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Learner corpus research has repeatedly demonstrated the potential of learner corpora to support
evidence-based language teaching, syllabus design and materials development by providing detailed
descriptions of learners’ actual language use (Granger, 2003; Granger et al., 2015; Gilquin, 2023).
Despite this potential, relatively few studies have explored how longitudinal learner corpora can be used
to inform the teaching of Spanish as a third language.

This work-in-progress report presents the development of the Corpus Longitudinal de Espariol de
Aprendientes Estonios (CLEAE), a longitudinal learner corpus currently being compiled at the
University of Tartu. The corpus follows Estonian university students enrolled in a degree programme in
Romance Languages and Cultures over six academic semesters. All participants have Estonian as their
first language and have previous experience learning several additional languages. English plays a
particularly important role in their linguistic repertoire, as they have typically studied it for more than
ten years and use it extensively for communication, study and access to information.

The written component of CLEAE currently contains approximately 200,000 words produced by
numerous students over several academic years. However, due to student attrition, the present study
focuses on a subset of fifteen learners for whom a complete longitudinal record is available. Although
written productions from the third year of study have already been collected, they have not yet been
included in the analyses. This decision reflects the fact that a large proportion of students spend their
third year on Erasmus mobility programmes in Spain, introducing an additional variable that will need
to be systematically addressed in future research. Consequently, the analyses reported here are based on
a smaller longitudinal subcorpus of 65,950 tokens. We acknowledge the methodological limitations
associated with this sample size and regard the present findings as preliminary. In addition, an oral
component has been compiled and is currently undergoing transcription. It will be annotated in future
stages of the project.

This study seeks to address a longstanding gap between learner corpus research and classroom
practice. Rather than using learner corpus data solely to describe students’ language development, the
project aims to transform corpus evidence into pedagogically meaningful resources tailored to the needs
of a specific learner population. To support this objective, the written component of the corpus is
currently being manually error-annotated using the UCLEE framework (Granger et al., 2022).
Annotation is carried out by trained annotators following established learner corpus procedures,
including double annotation and systematic reconciliation of divergent analyses (Larsson et al., 2020).

A first completed sub-study focuses on Spanish article use, a linguistic domain that has attracted
considerable attention in research due to its conceptual and semantic complexity and its persistent
vulnerability in learners whose first language lacks articles (e.g. Rubinjoni, 2017; Santiago Alonso,
2009). Previous studies have shown that article-related errors often remain stable over long periods of
development and may persist even at relatively advanced proficiency levels. These difficulties have
been attributed to a range of factors, including cross-linguistic influence, sensitivity to semantic notions
such as definiteness and specificity, overgeneralisation processes and incomplete restructuring of the
determiner system (e.g. lonin et al., 2004; Garcia Mayo and Hawkins, 2009).

This study draws on computer-aided error analysis (Granger, 2003) and complements frequency-
based analyses with potential occasion analysis (Thewissen, 2015), which relates each error type to the
number of contexts in which it could potentially occur, thereby providing a more accurate picture of its
relative weight in learner production. The results provide a useful window into the development of
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learner strategies in Spanish L3. Longitudinal analyses suggest that learners initially rely heavily on
memorised formulaic sequences, showing limited awareness of the article as a meaningful grammatical
category. As development progresses, increased noticing of article use leads learners to draw more
extensively on cross-linguistic resources from previously acquired languages, particularly in contexts
where instructional input does not make article-related distinctions fully salient. Omission errors are
especially frequent with generic plural nouns, mass nouns and preverbal subjects, contexts in which
Spanish and English differ substantially. At later stages, transfer-based strategies coexist with processes
of hypothesis formation and overgeneralisation, as learners begin to actively test their emerging
representations of the Spanish determiner system. As a result, difficulties increasingly involve the
interpretation of nominal reference, especially the distinction between referring to a whole class and
referring to an indefinite quantity of items belonging to that class in direct object and in objects within
prepositional phrases, as well as constructions whose interpretation depends on the interaction between
article use and verbal semantics. These difficulties frequently lead learners to overuse articles.

The corpus findings are currently being used to design and implement classroom materials informed
by authentic learner data. These include awareness-raising activities based on recurrent learner errors,
contrastive explanations addressing Estonian—English—Spanish differences, corpus-derived examples of
typical learner patterns and targeted form-focused tasks.

The presentation will describe the corpus design, report on the current state of the project, present
the first findings obtained from the article-use study and showcase examples of corpus-informed
teaching materials currently being implemented in the Spanish language classroom. More broadly, it
will discuss how longitudinal learner corpora can contribute to the development of pedagogically
relevant resources for specific learner populations and help strengthen the connection between learner
corpus research and language teaching practice.
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