
An introduction to the 

Cambridge Learner Corpus
James Algie

Workshop: Language Analysis to enhance Language Teaching

Leeds, July 2019



An introduction to the 

Cambridge Learner Corpus

• What is the Cambridge Learner Corpus?

• Where does the data come from?

• How can I access the corpus?

• What can I do with the corpus?

• What are the possible outcomes?



What is the 

Cambridge Learner Corpus?

• The Cambridge Learner Corpus (CLC) belongs to a wider range of  

corpora compiled and administered by Cambridge University Press and 

Cambridge Assessment English

• Cambridge English Corpus – includes Cambridge Reference Corpus 

(2bn words, expert users) and Cambridge Learner Corpus



Where does the data come from? 

• Written data produced by L2 English learners in language exams

• 55 million words produced by learners in 173 countries (and counting!)

• A1 to C2 learners – exam answers from various exams, including Cambridge English 

(all levels), CELS, IELTS, ESOL Skills for Life, Business and Legal

• Over half  of  the corpus (29 million words) is corrected and error-coded – a key feature 

and relatively rare for a corpus of  this size

• Metadata included for each script - L1, nationality, age, exam level/performance/date, 

register/style/format – can be used to filter search results and as variables in statistical 

models



How can I access the corpus? 

• Sketch Engine – provides several standard tools for 

corpus queries (word lists, word sketch, sketch diff, 

text types) as well as some enabled features for the 

CLC

• Usernames/passwords available for researchers and 

teachers on request: 

http://languageresearch.cambridge.org/academic-

research-request-form

• Comprehensive user guides available for Sketch 

Engine, CLC and Corpus Query Language (CQL)

http://languageresearch.cambridge.org/academic-research-request-form


What can I do with the corpus? 
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What can I do with the corpus? 

Search by error type
#S

#RV



What are the possible outcomes?

Teachers:

• Observe frequency of  particular error types (among a particular demographic) 

• Use contextualised examples as a pedagogical tool

- What are the most frequent spelling errors among B2 Polish learners?
- Which mass nouns cause most problems for advanced learners?



What are the possible outcomes?

Development of  learning materials:

• Use common patterns and errors to inform textbooks 

and online resources

• Highlight problematic areas at appropriate stages of  

learning



What are the possible outcomes?

Researchers:

• Use CLC as an exploratory tool to inform research questions or as a method to address 

specific research questions

• Use rich metadata to incorporate multiple variables into statistical analyses

• Original and corrected/coded corpora can be combined to conduct ‘Labovian’ studies 

of  learner behaviour

- Examining the relationship between L2 proficiency and variety and quantitative usage of  
adverbs (Buttery & Caines 2012)

- Identifying criterial features to improve CEFR level descriptors (Hawkins & Filipović 2012)

- Investigating L1 influence on the acquisition order of  English grammatical morphemes 
(Murakami & Alexopoulou 2016)



Thank you for lisening listening!

James Algie 
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