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Blending research methods: Qualitative and quav@&approaches

to researching computer corpora for language legrni
Alex Boulton (CRAPEL-ATILF/CNRS, Nancy University)

I. INTRODUCTION

Language features high on the list of daily humetivities, so popular ideas about it inevitably diep, many

of which are little short of “language myths” (Baug Trudgill 1998). As Crystal (2011: 3, 6) poindsit, “an
important part of the linguist’'s job is to elimieapopular misconceptions” or “demythologize” lingfit
concepts. The same applies to education, wherg @aditician, parent and child has their own ideksut the
‘best method’ —especially perhapm language teaching. Here even teachers, degpitpefhaps because of)
their training and heard-earned practical expedgemoay be inclined to favour their intuitions ab@dod
practice rather than keep up with research. Teac®t researchers are notoriously bad at talkiregtd other
(M. McCarthy 2008) — and who is to say that the ezkpesearcher is better placed for this than ttper
teacher (or vice versa)? Intuition may have beeratorely productive in the 1970s, where “the sdechl
designer methods movement — Suggestopedia, , ket 8ay, Community Language Learning, and so on...
were ‘data free’, drawing sustenance from rhetoather than empirical support” (Nunan 2007: 9). Buén
today, many research papers in applied linguistiesessentially based on the (teacher-)researchersonal
experience, subjective intuitions, selective obaton and anecdote. Though they may describe inivevéols,
techniques and practices and feature the traditibteaature review’, the body of many such papéersnainly
reflective or descriptive with little if any rigous data collection. Many current tenets of languesgehing
theory have come in for criticism for neglectingidence or even ignoring it — communicative language
teaching (Swan 1985; Decoo 2001), constructivismnsgtner et al. 2006; Matthews 2003; Mayer 2009kt
based learning (Swan 2005), noticing (Truscott 19R8binson 1997), induction (Decoo 1996), the lakic
approach (Lindstromberg 2003), and the use of atitheocuments (Widdowson 2000: Cook 2001; Gilmore

2007), to name but a few.

Il. CORPORA IN LANGUAGE LEARNING / TEACHING

This paper looks at the nature of evidence as egpdi uses of corpora in language teaching andifegroften
referred to as “data-driven learning” or DDL, antefirst coined by Tim Johns (1990). In this appigamrpora
are used not merely to inform the syllabus, matega language input (M. McCarthy 2004), but thelvse
represent a language resource for the learnergpiore via dedicated software or materials ovedtyived

from them (Boulton 2010a). For many, this is stigmgoted in the concordance, but computers cam ladp to
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present the data in other ways that may be beakficilanguage learners — frequency lists of wancink or
lemmas, clusters and collocates, distribution ptntsr the corpus, keywords in different subcorpordor a
specialist corpus compared to a reference corpad,s@ on. The ability to switch between this kinfd o
guantitative view and the wider context is alsor@asingly being used to promote a more discourssved
approach to corpus use for language learning {dwgrne et al. 2008), and interest is developinmiiti-media
corpora such as ELISA http://www.uni-tuebingen.de/elisa/html/elisa_inddral), SACODEYL
(http://www.um.es/sacodeyl/and BACKBONE [ttp://134.2.2.16:8080/backbone-seayctWhile DDL may

thus be difficult to pin down exactly (Boulton imgss), the associated activities draw largely oorestructivist
approach to inductive, problem-solving discovergrigéng from naturalistic pattern-recognition in lartic
language data. As such, it might be supposed tmqe cognitive and metacognitive skills, autonotifg;long
learning, learner-centeredness and individualisatmd so on; and indeed such claims are oftendfauirthe

literature.

It is of course one thing to see the potential@fpora and associated software and techniquesdeed any
other approach or technology), quite another to alestrate their effectiveness, let alone their &fficy.
Evidence is essential for any innovation, but foything related to corpus linguistics — that masipéical of
fields in linguistics (Carter 2007) — its lack wdube ironical in the extreme (cf. Boulton 2010buriGusly,
then, it has become a commonplace to lament ttkedempirical DDL studies (e.g. Ma 1993: 24; Astt®08:
14; Gaskell & Cobb 2004: 302; Conrad 2005: 401-40Keeffe et al. 2007: 24; Johansson 2009: 41; @han
2010: 61). Certainly there seems to be no end fensaextolling the potential advantages (and ooocasi
outright criticism, e.g. Dellar 2002); but what sffientific investigation? Without this, as P. Mctbar (2006:
n.p.) puts it, “texts on corpus analysis that ignguantitative evidence are doomed to endlessnicssaof

phrases such as ‘it seems to me’.

With broad definitions of DDL (i.e. “language usepgloiting language corpora”; Boulton in presq.pand of
empirical studies (i.e. subjecting “some aspecDDBIL to observation or experimentation with somedkiof
externally validated evaluation other than the aesgers’ own intuition”; Boulton 2010b: 130) it hasen
possible to collect over 90 empirical studies of ID@ee Boulton 2010b [supplement] for a complese dif
references, overview and summaries). It is of ecoad possible to go into much detail here, butamgle is to
group them according to their major objectives (hstsdies have more than one focus):

a) 54 studies of learnersittitudes: on the whole, learners are generally receptivéhéoapproach and
perceive corpora favourably; data usually collected questionnaires or other feedback, qualitative
and quantitative;

b) 44 studies of learnerbehaviour: on the whole, learners work successfully withpawa, thinking and
acting like corpus linguists according to the ‘lear as researcher’ metaphor; mostly a qualitative

analysis based on observation and feedback;
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c) 32 studies ofearning outcomes. on the whole, learning seems to happen and casagarourably
with control groups or other approaches — i.e. D®both effective and efficient (cf. Boulton 2010b:
139); mainly quantitative data obtained from teststten samples or other productions;

d) 24 studies of using corpora aseherence resource: on the whole, learners are able to refer to a@rpo
to help with their writing, error-correction or frglation for specific purposes (e.g. research gper
though as with dictionaries and other tools, tlaigssnothing about whether learning does or does not

happen; data mainly based on written samples @r gitoductions.

Though the overwhelming majority report largely davable findings, it will be noted that all fourtegories
above are prefaced by ‘on the whole’. This is pabitcause a very small number of researchers aeglgl
disappointed with the results overall (e.g. Estlvignnestal & Lindquist 2007). More importantly, andgth

very few exceptions (e.g. Koosha & Jafarpour 206@)st individual papers are mitigated in their dosions —
DDL does generally do what the researchers thoaghioped it would, but not always as well as thaghn
have expected, or on all the points covered. Theeea number of reactions one might have to this fitst
being rather subjective: if you begin with a pastattitude to corpora, you are probably more jikel note the
positive points; if you are sceptical, you are miikely to pick up on the negative aspects. Bus ttioesn'’t

really take us much beyond the initial problemsenamt in non-empirical evidence.

While it is certainly possible to find evidence back up any such pre-existing position, it is mbrétful
perhaps to focus on the bigger picture — not argy sindy in isolation, but the weight of evidenceaashole.
One approach to this would be to conduct a metésisa combining the results of different studies ia
frequently the case in medicine, for example, laiatively rare in fields related to ours (e.g. Masg &
Gardner 2003 for motivation in language learninggaMs et al. 2010 for on-line learning). The redhamis not
more widespread is not hard to see, and the erapsiadies in DDL are a case in point: they areliserse in
terms of setting, participants, tools, materiatssign, data gathering, aims, and so on that theynaufficiently
comparable to be combined into a single meta-aisaly$owever, if such a meta-analysis were possiile,

seems very probable that they would, together, redhighly significant results.

[ll. TOWARDS A COMPLEX SYSTEMS PARADIGM FOR DDL

A third reaction is simply to wonder what is goimgong. The researchers and authors in these stadées
overwhelmingly corpus users and enthusiasts: if &'t get significant results, who can? In fdbg question
seems to provide part of the answer: the enthssast those who cannot afford to be overly entlstisisand
the various studies abound in hedging such as:

Overall, given that the students were advanced theditems already partially known it is possible to
conclude, albeit tentatively, that, given langudégens at the right level, DDL has an observabl®th
slight) positive effect on actual use. (Cresswed2®80)
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But actually there may be nothing special about Dbthis regard. The vast majority of empiricaleasch in
applied linguistics designed to investigate differmethods and approaches, tools and techniguesjrailarly
hedged. And this is where it gets interesting. €arBreeman and Cameron (2008: 243), for exampte, as

Who can say, for example, on the basis of a pte-fesst-test design that a particular experimetnégitment
works or does not work? If the results are nonifigmt, the effects of the treatment may not yet b
manifest; if the results are significant, they nhaye followed from an experience prior to the @t

De Bot (2008: 173) puts this into perspective wiith example of a study designed to evaluate thadmpf L1
use in class:

In a carefully designed quasi-experimental study differences among the conditions were found, Wwhic
was of course disappointing for the researchernsnbureally surprising: in an FL classroom manyiatales
play a role in the acquisition of vocabulary, ahd tise of the L1 is likely to be secondary to mather
factors that play a role in the process. In a wiaywould have been surprising if such a single dadtad
explained differences in learning success. Thisoisa critique of the... study, which is well desigrend
carried out carefully. The null effect found meralypports the fallacy of focusing on a single eixjta
factor in a setting in which there are clearly maoyentially relevant factors.

These authors are proponents of a new researcHigiarén applied linguistics, commonly and interchaably
known as dynamic systems theory (DST) or compleptide systems. Though drawing on earlier foundatio
the movement began in earnest in the 1990s withk WwpiL_arsen-Freeman (1997), attaining widespresatést
with the bookComplex Systems and Applied Linguisticarsen-Freeman & Cameron 2008) and a number of
special issues of reputable journagplied Linguistic{Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006Jhe Modern Language

Journal (de Bot, 2008)l.anguage LearningEllis & Larsen-Freeman, 2009).

In this paradigm, language (and, a fortiori, largridearning) is “dynamic, complex, nonlinear, cliadat
times), unpredictable, sensitive to initial conmits, open, self-organising, feedback sensitive,ptads
characterised by strange attractors, which aretardn shape” (Ellis & Larsen-Freeman 2006: 5765T1D
recognises the “unknowableness and interconnectsdufesystems” (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron 2008:,232)
including language whose emergent properties cabaateduced to a simple series of rules (Beckneal.et
2009: 2). The same is true of language learningicdethe inherent difficulty of isolating variables
establishing direct cause-effect relationships. duemge acquisition is essentially “exemplar basdelliq &
Larsen-Freeman 2006: 565), a bottom-up processidgrirom formal or informal exposure to the langaa
where “every instance of language use changesialedtls internal organization” (Beckner et al. 20A.6).
While this highlights the difficulties facing thegearcher, it does tie in well with DDL which etganassive
exposure to the language via the corpus, inclutingugh organized extracts in the form of concocdan(cf.
Gaskell & Cobb 2004: 304).

The new research framework goes a long way towaxgkining the problems inherent in traditionaleash,
but exactly what contribution it can make to ovening those problems is admittedly “challenging” (en
Freeman 2006: 594). The large-scale mathematicdetaroposed by Beckner et al. (2009: 12) ardyliteebe

nigh on impossible to implement in many cases,least because researchers in applied linguistmoplgido
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not have the necessary skills and resources teeimgit them. Of more immediate relevance is theglimghat
gualitative and quantitative approaches need toobgbined to obtain a more complete picture, thqugleisely
how has yet to be determined. Many of the earlyisogb DDL studies tended to be small-scale anditaiave

in nature (Chambers 2007): on the one hand, theyige useful insights to the processes / performamd not
just the product / outcomes (Moreno Jaén 2010: 248) allow a certain depth of understanding of ouesi
factors involved; on the other, they tend towarescéssive complexity that might discourage useutinoits
impenetrability and unwieldiness” (Leakey 2011: P&fd which often makes it difficult to extrapolateother
cases. Quantitative research, by contrast, maydse generalizable as it irons out some individuti¢ences;
but that is also its disadvantage as it can resultover-simplicity, [making] it a blunt and meamjess
instrument” (Leakey 2011: 251). Variation betweadividuals is crucial and not just “noise” (Ellis Barsen-
Freeman 2006: 564), and over time, “it is diffictdtimagine a dynamic systems study that does ae¢ la

prominent longitudinal aspect” (Dornyei 2009; 242).

Partisans of a DST approach applied to languagaifearecognise these difficulties, but remain oystic. For
Dérnyei (2009: 245), “the absence of ready-madeaeh models and templates is not an indicatiothef
inadequacy of a dynamic approach but only of theditional problems that are bound to accompanyjm
paradigm shift.” We should perhaps expect fewedistuthat are exclusively quantitative in naturethigir
attempt to isolate variables and establish diracisal relationships, but that does not mean tlptaatitative
approach should be abandoned altogether. Accotdidg Bot (2008: 169), “some of the proponents 8Tare
overstating their claims, and there is not yet gosubstantial evidence to abandon traditional itivgn
science in favour of a DST based approach.” Thdwghdmits that it is an impossible endeavour tdroball
potential variables, it should be able to reduesriito something more manageable and relevant §). kvthe
same vein:

Arguments for complexity are not arguments agasistplicity. Some things can be understood by the
analytic and reductionist program and where thagm@am works it has done great service in elucidatin
causality. The problem is that it works where itrkgand it does not work everywhere. (Byrne 2002t-1
102, cited in Dornyei 2009: 241)

Research to date is thus not without interest haddsults should not be ignored: they provideiptecinsights
to many aspects of language learning. Quantitaégearch is currently seen as more prestigiousast insofar
as it dominates empirical research in many presigjjournals as highlighted in two recent analy8ssnson et
al. 2009; Richards 2009) — just as it does in thdysof learning outcomes from DDL presented ab®@ig. as
Byrne points out in the preceding quotation, thehmeology is limited and constraining. Quantitatresearch
by definition focuses on the quantifiable, with @responding emphasis on short-term outcomes @dkéy
2011); in the case of DDL, it is notable that mudfhthe research so far focuses on targets thatasg to
measure in a highly controlled experimental envinent — short-term learning outcomes in vocabularg a
lexico-grammar, as well as error-correction anceliitscale questionnaires of learner attitudes,Adtthe same
time, there is a notable dearth of studies lookihthe major advantages that are generally atathtd DDL as

seen earlier — the long-term effects on learnepraary, responsibility, life-long learning, constrivgsm,
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cognitive and metacognitive development, languagareness, skills and communicative ability, theacity to

work with authentic data, and so on.

V. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

A complex dynamic systems perspective does nas@ifiimply that empirical research should be aloaedl,
though it may need tackling in new ways (Dornyei P0 As the DST paradigm evolves, we can expect new
types of research, combining qualitative and qtatide into an integrated whole rather than beirgated
separately, which may in turn lead to new resegretstions and open up new areas to explore. Itinsnia be
seen exactly how: to date, only Thorne et al. (20@&e worked in this direction in DDL. In the méare, the
body of empirical DDL research suggests there iedgoeason to believe that, thoughtfully appliedhwit
sensitivity to the local context, corpora can befulsand relevant to many learner populations awtividuals
with different needs and for different purposestr€ut research provides a solid background to infmteas of
what is likely to work, but each individual studyinevitably specific in that it derives from a pewlar context,
while the overview is inevitably generic and may apply in every case. Contrary to popular belieére can
be no ‘best method’ (Prabhu 1990), and one sizemi&g all: no innovation will suit all learnerggectly for
all language points on all occasions in every cant it is a local decision as to whether a neghhique is
‘sufficient’ to warrant further exploration for giwv purposes with given learners in given conditiddBL
researchers certainly make no claim it is a panéde®&oulton 2009), or that it should be usedte éxclusion
of other techniques. Against this background, teeshresearchers who are interested in seeing Rbat(or
indeed any other innovation) can bring to their oarners should not ignore the evidence availale,

ultimately have but one option: to try it out.
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