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Learner corpora compiled in school contexts provide valuable evidence for investigating L2 writing
development and discourse features such as cohesion, stance, rhetorical organisation, and lexico-
grammatical patterning, including recurrent collocational choices. However, learner corpus research
also requires careful attention to corpus design, data-collection procedures and methodological
transparency, since contextual variables shape how learner language data can be interpreted (Granger
et al.,, 2015). This is particularly important when corpus data are collected from minors, whose
participation is shaped by school structures, teacher mediation, institutional permissions, safeguarding
requirements, and adult—student power relations. Despite this, the ethical and practical conditions under
which learner texts are collected, especially from minors, remain significantly underreported. This
creates a methodological risk: patterns interpreted as learner development may partly reflect data-
collection constraints rather than underlying linguistic competence (McEnery & Hardie, 2012; Gries,
2015).

This paper draws on a school-based L2 English learner corpus compilation case study from Nigeria,
a multilingual postcolonial English context. Its aim is to identify the ethical and practical constraints
that shape the collection and processing of writing data from minors, and to propose a methodological
framework for making these constraints visible in corpus documentation, analysis, and reporting.
Specifically, the paper draws on the Nigerian Learner Corpus of English (NILECORP), a 516,917-word
corpus of essays produced by Yoruba-speaking secondary school learners in Nigeria and organised into
four sub-corpora representing four secondary school year groups. In NILECORP, learners produced
two essays of approximately 400 words each, with topics selected to reflect their Nigerian
sociolinguistic context and everyday experiences. However, the collection process was shaped by field
realities: access to learners was negotiated through schools and teachers; writing was completed from
home over several days; learner scripts were handwritten; and these scripts had to be converted into
electronic format while preserving learner errors. These examples show that learner corpus data are not
neutral linguistic artefacts, but are shaped by the social, institutional, and procedural conditions through
which they are produced.

The framework identifies four interrelated constraint domains shaping corpus outcomes. First, access
and gatekeeping shape sampling through institutional permissions, safeguarding requirements, and
adult—student power asymmetries. As Mackey and Gass (2015) argue, educational research involving
young learners requires careful consideration of how institutional authority structures shape
participation and consent processes. Second, consent and assent procedures raise questions about
voluntariness and informed participation in contexts where teacher authority mediates recruitment. For
example, where teachers act as intermediaries between researchers and students, learners may not
always feel fully free to decline participation. Third, privacy and anonymisation practices affect data
usability and ethical accountability, particularly where handwritten scripts, identifiable personal
references, or metadata may compromise participant confidentiality (British Educational Research
Association, 2024). Fourth, production and processing constraints, including supervised versus
unsupervised writing conditions, time-on-task variation, digitisation workflows, handwriting legibility,
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and transcription accuracy, introduce forms of methodological noise that may affect downstream corpus
analysis (Biber et al.,1998).

The paper operationalises an “ethics-to-analysis” documentation pathway linking early-stage field
decisions to later analytical interpretation. Specifically, it recommends systematic documentation of
task and contextual metadata to model elicitation effects, transparent reporting of field conditions
influencing learner performance, explicit anonymisation and data-handling protocols, and transcription
and quality-assurance procedures designed to improve analytical reliability. In practical terms, this
would involve documenting variables such as learner group, school type, L1 background, essay prompt,
writing location, time allowed, teacher involvement, transcription process, and whether learner errors
were corrected or preserved. Such documentation helps researchers distinguish between patterns that
may reflect learner competence and those that may have been shaped by topic familiarity, writing
conditions, access to support, transcription decisions, or other field constraints.

Following Tracy’s (2024) discussion of methodological transparency and research credibility, the
paper argues that ethical transparency should be treated not merely as procedural compliance, but as a
form of validity evidence strengthening interpretability, comparability, and responsible inference in
learner corpus research (Baker, 2023). By foregrounding the methodological consequences of school-
based research constraints, the study contributes a practical framework for more transparent and
ethically informed learner corpus compilation. It further argues that responsible learner corpus analysis
requires attention not only to what learner texts contain, but also to how those texts were accessed,
produced, anonymised, digitised, and transformed into analysable corpus data.
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