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The multilingual province of Bolzano/Bozen in South 
Tyrol (Italy)

• Autonomy Statute of the region Trentino-South Tyrol (Constitutional Law, 10 

November 1971).

• “Language groups”: Italian, German and Ladin speakers living in South Tyrol

• Parity between Italian, German and Ladin language (Art. 99) and equality of rights and 

representation within the political and public spheres

• Language is a line of demarcation for establishing ethnic identity

• “Linguistic separatism” (Carrozza, 1993)

• Three autonomous education authorities and school systems. 

• Membership declaration of one of the 3 language groups at the moment of population 

census



A prominent ‘multilingual’ territory with multiple languages spoken seems 
to be ‘monolingual’ in the way in which public life is organized.

It is a site of tensions between different linguistic paradigms: a 
multilingual paradigm that is seen in the multilingual practices of 
individuals, and a monolingual one, for which the separation between 
languages and communities should be preserved.



Creation of a living environment where the three main language groups are 
separated ‘as much as possible’ (Pallaver 2014: 376), while the ‘principle of 
consociational democracy’ works to encourage cooperation between ‘the 
language groups’ elites’ (ibid.). 

As a result, the relationships in particular between the German- and Italian-
speaking communities are described as having “sharp and bright 
boundaries that are managed through power-sharing and “forced” 
cooperation” (Wisthaler 2015: 4). 

What was the solution for South Tyrol?



Some scholars have seen a connection between the dominant ideology of 
monolingualism and its implications for social categorization in relation 
to language (and speakers)

(May 2012; Bauman & Briggs 2003; Ortega 2014; Pennycook & Otsuji 2015)

At its core, the nation-state's promotion of standardized 
monolingualism aligns with its imperative to consolidate a cohesive national 
identity. 



• Need for simplification of linguistic profiles to create meaningful groups, filter and 
sample observations

• Stay true to reality and shed light on a multilingual society, so far often over-simplified 
in corpus studies 

Observe and discuss ‘hidden’ methodological decisions regarding corpus design, 
sampling, analysis and reporting of results with regard to speakers’ language 
backgrounds in Learner Corpus Research (LCR)

1. How does the field of LCR categorize speakers by their language background? 

▪ Which terminology, definitions and criteria for categorization are used?

2. Case study one: Potential consequences for analyses in LCR

3. Case study two: Integrating holistic views on multilingualism 

Doing Learner Corpus Research in South Tyrol… 



The L1 metadata as proxy for speakers’ language background in 
Learner Corpus Research

• “core metadata” for LCR (Paquot et al. 2023)

• present in some form in practically all learner corpora

• plays a crucial role in distinguishing those participants that will be part of the 
reference group and those who will be part of the learner group

• relevant for comparisons across corpora of learners having different 
interlanguage varieties (Granger 2015)

Other metadata related to language background observed sporadically but not 
systematically.



How is this metadata recorded in corpora? 

• Which terminology is used to refer to L1 of people?

• Which definitions are given for the L1?

• Which criteria guided the creation of groups/corpus samples?

• Which tools have been used to assign L1 to texts?

• Which other/additional variables were used to describe the language 
background of people?

… How are corpora and their metadata described and documented in 
general?



Our review process

Corpora list

Analysis

Book of 
abstracts Scripting

List of 38 
corpora

a) original description of the variable from the main reference source(s);
b) terminology adopted in the corpus documentation to refer to the L1 metadata and other related 
terminology;
c) definition (explicitly stated or inferred) of the L1 metadata;
d) criterion (explicitly stated or inferred) according to which study participants are categorized;
e) instrument of metadata elicitation (e.g., questionnaire).

Systematization of the 
information about the 
learner L1 metadata

Discussion
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Search for all occurrences 
of either the full name 
or the corpus acronym 
in the Book of Abstracts. 

UCLouvain list of learner 
corpora around the world 
(Centre for English Corpus 
Linguistics 2019)

12 years and 6 
editions of LCR 
Conferences 
(2011-2022)

Corpus description papers, 
handbooks, corpus 
websites and any other type 
of documentation retrievable in 
relation to the available 
information about the L1 
metadata.

What 
does L1 

mean 
here?

• (Re-)used corpora in LCR: occurring in at least 2 
different studies accepted for presentation at LCR 
conferences (N=48)

• Documentation available (N=45)

• Documentation available in English (N=38). 



Results

Terms
Definitions 



Terminology used to refer to L1

Variants and combinations of:

• L1

• native speaker/language

• mother tongue

• background

• first or dominant language

• learner (e.g., x learner of y)



• Self-perception (n=6): based on perceived 
language identity.

• Home language (n=4): language(s) spoken at 
home or in the family setting.

• Language of instruction (n=1): language first  
taught (by order and level) or pre-dominant in 
a certain school system.

• ??? ->Undefined (n=26): no explanation about 
the metadata is specified. 

Definitions given for L1 are based on…



Observation 1: 

Most corpora leave the definition of the L1 metadata employed in 
their documentation implicit.

____________________________

26 of 38 corpora (~70%) were not defined



Meunier & Littre (2013). Tracking Learners’ Progress: Adopting a Dual ‘Corpus Cum 
Experimental Data’ Approach. The Modern language journal (Boulder, Colo.) 97.S1: 61–76.



Observation 2:

Terminology and Definitions of the L1 metadata depend on 
researchers’ perspectives. 

______________________

We found many different terms and definitions.



Glaznieks et al. (in print, 2024). The Kolipsi Corpus Family: Resources for Learner Corpus 
Research in Italian and German. Italian Journal of Computational Linguistics.



Dirdal et al. (2022). Design and construction of the Tracking Written Learner Language 
(TRAWL) corpus: A longitudinal and multilingual young learner corpus. Nordic Journal of 
Language Teaching and Learning, 10(2), 115–135. 



Observation 3: 

Terms and definitions (implicitly) act as criteria to build categories for 
analysis.

___________________________

→ but not only…



Simpson et al. (2002) The Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English. Ann Arbor, 
MI: The Regents of the University of Michigan.



Observation 4: 
Very few corpora make the possibility of multiple L1s explicit.

____________________
…and representations used to record multiple L1s pose methodological 
challenges:

L1 = German+Italian
L1s = German
L1_1 = German, L1_2 = Italian



Observation 4: 
Very few corpora make the possibility of multiple L1s explicit.

____________________
…and representations used to record multiple L1s pose methodological 
challenges:

L1 = German+Italian
L1s = German
L1_1 = German, L1_2 = Italian

Which language goes first? 
How can the user know, how many L1s exist? 

How to search for multilingual speakers in 
corpus interfaces? 

How to notice them, if not made explicit?
...



Rojo et al. (2016) Learner Spanish on computer. The CAES ‘Corpus de Aprendices de 
Español’ project. In Alonso-Ramos M. (ed.) Spanish Learner Corpus Research: Current 
trends and future perspectives, 55-87.



Observation 5: 

Many corpora are lacking comprehensive and consistent 
documentation. 

____________________________

• No documentation available for 3 corpora 

• Documentation between corpus descriptions and corpus interfaces differed 

• Not always specified how metadata was elicited (questionnaire, 
combination of various sources, e.g. proficiency tests, …)

• Corpus descriptions not available in English (comparability?)



Summary
The L1 metadata and its definition and use has a strong impact on all steps of the research 
cycle in Learner Corpus Research… 
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How about empirically testing it?
Two empirical studies conducted on South Tyrolean learner corpus data (Leonide) (Glaznieks et al. 2022):

1) Simulation of a traditional LCR study to investigate the impact that different 
categorizations of the speakers’ language background can have on study results;

2) Integration of a multilingual view on speakers' language background.
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Discussion

What does this mean for…

• (Re-)usability of learner corpora
• Replication of learner corpus studies
• Follow-up studies with comparable methodologies
• Cross-study comparisons drawn from different corpora
• Focus on language practices of multilingual speakers
• Standardization and interoperability initiatives such as 

Core Metadata Schemas

???



Future Outlook

• More detailed learner profiles
• Share metadata elicitation methods (questions)
• Transparency on filtering decisions

Work towards transparency and interoperability in the field: 
Community efforts for Core Metadata Schema



Thank you for your 
attention! 

Olga Lopopolo Jennifer-Carmen Frey

olga.lopoplo@eurac.edu jennifer.frey@eurac.edu
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