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Relative clauses (RCs) are among the most complex yet most common clause-combining devices in English
(e.g., The car [that I want to buy] is an SUV.). RCs carry simultaneous syntactic, semantic, and discourse
functions, and they are central to how information is packaged in verbal communication. Despite this
centrality, our current linguistic descriptions, theories, and teaching materials still rely on a limited view of
RCs — primarily based on native varieties of English. In this paper, we explore the system of relativisation
in non-native (L2) varieties of English. For this purpose, we develop ICLE-RC, a corpus of learner English
texts annotated for RCs and related phenomena. The latter include other constructions (OCs) such as it-
clefts, existential-relatives, and fused/free relatives. ICLE-RC derives from ICLE (Granger et al., 2020),
which is a corpus of academic essays written by advanced learners of English with different L1 backgrounds.
ICLE-RC includes 144 ICLE essays (100K+ words), representing six distinct L1s: Finnish, Swedish, Italian,
Polish, Turkish, and Urdu. We (manually) annotated these texts for over 900 RCs and 400 OCs, with respect
to a wide array of lexical, syntactic, semantic, and discourse (sub-)features, as shown below. The annotation
shows a satisfactory level of IAA across these features.

feature examples (of sub-features) feature type
relative marker (RM) that, which, who, zero lexical/syntactic
grammatical function of referent subject, object, predicative complement
grammatical function of RM subject, object, adjunct syntactic
embedding of RC embedded, non-embedded
extraposition of RC extraposed, non-extraposed
type of referent human, abstract entity semantic/discourse
restrictiveness integrated, supplementary syntactic/discourse

Results from our corpus analysis show that the distribution of RCs and OCs varies with respect to the
users’ L1 backgrounds: RCs are used most frequently by Italian students, and least frequently by Urdu
students; OCs are used most frequently by Polish and Finnish students, and least frequently by Urdu
students. We also note varying patterns for different RC/OC features across L1 backgrounds. For example,
Urdu students are found to structure English RCs almost always by an overt marker (e.g., which) instead of
using bare-relatives. The pattern exhibits clear signs of L1-transfer since RCs in Urdu are characterised by
explicit (double-)marking (more precisely, by a correlative construction: a demonstrative pronoun + a
relative pronoun; Bhatt, 2003).

We envisage ICLE-RC to be used as a valuable linguistic resource for future research. In SLA and
language typology, the corpus would help identifying varying patterns in the use of English RCs/OCs by L2
learners. Also, it would help checking whether those patterns result from specific L1 backgrounds (as shown
above for Urdu), or they conform to patterns stipulated in earlier frameworks, such as the NP accessibility
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hierarchy (Keenan & Comrie, 1977). ICLE-RC can also be used to (re-)examine the properties of RCs/OCs
in regional English varieties, and to validate/revise the resulting findings against the existing research in
World Englishes. Furthermore, the rich repository of information-structuring devices in ICLE-RC
(particularly, OCs) would aid research on discourse structure, supporting the analysis of fore-/back-
grounding strategies, discourse referents, discourse segments, and discourse relations.
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