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Overview of this session

1. EMI Corpus project: introduction

2. Overview of the EMI corpus

3. Challenges in the EMI Corpus multi-site collaborative 
project



English medium instruction (EMI)

 EMI – teaching/learning disciplinary subjects through
the medium of English typically in countries where
English is not the community language (McKinley,
2024; Pecorari & Malmström, 2018).

 EMI – currently a global pedagogical trend; on the
increase

 Use and knowledge of English – crucial for
understanding subject knowledge and for learning



EMI: Challenges related to language use

 We know a lot about EMI – reported via surveys, interviews, classroom
observations, document analysis

 We know that students report difficulties related to speaking, writing and
reading English – with potentially negative consequences for their academic
success

 However, we do not have much data about how they actually use English
and what demands are placed on them (e.g. in their reading) → calls for
corpus research in EMI (Jablonkai, 2021)



Project: “Linguistic demands of EMI in Higher
Education: A corpus-based analysis of student writing
and reading in EMI university settings.”

Funded by the British Council as part of the Future of
English research scheme for 2022-25
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Corpus evidence 
and EMI

Corpora of EMI language use   

Description of linguistic patterns and regularities

Understanding what language students produce and encounter

Understanding of student challenges and needs

Inform language teaching and testing practice/materials; Inform EMI policy (e.g., admission 
requirements, EAP provision, ESP provision)



Corpus of EMI reading and writing: Overview

MA International Relations - MSc Computer Science – MBA - MSc Project Management - MA Intercultural Communication - 
MEng Mechanical Engineering - MA History – MBA -  MA History - MSc Business Analytics - MSc Advanced Marketing 
Management - MEng Hons Chemical Engineering - MSc Finance - MSc Developmental Psychology - MSc Digital Business, 
Innovation and Management - MSc Human Resources Management - MA International and Military History - MSc Computing - 
MSc Mechanical Engineering - MA Creative Writing with English Literature - MA in History - PGCert Regional and Local History - 
MA Philosophy and Religion - BEng Chemical Engineering - MSc in Engineering - MA Language and Linguistics- BEng

MA in Leadership and Management - MA Management Science - MSc Developmental Disorders - MA Language and Linguistics 
- MSc Digital Business Innovation and Management - BEng Hons Mechatronic Engineering - MSc Advanced Mechanical 
Engineering - MA Applied Linguistics - MA Applied Linguistics and TESOL - MSci Biomedicine - MSc Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation - MA Politics - MA Digital Humanities - MSc Criminology and Social Research Methods - MA Digital Humanities - 
MEng Mechanical Engineering - MA Linguistics - MSc Biomedicine - MSc Advanced Marketing Management - MChem 
Chemistry Hons - MEng Mechanical Engineering - MA Media and Cultural Studies - MSc Business Analytics - MA English 
Literary Studies - MA Creative Writing (Distance Learning) - MA Criminology and Criminal Justice - MA Discourse Studies - MSc 
Advanced Mechanical Engineering - MA Social Justice and Education - MA Philosophy - MSc Health Research - MA Intercultural 
Communication - MSc Conservation and Biodiversity - MSc Volcanology and the Environment 



Corpus size: 4.5M words and 2,000+ student papers



Frequency information



What downtoners are used in different disciplinary areas?



What adjectives are common in different disciplines?



Collocation analysis: Collocations 

What do you think would be the strongest collocate for the word “social” 
in the writing of students in the humanities? 



http://cass.lancs.ac.uk



Most frequent nouns 
in the ‘this + noun’ 
collocations



Comparing expert vs student writing: ‘this + verb’ collocations 



Comparing more and less successful student writing 



N-gram analysis (lexical bundles, bigrams,…)

What is the most common lexical bundle (3-word expression) 
starting with ‘can’ in the writing of students from Engineering?  

  CAN  _____    _____   



Lexical bundle:  can _ _



Exploring EMI corpus for EAP purposes

Gablasova, D., Harding, L., Bottini, R.,  Brezina, V., Ren, S., Savski, K., 
Iamartino, G., Li, Y., Liu, T., Poggesi, L., Toomaneejinda, A. & Zottola, A. 
(2024). Building a corpus of student academic writing in EMI contexts: 
Challenges in corpus design and data collection across international higher 
education settings. Research Methods in Applied Linguistics, 3(3), 100140.



Challenges in data collection across diverse
international education settings 



Discussion point

Please discuss the following question with a partner or a small 
group. 

Have you been involved in data collection which involved multiple sites?

What were the benefits of the multi-site data collection?  

What were the main challenges that you experienced? 



1. A multi-site project: Different educational contexts

 A more comprehensive picture of the 
observed phenomenon

 Increased ecological validity of the 
findings compared to single-site 
research

 Findings from varied datasets can 
inform (pedagogical) practice across 
a wider variety of contexts

 Collaborative nature of such research 
and the ability to draw on the 
collective expertise of team members 
and their insights into local research 
sites

Knowledge sharing at different stages of the project: 

 conceptualisation stage - theoretical 
frameworks applicable to and inclusive of 
practices at different research sites; 

 data collection - enabling collaborators to 
share experience when issues arise, 

 data analysis and interpretation - the 
combined experience and expertise of team 
members can lead to “a more holistic 
understanding of findings” (Moranski & 
Ziegler, 2021, p. 223).



A multi-site project: Challenges

Data collection logs to document challenges and strategies at each individual site



A multi-site project: Challenges

Getting access to research sites/participants – a potential challenge in any research with human 
participants - permissions required: institutional level & level of different academic units within the 
institution (e.g. faculty, department)

Multi-site research: permissions differed in scope and type across institutions involved in the project – 
difficult to anticipate/plan for

Example of requirements:

 In some cases, multiple levels of permission required within same institution – e.g. at one 
research site, an approval was required from the faculty research unit, further approvals from 
various units within faculty, and an approval from the dean – the same process was repeated for 
each faculty

 Different practices regarding ethical approval: some institutions accepted LU ethics, others 
required local ethical approvals



A multi-site project: Challenges

Gaining access – required not only satisfying the administrative processes but also required permission 
from gatekeepers (eg. Deans, HoDs, teachers)

The procedure often not completely clear/straightforward

• the request for a permission could take a long time to be considered

• The permission depended not only on administrative procedures but also related to issues of 
trust, unfamiliarity with language-related research and perceived risks 

Impact on the project: Issues with access affect ability to collect data in some disciplinary areas & some 
types of assignments 



Strategies for addressing challenges in gaining access 

1. Being prepared to communicate the goals of the project to different audiences -> greater 
understanding of language-related research led to greater trust and cooperation

Strategies: 
o written FAQ documents 
o information/discussion sessions for staff in different departments 
o recording short videos explaining the project
o showing examples of findings from corpus-based research 
o showing examples of previous work completed by the researchers in the team



Strategies for addressing challenges in gaining access 

2. Drawing on existing personal relationships:

 for gaining access to different institutional units (e.g. being able to come to a 
department to explain what we would like to do) 

 shared contacts could help to ‘vouchsafe’ for the researchers/the project when 
establishing new contacts

3. Prioritising personal, face-to-face communication: 

 contacting students/departments via emails often led to delays 
 personal, face-to-face meetings appeared more effective/efficient in long-term 

(helping to resolve issues of trust, familiarity with linguistics research, etc) 



2. Challenges ‘on the ground’: Recruiting students 

Two major challenges:

 Establishing initial contact

 Gaining consent and obtaining the data

Establishing contact with students & explaining the project: 

 the need for different context-appropriate strategies

 the strategies differed according to the country, institution, academic unit

 required flexibility and creativity 



Strategies: contacting students via departments, using financial incentives (ranging 
from Amazon vouchers, honoraria, book tokens, coupons for coffee/McDonalds/KFC 
breakfasts/movies, price draws), contacting students via student reps, social groups; 
organising information sessions about the project, recording videos and sharing them 
with students. 

While multi-site design made this more challenging – it was also a great source of 
solutions - the combined expertise of the team and understanding of the local context 
were crucial 

 Good understanding of local culture and values 

 Sharing  ideas about strategies  

Challenges ‘on the ground’: Recruiting students 



Discussion point

Please discuss the following questions with a partner/small group:

 As part of your research, did you need to obtain ethics permission for collecting data 
outside of your home country/institution? If yes, how long did it take to obtain the 
required permissions?

 Did you experience any challenges when accessing data/participants outside of your 
home institutions – how did you approach these? 



3. Construct of student academic writing

 Decisions about what language samples to 
include in a corpus are central in corpus design 
→ implications for representativeness and 
generalizability

 Aim of current project – compile a corpus of 
student writing from different universities and 
countries → we needed a construct of academic 
writing that can be meaningfully applied across 
different higher education institutions

Lancaster University



Operationalising student academic writing: Challenges

 Academic writing is a complex notion – can refer to and 
encompass very varied set of writing practices – related to the 
enormous diversity of academic actors, communicative aims, 
values, motivations, etc in academic study and research 
(Hyland, 2006) 

 Student writing: formal assessed pieces – informal notes written 
during group discussions – emails to course tutors – lecture 
notes - etc

 Specific operationalisation of the construct → impact on the 
selection/inclusion of texts → impact on the type of academic 
writing represented (or excluded) in the corpus 



EMI Corpus: Construct of student academic writing

 All institutions: Disciplinary writing, submitted for assessment 

 Institutions differed in their preferred types of writing: Electronic vs handwritten 
– Differences in the type of writing practices and processes (e.g., editing, planning, access to 

resources, exam setting, effect of stress) 



Construct of academic writing: Different writing practices

Writing practices reflecting different contexts of 
producfion → typical linguisfic features

• Handwritten vs electronically submitted
• Produced in timed vs non-timed conditions
• Produced under exam conditions 



EMI Corpus: Construct of student academic writing

 Disciplinary writing, submitted for assessment 

 Electronic & handwritten submissions

 Word length varied considerably across disciplines and institutions: Written pieces 
– min. 100 words - including text, figures, diagrams, code, etc. 



Construct of academic writing: Different writing practices

Capturing the visual aspects of student 
production → insights into the changing 
nature of what counts as ‘academic 
writing’ and in what way this differs across 
disciplines (e.g. STEM subjects)



EMI Corpus: Construct of student academic writing

 Disciplinary writing, submitted for assessment 

 Electronic & handwritten submissions

 Written pieces – min. 100 words - including text, figures, diagrams, code



Construct of student academic writing

The adopted construct prioritised – as much as possible – an inclusive approach – to 
maximise the opportunities offered by access to multiple educational sites

The final approach followed close discussions with partner universities to understand:

i) the type of writing produced but also ii) the status of different types of writing and 
iii) the local writing practice/needs



Discussion point

Addressing challenges related to deciding on the construct of ‘academic 
writing’ in research/teaching

Please discuss the following questions with a partner or a small group:

 What type of student academic writing would you like to see represented in 
research/corpora? 

 Are there particular challenges when collecting the target data across different 
institutions? 



Concluding thoughts

The session highlighted… 

 some of the challenges involved in a multi-site, international project involving 
corpus construction and the strategies/ approaches used to address them

 the interaction of theoretical, methodological and practical considerations 
that are part of collaborative projects that involve data collection at different 
sites 

 the value of (large) collaborative projects that can draw on the experience and 
expertise of researcher from different educational backgrounds and settings



Thank you! 

https://wp.lancs.ac.uk/emi-corpus-project/
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