
developing a more realistic and nuanced 
understanding of students’ output at the 
end of mandatory schooling. On the other 
hand, it can raise awareness of the im-
portance of carefully selecting tasks for 
training and assessments as the type of 
task heavily affects the extent to which 
learners can expand on and demonstrate 
their linguistic competence.

Complexity
Among the written DaF productions in 
the SWIKO corpus, we observed that par-
ticularly the intended text type played an 
important role in regards to linguistic 
complexity: descriptive texts contained 
denser and more sophisticated vocabulary 
as well as more coordinated but fewer 
dependent clauses per sentence. In other 
words, students used more lexical words 
(particularly nouns) in their descriptions 
(mean noun ratio 0,32 vs. 0,18), which are 
often not found among the most frequent 
words of a language (mean logarithmic 
token frequency 4,63 vs. 4,31 based on 
SUBTLEX-DE, similar results based on 
Google Books 2000, Open Subtitles and 
DeReWo corpora). Furthermore, students 
were twice as inclined to link two or 
more main clauses with the co-ordinat-
ing conjunction und in their descriptive 
texts (mean coordinate phrases per clause 
0,27 vs. 0,12). In contrast, when writing 
argumentative texts, they wrote longer 
sentences (mean sentence length in to-
kens 11,51 vs. 8,99) and used sub-ordi-
nating conjunctions such as weil, dass 
or wenn three times as often to connect 
a main and a dependent clause (mean 
dependent clause ratio 0,32 vs. 0,11).

We exemplify these differences with two 
tasks which asked students to produce 
texts on an academic topic with more re-
strictive input, but which differ in terms 
of intended text type: a description of a 
graph about pets in Switzerland (SWI02) 
and a discussion of the allegedly most 
important inventions (SWI04). Both of 
the following texts were written by the 
same student (Figure 2).

The description of the graph is lexically 
denser and more sophisticated, as it con-
tains more nouns (noun ratio 0,24 vs. 
0,13) and fewer common words (mean 
SUBTLEX token log frequency 4,70 vs. 
4,30). Conversely, the grammatical com-
plexity is higher in the argumentation 

1	 Although the term nativeness has been 
debated, with scholars highlighting its 
vagueness (e.g., Cheng et al., 2021) and 
the ignorance of intra-individual variation 
among L1 groups (Shadrova et al., 2021). In 
SWIKO, we described our comparison group 
as “language of schooling”.

Table 1
Tasks and task variation in the SWIKO corpus. Task type was characterized as descriptive 
or argumentative, topic as academic or personal, and structure as more or less restrictive 
input given in the task prompt.
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as sentences are longer (26 vs. 14 tokens 
per sentence), as well as more varied and 
complex. Specifically, the argumentative 
text contains five main clauses linked 
with the co-ordinating conjunctions 
und and aber, as well as four dependent 
clauses linked with the sub-ordinating 
conjunctions dass and weil. In compari-
son, the description consists of six main 
clauses exclusively linked with und and 
one dependent clause linked with dass.

Accuracy and Fluency
In order to investigate the accuracy of 
the written German productions of the 
SWIKO corpus in more details, a target hy-
pothesis was formulated for each learner 
text. Comparing the two versions allows 
us to accurately trace the types of learner 
errors and develop a more refined picture 
of which structures proved particularly 
challenging for the learners. We meas-
ured accuracy in three aspects (Table 2): 
1) the ratio of words written in a lan-
guage other than German (“non-target” 
words); 2) the ratio of orthographic er-
rors including capitalization, graphemes, 
and word boundary; and 3) the ratio of 
grammatical errors. This last aspect is 
again divided into four sub-categories: 
a) missing words, b) unnecessarily added 
words, and c) erroneously chosen or in-
flected words, all of which are measured 
at token level, as well as d) wrongly posi-
tioned constituents, which are measured 
as the ratio of (in)correct sentences. Table 
2 provides an overview of the categories 
with examples.

In written productions, fluency is often 
equated with the length of the text, op-
erationalized as the number of tokens2 
(Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). 

Among written DaF productions in the 
SWIKO corpus, at the token level, the 
topic influenced both fluency and accu-
racy: in contrast to more academic topics, 
tasks on more personal topics generally 
resulted in longer (number of tokens 47 
vs. 39) and more accurate texts (ratio 
of correct tokens 0,66 vs. 0,55). More 
specifically, they contained fewer errors 
both at the orthographic (error ratio 0,12 
vs. 0,14) and grammatical level (error 
ratio 0,15 vs. 0,22), and more tokens in 
the target language (ratio of non-target 
tokens 0,06 vs. 0,10).

For example, when comparing two 
descriptive and less structured tasks, 

2	 Our token count excludes punctua-
tion and numerals, and each entity is 
counted as one token irrespective of the 
number of words, e.g., Titanic, Harry 
Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, or 
Nintendo Switch are each considered a 
one entity-token.

Figure 2 
A descriptive and an argumentative text by the same student.

Table 2
Error categories with examples as analysed among the German productions in the SWIKO corpus.
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The following paragraphs therefore pre
sent ideas on how the German sub-corpora 
can be used in the German as a foreign 
language secondary school classroom to 
learn about negation. However, the un-
derlying mechanisms of the task creation 
could be adapted to other topics such as 
capitalization or sub- and co-ordinating 
conjunctions (see Vyatkina, 2020 for ex-
amples on how to use the DWDS corpus 
in the DaF classroom).

DDL activities can be categorized on a 
continuum from teacher- to learner-led, 
and from relatively controlled such as gap 
exercises to open-ended, although more 
support might be beneficial for younger 
and less proficient learners (Gilquin & 
Granger, 2010). While inductive ap-
proaches are usually favoured in DDL, 
we aim to offer a wide spectrum of tasks 
and exercises as well as suggestions on 
alternatives for differentiation so that 
teachers can decide on whichever option 
best suits their class. Furthermore, our 
material (Übungsblatt Negation 1-5) is 
built around concordance lines extracted 
from SWIKOweb4, i.e., lines of texts taken 
from the corpus and displayed with the 
highlighted key word in the middle. Oth-
er corpus data such as frequency lists or 
word clouds can be generated and used, 
for example to brainstorm vocabulary 
before a writing assignment (see Figure 
4 for examples).

German as the language of 
schooling corpus
Concordances from the German as the 
language of schooling sub-corpus can be 
used in a variety of ways. As an intro-
duction, these concordances can serve 
as an illustration from which learners 
derive rules – for example, kein is al-
ways followed by a noun, whereas nicht 
is often used in conjunction with ad-
jectives or adverbs. We designed two 
difficulty levels, both of which follow 
an illustration – interaction – induc-
tion approach (Wicher, 2019) in which 
learners are encouraged to cooperate with 
their class peers. In an easier version, 
students derive rules from lists which 
were pre-sorted by the teacher according 
to the two rules (Übungsblatt Negation 
1a). A more challenging version prompts 
students to group individual concordance 
lines by type and then derive the rules 
based on their observations (Übungsblatt 

students wrote longer and more accu-
rate texts presenting themselves (SWI05, 
more personal) as opposed to present-
ing a topic such as languages or oceans 
(SWI06, more academic). Again, the fol-
lowing two texts were written by the 
same student (Figure 3). The more per-
sonal text is longer (67 vs. 47 tokens) and 
contains fewer non-target words (ratio 
0,02 vs. 0,17), fewer orthographic errors 
(ratio 0,06 vs. 0,15) and fewer grammat-
ical errors (ratio 0,12 vs. 0,28).

Conversely, at the sentence level, the 
text type mattered most: sentences in 
descriptive texts were more often writ-
ten in the correct order than sentences 
in argumentative texts (mean ratio of 
correct sentences 0,73 vs. 0,47; Figure 
3 ratios 1,00 vs. 0,80). This could reflect 
the types of structures used: as reported 
in the complexity section, students wrote 
more subordinate phrases in argumenta-
tive productions, which require the more 
difficult verb final position and are there-
fore more prone to errors.

Negation in the DaF classroom

During our accuracy analysis (see section 
above), negation was revealed as a par-
ticularly challenging structure: German 
as a foreign language learners used nicht 
instead of kein in 54% of cases where 
kein was required, compared to just 2% 
among their German as the language of 
schooling peers. Moreover, it seems that 
learners apply the “kein is followed by a 
noun” rule correctly once they know it 
as it was never used erroneously; nei-
ther instead of nicht nor in the wrong 
position3.

3	 There were a few inflection errors 
(18%), e.g., kein instead of keinen. 
However, these only occurred slightly 
more frequently than among their 
peers with German as the language 
of schooling (8%).

4	 Currently accessible via a personalized 
login.

Figure 3
A text on a personal and a text on an academic topic by the same student.
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Negation 1b). In either version, once the 
rules have been established, students can 
add further concordance lines from the 
corpus or their own examples.

In order to consolidate their knowledge, 
the students then create a mind map 
with collocations or chunks in which 
each of the two negation words com-
monly appear (Übungsblatt Negation 2). 
For scaffolding, the concordance lines 
from the introduction can be re-used 
(Übungsblatt Negation 1b), or additional 
concordance lines printed, or, if there 
is enough time, students could look up 
concordances themselves. Alternatively, 
a “class mind map” can be continuously 
and collectively expanded throughout 
the unit. In a following step, students 
complete gap exercises (Übungsblatt Ne-
gation 3), where they have to decide on 
which negation word is appropriate. This 
type of exercise can be created easily by 
omitting the highlighted key word of the 
concordance lines. A second exercise asks 
them to combine words from a list to 
common chunks, which was collected 
from corpus examples.

German as a foreign language 
corpus
Alternatively, concordances from the 
German as a foreign language sub-cor-
pus can be used (Übungsblatt Negation 
4): As a starting point, students reflect on 
how negation is formed in their language 
of schooling and any other languages 
they might know, before discussing their 
observations with their classmates and 
comparing them to the formation of ne-
gation in German. Then, they are asked 
to correct excerpts from the SWIKO 
corpus written by their German as a 
foreign language learning peers. In the 
exercise offered, students first have to 
decide whether a given concordance line 
actually does contain an error, and only 
correct it if necessary. Again, the level 
of difficulty can be adapted: In an easier 
version, a few concordance lines which 
all contain the same type of error can be 
offered. In a more challenging version, 
the students can additionally be asked 
to correct other types of errors in the 
concordance lines, such as orthographic 
or other types of grammatical errors. 
In either scenario, after investigating 
learner problems, it is recommended to 
highlight appropriate or correct use in 
follow-up exercises (Granger & Tribble, 
1998).

Figure 4
Excerpts from SWIKOweb based on SWI02 (graph about pets) in DaF texts: concordances (top), 
word cloud (bottom left), and frequency list (bottom right).
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Application and transfer
Finally, in order to apply their knowledge, 
students can be prompted to write short 
texts. Out of the eight tasks in SWIKO, 
learners used negations most often when 
creating a self-portrait or discussing a 
list of the most important inventions, 
though other tasks might provide even 
more opportunities to use the target 
construction. Again, several scaffolding 
options are conceivable: The teacher can 
offer an exemplary text, or students can 
also be encouraged to use the mind map 
created earlier (Übungsblatt Negation 2). 
Furthermore, when creating the work-
sheets for the introduction and practice 
(Übungsblatt Negation 1-4), the teacher 
could select concordance lines only based 
on the same type of task, and these can 
then serve as additional templates. 

Conclusion

Despite a large increase in corpus linguis-
tic research studies, corpora have yet to 
find their way into the foreign language 
classroom. We aimed to bridge this gap 
by discussing two scenarios on how our 
corpus-linguistic research findings based 
on the rich and authentic Swiss Learner 
Corpus SWIKO can be used in foreign 
language education.

First, in teacher training, the productions 
can serve as an illustration of learners’ 
abilities at the end of mandatory school-
ing, particularly in combination with our 
findings on task-based differences regard-
ing the length, complexity, and accuracy 
of learner language. Second, our analysis 
of frequent errors in foreign language 
productions shed light on particularly 
challenging structures, while the lan-
guage of schooling sub-corpus can serve 
as a peer-reference in the development 
of corresponding material. We exempli-
fied this process focusing on negation in 
German, offering differentiated teaching 
material suitable for the secondary school 
classroom.

We hope that our contribution encour-
ages readers take a leap and consider 
using learner corpora such as SWIKO 
in their classroom – whether as an au-
thentic resource to illustrate task-based 
differences in learner productions or to 
introduce and consolidate a lexical or 
grammatical phenomenon through an 
autonomous and collaborative discovery 
approach.
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