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Introduction

Linguistic innovations in EFL and ESL
Rethinking the linguistic creativity 
of non-native English speakers

Sandra C. Deshors, Sandra Götz and Samantha Laporte
Michigan State University / Justus Liebig University Giessen / 
Université catholique de Louvain

1. Introduction

The distinction between English as a native language (ENL), English as a second 
language (ESL) and English as a foreign language (EFL) has exerted an enormous 
influence on the modeling of Englishes worldwide (see Kachru 1982, 1985). In 
ENL and ESL contexts, English is used widely and ‘naturally’ for intranational 
purposes, while in EFL contexts English is taught and learned primarily as an 
international means of communication. In previous research, ‘institutionalized’ 
ESLs (such as Singaporean and Indian English; also referred to as New Englishes) 
and EFLs (such as French- and German-English interlanguages) have usually 
been treated as fundamentally different categories in different research paradigms. 
Despite an early call for a rapprochement between EFL and ESL to “bridge the 
paradigm gap” (Sridhar & Sridhar 1986) between the two research areas, it was 
not until 2008 that corpus linguists met for the first time to discuss possible ways 
to bridge the gap and to set an agenda for the development of more integrated ap-
proaches to EFL and ESL (Mukherjee & Hundt 2011). Since then, corpus-based 
research in both learner and second-language Englishes has undergone a signifi-
cant shift and increasing efforts have been dedicated to bringing together research 
on EFL and ESL. Already, this has led a number of analysts to suggest that “the 
distinction between EFL and ESL should be viewed as a continuum” (Gilquin & 
Granger 2011: 56; see also Deshors 2014; Nesselhauf 2009).

However, approaching linguistic innovations from the perspective of this con-
tinuum raises interesting questions and challenges that invite us to explore how 
innovative non-native English speakers actually are when using their L2, to what 
extent the EFL and the ESL speaker populations can be investigated contrastively 
when it comes to assessing their linguistic creativity, and how this creativity can 
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2 Sandra C. Deshors, Sandra Götz and Samantha Laporte

be investigated using corpus data. While those questions certainly have a place in 
the wider discussion of how to bridge the paradigm gap, crucially, they are also 
opening up new directions for corpus-based research on learner Englishes as 
well as New Englishes. In an attempt to address those questions, we organized a 
pre-conference workshop on the occasion of the 36th ICAME conference at Trier 
University on May 27th 2015. Together, due to the variety of topics they cover, 
these papers portray innovations as being a multifaceted linguistic phenomenon. 
Ultimately, it is our hope that, collectively, those papers will provide an oppor-
tunity for scholars to pause and rethink what it means for language learners and 
second language users to be innovative in their L2. With this purpose in mind, 
this introduction aims to take stock of linguistic innovations in two ways. First, by 
defining the notions of errors and innovations and, second, by considering how 
those notions have so far been approached in EFL and ESL (Section 2.1). We will 
particularly keep in mind the dividing line between what stands as an error and 
what counts as an innovation, which will lead us to discuss the status of English 
learners as innovative L2 users (Section 2.2). In the remainder of the introduction, 
we will discuss corpus resources and the types of corpora that are best suited to 
capture innovations (Section 3), consider the emergence and the development of 
innovations and how they can be best explained (Section 4). Finally, we will sum-
marize to what extent innovations have been shown to differ, if at all, across the 
EFL and ESL speaker populations. Concretely, we will show how so far state-of-
the-art research on linguistic innovations has helped us capture their structural 
variation patterns and how innovations are generally perceived (Section 5).

2. Errors vs. innovations

2.1 Where should we draw the line?

Although “[t]he line is thin between errors and creative uses” (Gilquin & Granger 
2011: 72), the distinction between the notions of error and innovation is essen-
tial to understand whether and how new varieties develop new conventions (Van 
Rooy 2011). However, despite the central aspect of this distinction in any discus-
sion on linguistic creativity in L2, the dividing line between the two notions re-
mains, to a large extent, very unclear. Throughout the literature, there is often an 
indeterminacy between what counts as an innovation and what is regarded as an 
error (Bamgbose 1998). As a result, it is somewhat difficult to assess, with pre-
cision, to what extent the deviation of a linguistic pattern from a native norm 
constitutes — or not — a characteristic feature of a particular type of non-native 
English (Hamid & Baldauf Jr 2013). Broadly, this lack of a clear-cut distinction 
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between the two notions emerges from the fact that because they do not belong 
to the linguistic norm of the English language (Kachru 1982: 62), errors are gen-
erally considered unacceptable by native speakers. In addition, although innova-
tions tend to be recognized as allowable deviations from the native English norm 
(Bennui 2013), there is, to date, no set criteria that objectively allow analysts to set 
errors and innovations apart. Further, in contrast with innovations that tend to 
result from a productive process and that, in that sense, are considered “systemic 
within a variety” (Kachru 1982: 62; see also Buschfeld 2013; Mollin 2006), errors 
tend to reflect gaps in a learner’s knowledge.1 Given this context, a main but yet 
unresolved issue that blurs a clear distinction between errors and innovations is 
how much deviation from the norm is acceptable (Kachru 1982: 61–62).

Traditionally, in order to draw the line between errors and innovations, schol-
ars have relied on theoretical frameworks such as Kachru’s (1982) Three Circles 
Model. Broadly, the three concentric circles, the Inner, Outer and Expanding 
Circles, represent patterns of acquisition, functional domains in which English 
is used across cultures and languages as well as types of spread (Kachru 1985). 
Concretely, the Inner Circle includes Englishes used as a mother tongue (e.g. 
British English, American English, Australian English) and the Outer Circle is 
composed of Englishes used in former British and American colonies and which 
are acquired in a relatively naturalistic environment. In contrast, the Expanding 
Circle includes EFLs primarily learnt as a Lingua Franca in classroom settings. 
Importantly, the model assumes that EFL and ESL differ in that EFLs are intrinsi-
cally norm-dependent and ESLs are norm-developing. In other words, ESLs “have 
a potential to develop their own norms and standards which are generally accepted 
as being characteristic features of a ‘new’ English variety” (Mukherjee 2010: 219). 
According to Kachru (2006: 91), this process is made possible by the fact that “[t]
he substrate languages and the target language enhance each other’s style potential 
and release creative energies of a language in a unique way”. In contrast, EFLs are 
norm-dependent in the sense that “foreign learners are bound to orient them-
selves towards exonormative standards set by speakers outside their own speech 
community” (Mukherjee 2010: 238).

The general reliance on Kachru’s model has had two important repercussions 
in the way linguistic creativity has so far been approached in non-native Englishes: 

1. While a discussion on the distinction between an error and a mistake is beyond the scope of 
this paper, we direct the reader to Corder (1967) for a summary of the features that characterize 
both phenomena. In a nutshell, Corder (1967) argues that errors result from a lack of L2 knowl-
edge, that they are systematic, that learners are unaware of them and that they reflect deficits 
in a learner’s competence. In contrast, mistakes tend to be slips of the tongue, temporary, often 
realized by learners who are able to fix them and they tend to merely reflect a performance 
phenomenon.
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first, it has triggered a division of innovations and errors primarily based on the 
institutional status of the EFL or ESL in which they occur and second, resulting 
from this categorical division, it has encouraged a somewhat systematic labeling 
of potential linguistic innovations as deviations and thus errors in EFL, and as 
innovations in ESL. For instance, while Indian English has been shown to yield 
some of its most creative forms and structures on the lexico-grammatical level in 
speakers’ innovative uses of prepositional verbs, ditransitive verbs and light-verb 
constructions (Mukherjee 2010; Mukherjee & Hoffmann 2006), within the para-
digm of EFL research, linguistically very similar forms have mainly been associ-
ated with errors rather than innovations (see Mukherjee 2010). Thus, emerging 
from this distinction is the question whether (and if so to what extent) foreign 
language learners can (fully) receive any recognition for their linguistic creativity 
(Bamgbose 1998), given that their linguistic structures may coincide with those 
labeled as innovations in ESL (Edwards 2014a).

2.2 Towards a recognition of EFL users as innovative L2 speakers

As part of the ongoing collective effort to bridge the paradigm gap, a handful 
of recent (corpus) studies have already begun to challenge the above-described 
dichotomy between errors and innovations as well as the general view that the 
distinction between innovations and errors should solely rely on institutional 
status (Bruthiaux 2003; Deshors 2014; Edwards 2014a; Edwards & Laporte 2015; 
Gilquin 2011, 2015; Laporte 2012; Li & Mahboob 2012). Generally, this has been 
done in several different ways: empirically, methodologically and theoretically. 
Empirically, a number of scholars have started to draw parallels between EFL 
and ESL (Davydova 2012; Deshors 2014; Edwards 2014a; Gilquin 2011; Götz & 
Schilk 2011; Laporte 2012; Nesselhauf 2009). In the case of Gilquin (2011: 5), for 
instance, it emerges that “some innovations are […] shared by World Englishes, as 
for example the phrasal verb cope up (with), which is identified by Platt (1989) as a 
typical feature of Singapore English, but actually occurs in other indigenized vari-
eties of English as well as in learner Englishes”. Similarly, Laporte (2012: 285) finds 
that “prepositional uses are very prone to innovation, and this, across a wide range 
of non-native populations, be they ESL or EFL”. Methodologically, sophisticated 
approaches to corpus analysis such as multifactorial approaches as illustrated in 
Deshors (2014), have demonstrated how rewarding regression modeling is when 
used to study EFL and ESL in a unified way and how such approaches should be 
considered in order to investigate more closely than ever the notion of error vs. 
innovation in EFL. Finally, at a more theoretical level, studies such as Bruthiaux 
(2003), Li & Mahboob (2012) or Mukherjee & Hundt (2011) have questioned the 
suitability of theoretical frameworks based on historical and geographical legacy 
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to accommodate discussions of language varieties. Importantly, the above body 
of research has already started to change the way we collectively approach (ad-
vanced) EFL learners by attributing to the learners more creative abilities than 
before (Gilquin & Granger 2011). Two main contributing factors can explain this 
important shift, namely the recognition that (i) both EFL and ESL share a number 
of innovations (increasing the credibility of EFL learners in terms of their own 
ability to be creative in their L2) and (ii) the fact that English is gradually playing 
an increasingly important role in identity construction and transcends its typi-
cal EFL functions. In this regard, Gilquin & Granger (2011: 75) present Tswana-
English interlanguage as an interesting case of learner English that “shares features 
with both inner/outer circle varieties of English and […] varieties of the expanding 
circle” (see also Edwards (2014b) for an in-depth illustration of the case of English 
in the Netherlands). Crucially, with all the above-mentioned developments, schol-
ars are now in a position to portray the creative potential of EFL learners with 
much sharper contours. Further, as a result of those developments, a range of ‘new’ 
research questions have started to emerge, such as: What do innovations look like 
in EFL and ESL? How do they compare and how are they perceived? How can 
we explain the emergence and development of innovations? How can corpora 
and corpus resources help us capture innovations? Ultimately, we consider these 
questions to be a valuable starting point to rethink the linguistic creativity of EFL 
and ESL users and we will address each of those questions in the remainder of 
this paper.

3. Exploiting corpus resources to capture innovations

Corpora represent a particularly rewarding data type for the study of innovations. 
Contrary to experimental data characteristic of the SLA paradigm, they offer ac-
cess to contextualized and naturally produced language use that is representative 
of a particular population. This makes corpora an ideal resource to uncover (po-
tential) innovations. However, they only provide an indirect means towards iden-
tifying innovations: one first needs to unearth phenomena of interest and later, 
whatever feature a corpus reveals, it is ultimately the analysts’ call to label a struc-
ture an innovation, an error or a mistake.

To capture the new structures that corpora (may) host, we need to find ways 
to best exploit the corpora at our disposal. This has often been done in a top-down 
fashion by taking a specific lexical item as a starting point to look for innova-
tions (e.g. Nesselhauf (2009) selects a number of specific prepositional verbs and 
phraseological chunks). Other studies have however relied on a more data-driven 
approach by capitalizing on annotated data and using automatic procedures that 
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allow less expected innovations to surface. For example, Mukherjee & Hoffmann 
(2006) make use of a part-of-speech (POS) tagged corpus to identify and retrieve 
new ditransitive verbs. Resorting to parsed data, Schneider & Zipp (2013) and 
Schneider & Gilquin (this volume) automatically retrieve a wide range of new 
prepositional verbs (e.g. join into in ICE-Fiji, or study about in ICE-India), thereby 
(i) complementing the limited set of new prepositional verbs previously identified 
via lexical searches and (ii) offering a better appraisal of verb-preposition combi-
nations in the data at hand.

The question that arises after extracting ‘new’ structures is whether these 
structures qualify as innovations, for which systematicity is often considered a 
prerequisite (see Section 2). As low-frequency phenomena that exist alongside 
standard forms (Mukherjee 2010), innovations represent a significant challenge 
for corpus linguists, namely that of establishing which linguistic forms yield traces 
of systematicity and are therefore likely to develop and ultimately qualify as full-
fledged innovations. Just as some rare but conventional forms of British English 
appear only once (if at all) in the British component of the International Corpus 
of English (ICE-GB) (Greenbaum & Nelson 1996) or the British National Corpus 
(BNC 2007) (in morphology, for instance, a number of words ending with the suf-
fix -ness, such as overtness or effortlessness, are hapax legomena in the BNC, but are 
recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary (OED 2015) and are thus conventional 
forms), so it remains to be determined whether rare instances of ‘new’ structures 
are used systematically in the speech community. This is compounded by the fact 
that most available corpora of EFL and ESL are (i) of limited size and (ii) syn-
chronic in nature, which makes it difficult to trace the evolution of innovations 
(Gilquin 2015). However, despite these hurdles, a number of (new) corpora make 
it possible, at least in part, to overcome these difficulties.

One of these corpora is the recently developed Corpus of Global Web-based 
English (GloWbE; Davies 2013). As a mega-corpus of 1.9 billion words collected 
from the web and representing English as used in twenty different countries (tra-
ditionally Inner and Outer Circle countries), it is a goldmine for research into 
innovations. If only by its size, this database makes it, at least to some extent, pos-
sible to verify the systematicity of features captured in smaller corpora. In addi-
tion, with data produced in the 2000s and collected in 2012, GloWbE also makes 
it possible to trace the evolution of innovations uncovered on the basis of smaller 
corpora that represent data from the 1990s, such as the ESL subcorpora of the 
International Corpus of English (ICE; Nelson 1996).2

2. See Davies & Fuchs (2015) for a discussion of the pros and cons of this database, and re-
sponses by Mair (2015), Mukherjee (2015), Nelson (2015) and Peters (2015).
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However, beyond size, there are other important aspects of corpora that can 
help researchers capture innovations. As Mukherjee (2010) argues, newspaper 
corpora provide a different way of legitimizing a form as an innovation. Given the 
acrolectal, highly monitored, and even norm-providing nature of newspaper lan-
guage, even low-frequency structures can be identified, with relatively high confi-
dence, as accepted forms and thereby labeled innovations (e.g. the verbs explain, 
inform or remind as new ditransitive verbs which occur only a few times in the 
Statesman Corpus (Mukherjee & Hoffmann 2006), a 31-million-word newspaper 
corpus of Indian English). In a similar vein, Van Rooy & Kruger (this volume) use 
parallel corpora of edited and unedited versions of academic texts which, more 
than ever before, make it possible to trace the dynamic process of the emergence 
and acceptance of innovative linguistic structures.

Finally, corpus resources also play a crucial part in bridging the paradigm gap. 
One current challenge concerns data comparability between EFL and ESL. The 
price for high comparability is often a restriction to student writing due to the fact 
that most corpus data for EFL stem from the Learner Corpus Research framework. 
One notable exception is Edwards’s (2014b) Corpus of Dutch English (CoDE), 
which is the first EFL corpus to follow the same design as the written component 
of the ICE and thereby covers a wide range of genres such as creative writing, writ-
ten correspondence, and press reports and editorials. The development of CoDE is 
in line with the view that EFL speakers are users rather than merely learners (as is 
also core in the English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) framework). This view has led to 
the emergence of ELF corpora that represent a wider range of written and spoken 
registers (e.g. the Corpus of English as a Lingua Franca in Academic settings (ELFA 
2008), Vienna-Oxford International Corpus of English (VOICE 2009), Corpus of 
Academic Spoken English (CASE, Diemer et al., 2018), the Corpus of English in 
Finland (Laitinen 2010), thus providing data that will make comparisons between 
ELF, EFL and ESL increasingly possible across a number of genres.

4. Explaining the emergence and development of innovations

A better understanding of innovations in non-native Englishes requires exploring 
the processes that lead to their emergence and later their adoption by a speech 
community. Croft (2000) proposes a usage-based theory of language change that 
offers an integrated explanation for these processes, irrespective of the status of a 
language in the speech community. In a nutshell, he argues that language change 
is the result of two distinct, but jointly required, mechanisms: (i) a mechanism 
for innovation, understood here as any “creation of novel forms in the language” 
(2000: 4), even if only ephemeral; and (ii) a mechanism for propagation, which is 
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a selection mechanism that is largely driven by social forces and leads to the con-
ventionalization of certain innovations. The following sections respectively focus 
on each of these mechanisms and consider how they relate to innovations in EFL 
and ESL.

4.1 The emergence of innovations

According to Croft (2000: 8), any innovation involves some sort of restructuring 
between language form (or structure) and language function (or meaning). This 
restructuring process is rarely random or accidental. Rather, it is likely to occur 
with a certain systematicity as a result of intra- and extra-lingual processes. More 
specifically, the mechanism for innovation seems driven by a combination of (at 
least) (i) cognitive processes that lead to certain types of restructuring (e.g. anal-
ogy); (ii) language-internal structures and irregularities (e.g. talk about sth. vs. dis-
cuss ø sth.) that facilitate the emergence of certain innovations; and (iii) language 
contact and transfer from another language. While Croft identifies these processes 
as driving language change in general, that is, also in native-speaker settings, this 
section attempts to explain how these mechanisms operate to lead to innovations 
outside of L1 settings in particular.

A number of specific cognitive processes have been argued to underlie the 
emergence of innovations found in EFL and ESL. For instance, drawing on cogni-
tive mechanisms identified in Second Language Acquisition, Williams (1987), and 
more recently Schneider (2012), list a number of processes that are likely to be 
shared by EFL and ESL speakers and to give rise to new forms. These are processes 
such as regularization (e.g. the use of the plural mouses instead of mice), redun-
dancy (e.g. redundant prepositions as in enter into), or simplification (omission 
of the noun plural marker -s).3 Van Rooy (2011) argues that for such processes, 
EFL and ESL speakers are not qualitatively different from each other because in 
both settings, their cognitive representation is that of a second language. However, 
while there is certainly ground for shared cognitive processes, this common cog-
nitive representation across EFL and ESL speakers might arguably be a relative 
rather than absolute one. For example, Szmrecsanyi & Kortmann (2011) test the 
hypothesis that EFL and ESL, due to similar cognitive processes of second lan-
guage acquisition, are more analytical than ENL. They however find EFL to be 
significantly more analytical than ESL, which suggests some differences in terms 
of cognitive processes and leads the authors to even argue that EFL and ESL are 
“different animals” (2011: 175).

3. As Schneider (2012) himself notes, these processes may well overlap: regularization can be 
construed as a special case of simplification, for example.
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Interestingly, the above-mentioned cognitive processes are likely to interact 
with language-internal configurations that facilitate the emergence of new forms. 
That is, some irregularities in form and meaning intrinsic to (standard) English 
enhance the possibility for processes like regularization or analogy and thus favor 
particular kinds of innovations. The previously mentioned lexis-grammar inter-
face (see Section 2) has been found to constitute a fertile breeding ground for in-
novations in non-native Englishes, exactly for this reason. One case in point is 
Mukherjee (2010) who shows how lexico-grammatical innovations such as new 
prepositional verbs, new light-verb constructions and new ditransitive verbs are 
cases of what Mukherjee & Hoffmann (2006: 166) have dubbed “semantico-struc-
tural analogy”. The term itself highlights the fact that there is a re-mapping between 
form and function by drawing on existing formal and semantic templates, that is 
language-internal structures. For example, the new light-verb construction have/
take a glimpse found in Indian English is based on the formal template of catch 
a glimpse, and the semantic template of have/take a look. Phenomena that argu-
ably arise from the same process have also been identified in EFL, e.g. Nesselhauf 
(2005) finds give a statement in EFL data, which can be analysed as based on the 
formal template of make a statement and the semantic template of give a speech.

Finally, another important process that drives the emergence of innovations in 
non-native settings is that of language transfer or substrate influence. Non-native 
speakers, be they EFL or ESL, come with their L1-specific form-meaning struc-
tures that are likely to influence and interact with the above-mentioned forces, 
sometimes facilitating them, sometimes constraining them (Nesselhauf 2009). For 
example, Edwards & Laporte (2015: 21–22) show that there is an “intricate inter-
play between shared tendencies stemming from language internal (ir)regularities 
and L1 influence that accounts for pockets of idiosyncrasy in some varieties”. Such 
observations warrant further research to uncover how exactly these interact.

4.2 From emergence to conventionalization

The emergence of an innovation does not per se lead to its adoption or conven-
tionalization. Following Croft’s (2000) account of language change, after a new 
form is created, that form undergoes a process of propagation. In a nutshell, this 
process involves social forces that determine whether innovations are ultimately 
adopted, that is, whether they become systematic and conventionalized in a lan-
guage community.

As pointed out above, these social considerations have been at the core of most 
studies focusing on ESL. For example, Schneider’s (2003, 2007) Dynamic Model 
of the Evolution of New Englishes highlights how adopting innovations goes 
hand in hand with the social process of identity-construction and an increasingly 
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endonormative attitude of speech communities. Importantly, different social forc-
es can pull the fate of innovations in different directions. This is, for instance, illus-
trated by Rosen (2014, this volume), who shows how innovations in Jersey English 
are developing in response to antagonist social forces such as local identity on the 
one hand, and pressures of globalization on the other. In addition to social fac-
tors, Schneider (2007: 110–112) adds that linguistic factors relating to the nature 
of innovations (such as markedness, transparency, regularity or salience of inno-
vations) may also influence their propagation. For example, salient new features 
are more likely to spread and be adopted than non-salient ones.

When it comes to the conventionalization of innovations, such social factors 
have been argued to be at the root of the most important and long-lasting differ-
ence between EFL and ESL. According to Van Rooy (2011), (i) there is an identity 
dimension at play in ESL that is not present in EFL, (ii) there is greater opportu-
nity for diffusion in ESL settings, and (iii) there is a more endonormative attitude 
in ESL, while in EFL settings, speakers’ attitude is largely exonormative (see also 
Section 5). Ultimately, for Van Rooy, these crucial differences are what lead to the 
spread and conventionalization of innovations in ESL settings and not in EFL ones.

However, the dynamics of English worldwide appear to be gradually changing 
in response to new forces of globalization. Edwards (2014b), for example, shows 
how in the Netherlands, an Expanding Circle nation, English adopts increasingly 
intranational functions (e.g. in education, advertising, or business) and is a means 
of identity expression among young Dutch people. Similarly, Schneider (2014: 24) 
notes that “[we] can observe many innovative uses and sociolinguistic settings in 
which English is […] ‘crossing’ clear-cut distinctions and traditional taxonomies, 
defying standard norm-orientations, and transcending boundaries of language 
and nation as distinct entities”. Although it is reasonable to expect that these new 
dynamics of English are likely to affect the propagation and status of linguistic 
innovations worldwide, at this point it is too soon to anticipate how exactly these 
developments will manifest linguistically.

From the above considerations, it seems clear that the emergence and devel-
opment of innovations is a dynamic process in which linguistic and ever-changing 
social forces play an important part. The complexity of this dynamic process, in 
our view, calls for sound (corpus) studies that provide an empirical basis for the 
investigation of innovations, but also highlights the imperative to abstract away 
from these empirical studies in order to be able to explain theoretically the emer-
gence and the development of innovations that reflect both linguistic and social 
factors.
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5. How are innovations perceived in research on EFL and ESL 
and what do they look like?

Until a few decades ago, there was a very conservative ENL-centered view on how 
non-attested uses are perceived and evaluated in research on ESL, as summarized 
by Schneider (2003: 239):

In many statements on global Englishes there is an inherent but hardly visible 
tendency to regard and portray Britain and other ENL countries as the ‘centers’, 
thus entitled to establish norms of correctness, and, conversely, New Englishes 
as peripheral, thus in some sense deviating from these norms and, consequently, 
evaluated negatively.

This view has, however, drastically changed as to how deviations are perceived 
within ESL. A large body of research on ESL gives thorough empirical descriptions 
of innovative features in ESL varieties, which have mainly been interpreted as be-
ing signs of a variety to have reached the phase of “nativization” in variety forma-
tion. This phase is “the most important, the most vibrant one, the central phase of 
both cultural and linguistic transformation” (Schneider 2003: 247; our emphasis). 
In the ESL paradigm, then, linguistic innovations are essential for the “identity 
construction” (ibid.) of the speakers of a new English variety. Consequently, ‘New 
Englishes’ emerge and gain acceptance only through the nativization of linguistic 
innovations in the respective variety. These innovations “for a time may occur or 
exist side by side with the corresponding traditional forms, and eventually may 
become established as traditional themselves” (Andersen 1989: 11). In fact, in ESL, 
an innovation might be the result of the conventionalized use of what was initially 
an error (in the sense of a deviant use of the norm prevailing in a given speech 
community) over a long period of time and across a wide range of speakers in a 
given speech community. Ultimately, it is through the generalized use of an error 
that innovations gain acceptance and are considered to characterize individual ESL 
varieties (see also Section 4). In contrast, within the EFL paradigm, all kinds of de-
viations from native norms have been perceived and categorically classified either 
as idiosyncratic or systematic errors (see Section 2.2). This is mainly due to two 
factors: first, in EFL speech communities, the native speaker model is put forward 
by language politics as the (only) target in English language teaching, and, second, 
there is a tendency of learners of English themselves to aim for those norms (see 
e.g. surveys by Mukherjee & Rohrbach 2006 and, more recently, by Krenz 2015). In 
stark contrast to this, in established ESL speech communities such as India, adher-
ing to native target norms is not propagated by language politicians and would be 
highly unnatural to ESL speakers, as it would seem rather “ ‘foreign’ — unnatural 
and affected — if they imitated BRP [i.e. British Received Pronunciation; SCD, SG, 
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SL]” (Nihalani et al. 2004: 203). However, despite this background, in research on 
EFL, corpus linguists have recently started to pay attention to the use of innovative 
structures by EFL learners as well and the number of studies devoted to the subject 
has been increasing fast and steadily (see Section 2).

As speaker communities, non-native English users are likely to develop in-
novations at various linguistic levels. As Kachru (2006: 89) points out, some of 
the most creative innovations can be found in grammar, vocabulary, discourse 
strategies, and genres and styles. However, this list can easily be extended to stud-
ies describing innovations at the phonological level (e.g. D’Arcy 2005), at the se-
mantic level (e.g. Robbin 2013), at the pragmatic level (e.g. Isingoma 2013), at the 
lexico-grammatical level (e.g. Schilk et al. 2012), etc. In what follows, we illustrate 
this with some selected examples of how innovative features at different linguistic 
levels have been described and perceived in previous EFL and ESL studies.

At the level of phonology, in EFL it has been noted that the interdental frica-
tive /θ/ or /ð/ is often substituted either by /s, z/ or by /t, d/ (e.g. Yavaș 2009). The 
same phenomenon is described in various ESL varieties (e.g. Nihalani et al. (2004) 
for Indian English or Olajide & Olaniyi (2013) for Nigerian English). The differ-
ence between EFL and ESL does not lie in the formal realization of this feature, 
but in the perception and evaluation of its use: In EFL, this has been summarized 
as “interference” or (negative) “transfer” (Yavaș 2009: 177), whereas in ESL these 
substitutions are summarized as being “phonemic markers of identity” (Olajide & 
Olaniyi 2013: 284) that ESL speakers have in common “that supersedes L1 trans-
fer” (Dako 2001: 26).

Lexical innovations have also been described in great detail in ESL. Typically, 
those innovations include borrowed and/or anglicized indigenous lexemes that 
refer to concepts for which no (British) English terms exist and thereby serve to 
“adapt to the socio-cultural reality in the country” (Dako 2001: 26). Studies that 
examine descriptions of nativized indigenous lexemes in ESL include Dako (2001) 
on nativized “Ghanaianisms” found in Ghanaian English, Meyler (2007) on nativ-
ized lexemes from Sinhala or Tamil in Sri Lankan English, Nihalani et al. (2004) 
on nativized indigenous Indian English lexemes, to name but a few. Recently, re-
search has become less intuition-based, as Bernaisch (2015), for example, takes a 
corpus-based approach to identifying lexemes that are exclusively used in English 
spoken in the South Asian region and that are not used in British English, i.e. gram 
(referring to chick peas), rupee (the currency in Sri Lanka) and sari/saree (the 
traditional female dress worn in South Asia) (Bernaisch 2015: 106–107). Other 
lexical innovations in ESL concern the use of English terms in a semantically ex-
tended or slightly shifted fashion (see Dako 2001). In contrast to research on ESL, 
research on EFL shows that learners rarely borrow lexical items from their native 
language to use them innovatively in their foreign language. This may be due to 
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the fact that English does not serve intranational purposes in the EFL community 
and there is simply no need to use genuinely borrowed lexemes. However, EFL 
and ESL show many parallels when it comes to the formation of new words and 
the coining of new lexemes, which happens with great systematicity. This will be 
demonstrated by Callies (this volume), by Horch (this volume) and by Schneider 
& Gilquin (this volume).

One further innovative linguistic feature worth mentioning in this context is 
code-switching and code-mixing. These have so far mainly been investigated and 
documented as successful communication strategies in research on bilingualism 
(e.g. Duran 1994; Grosjean 1989) and second language acquisition (e.g. Söderberg 
Arnfast & Jørgensen 2003), but we also find these in both ESL and EFL. Although 
the forms of code-switching and code-mixing are very similar in EFL and ESL, 
again, there is a difference in their interpretation and perception across the two 
non-native Englishes: When an EFL speaker resorts to their L1, this is typical-
ly treated as a communicative weakness or even a lexical error (e.g. in the EFL 
classroom; e.g. Berg 2013, S. Dose-Heidelmayer, personal communication, March 
10, 2016); in ESL research, however, the functions and forms of code-switching 
and code-mixing are investigated intensively as contributing factors to the devel-
opment of new dialects (e.g. “Hinglish, the code-switching between Hindi and 
English” (Sailaja 2011: 473)). Interestingly, despite this dichotomy in the way code-
switching and code-mixing are approached across EFL and ESL, learner corpus 
research is nevertheless starting to witness a shift in scholars’ perception of code-
switching from communicative weakness to effective communicative strategy. This 
was recently documented in a study by Nacey & Graedler (2013) on Norwegian 
Learners of English and De Cock (2015) for French, Spanish, German and Italian 
Learners of English.

At the stylistic level, we find further illustrations of what can be classified 
— broadly speaking — as innovations in the sense of a restructuring in form-
function mapping (see Croft 2000). Here, many ESL speakers “(continue to) use 
a stock of words which is either restricted to more formal contexts or considered 
to be rather archaic in the present-day usage of the erstwhile input variety, namely 
British English (BrE)” (Meyler 2007: xiv). For example, Bernaisch (2015) finds a 
significantly lower frequency of more formal lexemes in BrE compared to Indian 
and Sri Lankan English (i.e. the South-Asian speakers prefer more formal vari-
ants than the British English speakers, such as commence, purchase or refrigera-
tor). Similarly, Bernaisch (2015) also documents a frequent use of archaic markers, 
such as the use of madam as an address term. Although EFL learners have not been 
studied in as much detail as ESL speakers with respect to register and/or formality, 
it has nonetheless been recognized that, similarly to ESL users, English learners 
lack a nativelike “text-type sensitivity” (Lorenz 1999: 64) or “register awareness” 
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(Gilquin & Paquot 2008). In other words, EFL yields many typically written fea-
tures in their speech and typically spoken features in their writing.

At the level of pragmatics, particles and discourse markers provide an interest-
ing case of shared innovations between ESL and EFL, particularly with regard to the 
creative use of discourse markers from the speakers’ L1 when they speak English. 
Here, a very well-documented example is the use of la/lah in Singaporean English, 
an established ESL variety (Schneider 2007). It has been identified to be a solidar-
ity marker between interlocutors as well as to be a pragmatically multifunctional 
marker (see Low & Deterding (2003) for a survey on previous studies). Similarly, 
EFL speakers have also been found to use discourse markers from their L1 when 
speaking English. For instance, French learners use enfin, hein and allez, and ach 
or ja has been documented in German EFL learners (e.g. Gilquin 2008). Again, 
the structural form of the innovative use is similar in EFL and ESL (i.e. the inte-
gration of discourse markers from the L1 when speaking English); however, their 
interpretation and perception are different. For instance, in EFL, “[i]f a non-native 
speaker uses discourse particles incorrectly […] this may lead to misunderstand-
ings” (Aijmer 2002: 3), whereas in ESL the focus is on the description of the inno-
vative forms and functions as a sign of nativization (e.g. Low & Deterding 2003).

The lexis-grammar interface has been claimed to be particularly prone to dis-
play innovative forms in ESL. This is mainly due to the fact that “certain words but 
not others of the same word class prefer specific grammatical rules or patterns” 
(Schneider 2007: 83). That is, even though neither the patterns nor the words are 
new, “what is novel is the habitual association between them in specific varieties” 
(Schneider 2007). One very well researched case in point at the lexico-grammati-
cal level is the use of phrasal verbs which have been claimed to be one of the most 
“notoriously challenging aspects” (Gardner & Davies 2007: 339) in EFL. As such, 
they have been the subject of a variety of EFL and ESL studies (e.g. Deshors 2016; 
Gilquin 2015; Schneider 2014; Zipp & Bernaisch 2012). Because they are relatively 
frequent, phrasal verbs with up have attracted much attention and constructions 
such as cope up with have been shown to appear both in ESL and EFL (see Edwards 
& Laporte 2015; Gilquin 2015; Zipp & Bernaisch 2012). However, Gilquin (2015) 
reports on other innovative uses that EFL and ESL do not share and that are char-
acteristic of individual variety types of English, e.g. meddle up (in Singaporean 
English), fashion (your jeans) up (in German learner English) or spray up (in 
British English) are not shared between the three Englishes.4 Ultimately, however, 

4. We are aware, however, that some potentially shared constructions might simply not be 
found in corpus research and thus similarities might simply go unnoticed, often due to the dif-
ferences in corpus designs of the corpora typically used for EFL-ESL comparisons (including 
different topics and compilation procedures).
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those uses show that the underlying processes for using the particles are shared 
and can serve to “testify to the common creative potential of both types of vari-
eties” (Gilquin 2015: 107).

Focusing on comparable linguistic innovations across ESL and EFL, it emerg-
es that main differences between the two Englishes do not lie in the formal realiza-
tion of innovations, as they seem to be quite similar in EFL and ESL. Rather, those 
differences emerge in both the interpretation and the perception of these linguistic 
innovations: The predominant terms used in EFL research being “deviation” “mis-
use”, “errors” or “non-attested”, as compared to being markers of “nativization”, 
“identity construction” or simply giving neutral descriptions of innovative forms 
and functions in ESL studies. However, more and more, studies are starting to not 
only show clear structural parallels between ESL and EFL (e.g. Callies or Koch et 
al. this volume) but also propose theoretical explanations of innovations in EFL 
(e.g. Callies or Schneider & Gilquin this volume). For EFL research, this is no triv-
ial development as it suggests that innovative features are starting to be accepted 
by ENL-editors (as illustrated by Van Rooy & Kruger (this volume) in the context 
of South African English). Crucially, this might eventually lead to a significant 
change in the way EFL speakers are perceived; that is, as creative language users 
instead of ‘defective native speakers’.

While, within the World Englishes community, “it took a great deal of per-
sistence to convince linguists and educationists that the post-colonial grammars, 
lexicons and phonologies were worthy of study and not some deviation to be 
scrubbed away” (Mesthrie & Bhatt 2008: 23), it is likely that more time will be 
needed until attitudes towards innovative EFL features begin to change in a similar 
vein. It is our hope that this volume will contribute a (baby) step in this direction.
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“This hair-style called as ‘duck tail’ ”
The ‘intrusive as’-construction in South Asian 
varieties of English and Learner Englishes

Christopher Koch1, Claudia Lange2 and Sven Leuckert2
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This paper focuses on the ‘intrusive as’-construction in complex-transitive verb 
complementation which was so far only attested for Indian English. Our data 
show that ‘intrusive as’ is a common feature in South Asian Englishes gener-
ally, albeit to different degrees. Comparing the South Asian data with data from 
Learner Englishes allows to test several hypotheses concerning the origin of 
‘intrusive as’; the most robust correlation within the data points to redundancy 
as a motivating factor for both ESL and EFL contexts.

Keywords: ‘intrusive as’, innovation, verb complementation, complex transitives, 
South Asian Englishes, Learner Englishes

1. Introduction

This paper is concerned with a feature that has been a staple topic of the Indian 
English complaint tradition at least since the 1930s, when the first references ap-
pear in print: In his short tract “Some Notes on Indian English” published by the 
Society for Pure English, Goffin lists “[a] few other examples of ‘ignorant’ Indian 
English [that] are universal and flourishing enough to be worth special quota-
tion: […] In conjunctions: […] ‘He called me as a nonsense.’ ” (1934: 26, emphasis 
ours).1 In the same year, the first edition of Smith-Pearse’s booklet on The English 
Errors of Indian Students was published, remaining in print virtually unchanged up 
to the present day.2 His chapter on ‘Common mistakes with conjunctions’ presents 
as ‘incorrect’ example 14: ‘He called me as a fool’, juxtaposing it with the ‘correct’ 

1. We owe this first attestation to James Lambert, whose support we gratefully acknowledge.

2. The first edition was published under the title English Errors in Indian Schools.
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version ‘He called me a fool’ (Smith-Pearse 1968: 23, emphasis ours). Nihalani et 
al. then do not only provide the term ‘intrusive as’ (2004: 178) for the usage of 
as “in places where it would be considered superfluous in BS [British Standard 
English]” (2004: 22), but also confirm that ‘called as’ has persisted and “is often 
treated as a ‘common error’ by Indian teachers of English” (ibid.).

This paper investigates the extent of the use of ‘intrusive as’ with complex-
transitive predicates best exemplified by call (as) (e.g. “I call it as tragic” (Nihalani 
et al. 2004: 22))3 in South Asian and learner varieties of English. The ‘intrusive 
as’-construction lends itself particularly well to reconsidering the tension between 
‘errors’ and ‘innovations’, two concepts that already played a major role when the 
field of World Englishes/Postcolonial Englishes was initially charted. As the quotes 
above indicate, there is as yet no agreement within the Indian English speech com-
munity whether to ‘promote’ the ‘intrusive as’-construction from an ‘error’ to an 
innovative feature of an endonormative variety of English.

This paper, then, attempts to contribute to these discussions by, firstly, provid-
ing empirical evidence for the distribution of ‘intrusive as’-constructions across 
South Asian Englishes and, secondly, by comparing significant patterns of use with 
data from learner corpora. The corpus-based results will then be embedded in 
more general considerations reflecting the main focus of this special issue, namely 
the emergence and stabilization of innovations in ESL/EFL speech communities.

Previous research into the ‘intrusive as’-construction (Lange 2014, 2015) has 
already provided a corpus-based description of the phenomenon in South Asian 
varieties of English in addition to the largely intuition-based assessments before 
(e.g. Nihalani et al. 2004; Yadurajan 2001). Lange’s work demonstrated that the 
phenomenon is not restricted to the Indian English context but indeed represents 
a truly pan-South Asian feature shared by all varieties under scrutiny, even though 
Indian English and Sri Lankan English emerge as the two most progressive ones 
(as far as the present feature is concerned).

In the current study, we aimed at simultaneously widening and deepening our 
approach to find and describe this innovative pattern. The present study builds 
upon previous work and offers an extension of the approach, resulting in three 
major research questions:

1. Are the principal verbs of naming, labelling or depicting someone/-thing as 
already described in e.g. Nihalani et al. (2004) and Yadurajan (2001) the only 
verbs sanctioning the use of the ‘intrusive as’-construction, or are there further 
verbs that South Asian English speakers use in conjunction with this pattern? 

3. Our data show that call is the most frequently used verb in complex-transitive complementa-
tion across all varieties considered, cf. Section 5 below.
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While Lange’s (2014, 2015) work was restricted to previously established lists 
of verb lemmas reported to employ the ‘intrusive as’-pattern in complex-transi-
tive complementation, the present study employs a semi-automatic approach to 
find and retrieve potential instances of ‘intrusive as’ also for other verb lemmas.

2. Which grammatical context factors influence the selection of the ‘intrusive as’-
pattern as opposed to ‘regular’ complex-transitive complementation without 
as, and are these different between the varieties and verb lemmas under scruti-
ny? In contrast to previous research, where only the general pattern preferenc-
es (‘intrusive as’-pattern or not) with regard to verb lemmas and varieties had 
been described, the dataset of the current study was expanded in terms of the 
amount of annotation, extending the coding to three further context factors 
which were assumed to potentially influence pattern selection: (a) voice of the 
(main) verb in the clause under scrutiny, (b) ‘distance’, i.e. number of words be-
tween main verb and complement (excluding ‘as’ to avoid introducing a bias), 
and (c) part of speech information on the head of the object’s complement.

3. Can similar frequencies of the ‘intrusive as’-construction be attested for the 
learner data; and, if so, do learners follow comparable selection patterns as 
the speakers evidenced in the South Asian data? By widening the scope of 
description from published ESL material to include both learner data from re-
lated ESL scenarios as well as EFL data from a variety of further backgrounds, 
the roots of the construction can be more firmly established. Related to this 
is the question whether ‘intrusive as’ should be regarded as a contact-induced 
feature that is only exhibited by those varieties of English in contact with local 
languages allowing similar constructions — or whether the pattern is moti-
vated by more general acquisitional universals that have been shown to play 
a role in both ESL and EFL contexts. Several principles and processes related 
to Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and particularly relevant in the con-
text of World Englishes have been proposed, frequently relying and extend-
ing Williams’s (1987) original classification. One taxonomy of such processes 
comes from Schneider (2012); his notion of ‘redundancy’ (“the unmotivated 
repeated (or double) marking of the same piece of information, character-
izes language in general but appears particularly frequent in WEs” (2012: 65)) 
might be applicable if it can be shown that ‘intrusive as’ serves the purpose of 
creating redundancy, making the complex-transitive structure more explicit.4

4. Another pillar study that dealt with this problem is Rohdenburg (1996), who called the phe-
nomenon ‘explicitness’. We chose to stick to Schneider’s terminology, which acknowledges the 
fact that processes such as redundancy/explicitness are not restricted to the ESL/EFL context, 
but builds on a large body of specialized research within the field and (unlike Rohdenburg) 
integrates further processes that have been shown to play a role, both in terms of perception as 
well as production.
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The structure of this paper is as follows: Section 2 contextualizes the issues relating 
to the dichotomies — or continua — marked by the terms native vs. non-native 
and error vs. innovation respectively. Section 3 outlines the grammatical proper-
ties of the feature under discussion, while Section 4 is concerned with the meth-
odology in pursuit of our research questions. Section 5 gives an account of our 
data for both South Asian and Learner Englishes, with Section 6 evaluating and 
summing up our findings.

2. Old and new dichotomies: Native vs. non-native, error vs. innovation

The development of World Englishes as a legitimate field of linguistic enquiry is 
now, after more than 30 years, a matter for introductory textbooks, where key 
notions such as native/non-native, error/innovation as well as Inner Circle/Outer 
Circle etc. have been widely discussed. The categorial status and the overall useful-
ness of these notions were subject to considerable and frequently heated debates, 
such as the one between Randolph Quirk (1990) and Braj Kachru (1991) in the 
journal English Today.5 Quirk’s insistence on a categorial distinction between na-
tive and non-native (i.e. learner) Englishes entailed that only native Englishes were 
capable of being ‘institutionalized’ or standardized. In his reply, Kachru highlight-
ed the term “non-native institutionalized variety of English” to underline his criti-
cism of the then prevailing concept of ‘nativeness’ predicated upon monolingual 
speech communities. More specifically, Kachru rejected Quirk’s implication that 
all divergences from institutionalized Standard English are by definition ‘errors’,6 
and more than two decades of research later, it seems as if Kachru has won the 
day: “recent realities seem to be rendering the ENL — ESL distinction increasingly 
obsolete” (Schneider 2007: 13), since

[…] there are no structural features, at any level of grammatical description, that 
characterize all “non-native” varieties of English to the exclusion of all “native” 
varieties. Given that most linguists who have made serious efforts to find such 
features acknowledge/concede that there aren’t any […], we are fully justified in 
concluding that the dichotomy native variety/non-native variety cannot be struc-
turally or grammatically sustained. And if it indeed cannot be sustained, speak-
ers of at least the varieties that can be shown to have their own norms, such as 
Indian English and Singapore English, must be classified as native speakers of 
English […]. (Singh 2007: 39–40, emphasis ours)

5. Quirk’s paper originally appeared 1989 in the JALT Journal (http://jalt-publications.org/jj/
issues/1989-05_11.1) and has since been anthologized several times.

6. Quirk only recognized British and American English as institutionalized varieties of English.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://jalt-publications.org/jj/issues/1989-05_11.1
http://jalt-publications.org/jj/issues/1989-05_11.1


 The ‘intrusive as’-construction in South Asian varieties of English and Learner Englishes 25

This quote effectively sums up the state of the art in the field of Postcolonial 
Englishes: the binary — and normative — distinction between native and non-
native (i.e. L2) Englishes has largely been discarded, and most scholars today 
acknowledge Edgar Schneider’s model of a varietal cline, where socio-historical 
factors pertaining to the speech community in question are the main driving force 
towards endonormative stabilization (cf. Schneider 2007). That is, applying the 
term ‘error’ to PCEs would in effect set the clock back to 1990, when Quirk in-
sisted that all non-native varieties including PCEs

are inherently unstable, ranged along a qualitative cline, with each speaker seek-
ing to move to a point where the varietal characteristics reach vanishing point, 
and where thus, ironically, each variety is best manifest in those who by common-
sense measures speak it worst (Quirk 1990: 5–6).

However, even if this stance and with it the distinction between ENL and ESL 
has lost its legitimacy, the one between ESL and EFL remains subject to debate. 
Singh concludes his pronouncement above by adding that “[t]he only thing to re-
member is that we are talking about speakers and NOT learners” (Singh 2007: 43). 
In this, he is seconded by Schneider (2014), who considers EFL or Expanding 
Circle Englishes to be beyond the scope of his Dynamic Model. Even though there 
are some passing similarities between ESL and EFL, the EFL varieties he consid-
ers crucially lack “Phase 4 components” (ibid.: 27), that is indicators of a shared 
norm among the speech community. What is implied here is that EFL speakers are 
unlikely to develop the shared norms which constitute a speech community and 
which effectively demarcate plain errors from potential innovations.7

Recent studies, however, took a critical stance with regard to what is frequent-
ly considered a paradigm gap, i.e. the separate treatment of ESL and EFL in the 
fields of Second Language Acquisition and World Englishes (cf. Buschfeld 2014; 
Deshors 2014; Edwards & Laporte 2015; Gilquin 2015), respectively. Findings in 
Buschfeld (2011, 2013) and Edwards (2014) suggest “that the psycholinguistic 
processes underlying the development of learner language and second-language 
varieties seem to be fundamentally similar” (Buschfeld 2014: 183), ultimately call-
ing for a widespread re-evaluation of the relation between ESL and EFL and a 
more differentiated treatment of linguistic developments in Learner Englishes.

Due to the fact that neither traditional models such as Kachru’s (1985) Three 
Circles model nor more recent models such as Schneider’s (2007) Dynamic Model 
are particularly well suited for the analysis and explanation of developments in 
Learner Englishes, new models have been proposed by Schneider (2014) and 

7. Cf. Schneider (2012) for references to divergent positions which challenge the dividing line 
between ESL and EFL.
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Buschfeld & Kautzsch (2016). Both Schneider’s Transnational Attraction and 
Buschfeld & Kautzsch’s model of Extra- and Intra-Territorial Forces (EIF) take 
into account more general processes of globalization and seek to provide a means 
for a unified treatment of ESL and EFL or, more precisely, of Englishes with and 
without colonial background.

Since ‘intrusive as’-constructions are listed in dictionaries of common learner 
errors (e.g. Heaton & Turton 1997: 60), a rationale for a comparison of usage pat-
terns in South Asian Englishes and Learner Englishes is provided. An in-depth 
corpus analysis of ‘intrusive as’ in both ESL (represented by the SAVE corpus, cf. 
Section 4.1) and EFL (represented by ICLE and ICNALE, cf. Section 4.1) estab-
lishes the basis for a systematic comparison and, hence, a discussion of wheth-
er the feature can be considered an innovation shared between ESL and EFL or 
whether the feature should indeed be treated as an error in Learner Englishes.

We will return to the issue of error vs. innovation in Sections 5.3 and 6 below; 
the next sections will firstly elucidate the construction under scrutiny, namely the 
complex-transitive complementation pattern with and without as, and then pro-
ceed to a discussion of our methodology and our actual findings.

3. Complex-transitive predication

According to the Cambridge Grammar of the English Language (CGEL; Huddleston 
& Pullum 2002), complex-transitive constructions involve additional predication 
about the direct object by means of what Huddleston (2002: 217) calls a “predica-
tive complement (PC)”. Rather than referring to an entity or a person, a PC serves 
to denote “a property that is predicated of the person [or entity]” referenced by 
the object. Syntactically speaking, this means that PCs are complements, but se-
mantically, they serve a predicative function. Examples (1) and (2), taken from the 
CGEL (ibid.), illustrate the phenomenon:

 (1) Ed seemed quite competent.    [complex-intransitive: S-P-PCS]

 (2) She considered Ed quite competent.  [complex-transitive: S-P-O-PCO]

In complex-intransitives, the predicative complement provides additional infor-
mation about the subject, whereas in complex-transitives, the information in the 
complement refers to the direct object. Since our study is concerned with the latter 
type, we will exclusively discuss object complements from here onwards.

Complements in complex-transitives can be realized by noun phrases, adjec-
tive phrases or nonfinite clauses, although constructions with nonfinite clauses 
are rare. Complex-transitives can take depictive and resultative complements, a 
“primarily semantic distinction [that] is not always easy to draw” (Huddleston 
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2002: 265). As pointed out in Lange (2015), name stands out as a particularly dif-
ficult example in this regard, although other verbs such as designate and call prove 
a similar challenge. The following examples found in the SAVE corpus represent 
clear cases of name being used in a resultative sense (3) and, in innovative fashion, 
in a depictive sense (4):8

 (3) Additional Secretary Badiur Rahman, named as the acting power secretary 
on Monday night, will move to the Implementation Monitoring and 
Evaluation Division (IMED). (SAVE-BD_DS_2006–11__pt1.txt)

 (4) […] we come across a teacher of literature named as Mr. Keating, acted by 
Robin Williams. (SAVE-SL_DN_2002-05-07.txt)

Verbs in complex-transitives may occur with or without as (or, albeit very rarely, 
with for) before the object complement (see Quirk et al. 1985: 1196). For some 
verbs such as describe, the occurrence with as is felicitous in any variety. However, 
in Indian English and other Asian varieties of English, we find the so-called ‘in-
trusive as’-construction, i.e. complex-transitives with as where no preposition or 
particle would be expected in the historical input variety.9

4. Methodology

4.1 Corpus data and data extraction

Previously, corpus-based analyses of the ‘intrusive as’-phenomenon had to rely 
on intuition-based assessments of the main verbs sanctioning the ‘intrusive as’-
construction, such as provided in Nihalani et al. (2004) or Yadurajan (2001). For 
the current study, it was decided that this list of verb lemmas should be based 
on a completely corpus-based approach building on an exhaustive search for all 
verbs used in conjunction with as in South Asian Englishes. The data were derived 
from the South Asian Varieties of English Corpus (SAVE; Bernaisch et al. 2011), 
a newspaper corpus of 18 million words covering data from two major news-
papers for each of the six contexts, i.e. Bangladeshi, Indian, Maldivian, Nepali, 
Pakistani and Sri Lankan English, to the extent of three million words per variety. 

8. The examples come from the Sri Lankan and the Bangladeshi subcorpus of the South Asian 
Varieties of English Corpus (SAVE) , which will be introduced in Section 4 below.

9. As in complex-transitive constructions is a preposition (Quirk et al. 1985: 1200, Huddleston 
& Pullum 2002: 255); in the following, we use the functionally neutral term ‘particle’ to encom-
pass both the possible source and the target constructions, i.e. quotative particles (cf. example 
(5) in Section 5.1) and prepositions.
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For this purpose, a semi-automatic approach was employed using an R script (R 
Development Core Team 2015) building on the CLAWS C7-annotated version 
of the SAVE corpus, which allowed us to search for any verb used in conjunction 
with as without relying on a list of verb lemmas. However, while CLAWS proved 
useful for the detection of potential cases of ‘intrusive as’, it does not recognize 
the pattern for what it is, marking as up as a conjunction in most cases. Still, the 
syntactic slots to be filled in a complex-transitive construction made it possible to 
restrict the context around as to those that could be potential cases of ‘intrusive 
as’. So, while the CLAWS annotation could not be relied upon for the positive 
detection of ‘intrusive as’ cases, it could still be employed for the definition of an 
exclusion pattern that, if it matched, would describe a non-‘intrusive as’ case for 
the occurrence currently processed. The overall approach can thus be summarized 
as follows:

1. Search sentence-internally for ‘VERB + X + as’, where X…
 a. … may be any number of words, excluding other verbs,
 b. … may include quotations, but no other punctuation.10

2. Exclude a potential finding from step (1) in case as only represents the begin-
ning of another clause (operationalized by excluding several irrelevant uses of 
as, e.g. conjunctions (followed by NP + V)).11

After applying this script to all components of the SAVE corpus, we arrived at a list 
of approximately 6,000 potential uses of ‘intrusive as’ per component, which were 
then annotated manually for whether they instantiate true cases of ‘intrusive as’ 
(i.e. verb lemmas that do not usually allow complex-transitive complementation 
with as). Even in the historical input variety there is a wide variety of verb lemmas 
allowing or requiring the use of as in complex-transitive predication (cf. Section 3), 
which is why a reference list was produced following the same computing strategy 
as above, building on the periodicals section of the British National Corpus (c. 8.8m 
words). This list was consulted, in addition to the Oxford English Dictionary and 
Merriam Webster Dictionary, to decide whether a particular verb lemma also sanc-
tions the use of as in complex-transitive contexts in British or American English, 
i.e. the main exonormative standards in South Asian varieties of English.

10. Even though these two restrictions certainly entail the risk of ignoring potentially relevant 
(nested) clausal structures, they are required to make the results more reliable. If they were not 
in place, a second verb with ‘intrusive as’-complementation at the end of a sentence could cause 
the first main verb in the sentence to be recognized as exhibiting the pattern.

11. In addition to this exclusion pattern based on typical parts of speech sequences after a con-
junction, the CLAWS annotation for ‘ditto’ tags could be used to recognize common multi-word 
sequences with as (e.g. as well as) and exclude these instances.
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As a result of the extensive search procedure described above, a list of around 
60 verb lemmas allowing ‘intrusive as’ in South Asian varieties of English was 
obtained. However, the vast majority of these verb lemmas only showed relatively 
low frequencies of occurrence with the ‘intrusive as’-pattern (many were indeed 
hapax legomena), and frequently only occurred in a subset of the varieties in ques-
tion. Since their inclusion in the same quantitative paradigm together with rela-
tively high-frequency items would not allow drawing reliable conclusions, their 
discussion will not be a main focus in the present study. These low-frequency ‘in-
trusive as’ verb lemmas will instead be covered in the form of a brief excursus in 
Section 5.1, while the focus of the current study will be on an in-depth analysis of 
six verb lemmas found to display relatively high frequencies of ‘intrusive as’.

In order to estimate whether ‘intrusive as’ is best described as a South Asian 
phenomenon or whether it might be a more universal feature of second/foreign-
language acquisition, the analysis of these six verb lemmas was then extended 
to corpora of learner English. Suitable datasets were found in the International 
Corpus of Learner English (ICLE; Granger et al. 2009) as well as the International 
Corpus Network of Asian Learners of English (ICNALE; Ishikawa 2011). While the 
latter incorporates data from learner essays in ten Asian countries or areas with a 
scope of c. 1.2 million words,12 the former corpus covers speakers from an even 
wider range of English-learning scenarios, including 3.7 million words from 16 
mother tongue backgrounds, most of these European. It must be noted, though, 
that there is only very little overlap between the varieties covered in SAVE and 
those in ICNALE: in fact, it is only Pakistani speakers that are included in both 
datasets. On the other hand, ICNALE and ICLE both include data from Japan as 
well as from China. With these two corpora in place, the question whether ‘intru-
sive as’ is restricted to the Asian context, and thus likely emerged there, or may 
indeed be seen as a general language-learning strategy can be addressed.13

12. The ICNALE also includes a category ENS, which incorporates essays from English native 
speakers from the USA, UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand for reference and contrast. 
Since the ENS category did not display any instances of ‘intrusive as’ at all, it will not be further 
relevant for the purposes of this study.

13. Of course, it must be noted that the design of the corpora is very different, since both the 
ICLE and ICNALE build upon essay data, while SAVE represents published material. The extent 
to which exonormative editing of the texts may have taken place is difficult to ascertain, how-
ever, it appears plausible to assume that the post-editing process within a publishing house will 
be more rigorous on average. Following this line of reasoning, the high number of findings for 
the ‘intrusive as’-pattern in South Asian Englishes (see Section 5) seems even more striking.
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4.2 Data preparation and coding

Only six verb lemmas with moderate to high frequency of ‘intrusive as’ remained 
after the search procedure described above: CALL, DECLARE, DEEM, DUB, 
NAME, and TERM. New concordances were then computed for each of these 
lemmas in order to (a) arrive at a list of all instances of complex-transitive con-
structions with these verb lemmas, both with and without ‘intrusive as’, and (b) 
also include those ‘intrusive as’ cases which were excluded by the semi-automatic 
approach due to the restrictions that were set in place (see Section 4.1). This final 
list of moderate- to high-frequency verbs allowing the ‘intrusive as’-construction 
was then annotated for several grammatical context features that were assumed to 
potentially influence the selection of the ‘intrusive as’-construction over its ‘regu-
lar’ counterpart without as. Table 1 summarizes the variables that were coded for 
(in addition to the dependent one PATTERN), as well as their potential values.

Table 1. Variables and variable levels used for annotation of verb lemmas exhibiting 
‘intrusive as’-complementation

Variable Description Values

PATTERN Complex-transitive predication realized with 
‘intrusive as’ or without (i.e. regular pattern)

INTR-AS, REG

VAR SAVE corpus component BD, IN, LK, MV, NP, PK

VERB Verb lemma of the main verb in the current clause CALL, DECLARE, DEEM, 
DUB, NAME, TERM

VOICE Voice of the main verb ACTIVE, PASSIVEa

DIST ‘Distance’ between main verb and complement 
(excl. as if present)

0, 1, 2, 3, 4+

COMPL Complement type, i.e. head of the complement 
(noun, adjective, nonfinite clause, other)

N, A, I, Ob

a In some cases, the voice of the main verb was ambiguous, e.g. ‘… it is call [?] as…’, or the relevant verb ap-
peared in a nonfinite clause modifying a constituent which was anonymized, e.g. ‘[…], call [?] as […]. In cases 
like these, the choice for coding of active vs. passive voice was based on the form of the full verb so as not to 
‘correct’ the linguistic material; that is in both instances quoted, call was coded as active voice
b The variable level O was reserved for those cases in which the form of the complement was highly ambigu-
ous or impossible to discern (e.g. if the complement had been anonymized in the data).

‘Voice’ and ‘distance’ were selected as coding categories in the hope of shedding 
some light on the origin of the ‘intrusive as’-construction in South Asian Englishes. 
One obvious explanatory parameter in the context of Postcolonial Englishes is 
always language contact, and the ‘intrusive as’-construction has been linked to 
the quotative construction available in many South Asian languages (cf. Sridhar 
1992: 142–43), which may also be used “to name or label persons or things” (Hock 
1982: 42), as in the following example from Marathi, an Indo-Aryan language:
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 (5) britiš yeṇyāpūrvī bāmbelā mumbaī mhaṇūn olakhat asat
  British coming before Bombay Mumbai q. known was
  ‘Bombay was called Mumbai before the British came.’ (quoted after Kachru 

1979: 69)

Since the putative source construction and/or its translation equivalent in Marathi 
and other South Asian languages employs a passive construction, we hypothesized 
that a higher incidence of ‘intrusive as’-constructions with verbs in the passive 
might indicate that the construction is indeed contact-induced. Another hypothe-
sis to be tested required the coding of ‘distance’; if syntactic contexts where the verb 
and its complement were far removed from each other, as illustrated in example 
(6), favour ‘intrusive as’, then redundancy could be considered as a likely explana-
tion. Redundancy “contributes to not only the securing of information (encoded 
twice) but also the ease of processing” (Schneider 2012: 65) and appears as a moti-
vating factor in both ESL and EFL contexts. In examples such as (6), ‘intrusive as’ 
functions as a (technically redundant) means to signal the upcoming object com-
plement and helps to process the structure of the sentence. Redundancy should be 
taken into consideration particularly with regard to longer sentences, then, since 
constructions with a distance of three or more words between the object and its 
complement are arguably more difficult to process than a construction where the 
complement immediately follows the object.

 (6) Local BJP leaders termed Dr Yonzone, former principal of Kalimpong 
College and former chairman of School Service Commission, Hills, as an 
“outsider”. (SAVE-IN_SM_2004-04-22.txt)

Subsequent annotation of the learner data was performed in the same format as 
detailed above (cf. Table 1), with an obvious difference in the values of the VAR 
variable, which was coded by adding a shorthand for the country or area of the 
speakers (based on the corpus filenames, e.g. ICLE_BG or ICNALE_CHN) to the 
abbreviated name of the corpus (Table 2):

Table 2. Learner corpora components and abbreviations used (based on filenames)

Corpus Components

ICLE BG (Bulgarian), CN (Chinese), CZ (Czech), D (Dutch), FI (Finnish), FR (French), 
GE (German), IT (Italian), JP (Japanese), NO (Norwegian), PO (Polish), 
RU (Russian), SP (Spanish), SW (Swedish), TR (Turkish), TS (Tswana)

ICNALE CHN (China), HKG (Hong Kong), IDN (Indonesia), JPN (Japan), KOR (Korea), 
PAK (Pakistan), PHL (Philippines), SIN (Singapore), THA (Thailand), 
TWN (Taiwan)
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4.3 Statistical analysis

In order to establish whether speakers followed an interpretable pattern of 
choice for either complementation type based on the context factors as laid out 
in Table 1,14 we turned to an analysis building on conditional inference trees 
(Hothorn et al. 2006). This method applies recursive partitioning algorithms to 
the data in order to determine along which independent variables (and combina-
tions thereof) the dataset should best be separated into binary groups in order to 
predict best the outcomes of the dependent variable. The process is recursive in the 
sense that consecutive binary splits are calculated until further divisions no longer 
increase the predictive accuracy (previous applications of this technique can be 
found in Bernaisch et al. 2014, Lohmann 2013 as well as Tagliamonte & Baayen 
2012), The analysis was performed using R’s (R Development Core Team 2015) 
partykit package, which offers an overhaul of the frequently used implementa-
tion within the party package, as well as the additional advantage of being coded 
entirely in R and thus offering advanced options for customization of the visual 
output. Within the current study, this approach had the dual benefit of producing 
readily interpretable tree structures capturing the most likely layers of choice that 
speakers may follow, as well as delivering significantly better results than a regular 
binary logistic regression using R’s glm function in terms of the amount of varia-
tion within the dataset explained by the model (cf. Section 5.1).

5. Results

5.1 ‘Intrusive as’ in South Asian Englishes

Within the South Asian data, the six remaining main verb lemmas as identified in 
Section 4.2 covered 6,156 instances of either regular complex-transitive comple-
mentation or cases of ‘intrusive as’, albeit the latter group constitutes the clear mi-
nority, with only 753 (approximately 12.2%) complex-transitive cases exhibiting 
the ‘intrusive as’-pattern. Figure 1 provides the overall findings and distributions 
across varieties and verb lemmas for both cases of ‘intrusive as’-complementation 
(upper panel) as well as for regular cases for reference (lower panel). It is imme-
diately recognizable that there are wide discrepancies between (a) the relative fre-
quencies of occurrence of ‘intrusive as’ for the different verb lemmas in contrast 
to their ‘regular’ counterparts (i.e. differing widths of the cells/columns), as well as 
‘intrusive as’ preferences between the six verb lemmas and the six components of 

14. This excludes PATTERN, which does not constitute a context factor but the dependent vari-
able.
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the SAVE corpus (i.e. the heights of the cells/rows). The differences are particularly 
striking for the verb lemmas CALL and TERM: While no verb lemma truly prefers 
the ‘intrusive as’-pattern over ‘regular’ complementation, this difference is small-
est for TERM, which is the third most frequent lemma in our South Asian data but 
advances to the most prominent one for ‘intrusive as’-complementation, display-
ing a relative frequency of 39.3% of the pattern. On the other hand, the roles are 
reversed in the case of the most frequent lemma, CALL, which is certainly intrigu-
ing, particularly given the fact that CALL AS is the most stereotypical verb ap-
pearing with ‘intrusive as’ and much more frequent in spoken IndE, where CALL 
in the complex-transitive pattern occurs with as in 18.3% of all cases (cf. Lange 
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Figure 1. Absolute frequencies of ‘intrusive as’ (upper plot) and regular (lower plot) 
complementation cases across SAVE components and verb lemmas
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2015).15 TERM AS, on the other hand, occurs in 88.9% of all complex-transitive 
constructions featuring TERM in ICE-India spoken. Together with the relative 
prevalence of the ‘intrusive as’ option in the current data the pattern appears to 
have crossed the threshold from the spoken to the written language at least for this 
verb lemma and, since we are dealing with data derived from acrolectal newspaper 
English, has apparently become entrenched in standard(izing) Indian and other 
South Asian Englishes.

The overall differences between verb lemmas and SAVE components in terms 
of the frequencies of the ‘intrusive as’-pattern were highly significant, if only with a 
weak correlation (X-squared = 64.3, df = 20, p-value < 0.001, Cramer’s V = 0.148).16 
However, this initial overview cannot of course account for all variables within 
the study and their potentially complex interactions, which is why we turned to 
conditional inference trees as a method of analysis (cf. Section 4.3). The tree in 
Figure 2 explains 89.8% of variation in the dataset, which also represents a sig-
nificant improvement over a baseline model that always predicts the most com-
mon pattern (i.e. ‘regular’ complementation, which accounts for 87.8% of the data; 
pbinomial test < 0.001) without considering any of the independent variables. All pre-
dictors are included in the tree and thus offer significant influences on the selec-
tion of one complementational pattern over the other. The tree structure should 
be interpreted as follows (cf. also Bernaisch et al. 2014): Starting at the top node 
(node 1), one moves along the edges (branches) of the tree towards either the left 
or right subsequent node, thus restricting the further inspection of the dataset to 
(a) the independent variable indicated within the node as well as (b) the variable 
level to the one given on the respective edge of the graph. This process is repeated 
until a terminal node is reached, which then provides (a) information on the ab-
solute number of points in the dataset with the combination of variables and their 
levels selected while moving along the edges, and (b) a bar plot of the relative 
distribution of the two complementation patterns.17 For example, the leftmost ter-
minal node reveals that there are 1,380 instances of complex-transitive predication 
in the active voice (edge between nodes 1 and 2) and with either the verb lemmas 
CALL or DEEM (edge between nodes 2 and 3), which is later further restricted to 
only the lemma CALL (after node 4) as well as with 0–3 words between object and 

15. IndE is the only South Asian variety of English for which spoken data (from ICE-India) are 
available.

16. The lemma DEEM had to be excluded from this test, since expected frequencies were too low.

17. The standard settings for ctree not only include numerical identifiers for the inner nodes 
but also for the terminal nodes. These were not displayed in Figure 2 in order to improve read-
ability, but this explains why node numbers are not consecutive in the figure.
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complement (node 3; excluding as from the count if present). Of these 1,380 cases, 
only a small fraction (actually c. 1.1%) are constituted by instances of ‘intrusive as’.

Inspecting all terminal nodes, one quickly comes to the conclusion that, with 
the exception of four combinations of variable levels, ‘intrusive as’ is never the 
preferred pattern in any of the SAVE components (i.e. accounts for >50% of oc-
currences). These four exceptions are the following:

1. Active NAME in BD, NP, or PK,
2. Active DUB, NAME or TERM in IN, LK, or MV,
3. Active DECLARE with a nominal complement in BD, IN or LK,
4. Passive DECLARE or NAME with a non-consecutive object and complement.

In addition to those few cases of clear preferences for ‘intrusive as’, however, the 
tree also captures some intriguing recurrent shifts in frequency distributions 
with regard to single predictors as well as sub-structures that can be repeatedly 
observed. VOICE emerges as the most important distinction within the data-
set. Given the fact that languages having a quotative particle use it particularly 
frequently in passive voice, this initial split may not be very surprising. In fact, 
however, it is only in 28.2% of all ‘intrusive as’ cases that the main verb is passive 
(as opposed to 53.9% of all cases of ‘regular’ complementation), and only 6.8% of 
all passive cases display ‘intrusive as’ (against 17.8% for active cases). A tentative 
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Figure 2. Conditional inference tree for the South Asian (SAVE) dataset. This plot has 
been restricted to five layers (out of six significant splits) to fit it on the page.
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explanation for this unexpected distribution may be seen in the fact that in passive 
cases, the complement is usually separated from the constituent it refers to by the 
main verb, while in active cases, object and complement are usually in a consecu-
tive sequence, making the ‘intrusive as’-construction more relevant in the latter 
situation.

The second-level binary splits on each of the two main branches of the tree 
follow a less readily understandable pattern. Following the various branches of 
the tree structure that emerge from splits based on verb lemmas, it can be seen 
that, both in active and passive cases, there appear to broadly be three main verb 
groups: CALL and DEEM appear to share the greatest degree of similarities, re-
maining on the same tree branches until the fourth layers/splits both in active and 
passive. DUB and TERM also remain on the same branch for most of the splits (see 
nodes 12 for active and 35 for passive cases), while also showing the greatest dis-
similarities to the first group (indicated by distances within the tree). NAME and 
DECLARE, finally, follow a less clear pattern, being clustered together (with CALL 
and DEEM) in passive cases while showing differing preferences for ‘intrusive as’ 
in active cases (where NAME follows a similar pattern with DUB and TERM).

As for the third independent variable, distance, a clearer pattern can both be 
found in active and passive cases, in that the higher distances seem to make ‘intru-
sive as’ increasingly more likely. For active cases, this only significantly affects pat-
tern selection if the number of words between the main verb and the complement 
(or as) exceeds three (nodes 3 and 17). In passive cases, only a distance of zero (i.e. 
complement directly after main verb) significantly prefers the ‘regular’ pattern, 
while higher distances show a clear preference for realization with ‘intrusive as’ 
(see node 30). This can be understood as a measure of employing redundancy in 
cases where distance is uncharacteristically high (i.e. higher than the typical zero 
in passive cases; as well as for long objects or other uncharacteristic features such 
as postponed adverbs, appositions, etc. in active cases).

The above interpretation also matches the distribution of complementation 
choices according to the final criterion, complement type. In numerous cases, sig-
nificant distinctions are made between longer/heavier (primarily NP) and shorter 
constituents (particularly AP), see nodes 6, 16, 27, and 31. The case of nonfinite 
clauses as complements is less clear, with them sometimes behaving similarly to 
NP complements, while in most cases being more similar to AP complements. It 
should be noted, however, that both nonfinite clauses and ‘other’ complements rep-
resent a clear minority of data points, making their results potentially far less infor-
mative than in the case of the two main types of complements observed in the data.

Summing up the tree model for the SAVE data, the overall situation appears 
to be that, while the main distinguishing criterion is the voice of the main verb, 
cognitive processing demands of the immediate linguistic contexts appears to be 
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a major influence on pattern selection, with higher distances between main verb 
and complement as well as heavier constituents in complement position generally 
favouring the selection of ‘intrusive as’ as opposed to ‘regular’ complementation.

As far as the rarer types we found in our South Asian data are concerned, 
we believe that they lend support to a hypothesis that views semantico-structural 
analogy as the main reason for the usage of ‘intrusive as’. Semantico-structural 
analogy is defined by Mukherjee as “a process by means of which nonnative speak-
ers of English as a second language introduce new forms and structures into the 
English language on grounds of semantic and formal templates that already exist 
in the English language system” (2007: 175–6). The following sentence includes an 
example beyond the range of the principal verbs of labelling, naming etc. listed in 
Nihalani et al. (2004):

 (7) Mr. Hardingham went to school with Maldivians in UK and has been to the 
Maldives, which he finds as a second home. (SAVE-MV_DO_082.txt)

As mentioned before, our analysis yielded 60 different verb lemmas in the ‘intrusive 
as’-pattern, only few of which occurred more than once or a few times. However, 
the high number of different verbs and examples such as (7) suggest the possibility 
of more verbs occurring with ‘intrusive as’ in the future (cf. Koch & Bernaisch 2013 
for a related case involving ‘new ditransitives’ in South Asian Englishes). As Bybee 
(1995) and Bybee & Thompson point out, “the type frequency of a pattern deter-
mines its degree of productivity” (2007: 275), suggesting that an increased overall 
usage of ‘intrusive as’ might eventually lead not only to an even higher frequency 
with the verbs that already occur rather frequently, but to an extension to other 
verbs as well. However, speaking of the ‘intrusive as’-construction as a productive 
one should be avoided, since the notion that frequency and productivity cannot be 
equated (Bauer 2001: 48), originally discussed with regard to morphological pro-
ductivity, applies here, too. Rather, thinking of the ‘intrusive as’-construction as 
being (potentially) influenced by frequency effects in the long run seems sensible. 
If the construction occurs with even more lemmas in the future, it is likely that 
creative usage and increasing frequencies with certain verbs played a role, although 
this is a hypothetical assumption requiring long-term studies.

5.2 ‘Intrusive as’ in Learner Englishes

Given the findings discussed above, it seems plausible to describe ‘intrusive as’ 
as a potentially substrate-derived feature that is preferred in those cases where, 
for contextual reasons, additional marking of the complex-transitive situation is 
required but not offered by Standard English grammar. As the question of contact-
induced change is difficult to answer conclusively with the current results based 
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only on South Asian data, we turned to the ICLE and ICNALE corpora of learner 
English (cf. Section 4) in order to estimate whether the ‘intrusive as’-construction 
constitutes a specific South Asian phenomenon or indeed a more general feature 
of language acquisition.

Again, analysis of the dataset was carried out by means of a conditional infer-
ence tree. Before further analysis, the dataset was also reduced to only include 
those learner varieties that displayed ‘intrusive as’ at least once, excluding five 
components from both ICLE (FR, GE, IT, NO, TS) and ICNALE (CHN, HKG, 
KOR, PHL, TWN). Additionally, from the list of verb lemmas, DUB needed to 
be excluded since it could only be attested with ‘regular’ complementation, and 
that only once. However, the number of ‘intrusive as’ findings is still very low in 
comparison to the SAVE data, with only 5.3% of all complex-transitive comple-
mentations following this pattern (the differences in complementation pattern-
frequencies being significantly different; X-squared = 44.6, df = 1, p-value < 0.001). 
While a number of significant distinctions arise within the dataset (cf. Figure 4), 
the overall tree model is not significantly better at predicting pattern choice than 
a baseline model (which always predicts ‘regular’ complementation, i.e. 94.7% of 
all instances in this dataset). Figure 3 summarizes the distribution of ‘intrusive 
as’ and ‘regular’ complementation cases across the remaining five verb lemmas 
and the ICLE and ICNALE components, while Table 3 additionally quantifies the 
absolute and relative frequencies of both patterns (X-squared = 67.1, df = 15, p-val-
ue < 0.001).18 Again, CALL represents the most prominent verb lemma but shows 
a much lower than expected relative frequency of ‘intrusive as’-predication. On 
the other hand, TERM provides relatively more ‘intrusive as’ cases than ‘regular’ 
ones (even if only by a slight margin). The differences in Figure 3 are significant at 
p < 0.001 (X-squared = 116.92, df = 4).19

Within the remaining varieties in the dataset, the number of ‘intrusive as’ 
cases differed considerably, from individual occurrences only (BG, PO) to over 
25% of all instances of the relevant verb lemmas. Interestingly, it is the Asian vari-
eties which consistently display the highest relative frequencies of the pattern (but 
remember that these are based on some very low absolute frequencies and that 
some Asian varieties were amongst those excluded due to zero occurrences of ‘in-
trusive as’) — with the exception of Turkish learners of English, where the highest 
relative frequency of ‘intrusive as’ could be attested, both in terms of absolute and 

18. Since about a third of all expected frequencies of this test were smaller than five, and a Fisher 
exact test failed to compute, a simulation-based chi-squared test was run, which returned the 
same significance result.

19. Four out of ten expected frequencies were smaller than five, which is why a Fisher exact test 
was run which also yielded highly significant results.
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relative numbers. A possible explanation for this might be the Turkish quotative 
verb demek and its derived particle diye (cf. Kornfilt 1997), both of which could, in 
theory, be seen as models for the ‘intrusive as’-construction. Despite the presence 
of a quotative in Turkish, however, there are two factors potentially mitigating its 
explanatory value. Most importantly, the Turkish quotative is not used in contexts 
similar to those we identified in the ‘intrusive as’-pattern; rather, it functions as a 
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DEEM NAME TERM
27

919

Verb lemmas

Figure 3. Absolute frequencies of ‘intrusive as’ and ‘regular’ complementation cases 
across the remaining verb lemmas and varieties in the learner dataset (ICLE & ICNALE)

Table 3. Absolute and relative frequencies of ‘intrusive as’-complementation (and ‘regu-
lar’ for comparison) in the remaining learner corpus components (ICLE & ICNALE)

Corpus Variety ‘intrusive as’ vs. ‘regular’
(abs. freq.)

‘intrusive as’
(rel. freq.)

ICLE BG  1  70  1,4%

CN  7  57 10,9%

CZ  3  92  3,2%

D  3 108  2,7%

FI  2  99  2.0%

JP  3  74  3,9%

PO  1  63  1,6%

RU  4 101  3,8%

SP  4 109  3.5%

SW  3  87  3,3%

TR 14  41 25.5%

ICNALE IDN  3  37  7.5%

JPN  2  37  5.1%

PAK  3  20 13.0%

SIN  2   9 18.1%

THA  2  18 10.0%
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grammaticalized verbum dicendi to indicate direct or reported speech.20 Secondly, 
the mother tongues of other learners featured in the ICLE — most notably the 
Bulgarian learners — feature quotatives as well, which is not suggested by their 
corresponding ‘intrusive as’ frequencies. For the present discussion, the assump-
tion is reasonable that the presence of a quotative in Turkish favours ‘intrusive 
as’-usage, but an exhaustive discussion of the problem remains work for future 
analyses.

As could already be inferred from Figure 3, CALL follows very different pat-
terns than the other verbs in the dataset, and this is also represented in the condi-
tional inference tree in Figure 4. The tree model never predicts ‘intrusive as’, and 
only frequency differences can be observed, but these appear to again favour (if 
only relatively slightly) distance as a recurrent predictor. For both groups of verbs 
(CALL vs. all other lemmas), increasing distance actually leads to higher frequen-
cies of ‘intrusive as’, but for the lack of data for all lemmas except CALL, the latter 
group’s findings cannot be significantly differentiated internally, and thus this is 
not represented in the tree. However, averaging across all verbs and (remaining) 
varieties (and thus ignoring the inherent differences) for the moment, we can in-
deed find significant distinctions between relatively little ‘intrusive as’-usage for 
distances 0 (3.9%) and 1 (7.6%) and markedly higher relative frequencies for the 
longer distances (16.4%) if we combine all distances ≥2 due to low frequencies). 
Neither the complement type (only 7 instances of ‘intrusive as’ without a nominal 
head) nor the voice of the main verb (quite in contrast to the SAVE data), with an 
almost even distribution between active and passive cases, provide significant splits 
in the data even at this very general level, and are likewise excluded as predictors 
by the tree model. While no statistically significant distinctions can be observed 
within the Turkish speakers’ data, in the rest of the data there appear to be two ma-
jor groups of varieties (Asian varieties with the exception of ICNALE_SIN vs. the 
rest), and while the latter group basically never uses ‘intrusive as’ for distances 0, 
1, and 4+ (0.6%), they employ the pattern in 10.8% of cases with distances 2 and 3.

20. This usage is in line with the traditional definition of quotatives; cf. Chapter 2 in Buchstaller 
(2014).
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Figure 4. Conditional inference tree for the learner (ICLE & ICNALE) dataset

The former group does not behave significantly differently for these two distance 
values, but appear to differentiate between very little ‘intrusive as’-usage for dis-
tance 0 (4.3%) and markedly higher preference for distance 1 (26.7%). Overall, 
these numbers lend some support to the idea that ‘intrusive as’ is more likely to 
occur in contexts with longer distance between the verb and the complement.

5.3 Discussion of findings

First of all, our data clearly show that ‘intrusive as’ is not a recurrent feature of 
Learner Englishes: five varieties both out of 16 represented in the ICLE corpus 
and 15 in the ICNALE corpus are devoid of tokens, and generally the frequency 
of ‘intrusive as’-constructions is much lower than in the SAVE data. Further, the 
frequencies are not evenly distributed within the datasets: with the exception of 
Turkish, it is the Asian Learner varieties which display the highest frequencies. 
These straightforward descriptive facts should be kept in mind before entering 
into a more detailed scrutiny of the correlations emerging from the condition-
al inference tree analysis. This difference in frequency and distribution already 
indicates that at least with regard to the feature under discussion, ESL and EFL 
varieties pattern quite differently. Further differences become apparent with the 
analysis based on conditional inference trees.

Some of the significant patterns in the data analysis presented above lend ten-
tative support to our initial hypotheses. A contact explanation for the occurrence 
of ‘intrusive as’ becomes more likely when we complement our ESL data with 
EFL data from those speakers whose linguistic repertoires comprise languages 
which have a quotative construction: ‘intrusive as’-constructions show the high-
est frequencies in Asian and Turkish Learner Englishes. However, this correlation, 
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interesting as it is, appears too weak to be taken as the sole witness for a case of 
contact-induced language change. Much more detailed analyses of the source 
constructions in the relevant background languages would be required in order 
to identify what multilingual speakers identify as the ‘pivot’ of the construction 
(cf. Matras & Sakel 2007), which they then map onto the target language English. 
Additionally, it must be noted that there was also variation in the South Asian 
speakers’ preferences for ‘intrusive as’ both in terms of varieties as well as verb lem-
mas which could not be sufficiently explained with the current annotation scheme.

Only one similarity between South Asian Englishes and Learner Englishes 
emerging from our data analysis can be attributed to redundancy as a motivat-
ing factor. Heavy NPs and/or a considerable distance between the verb and its 
complement definitely favour the occurrence of ‘intrusive as’. In that respect, ESL 
and EFL speakers resort to similar strategies for enhancing ease of processing both 
in production and reception; and if we follow Weinreich et al. (1968) or Matras & 
Sakel (2007) in distinguishing actuation and propagation of an innovative linguis-
tic feature, then the issue of demarcating errors from innovations fades into the 
background. Multilingual speakers’ creativity drives actuation on an individual, 
spontaneous level and is motivated by

the need to perform effectively in communicative interaction while adhering, on 
the one hand, to the rules about the selection of clearly-identifiable phonological 
substance (matter) from the language that is appropriate in the particular context, 
while at the same time exploiting constructions that are available to the speaker in 
his/her entire repertoire of linguistic-communicative structures. It is this underly-
ing motivation, and the similarities among the creative processes that arise from 
it in different types of situations, which in our opinion justify examining cases of 
diachronic change alongside cases of learners’ and bilinguals’ spontaneous perfor-
mance. (Matras & Sakel 2007: 854)

That is, the distinction between error and innovation only plays a role at the level 
of propagation, impinging upon the likelihood that an original feature stabilizes 
within the repertoire of a speech community. The same creative processes and 
cognitive mechanisms may have radically different outcomes in the long run, sole-
ly depending on sociolinguistic factors.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, we analysed the distribution and frequency of the ‘intrusive as’-con-
struction in South Asian Englishes represented by the SAVE corpus, and Learner 
Englishes as represented by the ICLE and ICNALE corpora. Although we found 
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tokens of ‘intrusive as’ both in South Asian Englishes and some Learner Englishes, 
the feature occurred much more frequently and consistently in the SAVE corpus.

Despite the differences in terms of frequency, we found redundancy to be a 
motivating factor for the use of ‘intrusive as’ in both ESL and EFL, suggesting 
similar processing strategies across different varietal types. Ultimately, this finding 
further justifies comparing individual (learner) varieties to prototypical cases of 
second-language varieties and Learner Englishes (as well as ENL) on a continuum 
(as suggested in, amongst others, Biewer 2011: 28 and Buschfeld 2011: 219), where 
some of the Learner Englishes we analyzed appear closer to ESL and others fall 
closer to the EFL pole of the continuum. It should be noted, however, that the 
complete absence or relatively low frequency of the ‘intrusive as’-construction in 
some of the ICLE and ICNALE subcorpora turns the feature under investigation 
into a bit of a critical case, because the differences in distribution across ESL and 
EFL are potentially too drastic to promote an integrated approach (at least with re-
gard to ‘intrusive as’). Again, though, the idea of distinguishing between actuation 
and propagation might be helpful in this case, if, as Edwards claims, “the distinc-
tion between ESL and EFL is largely sociolinguistic in nature” (2014: 24). In addi-
tion, future work on the ‘intrusive as’-construction needs to take a closer look at 
the typological structure of the involved contact languages in order to substantiate 
a contact-based argumentation. If the usage of ‘intrusive as’ in both ESL and EFL 
is indeed systematically influenced by constructions found in the speakers’ L1s, 
there would be yet another reason to dismiss a sharp distinction between variety 
types. Moreover, the datasets could be expanded both in terms of varieties as well 
as predictor variables in order to be able to confirm or re-evaluate the initial find-
ings presented in this paper.
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In research on L2 English, recent corpus-based studies indicate that some non-
standard forms are shared by indigenized (ESL) and foreign (EFL) varieties of 
English, which challenges the idea of a clear dichotomy between innovation 
and error. We present a data-driven large-scale method to detect innovations, 
test it on verb + preposition structures (including phrasal verbs) and adjective 
+ preposition structures, and describe similarities and differences between EFL 
and ESL. We use a dependency-parsed version of the International Corpus of 
Learner English to automatically extract potential innovations, defined as pat-
terns of overuse compared to the British National Corpus as reference corpus. 
We measure overuse by means of collocation measures like O/E or T-score, 
and compare our results with similar results for ESL. In both quantitative and 
qualitative analyses, we detect similarities between the two varieties (e.g. discuss 
about) and dissimilarities (e.g. accuse for, only distinctive for EFL). We report 
more verb/adjective + preposition combinations than previous studies and dis-
cuss the roles of analogy and transfer.

Keywords: Learner English, English as a Foreign Language (EFL), English 
as a Second Language (ESL), data-driven approach, corpus linguistics, verb-
preposition constructions, Cognitive Linguistics, Error Analysis, collocations, 
linguistic innovations

1. Introduction

Since the era of Error Analysis, much focus in interlanguage studies has been on 
non-native-like features. Initially restricted to cases of misuse, the advent of learn-
er corpus research has made it possible to identify cases of under- and/or over-
use, which equally contribute to the non-nativeness of learner production (e.g. 
Granger 2009; Nesselhauf 2005; Salazar 2014: 180).
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Recent theoretical and technological developments, however, have changed 
the way non-native features are considered and investigated. From a theoretical 
perspective, attempts have been made to bridge the paradigm gap that has long ex-
isted between research on learner language and on indigenized second-language 
varieties (see Gilquin 2015a; Gut et al. 2015; Mukherjee & Hundt 2011). Adopting 
an empirical approach, these studies have shown that learner English, or English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL), and indigenized varieties of English, or English as 
a Second Language (ESL), share certain non-standard features, be it in the do-
main of syntax (e.g. Edwards 2014), lexis/lexico-grammar (e.g. Edwards & Laporte 
2015; Gilquin 2011; Gilquin & Granger 2011; Götz & Schilk 2011; Laporte 2012; 
Nesselhauf 2009) or phonology (e.g. Fuchs & Wunder 2015; Götz 2015). It has 
therefore become impossible to simply disregard any differences between EFL and 
ENL (English as a Native Language) as errors that should be eliminated, especially 
when they coincide with the “innovations” that are found in ESL.

From a technological perspective, it has become increasingly common to 
enrich learner corpora with different kinds of annotation (cf. van Rooy 2015), 
including syntactic annotation (e.g. Dickinson & Ragheb 2009; Rosén & Smedt 
2010). This, in turn, has allowed for more sophisticated types of automatic data 
extraction, including extraction of L2 patterns (e.g. Díaz-Negrillo et al. 2013; Ng 
et al. 2014; Schneider & Hundt 2009).

In this paper, we take advantage of these theoretical and technological devel-
opments to examine non-native-like combinations of verb + prepositional phrase 
(PP) and adjective + PP. Starting from the assumption that not all non-native-like 
combinations are necessarily errors, we set out to identify potential instances of 
innovations in a corpus of learner English. The first steps of this identification are 
fully automatic, thanks to the syntactic parsing of the learner corpus and the com-
parison with a large parsed corpus of native English by means of collocation sta-
tistics. Such a corpus-driven approach is what distinguishes our study from most 
other studies that have sought to bridge the gap between EFL and ESL research 
(see above). It greatly facilitates the retrieval of phenomena that may be relatively 
rare in the data and would normally require large amounts of manual work (cf. 
Schneider & Zipp 2013).

In particular, we address the following research questions. First, can the pat-
terns of overuse which we observe using collocation statistics deliver combina-
tions that are specific to EFL and/or to ESL (RQ1)? Second, does the same method 
also allow us to detect which patterns of verb + PP and adjective + PP are more 
typical for EFL and which for ESL (RQ2)? Third, does the method give us the tools 
to find more patterns than have been previously described (RQ3)? Fourth, does 
the method give us the tools to distinguish between error and innovation (RQ4)?
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The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2 we show that verb/adjective 
+ PP constructions are an important characteristic of L2 and that using parsed 
data can lead to insightful observations. In Section 3, we present our data and our 
method using collocation statistics. In Section 4 we give quantitative results, com-
paring the triangular relationship between EFL, ESL and ENL, while in Section 5 
we provide a qualitative analysis. Section 6 addresses the question whether our 
method allows us to make a distinction between error and innovation, before the 
conclusion in Section 7.

2. Motivation

2.1 Verb + preposition and adjective + preposition combinations

In order to investigate differences between EFL, ESL and ENL use, one can in 
principle search for differences in linguistic patterns at any linguistic level: phono-
logical, lexical, morphological, syntactic. The first of these is not available, given 
our selection of corpus data. According to Schneider (2004: 229), crucial differ-
ences between varieties occur at the level of lexico-grammar. It is the interaction 
between lexis and grammar that is open to variation, and it typically involves col-
locational preferences and verb complementation.

Collocational preferences can be captured by collocation measures, which we 
introduce in Section 3.1. Concerning complementation, we investigate combina-
tions of verbs/adjectives and prepositions or verbal particles. Verb + PP combi-
nations constitute an important and frequent (Cornell 1985) subgroup of verb 
complementation, and exhibit a high rate of innovation, both in ESL and EFL. 
In ESL, Indian English, for instance, presents a high degree of innovation in its 
use of prepositional verbs (Mukherjee & Hoffmann 2006); in EFL phrasal verbs 
represent “one of the most notoriously challenging aspects of English language 
instruction” (Gardner & Davies 2007: 339; see also Gilquin 2015b or Deshors 
2016). New verb + PP combinations are a promising research object, as demon-
strated by Nesselhauf (2009), who describes instances of combinations (e.g. discuss 
about, enter into, request for) which she found both in ESL and EFL varieties. The 
comparison between ESL and EFL also highlights the paradox that some of the 
“innovations” identified in ESL varieties coincide with those held up as common 
“errors” in EFL (cf. Gilquin 2017).

Prepositions have been shown to be difficult to acquire for non-native speakers 
of English, leading to avoidance, non-standard uses, etc. (see Gilquin & Granger 
2011: 59–60). Investigations of selected prepositions and verbal particles, for ex-
ample the preposition into (Gilquin & Granger 2011) or the particle up (Gilquin 
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2011), revealed interesting correlations between EFL, ESL and ENL use. Gilquin 
(2011) shows that both EFL and ESL speakers tend to overuse phrasal verbs in 
writing, while at the same time underusing them in speech, which indicates lack-
ing ability to adapt to register conventions, although the degree differs, with ESL 
speakers being more sensitive to register variation. In order to address the ques-
tion of how other prepositions and verbal particles pattern, the manual annotation 
work would be enormous. Fortunately, we can use automatic annotation, as shown 
in the following.

2.2 Syntactically parsed data

Corpus-based descriptions of ESL varieties (see Sand 2004; Schneider 2004 or 
Sedlatschek 2009) and EFL varieties (e.g. Nesselhauf 2005) have typically been 
conducted on orthographic, i.e. not annotated, corpora. Automatic annotation 
has risks and benefits. It has the risk of errors adding to the noise of corpus im-
balances, which is why we propose to use a semi-automatic approach, in which 
type-based candidates are presented to the user. For her investigation, Gilquin 
(2011) had to manually differentiate between up as a verbal particle and other 
uses, while we can now rely on automatically annotated data. Automatic annota-
tion also offers the advantage that unrestricted amounts of data can be processed, 
which in comparison to Gilquin (2011, 2015a) allowed us to include the whole of 
the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), but also most components 
of the International Corpus of English (ICE) and the written part of the British 
National Corpus (BNC) (see Section 3.2 for a presentation of the corpora), and 
in addition made it possible to step up from selected particles/prepositions to all 
particles/prepositions, and all combinations they may have with their head verb, 
be they adjacent or not.

2.3 Innovation vs. error

Errors are traditionally associated with EFL, and innovations with ESL. However, 
the partial overlap between EFL and ESL non-standard features (see Section 1) 
means that the distinction between errors and innovations may have to be recon-
sidered. We start from the assumption that both errors and innovations may be 
found in either variety, and we seek to operationalize the distinction by objective 
means.

Van Rooy (2011: 189) points out that “[a] distinction between error and con-
ventionalized innovation is essential to understanding if and how New Varieties of 
English develop new conventions”. He suggests that the two key criteria for distin-
guishing innovations and errors are systematicity and acceptability.
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Systematicity, which is required “to show that these variants are not mere ran-
dom errors, but have found a place in emergent linguistic systems” (ibid.), is easily 
operationalized in our approach by means of collocation measures, and by dis-
carding infrequent combinations (we discard hapax legomena). Acceptability is 
more difficult to operationalize. ICLE is not error-tagged, and there is no corpus-
based way to find out if an innovative expression used by one EFL learner would 
be acceptable to other EFL learners. As far as the sparse data allows, we do check, 
however, if an expression is used by several learners, and if it is used by learners 
with different L1 backgrounds. The former may point to acceptability by a part of 
the community; the latter may point to a psycholinguistic base for an innovation, 
or to typologically related L1 backgrounds. Absence of the latter may indicate L1 
transfer errors.

According to usage-based linguistics, acceptability typically follows from fre-
quency, with a certain time lag. Frequency of co-occurrence is not only an effect 
of entrenchment, it is also often described as a contributor, as functional and cog-
nitive linguists increasingly point out, e.g. Bybee (2007: 337). In practical terms, 
this entails that after a new combination (which is initially seen as an error) has 
occurred frequently enough and attains collocational status for some speakers, it 
has increasingly better chances to become accepted as an innovation.

Gut (2011: 120) notes that “[t]he labeling of a structure as an error (…) has an 
attitudinal and political rather than a linguistic basis”. If this is the case, the system-
aticity-based continuum of chance co-occurrence to strong collocation, which can 
be directly measured by collocation statistics, may suffice as a first operationaliza-
tion. We do not distinguish between innovation and error in Section 4, although 
the fact that we remove hapax legomena means that two very obvious types of 
error, typos and single production errors, are excluded. We attempt to distinguish 
between innovation and error again in Sections 5 and 6 and give partial answers.

Gradient continua and attitudinal preferences can be captured by collocation 
statistics, which we introduce now.

3. Methods and data

3.1 Method: Collocations and overuse

Schneider (2004: 229) mentions collocational differences as a feature of indi-
genized varieties of English. Collocations signify conventionalized use of lin-
guistic expressions. Criteria include non-compositionality, non-substitutability, 
limited modifiability, non-literal translations and statistical co-occurrence. While 
only the last of these can be measured trivially in corpora, it has proven to be a 
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surprisingly appropriate measure, both in terms of measuring collocation strength 
(e.g. Wulff 2008) and in approximating the psycholinguistic entrenchment which 
is behind collocations: Gries & Wulff (2005) and Gries & Wulff (2009) find strong 
correlations between collocation strengths and experimentally obtained sentence 
completions from advanced EFL learners, which means that collocation measures 
lend themselves as a model of listener expectations.

A wide array of frequency-based collocation statistics has been suggested, 
see e.g. Evert (2008) and Pecina (2009). We restrict our investigation to O/E and 
T-score. O/E (which literally means Observed divided by Expected) and its vari-
ant MI (Mutual Information) are information-theoretic measures (Shannon 1951) 
of the extent to which two words appear more often together (O=Observed) than 
expected (E) if all words were randomly distributed in the corpus (or inside the 
frame of a construction). O/E is defined as

O
=

p(x, y)
=

f (x, y)
N

=
f (x, y) · N · N

=
f (x, y) · N

E p(x) · p(y) f (x)
N

· f (y)
N

f (x) · f (y) · N f (x) · f(y)

where x is the first word, y is the second word, p(x) is the independent probability 
of x, f(x) is the frequency of x in the corpus, p(x,y) is the joint probability of x and 
y occurring together, and N is the size of the corpus. If co-occurrence of x and y is 
due to chance, i.e. if there is no collocational force, then the independent probabil-
ity of seeing both (Expected) and the joint probability of seeing the combination 
(Observed) are roughly equal.

In order to describe innovations in ESL and EFL, we need to find verb/adjec-
tive + PP combinations which (i) are conventionalized, i.e. frequent enough to 
reach collocation status, (ii) are collocations in the non-native corpora, and (iii) 
are not collocations, or much less so, in the native corpora. If we apply traditional 
collocation measures we fail to see point (iii). A successful measure for (iii) is the 
collocation ratio (Schneider & Zipp 2013): if cL1(x, y) is a collocation measure c for 
L1 of words x and y, then

 Collocation ratio = cL2(x, y) / cL1(x, y)

The collocation ratio is a measure of overuse, of “overcollocability”. Our suggested 
overuse statistics is an information-theoretic measure of surprise at seeing learner 
data when actually expecting native speaker data. For the collocation measure 
O/E, with cL2 as ICLE and cL1 as BNC, the ratio is defined as
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O/E ratio =
O/E(ICLE)

=

O(ICLE)
E(ICLE)

=

OICLE(R, w1, w2) ·NICLE

OICLE(R, w1) ·OICLE(R, w2)
O/E(BNC) O(BNC)

E(BNC)

OBNC(R, w1, w2) ·NBNC

OBNC(R, w1) ·OBNC(R, w2)

where w1 = verb or adjective, w2 = preposition or verbal particle, R = syntactic rela-
tion expressing prepositional phrase attached to a verb, N = corpus size in words.

The O/E-ratio is itself an O/E measure, in which O = O/E(ICLE) and 
E = O/E(BNC), or in words: the observed value is the O/E measure as found in 
the application corpus ICLE, while we expected the O/E measure from the native 
speaker reference corpus BNC. O/E is an information theoretic measure of sur-
prise: the interpretation of O/E-ratio is equally straightforward, it is also a measure 
of surprise.

The O/E measure has the tendency to over-represent rare events. The oppo-
site characteristic has been attributed to the T-score measure. There are several 
answers to these two opposing characteristics. One is that as they are complemen-
tary, and if we thus apply both, we maximize recall. For the T-score collocation 
measure a formulation in terms of O and E (Evert 2008) is

T = O − E → T ratio = T(ICLE) =

O(ICLE) − E(ICLE)
√ O(ICLE) 

√ (O) T(BNC) O(BNC) − E(BNC)
√ O(BNC) 

We also test and apply the T-ratio, but its statistical interpretation is more in-
volved.1

3.2 Data: Parsed EFL, ESL and ENL corpora

For the comparison of EFL, ESL and ENL, we use the following corpora. For EFL, 
we use the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE; Granger et al. 2009). It 
is a corpus of learner English from university students with 16 different mother 
tongue backgrounds. It contains 3.7 million words from essays of higher interme-
diate to advanced learners of English.

For ESL, we use selected components of the International Corpus of English 
(ICE; Nelson et al. 2002). Each ICE component contains 1 million words of spo-
ken and written text and has the same genre distribution. Among the 11 currently 
publicly available complete ICE components, 4 are from native language variants 
(GB, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand), while 7 contain ESL data, in which we are 

1. An approach which is complementary to our collocation-based method is presented in Graën 
and Schneider (2007), who exploit multiparallel corpora.
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interested. We have excluded two components: ICE-East Africa, as it is made up 
of several subcomponents, and ICE Nigeria, as its spoken part contains no punc-
tuation. We have kept all other ESL data, i.e. the following 5 components: ICE-
Singapore, ICE-Philippines, ICE-Jamaica, ICE-India and ICE-Hong Kong.

For ENL, we use the written part of the British National Corpus (BNC; Aston 
& Burnard 1998). It contains 90 million words of written texts from a wide range 
of registers. We use it as a reference corpus of native British English.

We are aware that these corpora are not an ideal base for comparison: the 
mix of genres and the level of formality are different between the corpora: un-
edited student essays make up the entire ICLE but only small subsets of the ICE, 
and have no counterpart in the BNC; they are also less formal than the written 
BNC, which consists largely of published material. This feature of the BNC, on 
the other hand, makes it suitable as a reference corpus of formal, high-level usage 
of British English. The ICE components which we use as an ESL reference have 
a much higher contingent of spoken language, which includes spontaneous, un-
edited usage. This characteristic is not only a disadvantage, but also an advantage 
when comparing the learner language represented in the ICLE, which contains 
similarly spontaneous forms, many of which were not edited in the written essays, 
as the learners may not have been aware that they are infelicitous or incorrect. For 
these reasons, the ICE components are still a good alternative to the much larger 
GloWbE corpus (Davies & Fuchs 2015).

We use richly annotated corpus material: the corpora are annotated syntac-
tically using the automatic dependency grammar parser Pro3Gres (Lehmann & 
Schneider 2012; Schneider 2008). An evaluation of the performance of the parser 
on ESL varieties is given and our approach is tested on selected phenomena in 
Schneider & Hundt (2009) and Schneider & Zipp (2013).

We do not distinguish between verbal particle and preposition, because often 
confusion between the two categories is at the core of the difference between the 
ENL use and the EFL or ESL use (e.g. result in vs. result into). For the same reason, 
we also include verb + PP combinations in which the PP is attached as an adjunct 
according to the automatic parser. We also include adjective + PP combinations, 
as they, too, have collocational status. For example, Benson et al. (2009) recognize 
adjective + preposition as an independent category in addition to verb + preposi-
tion (and noun + preposition, e.g. in nominalizations, which we have not includ-
ed). Adjective + preposition combinations are often similarly difficult to acquire 
for learners of English.
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4. Data-driven detection of verb/adjective + PP innovations/errors in EFL

In this section, we present and interpret our quantitative results. In the ranked 
lists that we show, we only give the top 10 to 30 entries, for space reasons. Our 
first operationalization of systematicity of innovations, which our algorithms (see 
Section 3.1) return and which we discuss, validate and interpret in the following, 
allows us to introduce a limited step of acceptability judgment by the authors, and 
a base for the qualitative analysis in Section 5.

4.1 Collocation ratio with O/E

We first apply the O/E-ratio introduced in Section 3.1, using ICLE as application 
corpus and BNC as reference corpus. The top 30 candidates for EFL innovations/
errors are given in Table 1, sorted by decreasing O/E-ratio (first column). The 
second column contains the verb or adjective lemma, which is modified by the 
preposition or verbal particle given in column 3. Column 4 lists the frequency of 
the construction in ICLE. We have only excluded hapax legomena. Columns 5 
and 6 give the collocation measure O/E for the application and reference corpora.

The last column is not output of our algorithm, but shows our comments and 
interpretation based on our inspection of the hits (see Figure 1, which lists the 
hits of line 24), in particular whether the type in this line is a learner innovation/
error or not (for example because it is particularly frequent due to the essay top-
ics, or a consistent parsing error). In uncertain cases we consulted dictionaries 
such as Benson et al. (2009). If our comment starts with “instead of ” the hit is a 
true positive, i.e. the line represents a usage which is specific to learner English. 
The comment “CORPUS essay topic” means that this verb/adjective + preposition 
pair is overrepresented in ICLE because it appears very frequently due to the essay 
topics that are used in ICLE. Handicap after, for example, is overrepresented due 
to the essay topic “Discuss the pros and cons of abortion”, where many students 
write that abortion should be allowed if a child would be handicapped after birth.

The last column of Table 1 thus shows that 12 of the top 30 candidates were 
indeed validated as EFL innovations/errors. In terms of the evaluation measure 
precision (e.g. Jurafsky & Martin 2009: 489),2 this corresponds to 40% precision, 
which on the one hand may seem low, but on the other hand is sufficiently high, 
because manual filtering based on inspecting the hits is quite simple. We can eas-
ily increase precision by setting a filter on O/E(BNC) corresponding to the crite-
rion that innovations/errors should not have high collocational status in the native 

2. In words, precision measures how many hits are true positives; recall measures how many of 
all the true positives are found by the automatic system.
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Table 1. Verb/adjective + preposition overuse in ICLE, sorted by decreasing O/E-ratio

O/E ratio VERB/ADJ PREP F O/E(ICLE) O/E(BNC) Comment

414.02 straight out 2 1599.65   3.86 CORPUS essay topic

256.95 handicap after 30 2211.46   8.61 CORPUS essay topic

201.30 responsible of 19   23.31   0.12 instead of responsible for

150.95 worth for 7   81.81   0.54 instead of worth something

144.47 view upon 3  268.71   1.86 instead of viewed on (old-
fashioned)

111.27 toss about 2  505.05   4.54

111.03 balance from 2   47.87   0.43

100.77 boil by 2   45.97   0.46

 83.77 base amongst 2  300.08   3.58

 77.10 attack against 2  125.61   1.63 instead of attack somebody

 72.87 alarm of 2   92.95   1.28

 69.04 diverse by 2   91.95   1.33 instead of different accord-
ing to

 65.18 exist out 4   18.01   0.28

 53.54 design before 2  304.28   5.68

 53.22 cool down 4 6657.67 125.11

 50.78 bath without 2  640.14  12.61

 50.31 sleep around 13  420.93   8.37

 49.99 synonymous to 2   26.10   0.52 instead of synonymous with

 48.51 select among 3  751.98  15.50 instead of select from

 42.36 credit for 2  233.73   5.52

 41.44 benefit out 2   24.74   0.60 instead of benefit from

 39.91 lower than 4  198.58   4.98

 39.11 basic for 2   58.43   1.49

 35.81 discuss about 43   65.68   1.83 instead of discuss something

 35.42 separate between 4  189.54   5.35 instead of distinguish between

 32.67 pour onto 3 9928.44 303.87

 32.64 dependent from 2    5.26   0.16 instead of dependent on

 32.45 comment by 2   22.19   0.68

 32.06 helpless for 4   66.78   2.08

 31.47 stretch beyond 4 6360.12 202.11

 30.22 understand towards 2   54.88   1.82 instead of understand sth.
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variant. If we set a filter of O/E(BNC) < 5, precision rises to above 50%, but at the 
trade-off of a cost in recall: for example, select among and separate between would 
not be returned. Equally, only including results which the automatic parser anno-
tates as PP-arguments would increase precision, but lead to a large loss in recall. 
For example, discuss about and attack against are parsed as PP-adjuncts.

In Table 2, we use such a filter of O/E(BNC) < 5, and in addition we take into 
consideration the fact that verb/adjective + preposition combinations which were 
not seen in the BNC may never appear there because they are unacceptable in na-
tive British English. We thus added a smoothing count of 0.5 (new fifth column) 
to types unseen in the BNC. We used a frequency threshold of f(ICLE) > 3. As one 
can see in the last, again manually added column, 17 of the top 30 candidates (cor-
responding to 57% precision) are innovations/errors.

In Table 2, it is striking to see that the majority of true positives (12 out of 
17) can be analyzed as involving the use of a semantic, compositional preposi-
tion instead of a functional, idiomatic preposition, namely critical towards, critical 
against, indulge into, destructive for, discuss about, conscious about, belong into, 
aware about, aspire for, guilty for, accuse for, deal about.

Figure 1. Hits for discuss about from ICLE, shown in Dependency Bank (Lehmann & 
Schneider 2012)
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Table 2. Verb/adjective + preposition overuse in ICLE, sorted by decreasing O/E ratio, 
with filter O/E(BNC) < 5 and smoothing for events unseen in BNC

O/E ratio VERB/ADJ. PREP F(ICLE) F(BNC) O/E(ICLE) O/E(BNC) Comment

488.81 critical towards  7  0.5 1511.26 3.09 instead of 
critical to

201.30 responsible of 19  2   23.31 0.12 instead of 
responsible for

189.01 critical against  4  0.5  370.22 1.96 instead of 
critical to

150.95 worth for  7  1   81.81 0.54  instead of 
worth some-
thing

145.67 superior than 22  0.5  434.65 2.98 instead of 
superior to

138.75 indulge into  6  0.5   61.11 0.44 instead of 
indulge in

110.11 overcrowd at 32  0.5  485.00 4.40 CORPUS es-
say topic

 69.11 destructive for  5  1  166.95 2.42 instead of 
destructive to

 65.18 exist out  4  2   18.01 0.28

 39.91 lower than  4  2  198.58 4.98

 35.81 discuss about 43  7   65.68 1.83 instead of dis-
cuss something

 34.27 conscious about 10  2  124.19 3.62 instead of 
conscious of

 32.06 helpless for  4  1   66.78 2.08

 31.55 possible out  4  5   30.37 0.96

 30.60 recur to  4  7  125.26 4.09

 29.94 dependent of  8  4   19.34 0.65 instead of 
dependent on

 24.63 belong into  4  2    6.63 0.27 instead of 
belong to

 23.59 renounce to  9  3  108.40 4.60

 23.07 decide over  7 13  102.14 4.43 CORPUS es-
say topic

 21.96 inherent to  9 13   78.29 3.56

 20.46 relate with 49 76   32.98 1.61 instead of 
relate to
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Table 2. (continued)
O/E ratio VERB/ADJ. PREP F(ICLE) F(BNC) O/E(ICLE) O/E(BNC) Comment

 19.80 aware about  4  1    5.94 0.30 instead of 
aware of

 19.67 aspire for  4  3   51.94 2.64 instead of 
aspire to

 18.21 guilty for 22 28   59.11 3.25 instead of 
guilty of

 17.72 little by 11 36   70.80 4.00

 17.67 produce out  4 30   44.85 2.54

 17.19 accuse for  8 19   18.33 1.07 instead of ac-
cuse of

 15.39 interest to  7  0.5   11.54 0.75

 15.01 specialize on  4  4   40.24 2.68

 15.01 deal about  4  2    3.91 0.26 instead of deal 
with

4.2 Collocation ratio with T-score

We next apply T-ratio from Section 3.1, using ICLE as application corpus and 
BNC as reference corpus. The top 10 candidates for EFL innovations/errors are 
given in Table 3, sorted by decreasing T ratio (first column); all other columns are 
analogous. Figure 2 shows the hits of line 3.

Table 3. Verb/adjective + preposition overuse in ICLE, sorted by decreasing T-ratio

T ratio VERB/ADJ PREP F T(ICLE) T(BNC) Comment

5.9820 impose to 10  5336.86   892.15 instead of impose on

3.5860 replace to  3  1168.35   325.81 instead of replaced by (partly)

2.1133 accuse for  8  5143.81  2433.98 instead of accuse of

2.0275 addict on  4  3431.99  1692.68 instead of addict to

1.4296 better than 87 17920.70 12535.47

1.3929 alarm of  2  2691.03  1932.01 instead of alarm about

1.3322 handicap after 30 10530.89  7905.03 CORPUS essay topic

1.2812 better for 59 14564.98 11367.88

1.2074 diverse by  2  2690.71  2228.48 instead of different according to

1.1541 discuss about 43 12421.43 10762.54 instead of discuss sth.
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In terms of precision, 15 of the top 30 candidates with T-ratio are innovations/
errors, which corresponds to 50% precision. We could increase precision by set-
ting a filter on T(BNC) corresponding to the criterion that innovations/errors 
should not have high collocational status in the native variant. With a filter of, e.g. 
T(BNC) < 5,000, precision rises to above 50%, but at the trade-off of a cost in recall 
(discuss about and relate with, for example, would not be returned).

Figure 2. Hits for accuse for from ICLE, shown in Dependency Bank

4.3 Quantitative analysis of verb/adjective + PP combinations in ESL

We have so far detected EFL innovations/errors by our collocation-based ap-
proach. We can apply the same approach to ESL varieties; Schneider & Zipp (2013) 
have done so to describe innovations in ICE-Fiji and ICE-India.

Any individual ESL variety could be analyzed in the same fashion. Here, we 
use a collection of ESL varieties, the 5 ICE components described in Section 3.2, 
henceforth ICE-5 ESL. Using a collection of ESL corpora has the advantages that 
sparse data issues are reduced and that psycholinguistically based innovations, 
i.e. innovations not due to L1 transfer but due to general cognitive processes like 
analogy, are boosted. Analogy is seen as a key ability for language acquisition 
(Tomasello 2003) and generally in usage-based approaches to language (Bybee 
2007). This mirrors our EFL approach of using all linguistic backgrounds in ICLE, 
but also has the disadvantage that innovations specific to one variety are likely to 
be overlooked.

Table 4 shows the top 22 candidates, again sorted by decreasing O/E-ratio. 
Some of the non-native-like combinations that we have seen in EFL also appear 
in ESL, for example discuss about. 6 of the top 22, for example study about, are 
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innovations. As in ICLE, corpus buildup mismatches between application and 
reference corpus are responsible for some overused expressions (cf. “CORPUS”). 
The tendency to transfer nominal subcategorization patterns to the corresponding 
verb as in emphasize or stress (see Figure 3) may be a universal psycholinguistic 
mechanism (cf. Section 5).

Table 4. Verb/adjective + preposition overuse in ICE-5 ESL, sorted by decreasing O/E-
ratio

O/E ratio VERB/ADJ. PREP F O/E(ICE-5
ESL)

O/E(BNC) Comment

128.08 lower than 12  637.31   4.98

110.85 immerse into  6  213.99   1.93

 55.27 canvass before 31 2743.07  49.63 CORPUS: all from ICE-IND, 
legal term

 54.04 preside by  6   65.45   1.21 CORPUS: most from ICE-
IND

 50.31 play inside  8  171.08   3.40 CORPUS: sports news

 45.57 discuss about 35   83.59   1.83 instead of discuss sth. / noun

 35.95 understand between 12  348.19   9.69 tagging error

 28.70 elect into  6   47.15   1.64

 26.90 emphasise on  8  116.84   4.34 instead of noun

 22.57 switch over 12  292.55  12.96 instead of switch to

 20.14 print over  6  159.57   7.93 CORPUS: all from 1 ICE-
JAM article

 19.88 run toward 11  515.50  25.94 CORPUS: sports news

 19.76 study about 14   26.05   1.32 instead of study sth. / noun

 19.19 branch into  6  505.80  26.36

 18.74 awaken as  7   87.52   4.67 CORPUS: most from 1 ICE-
IND article

 18.15 coat on  8   97.37   5.37

 16.73 better than 80 1862.09 111.31

 16.67 sort of 17  218.04  13.08 tagging error

 14.92 accuse before  6  123.02   8.24

 14.91 dress on  8   39.61   2.66

 14.49 emphasize on  9   69.18   4.78 instead of emphasize sth. /
noun

 13.35 stress on 14   83.46   6.25 instead of stress sth. /noun
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Figure 3. Hits for stress on in ICE-5 ESL, shown in Dependency Bank

The generally smaller O/E-ratio in ESL as compared to EFL (Section 4.1) shows 
that ESL (represented by ICE-5 ESL) is closer to the BNC reference than is EFL 
(represented by ICLE). This is probably due to the following reasons. First, there 
are fewer innovations/errors in ESL than in EFL. Particularly errors, i.e. those 
choices which are not accepted by more experienced speakers of the same com-
munity, are less frequent in ESL. Second, the semantic similarities of the texts are 
probably less strong between individual ICE documents than between individual 
ICLE documents, which often have the same essay title. The fact that collecting 
many L1 backgrounds glosses over many of the characteristics of an individual 
variety equally applies to ICE-5 ESL and to ICLE, and is therefore probably not a 
major reason for the large differences in O/E-ratio.

4.4 Quantitative analysis of verb/adjective + PP combinations in EFL vs. ESL

Until now we have compared EFL and ESL to a native British English reference. We 
can also compare EFL to an ESL reference corpus, indicating which innovations 
are more EFL-like. When using the same parameters as in Section 4.1 (Table 1), 
precision is quite low (6/30), indicating that EFL is closer to ESL than to the native 
reference corpus.

To boost precision, we ran a version of the innovation extraction method seen 
in Table 2, with particularly strict O/E(ICE 5 ESL) < 2, counting unseen instances 
again as 0.5, aiming at a core set of typical verb/adjective + preposition innova-
tions which only EFL speakers but not ESL speakers use. The top results are given 
in Table 5. 12 of the 21 top hits are true positives.

Looking at Table 5 reveals that noun-analogies (noun complementation pat-
terns which are taken over to the verb) are very rare (only one, assist to) compared 
to ESL (Section 4.3, Table 4), and that the preposition to seems to be used too 
generically: 7 out of the 13 true positives involve to. There might be a trend to use 
to as a generic marker for indirect objects.
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Table 5. Verb/adjective + preposition overuse in ICLE, sorted by decreasing O/E-ratio, 
using ICE-5 ESL as a reference corpus, with threshold O/E(ICE 5 ESL) < 2, and smoothing 
for events unseen in ICE-5 ESL

O/E ratio VERB/ADJ PREP F(ICLE) F(ICE-5
ESL)

O/E(ICLE) O/E(ICE-5
ESL)

Comment

35.97 equivalent in  5 0.5 35.34 0.98

34.19 assist to  6 1 27.63 0.81 instead of assist 
sth.

25.68 accuse for  8 0.5 18.33 0.71 instead of ac-
cuse of

22.29 wrong at  6 0.5 24.38 1.09

21.61 explain from  8 0.5 16.03 0.74

21.28 stay like  5 0.5 13.53 0.64

15.45 participate to  8 1  8.46 0.55 instead of par-
ticipate in

14.10 arise by  6 0.5 12.14 0.86 instead of due 
to/from

12.60 employ of  5 0.5 18.19 1.44 parsing error

11.35 benefit to 13 1 10.49 0.92 instead of be of 
benefit to

 9.10 impose to 10 1  8.15 0.90 instead of im-
pose on

 8.06 oppose in  6 0.5  5.05 0.63

 5.63 equal for  9 0.5  4.22 0.75 instead of equal 
to

 5.51 discuss of  5 0.5  4.22 0.77

 5.40 remain to  5 2  4.33 0.80

 5.34 necessary with  6 0.5  6.70 1.25 instead of neces-
sary for

 5.08 keep into  5 1  4.22 0.83 instead of keep 
at

 5.05 reflect to  5 1  5.12 1.01 instead of reflect 
sth.

 4.95 confront to  6 0.5  7.17 1.45 instead of con-
front with

 4.93 discuss for 13 2  6.13 1.24

 4.72 popular to  6 0.5  4.84 1.03 instead of popu-
lar for
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5. Qualitative analysis

We now examine the non-native-like verb/adjective + PP combinations found in 
EFL, using the method described above, and also briefly compare the results with 
those found for ESL. Our approach is more qualitative here, seeking to identify the 
processes that may have led to these combinations.

When compared to the native reference corpus BNC, some verb/adjective + 
PP combinations overused by learners are reported close to the top of the ranked 
lists by both O/E- and T-ratio, for example basic for, discuss about, helpless for 
or relate with. However, it also turns out that each measure brings up its own 
combinations. Interestingly, this includes the use of different prepositions with 
one and the same verb or adjective, for instance independent from (with the O/E-
ratio) and independent on (with the T-ratio). This shows that neither of the two 
measures is sufficient in itself and that they should be combined with each other. 
Consequently, no distinction will be made between the two measures in the fol-
lowing qualitative analysis.

If we exclude typos, we can distinguish several types of major combinations. 
Some involve the use of a prepositional complement instead of a transitive use of 
the verb. Thus, instead of discuss sth some learners use the combination discuss 
about (1); instead of consider sth they use consider about sth (2); and instead of 
phone sb they use phone to sb (3).

 (1) First of all let’s discuss about the goodness of having PC cafes. 
(ICLE:CNHK1224)

 (2) In this essay I am going to consider about the advantages and disadvantages 
of banning smoking in restaurants. (ICLE:CNHK1371)

 (3) He the boss phoned to his friends from Mafia and asked to get rid of his 
friends with whom he was bore to death. (ICLE:RUMO7025)

In other cases, it is the verb or the adjective that is inadequate. In example (4) 
the learner has used insensible instead of insensitive, and in example (5) helpless 
instead of useless.

 (4) One does not have to be a Marxist to understand what he meant:_that 
religion was an escape from the hard everyday life making people ignorant 
and insensible to the wrongs that existed at that time. (ICLE:SWUL6001)

 (5) To conclude not all of qualifications people can get from universities 
are useful some of subjects are helpless for their future jobs (…). 
(ICLE:CNUK2015)
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There are also many cases where a non-standard preposition is used, for example 
concentrate to (instead of concentrate on) and intolerant to (instead of intolerant of):

 (6) When the demand for these machines is big enough the production 
concentrates to certain areas and to certain people and the first step towards 
industrialism is then taken. (ICLE:FIJO3011)

 (7) As people usually get married at the young age they can be quite intolerant 
to any kind of disturbance in their new home. (ICLE:TRCU1169)

Very often, these non-native-like combinations have not been coined by chance, 
but seem to be the result of analogy, or more precisely “nativised semantico-struc-
tural analogy” (Mukherjee 2005, cited in Mukherjee & Hoffmann 2006). The basis 
of this analogy can be a word of the same family but with a different part-of-
speech. The use of about with the verb discuss (see example (1) above) could be 
related to the preposition that is used with the noun discussion. The same is true 
of attack_V against (cf. attack_N against), be credited for (cf. credit_N for) or re-
late with (cf. relation with), e.g. (8). In the case of independent on, cf. (9), it is the 
preposition of the positive form of the adjective, dependent, which is borrowed by 
the learners.

 (8) For example in the Gulf War the USA attacked against the Iraqis in order to 
prevent the price of petrol from going up. (ICLE:FIJO2003)

 (9) The first reason why childhood does not end when you become 
economically independent on your parents is that maturity is a mental 
condition which has nothing to do with money (…) (ICLE:ITVE2003)

In other combinations, the analogy is based on a synonym. Thus, the use of the 
preposition between after the verb separate (10) could be due to the use of the same 
preposition with the synonymous verb distinguish. To be viewed upon as (11) could 
be formed by analogy with to be looked upon as, to arrive to by analogy with to get 
to, and afraid about by analogy with scared about.

 (10) It looks like it can be hard to separate between what is reality and what is 
TV-entertainment. (ICLE:NOHO1037)

 (11) Women have always been viewed upon as the weaker part of the population 
that had to be led and helped by men. (ICLE:CZPR3005)

Finally, some combinations seem to be due to transfer from similar combina-
tions in the learners’ mother tongue, for example the use of inherent to by French-
speaking learners (12), who have the combination inhérent à in their L1, where the 
preposition à corresponds to English to.
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 (12) By reading ancient stories we realize that suffering is inherent to the human 
condition and we feel taken in a timeless feeling. (ICLE:FRUL1010)

When we compare these non-native-like combinations with those found for ESL, 
a number of similarities emerge. The combination discuss about, for example, is 
mentioned in the literature on Indian English (Mukherjee 2007), and also in a 
study that specifically compares EFL and ESL (Nesselhauf 2009). The results of 
Schneider & Zipp’s (2013) study on ESL also partly overlap with our results, with 
combinations like discuss about, benefit out of and aware about being found in the 
two studies; compare (13) and (14). Similar phenomena are also attested in both 
analyses, like the use of a redundant particle, illustrated by viewed upon as (instead 
of viewed as) in (11) above or listed down in (15).

 (13) To sum it up I belive that the E. C will be a paradise for the middle-classes 
since they mostly have white-collar jobs often provided with a certain 
position they’ll benefit most out of tax-deregulations etc. (ICLE:SWUL9013)

 (14) So they’ll benefit out of the faculty teaching (ICE IND:S1A-064)

 (15) Adi Asenaca said an Asian Development Bank poverty participation survey 
listed down forms of poverty in the country and her ministry was following 
up on the recommendations. (ICE FJ:W2C 013)

At the same time, we also observe differences between EFL and ESL. If we consider 
the types of combinations found in the two varieties (cf. Section 4), it is strik-
ing that 7 of the 9 true positives in the ESL data (Table 4, Section 4.3) involve a 
preposition where Standard English would use an object-complement (e.g. study 
sth instead of study about sth). 5 of these (discuss about, emphasise on, study about, 
emphasize on, stress on) could be based on an analogy to noun usage. Our data 
suggests that analogy to the complementation patterns of nouns is particularly 
frequent among ESL speakers. In comparison, only 3 of the 12 true positive types 
showed a noun-analogy in EFL (Table 1, Section 4.1). On the other hand, innova-
tions/errors involving the use of a semantic, compositional, often directional prep-
osition instead of a functional, idiomatic preposition are slightly more common in 
EFL (12 out of 17, see Table 2) than in ESL (4 out of 9: discuss about, study about, 
mention about, call as). This indicates that ESL may prefer grammatical analogies, 
while EFL may overuse spatial and directional analogies.
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6. Discussion

We now return to the discussion of error versus innovation. So far, the concept of 
innovation has mainly been limited to the description of native English and ESL 
in the literature. Yet, the presence of similar non-native-like combinations in EFL 
and ESL makes it difficult to maintain a sharp distinction between the two and 
treat these combinations as errors in the case of EFL and as innovations in the case 
of ESL. The results of our automatic detection of non-native-like combinations 
include instances that probably no one would want to consider linguistic innova-
tions, for example misspellings. Others, however, should perhaps be treated on a 
par with ESL innovations.

In Section 4.3 (Table 4) we have learnt that analogy to the complementation 
patterns of nouns seems particularly frequent among ESL speakers. In Section 4.4 
(Table 5) we have used an automatic method to detect those verb/adjective + prep-
osition combinations that are considerably different in EFL and ESL. We can use 
the same method to detect those which are similar. For this purpose, we use the 
settings from Section 4.1 (Table 2), i.e. O/E(BNC) < 5, f(ICLE) > 3, smoothing for 
events unseen in BNC, but we only report those verb/adjective + preposition com-
binations whose O/E from ICLE is not very different from the one in ICE-5 ESL. 
As a threshold we set that O/E(ICLE) is maximally 3 times larger than O/E(ICE-5 
ESL) or vice versa. Results are given in Table 6. These are verb/adjective + preposi-
tion combinations which, according to our data, are shared between EFL and ESL. 
As they exist independently in both, with similar O/E-ratios, we hypothesize that 
they are more likely to be based on psycholinguistic trends than on L1 transfer or 
acquisition processes.

Among the combinations which can be treated on a par, it is important to 
distinguish between combinations that seem to be the result of L1 influence and 
those that seem to be the result of cognitive operations such as analogy. The latter, 
which we have called psycholinguistically based innovations, are probably more 
likely to be recognized as innovations than the former (L1 transfer innovations). 
Table 6 includes particularly many types that can be due to analogy, as we show 
in Table 7, which filters by those types that are found in speakers from several 
L1 backgrounds, (penultimate column). In the last column, we suggest a possible 
analogy. For example (as discussed in Table 2: a semantic preposition replaces a 
functional one), in indulge into the preposition iconically reduplicates a direction-
ality instigated by the verb; in aspire for the subcategorization frame is derived 
from the corresponding nominalization. In future research, we want to test if ESL 
(and ENL) speakers are more willing to accept unusual patterns based on analogy 
than other patterns.
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Table 6. Results from Table 2, filtered for similar O/E in ICLE and ICE-5 ESL

O/E ratio VERB/ADJ. PREP F 
(ICLE)

O/E
(ICLE)

O/E (ICE-
5 ESL)

O/E
(BNC)

Comment

145.67 superior than 22 434.65 565.61 2.98 instead of superior to

138.75 indulge into  6  61.11  28.10 0.44 instead of indulge in

 35.81 discuss about 43  65.68  83.59 1.83 instead of discuss sth.

 34.27 conscious about 10 124.19  78.30 3.62 instead of conscious of

 19.67 aspire for  4  51.94  31.93 2.64 instead of aspire to

 17.72 little by 11  70.80  38.50 4.00

 15.39 interest to  7  11.54   6.08 0.75

 14.29 point by  6  13.23   5.57 0.93

 13.49 commensu-
rate

to  4  22.37  49.29 1.66

 13.24 interest for 26  63.97  41.70 4.83

 12.94 speak over  5  33.16  13.06 2.56

 10.65 own to  8  23.20   8.80 2.18 instead of owing to 
(partly)

 10.28 watch than  4  17.52  18.76 1.70

  9.75 capable in  5   2.83   2.97 0.29 instead of capable of/to

  9.10 deprive from 10  18.64  12.64 2.05

  8.84 study about  8  11.66  26.05 1.32 instead of study sth.

  8.62 charge of  4  30.98  11.88 3.59 instead of change sth/
noun

  7.86 shut to  7  36.53  27.73 4.65

  7.28 face to 35  19.64   7.86 2.70 instead of face sth.

  7.24 state about  4  25.04  11.77 3.46

  6.81 invest to  5   5.44   2.93 0.80 instead of invest in

  6.66 speed in  5  33.13  27.33 4.98

  6.65 waste for  8  24.28  18.73 3.65

  6.52 reward to  6  18.07  24.65 2.77

  6.37 associate to  4   3.89   3.29 0.61 instead of associate with

  6.36 strike to  6  16.48   6.16 2.59

  6.02 know over  4  16.60   9.30 2.76

  5.95 afford with  4  18.63  33.91 3.13

  5.89 steal to  6   9.39   3.21 1.59 instead of steal from 
(partly)
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Table 6. (continued)
O/E ratio VERB/ADJ. PREP F 

(ICLE)
O/E
(ICLE)

O/E (ICE-
5 ESL)

O/E
(BNC)

Comment

  5.88 sum in  4  22.32  30.50 3.80

  5.51 influence on 15  15.21   6.40 2.76 instead of noun (partly)

  5.30 depend from  9   4.84   1.76 0.91 instead of depend on

  5.19 search from  5  15.06   7.52 2.90 instead of search on

Table 7. Possible analogy interpretations of innovations which are common to EFL 
and ESL

O/E ratio VERB/ADJ. PREP Comment # L1
BACKG.

Possible analogy

145.67 superior than instead of superior to 8 better than

138.75 indulge into instead of indulge in 4 iconic

 35.81 discuss about instead of discuss sth. 7 discussion (noun)

 34.27 conscious about instead of conscious of 6

 19.67 aspire for instead of aspire to 3 aspiration (noun)

 10.65 own to instead of owing to (partly) 7

  9.75 capable in instead of capable of/to 4 diligent in

  8.84 study about instead of study sth. 4

  8.62 charge of instead of noun 3 noun

  7.28 face to instead of face sth. >9 face up to w/o up

  6.81 invest to instead of invest in 2 devote to

  6.37 associate to instead of associate with 4 relate to

  5.89 steal to instead of steal from (partly) 6

  5.51 influence on instead of noun(partly) 4 noun

  5.30 depend from instead of depend on 3 iconic

  5.19 search from instead of search on 2

The purpose of one’s approach should also be taken into account when trying 
to identify innovations. For descriptive purposes, one might be more inclined to 
recognize the learner’s right to be creative, and hence the existence of linguistic in-
novations, whereas for pedagogical purposes teachers will teach native-like com-
binations and reject most non-native-like combinations — and perhaps rightly so. 
Finally, the setting is important too. In an EFL setting, which focuses on compe-
tence, non-native-like combinations are less likely to be accepted as innovations 
than in an English as a Lingua Franca setting, where communication takes prece-
dence over competence.
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7. Conclusion

We have described innovations in verb/adjective + preposition combinations (in-
cluding phrasal verbs) in learner English, using ICLE as application corpus and 
BNC as reference corpus. We have applied overuse statistics like O/E and T-score, 
known from collocation analysis to detect and describe errors and innovations in 
learner English. Overuse statistics are an information-theoretic measure of sur-
prise at seeing learner data when actually expecting native speaker data. We have 
given a first evaluation of the precision of our method, which allows us to answer 
the first part of RQ1 (can the patterns of overuse which we observe using col-
location statistics deliver combinations that are specific to EFL and/or to ESL?) 
positively: the patterns of overuse which we observe using collocation statistics 
deliver combinations that are specific to EFL language. Our method, which we call 
collocation ratio, is corpus-driven and as far as we are aware reports more com-
binations than have previously been described (it should be borne in mind that 
for space reasons we could only show the top entries of considerably longer lists). 
Using more and larger EFL and ESL corpora would likely deliver further patterns. 
We can thus also answer RQ3 (does the method give us the tools to find more pat-
terns than have been previously described?) positively.

We have applied the same method to ESL varieties using selected compo-
nents from ICE and have provided a first evaluation, which allows us to answer 
the second part of RQ1 positively: the patterns of overuse which we observe us-
ing collocation statistics also deliver combinations that are specific to ESL lan-
guage. In order to assess differences between EFL and ESL, we have compared EFL 
data against ESL data as a reference. This delivers combinations which are likely 
to be seen as unacceptable by ESL speakers, and are thus candidates for errors. 
Concerning RQ2 (does the same method also allow us to detect which patterns 
of verb + PP and adjective + PP are more typical for EFL and which for ESL?), 
we thus give a tentatively positive answer. Our data suggests that analogy to the 
complementation patterns of nouns is particularly frequent among ESL speakers, 
while EFL speakers tend to overuse the preposition to. The use of compositional, 
semantic prepositions instead of idiomatic, functional ones (e.g. indulge into, dis-
cuss about) seems to be a shared pattern.

In order to assess similarities between EFL and ESL, we have further per-
formed a qualitative analysis, and we have also reported which verb/adjective + 
preposition innovations in ESL attain similar O/E ratios in EFL. The approach 
comparing O/E ratios delivers combinations which are likely to be seen as accept-
able by ESL speakers, and are thus candidates for innovations. The instances found 
in this way all occur in a variety of L1 backgrounds, which increases the probabil-
ity that they are not caused by L1 transfer, but are based on more psycholinguistic 
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mechanisms such as processes of analogy (e.g. the subcategorization frame is de-
rived from the corresponding nominalization) or iconicity (e.g. the preposition 
iconically reduplicates a directionality instigated by the verb). In the qualitative 
step of our analysis, we have discussed relevant examples and performed a manual 
classification of the combinations. We infer that neither O/E nor T-score are suf-
ficient on their own, as each brings up results that the other misses, and that they 
thus need to be combined to increase recall.

Concerning RQ4 (does the method give us the tools to distinguish between 
error and innovation?), we have partly narrowed down the candidates by exclud-
ing hapax legomena, by restricting innovations to combinations that are found 
in both EFL and ESL, and that are used by speakers of several L1 backgrounds. 
We have also singled out cases that can be explained by analogy. However, the 
results obtained cannot be evaluated, unlike in the other RQs. On the one hand 
this means that we can only give a speculative answer to RQ4, on the other hand it 
means that we are treading on new scientific ground by presenting lists of shared 
verb/adjective + PP combinations to the research community.

Our method thus offers a powerful means of automatically extracting from 
corpora a large number of patterns distinctive for EFL and/or ESL, and gives some 
clues as to the status of these patterns (errors or innovations). It therefore con-
tributes to the recent efforts to bridge the paradigm gap between EFL and ESL, by 
providing new techniques that facilitate the analysis and should make it possible 
to collect further evidence for the link between the two varieties.
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The innovative progressive aspect 
of Black South African English
The role of language proficiency and 
normative processes
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Conflicting findings are reported for New Englishes and Learner Englishes: 
similarities are identified mainly on psycholinguistic grounds and differences on 
sociolinguistic grounds. This chapter offers an analysis of the progressive form in 
Black South African English, in which the interaction between gradual increases 
in proficiency and normative interventions by explicit feedback and editing of 
published texts is examined to establish the route towards conventionalisation of 
innovative features. The results indicate that one innovative feature, the extension 
of the progressive to longer time spans, becomes established as a feature of the va-
riety, but other potential innovations gradually disappear under normative influ-
ence and with increased proficiency. Innovations are likely to be accepted if they 
are insufficiently salient to be targeted for normative correction and sufficiently 
present in the written and spoken input to become entrenched in the grammatical 
representations of learners as they turn into advanced users of the New English.

Keywords: innovation, conventionalisation, progressive, Black South African 
English, normative processes, editing, feedback

1. Introduction

Empirical research aimed at bridging the gap between New Englishes (NEs) and 
Learner Englishes (LEs)1 has, broadly speaking, arrived at one of two conclusions: 

1. New Englishes are also referred to as Outer Circle Englishes or English as a second language 
(ESL), while Learner Englishes are also called Expanding Circle Englishes or English as a foreign 
language (EFL). Theoretically, it is possible for a Learner English to develop into a New English, 
but as we argue in this chapter, it is not a straightforward process.
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that the NEs and LEs are much more similar than recognised by scholars of World 
Englishes (e.g. Edwards & Laporte 2015; Gilquin 2015; Gilquin & Granger 2011; 
Laporte 2012; Nesselhauf 2009), or that the NEs are more different from native 
varieties of English, while the LEs are closer to the native varieties (Götz & Schilk 
2011; Gries & Deshors 2015; Van Rooy 2006).

The reason for the differences in conclusions can be traced in part to differ-
ences in research focus. Researchers who find similarities between the forms, or 
functional extensions of forms, in NEs and LEs identify shared psycholinguistic 
processes of second language acquisition as the principal reason for the similar-
ity (see Laporte 2012; Schneider 2012: 77). Formal and functional differences be-
tween NEs and other types of non-native Englishes are traced to sociolinguistic 
factors. The orientation towards an endogenous norm in NEs and a native-speaker 
norm in LEs is very salient in current research (Gilquin 2015: 96–97), alongside an 
awareness that the input variety of NEs is usually the local form, whereas a more 
concerted attempt is made to provide native speaker input in LE environments 
(Laporte 2012: 266). However, within the NE and LE settings, a fair degree of vari-
ability exists (Edwards 2014; Gilquin & Granger 2011; Schneider 2007: 155–161).

We accept as a given that similarities exist and that the psycholinguistic pro-
cess of second language acquisition is one of the most important reasons for these 
similarities. However, closer investigation is required of the differences that are 
also attested in the literature, particularly with the aim of formulating explanatory 
hypotheses to account for these differences. Norm orientation and proficiency are 
important factors in explicating these differences, frequently referred to in existing 
research (Edwards & Laporte 2015); however, such research has seldom investigat-
ed the interaction between second-language proficiency and normative processes, 
which is the focus of this chapter.

The impasse in the current debate is that some linguistic features, or construc-
tions, appear to show broad approximation to native-speaker constructions with 
increased proficiency in NEs and LEs alike (e.g. Edwards & Laporte 2015), where-
as other features seem to indicate divergence between NEs and other varieties (e.g. 
Hundt & Vogel 2011). To take the debate further and propose a solution to the im-
passe, it is necessary to examine the effects of proficiency and normative processes 
in a single study, with data that control for the effects of both factors.

In this chapter, we examine the development and stabilisation of the innovative 
use of the progressive form2 in Black South African English (henceforth BSAfE). 
We draw on corpora of timed student writing at different levels of proficiency 

2. Like Paulasto (2014), we use the term “progressive form” to denote the BE verb+-ing struc-
ture, and discuss the semantic and functional associations of the construction independently 
from progressive aspectuality as such.
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alongside more advanced writing in order to control for the effects of proficiency. 
For published writing, we compare unedited and edited versions of the same texts 
to control for normative processes. In combination, the data allow us to examine 
the process of acceptance of the innovation by two key agents in the normative 
process: the teachers who give feedback on student writing, and professional edi-
tors. While the degree to which innovative forms are regarded as acceptable by 
the publishing industry is frequently raised as a measure of endonormativity in 
NEs (see Bamgbose 1998), and some scholars propose that the lower frequency of 
some innovative features in published written language may be the consequence 
of editorial intervention (see Götz & Schilk 2011; Mair 2006: 191–192; Mesthrie & 
Bhatt 2008), research in this area is limited. Our thesis is that candidate NE con-
structions that are in essence learner errors will decline in frequency in the data 
from increasingly proficient users partly due to teacher feedback, but convention-
alised innovative constructions will remain in the data from the most proficient 
users, escaping censure from editors and teachers.

The influence of the context on conventionalisation is not exhaustively an-
alysed with reference to normative processes — the frequency of occurrence of 
the progressive form and its different uses in the input data also play an impor-
tant role. To capture the role of frequency effects, our analysis is couched in an 
emergentist, usage-based approach to language, and draws on concepts from 
Construction Grammar (Bybee 2010; Goldberg 1995). If a construction is defined 
as a conventionalised form-function pairing, our aim is to examine the process 
by which such conventionalisation takes place in new varieties. Following Croft 
(2000), we assume that stability is the norm in language change, and many pos-
sible innovations arise in language but disappear unnoticed most of the time, 
while only a small number of innovations eventually attain the status of being 
conventionalised. A very important factor in this process is frequency — both the 
frequency with which a user uses a construction, and the frequency of exposure 
to a variant in the overall language experience of a user (Bybee 2010). Awareness 
of normative acceptability mediates the associations that particular constructions 
have with register and formality. Over and above this more conscious association 
of constructions with different degrees of normative acceptability, norm orienta-
tions also overtly affect the published variety of a language that users are exposed 
to, thereby influencing frequency effects in the input that are usually below the 
level of conscious awareness of users. Norm orientation is also enforced by the ed-
ucation system and specifically by feedback that learners receive on their writing, 
which may further reinforce particular constructions and prevent the entrench-
ment of others. Where frequency effects can be predicted to be largely gradual 
and linear, normative interventions through feedback or editorial correction may 
introduce categorical or non-linear changes in the use of features to the extent that 
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these interventions succeed in changing learners’ constructional representations, 
aligning them with normative usage.

In the next section, we review current knowledge about the progressive in 
NEs and LEs, with specific attention to BSAfE. This is followed by a discussion of 
the research method, and the results, before the implications of the findings are 
discussed and conclusions offered.

2. The progressive in NEs, LEs and BSAfE

A relatively small number of studies have compared the use of the progressive in 
NEs and LEs, but until recently, the consensus (Hundt & Vogel 2011; Van Rooy 
2006) has been that the LEs use the progressive with similar frequencies and in 
ways more similar to native varieties, specifically with a similar semantic range 
(Axelsson & Hahn 2001; Van Rooy 2006). Ranta (2006) examines the ELFA corpus 
and concludes that the vast majority of English Lingua Franca (ELF) uses are in 
agreement with standard English descriptions, but a residue of non-standard uses 
occur, although some of these uses are also attested, if with lower frequency, in the 
native-speaker control corpus. In contrast, many NEs use the progressive in an 
extended range of contexts (Hundt & Vogel 2011; Lunkenheimer 2012) although 
the degree to which extension takes place varies (Sharma 2009; Van Rooy 2014). 
Edwards (2014) challenges this view when she reports that in a number of ways, 
the progressive in Dutch English, traditionally classified as LE, does not conform 
to the predictions for an LE. These usages put Dutch English in a position on a 
continuum between Singaporean English, which is closer to native varieties, and 
Indian English, which is the furthest from native varieties. The most extensive pre-
vious comparative study, Hundt and Vogel (2011), makes use of student writing 
as data source, a limitation that also applies to Van Rooy (2006) and Axelsson and 
Hahn (2001). By contrast, Edwards (2014) compiles a corpus of advanced users of 
Dutch English that corresponds to the written part of an ICE-corpus, and her find-
ings emphasise the importance of controlling for proficiency levels in comparing 
varieties (Edwards 2014: 189).

A remaining limitation in Edwards (2014) is the depth of the semantic analysis 
she undertakes. This is a limitation that Paulasto (2014) raises in a related context: 
the attestations of some similarities in extension or similarity in the frequency 
of non-standard usage may hide differences that lie below this level of analysis. 
Furthermore, the processes by which Dutch English arrived at this point cannot be 
inferred from the available data. Thus, while not rejecting Edwards’s (2014) con-
clusions, it is necessary to examine constructional semantics and data that control 
for the gradual development and entrenchment of innovative uses across different 
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proficiency levels more carefully to understand the significance and implications 
for the relationship between NEs and LEs.

Variation in the form and use of the progressive is captured by three of the fea-
tures in the Mouton World Atlas of Varieties of English (Kortmann & Lunkenheimer 
2012): the extension of the progressive to stative verbs, the extension of the pro-
gressive to habitual contexts, and the omission of the auxiliary BE before the 
progressive. As far as BSAfE is concerned, Mesthrie (2012: 497–498) notes that 
both semantic extensions, to stative and habitual contexts, are pervasive, while the 
omission of the auxiliary is neither rare nor pervasive. Previous research on BSAfE 
provides qualified support for these judgements, but also raises unanswered ques-
tions regarding the role of proficiency and normative processes.

Van Rooy (2014) reports that the progressive form is used with much high-
er frequency in BSAfE than in any other (native or NE) variety of English for 
which data are available. Register variation is extensive, with higher frequencies 
in speech than in writing, while student writing displays a much higher frequency 
than the published written registers — those registers that have been subject to 
the editorial process. This raises the question of whether the lower frequency in 
these registers is the consequence of the higher proficiency and increased register 
awareness of writers producing these texts, and/or of editorial intervention. The 
possibility of a proficiency effect receives support from research on spoken cor-
pora, which indicates that more proficient users of BSAfE make less frequent use 
of the progressive than less proficient users (Minow 2010: 144; Siebers 2013: 145). 
Meierkord (2007: 335) finds that among student participants who attended a 
multi-racial school with native-speaker fellow pupils and native-speaker teachers, 
non-standard usages are very infrequent, whereas non-standard uses occur with 
high proportions among students who attended a school with black fellow pupils 
and teachers.

The use of the progressive to express states with longer duration is widely re-
ported by researchers who have conducted semantic analyses (Meierkord 2007; 
Minow 2010; Siebers 2013; Van Rooy 2006, 2014). They find that the progressive is 
not merely extended to stative verbs and the dynamic/stative contrast is “overrid-
den”, as argued by Mesthrie and Bhatt (2008: 67), but rather that the meaning of a 
state or activity with longer duration than the conventional temporary duration of 
native varieties is denoted, as in examples (5) and (8) below. Habitual uses of the 
progressive aspect, illustrated by example (3) below, have received less attention 
in previous research. Siebers (2013: 159–161) identifies examples of the habitual 
use, especially in the past tense and in relative clauses, in the speech of some of 
her speakers, but notes that this is particularly characteristic of basilectal speakers 
with limited proficiency. Minow (2010: 198) reports the more widespread pres-
ence of habitual meanings in her data. Research on the omission of the auxiliary 
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BE, exemplified by (1) below, is limited to Minow (2010: 146–147), who reports 
that the deletion rate in her spoken BSAfE corpus is 9%. The feature occurs most 
often in the speech of the least proficient speaker groups.

Previous research on BSAfE confirms the extension of the progressive form 
to stative and habitual contexts. The association with proficiency is a consistent 
trend, with lower frequencies and fewer non-standard usages of the progressive 
in the speech of more proficient users. The omission of the auxiliary is attested 
with low frequency, and declines further with higher levels of proficiency. These 
findings may therefore be interpreted as evidence that non-standard uses of the 
progressive form are simply an effect of proficiency: as speakers become more 
proficient, they approximate the native-speaker target more closely. If this is the 
case, then these non-standard constructions should be classified as potential in-
novations that remained learner errors that did not attain conventionalised status.

However, two pieces of evidence are in conflict with this conclusion. The data 
on the role of proficiency in the frequency of the progressive form do not allow the 
construction of a continuous scale, but contain a discontinuity based on the edu-
cational background of an elite minority and the majority of speakers (Meierkord 
2007; Minow 2010). Evidence for the disappearance of the non-standard uses 
(Meierkord 2012) is not conclusive and is problematised by methodological dif-
ferences in classifying observations in terms of judgements of “standardness” or 
an analysis of constructional semantics. Resolving these two issues necessitates a 
new corpus investigation with closer controls of the relevant variables related to 
proficiency and normative processes.

3. Method

Five main corpora, representing different proficiency levels, were used in the anal-
ysis. To control for register variation, only argumentative writing, arguably the 
register that is most clearly subject to normative control, is used. At the level of 
school learners and undergraduate students, the corpora consist of argumentative 
essays, and at advanced levels, post-graduate dissertations and academic articles. 
Academic writing in English is a very typical activity that learners and mature us-
ers of BSAfE perform, and therefore the data have high ecological validity.

The composition of the corpora used are summarised in Table 1. At the low-
est proficiency level, the corpus comprises argumentative essays written in the 
classroom by learners in the Eastern Cape Province, collected in 2003–2004.3 The 

3. The data were collected by Mr. Madoda Nkani, for his PhD, which sadly never came to con-
clusion because of his untimely death.
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learners were native speakers of isiXhosa, and were in Grades 10 and 11 at the 
time of data collection. The next proficiency level is represented by essays written 
by BSAfE speakers with a range of home languages4 for the national matriculation 
examination (the final school examination, taken at the end of Grade 12) in 2003. 
The original sample was selected to represent a balance of achievement levels and 
from across the entire country, but only from public schools.

Undergraduate university writing is represented by timed essays written in 
the classroom and collected in 2003–2004 from two university campuses, one in 
the Eastern Cape Province, and one in Gauteng province. The essays were mostly 
produced by first-year students in academic support courses. In the former case, 
the vast majority of students are native speakers of isiXhosa. For the Gauteng uni-
versity, all nine of the official African languages are represented in the sample.

Advanced writing is represented by two samples. One sample is extracted from 
a corpus of university dissertations at a university in the North-West province, 
where the majority of students were speakers of Setswana. A 1000-word sample 
was extracted from a random sample of 25 dissertations, obtained through the 
university database covering the first decade of the 21st century, and representing 
a range of disciplines. No dissertations that contained evidence of professional 
editing was included in the sample.

The second sample of advanced writing is a corpus of 21 complete academic 
texts, including postgraduate dissertations and scholarly articles written for do-
mestic scholarly journals by BSAfE speakers, which were edited in full by profes-
sional editors. Both the original unedited and the professionally edited versions 
were included in this study. The texts span a range of disciplines across the hu-
manities, and social and economic sciences, and were produced by postgradu-
ate students and academics from at least four different institutions in Gauteng 
(not all metadata are known). The texts reflect the writing of at least 18 individual 

4. The Bantu languages in South Africa correspond very closely in their aspectual systems, and 
are not expected to lead to different types of native-language transfer (Piotrowska 2015: 57–71).

Table 1. Composition of the corpora

Corpus Texts Word count

Grade 10–11 school essays  51 15,214

Matric examination essays  98 26,510

Undergraduate essays 141 54,856

Dissertation extracts  25 25,762

Published academic writing: unedited  21 254,093

Published academic writing: edited  21 256,479
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authors, of varying language backgrounds. The professional editors were either na-
tive South African speakers of English, or English/Afrikaans bilinguals. Each text 
was edited by one professional editor.

Data were extracted in WordSmith 6 (Scott 2015) by extracting all character 
strings ending in -ing, after which all non-progressive forms were removed manu-
ally. All forms of BE going to + VERB and the perfect progressive were excluded 
from the analysis. However, forms where the auxiliary verb BE was omitted but the 
clause was otherwise identified as a finite clause were retained, in order to deter-
mine the occurrence of auxiliary omission, as exemplified by (1):

 (1) Poverty is the cause of HIV/AIDS in Africa becouse in this Country the is so 
mony people who Ø safaring in the long time (School essays, XRE047)5

The presence or absence of the auxiliary was coded as a separate variable, and the 
percentage omission was calculated per corpus.

For the analysis of overall frequency of the progressive, as well as the construc-
tional semantics, values were normalised to a relative frequency per 1,000 words, 
reported to two decimal places. Where appropriate, differences between corpora 
are evaluated for statistical significance using a log-likelihood calculation, where 
the following levels of statistical significance are observed: if λ > 3.84, then p < 0.05, 
and if λ > 10.83, then p < 0.001.

The analysis of the uses of the construction is in the first place an analysis 
of constructional semantics. Based on previous attempts at undertaking simi-
lar classifications (Minow 2010; Paulasto 2014; Piotrowska 2015; Sharma 2009; 
Siebers 2013; Van Rooy 2006, 2014), each instance was assigned to a particular 
semantic class, e.g. temporary activity or state, stance, habitual, or ongoing ac-
tivity. Thereafter, as a measure of the degree of acceptability or standardness of 
the semantic classes, each class was put in a subset, based on the extent to which 
the grammatical descriptions of native varieties of English (especially Biber et al. 
1999: 470–475; Croft 2012: 152–155; Huddleston 2002: 162–172) afford central or 
prototype status to the construction, or treat particular extended usages as stan-
dard, borderline acceptable or non-standard (the latter often by omission, i.e. not 
discussing a particular usage as subtype of the progressive at all). Standardness is 
defined as centrality in the grammatical descriptions of native varieties of English. 
This classification method is used instead of a judgement of “acceptability” by na-
tive speakers. Native speakers do not always converge in their judgements (Kirsner 
2014), and Axelsson & Hahn (2001) found that such a classification is especially 

5. Extracts from the corpora are unedited, so all original learner phenomena, including spelling 
mistakes, are included. Extracts are identified in terms of the corpus from which they are taken, 
followed by the filename for the particular text.
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difficult to make consistently for the use of the progressive construction in non-
native English usage. Therefore, acceptability is operationalised as degree of devia-
tion from prototypical usages that are, by implication, presented as the standard 
forms in grammatical descriptions of native varieties of English.

Constructional meanings are grouped into four classes: (1) standard/proto-
typical native English usage, (2) acceptable extensions of the prototype, (3) bor-
derline extensions that some native speakers might accept some of the time, and 
(4) clearly non-standard usages that are unlikely to be accepted by native speakers 
of English. A complete exposition of the constructional semantics falls outside the 
scope of the present chapter, and the discussion that follows focuses only on the 
classification in methodological terms (for more detail see Kruger & Van Rooy 
2017; Piotrowska 2015; Van Rooy 2014).

The most prototypical standard usage has the meaning of a temporary activity 
or state that is ongoing at the time of reference, as illustrated in example (2). Two 
low-frequency usages were also included in the standard/prototypical category: 
the use of the progressive to present a time-frame within which another activity 
takes place, and simultaneity of two ongoing activities.

 (2) the influx of WOMAN from different countries come to South Africa to look 
for the job but they didn’t find it. They were hoping to to get job in South 
Africa… (Undergraduate essays, WZE041)

Various extensions of the progressive into new semantic territories are regarded 
as acceptable in standard English. These include the use of the progressive to refer 
to future events (with or without a modal auxiliary) or the stance use, as well as 
a number of related aspectual meanings — inceptive, iterative, habitual (ongoing 
habit for a delimited period of time following Sharma 2009) and the coercion of a 
punctual verb into a durative verb. A final subcategory in the extended standard 
group is the pluractional — where an event occurs repeatedly, but is not a habit 
(Piotrowska 2015: 53–55).

The contrast between the habitual and pluractional categories is illustrated by 
examples (3) and (4), where the agentivity and the regularity of the soccer players 
going to practice are attributed to the players as a habit in (3), but children losing 
their parents due to AIDS in (4) is not a habit of the children, yet it happens often.

 (3) They [soccer players] must paid more because they loose their problems to 
concentrate with soccer Every day and everytime they must going to the 
field to practise the soccer ball. (School essays, XRE041)

 (4) the most disastrous desease which has caused misery and frustration 
in our country each and everyday children are loosing their parents… 
(Undergraduate essays, XUE006)
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Extensions on the border between standard and non-standard usage typically 
involve longer time-frames and do not have the attribute of temporariness. The 
characterising use, illustrated by (5), is restricted by definition to relative clauses 
that refer to a state associated with the antecedent of the relative clause, but with-
out meeting the requirements for a habitual.

 (5) The government supplies South African citizens with free condoms to 
ensure every individual’s safety but since all the people that are suffering 
from poverty have got no time to listen they then give them to kids to play 
with. (Undergraduate essays, WZE013)

The contextual-frame use relates to the time-frame use, but there is no indication 
of temporariness, only incompleteness, as illustrated by (6):

 (6) There is no free water, no electricity in their houses. They do not have jobs 
and also free education. What is happening they locked their water taps, 
they say he must pay rent althou peopple do not have jobs. (Matric exam 
essays, 051)

The ongoing activity or state interpretation represents an imperfective that is not 
presented as habitual or temporary, and with no immediate prospect of terminat-
ing, as exemplified by (7).

 (7) Every town of South Africa has got prostitutes because people are triying to 
make money for food and other things (Undergraduate essays, XUE036)

Meanings that clearly fall beyond the typical usage described in standard gram-
mars are unlimited states or, for dynamic verbs, temporal profiles that are inter-
preted as perfective, as in example (8), where no internal portion of the event 
is profiled, or perfect, as in example (9), where the prior activity has persistent 
relevance.

 (8) Section 189 of the LRA with regard to strikers participating in a protected 
strike does not appear to be justifiable, because it is only protecting the 
employers and again it is possible to have the impasse resolved in some 
way… (Dissertations, MN)

 (9) before going to the world cup they have mood to play because they know 
that after they are playing very hard they get more wages (School essays, 
XRE041)

To analyse the effect of editorial intervention in comparing the unedited and ed-
ited versions of the published writing, each instance of the use of the progressive 
in these two corpora was classified as a case where the progressive was accepted 
(present in identical form in both the unedited and edited versions), removed 
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(present in the unedited text, but not in the edited), or added (present in the ed-
ited text, but not in the unedited) (see Kruger and Van Rooy 2017 for more detail).

4. Results and discussion

In this section, we report the findings of the study by focusing on three dimensions 
of the progressive construction: omission of the auxiliary, overall frequency of the 
progressive, and innovative semantic uses. The results indicate that the use of the 
progressive form changes with increased proficiency levels, as expected from the 
discussion above, but that the three dimensions of the progressive construction 
investigated change at differential rates, and have different outcomes. The differ-
ences provide new insight into the interaction between proficiency and normative 
processes that play a role in the conventionalisation of an innovative feature, or its 
demise as learner error.

4.1 Omission of the auxiliary BE

The omission of the auxiliary BE with the progressive form is the clearest instance 
of a learner feature, which occurs frequently in the writing of the least proficient 
writers, and disappears rapidly with increased proficiency, as shown in Figure 1. 
The omission of auxiliary BE in argumentative writing, illustrated by (1) above, 

24
54

14

52
290

329 29 308%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Omitted

Present

Sch
ool e

ssa
ys

Matri
c e

xam essa
ys

Underg
raduate essa

ys

Diss
erta

tio
n extra

cts

Unedite
d publis

hed

aca
demic 

writ
ing

Figure 1. Percentage omission of auxiliary BE by corpus, with raw frequencies indicated 
in columns

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



86 Bertus van Rooy and Haidee Kruger

follows a similar pattern of proficiency-related decrease as reported for spoken 
BSAfE by Minow (2010).

Two factors likely play a role in the early disappearance of the feature. Omission 
of the auxiliary BE is saliently marked as a grammatical error, and in all likelihood 
attracts censure from teachers, who, regardless of their own language background, 
will have a salient representation of this feature as an error. In addition, omission 
of auxiliary BE will not occur in the written-language input that learners receive 
in school environments. While there may be limited exposure in spoken language 
in school environments, the stigmatisation of this feature is likely to filter through 
to spoken language. In this way, the possibility for the error to become conven-
tionalised is short-circuited by censure of the feature as an error (which becomes 
part of learners’ cognitive representation of the construction, leading to avoidance 
of use) and the lack of input, which combine to prevent the construction from 
becoming entrenched.

4.2 Overall frequency of the progressive form

The overall frequency of the progressive form, as shown in raw frequencies in 
Table 2 and in normalised values in Figure 2, reveals a pattern that is not as neatly 
linear as the pattern for auxiliary omission. Rather, there is a binomial distribution 
with a relatively higher range of values for learners from school to undergraduate 
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level and much lower values for proficient users. The difference between disserta-
tions and published writing (whether edited or unedited) is statistically not signifi-
cant, whereas the values in dissertations and published writing are all significantly 
lower than in the school, matric and undergraduate corpora. For all relevant com-
parisons, λ > 100 (p < 0.001). The values for the three learner corpora exceed most 
previously reported values for student or learner writing (e.g. Axelsson & Hahn 
2001; Hundt & Vogel 2011), and almost reach a similar frequency as reported for 
spoken BSAfE (Minow 2010; Siebers 2013; Van Rooy 2014). The low frequency of 
the progressive form in published academic writing is not due to extensive edi-
torial intervention, since editors remove and add progressives in approximately 
equal measure (see Table 4 and related discussion).

The frequency increase of slightly more than 50% from the first to the second 
learner corpus is an unexpected finding (λ = 10.17, p < 0.001), since it runs counter 
to the expected gradual decline in frequency with increased proficiency. It appears 
that the learners who contributed to the school essay corpus have not mastered 
some senses of the progressive, as we will propose after reviewing the construction-
al semantics in Section 4.3. A slight decline in frequency is observed, in line with 
expectations, from the high school learners to the university students (λ = 4.62, 
p < 0.05), which corresponds in magnitude with the distance between two adjacent 
proficiency groups in the studies of Minow (2010) and Siebers (2013). However, 
the frequency change from undergraduate students to postgraduate students and 
published academic writing is qualitatively different (λ = 126.61, p < 0.001). The 
numbers for undergraduate students and academic writing are very similar to the 
data reported by Van Rooy (2014: 164), although he used two different corpora to 
represent student writing and academic writing respectively, which means that the 
sudden drop in frequency cannot be attributed to sampling variance.

In interpreting these findings, both the differences in input and explicit norma-
tive feedback across the school and higher-education contexts should be considered. 
The high frequency of the progressive in the writing of school learners and first-year 
student writing may in part be the consequence of teacher input combined with peer 
input. The teachers of these learners are mainly BSAfE speakers whose own speech 
contains high frequencies of the progressive form: Van Rooy’s (2014) analysis of 
BSAfE classroom lectures demonstrates a frequency of approximately 10 instances 

Table 2. Raw frequencies of progressive forms in the corpora

School 
essays

Matric 
exam essays

Undergraduate 
essays

Dissertation 
extracts

Unedited pub-
lished academic 
writing

Edited published 
academic writing

76 201 343 29 308 306
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per 1,000 words. Learners up to early university level get input reflecting the over-
use of the progressive in spoken language not only from their peers, but also from 
teachers, the norm-setting authority in the school context, who are less likely to cen-
sure the overuse of the progressive since it is part of their own usage. Furthermore, 
although the material school learners read is unlikely to reflect the overuse of the 
progressive, it nevertheless contains many instances of the progressive form, in con-
trast to auxiliary BE omission, which is absent from written input. Frequency of 
input in particularly the spoken context, reinforced by written input, and combined 
with limited overt censure on use therefore allow the feature to become entrenched.

The notable decline from first-year writing to postgraduate writing may be 
accounted for by two factors. First years are distinguished from postgraduates in 
terms of the amount of reading they do, as well as in terms of the types of texts that 
they read. First years have just completed high school, which is characterised in the 
case of the majority of black South Africans by limited reading and lack of access 
to books (Pretorius & Mampuru 2007). Postgraduate students’ exposure to the dis-
course norms of standard English in formal written contexts is both quantitatively 
and qualitatively different from first years’ exposure. The exposure to texts produced 
in accordance with these norms most likely decreases students’ propensity to use the 
progressive, particularly because there is a strong incentive to conform to these dis-
course norms which may incline students to privilege this input in the development 
of their own writing. Thus, students acquire the conventions of the genre of academic 
discourse, which in general uses the progressive less often than other written genres 
(see Van Rooy 2014: 164 for comparative numbers from BSAfE). Such acquisition 
comes from reading, but also from writing texts that approximate the genre conven-
tions more and more as time passes. The second factor, related to more extensive 
opportunity to write academic texts, is that, over the course of undergraduate and 
postgraduate study, the effects of writing feedback on constructional representation 
may accrue. Importantly, this feedback comes from lecturers who are typically more 
proficient, and also less likely to be mesolectal speakers of BSAfE — white academic 
staff are in the majority in higher education (Department of Higher Education and 
Training 2014: 17). In this context, lecturers as norm authorities are more likely to 
comment on the “overuse” of the progressive in their feedback and also provide spo-
ken input with lower frequencies of the progressive than school teachers.

The definite and substantial reduction in the frequency of use of the progres-
sive only at the very advanced level of postgraduate academic writing demon-
strates that the increased frequency of the progressive is an innovative feature that 
remains in circulation far longer than the omission of the auxiliary BE. However, 
it does not become fully conventionalised, and at high levels of proficiency the 
frequency of the progressive is vastly reduced, approximating the native norm.
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4.3 Innovative semantic uses

The semantic range of the progressive, compared across the six corpora, shows an 
initial extension from mainly non-standard uses to a larger proportion of standard 
uses with advancing proficiency, but a subset of the non-standard uses remains 
extremely prominent even among the most proficient users, as shown in Table 3 
and Figure 3.

A number of important findings emerge from the results in Table 3 and 
Figure 3. The aspectual meaning of temporariness, illustrated by (2) above, which 
is the most prototypical in standard English, occurs in high proportion in the data, 
with the exception of the school essays at the lowest end of the proficiency scale. 
The other meaning that persists throughout the data set, and is indeed even more 
frequent than temporariness in every single corpus, is the meaning classified as on-
going. This meaning, illustrated by (7) above, is at the outer limits of the semantic 
range of the native English progressive form, but is clearly the prototypical mean-
ing of the progressive in BSAfE, as Van Rooy (2014) has already proposed. Apart 
from its high frequency across the corpora in this study, the fact that the temporari-
ness meaning is underrepresented in the school essay corpus means that the ongo-
ing meaning is entrenched first in the acquisition of English by BSAfE speakers.

The ongoing meaning is related to the claims about the extension of the pro-
gressive to stative verbs, but involves a semantic difference in the constructional 
schema that extends beyond simply overriding the stative/dynamic contrast. Van 
Rooy (2006) relates this extension to the persistitive aspect in the South African 
Bantu languages, encoded by the verbal prefix -sa in all nine indigenous African 
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languages, which is historically derived from a verb form with the meaning ‘stay’ 
(Pretorius 1997: 145). Thus, in the earliest phases of acquisition, in line with the 
finding of Sharma (2009) for Hindi speakers learning English, Bantu language 
speakers match the progressive form in English to the semantic range of the per-
sistitive aspect in their native languages. This extends frequently to usages that are 
not prototypical or regarded as standard in native varieties, such as unlimited time 
frames in the school essays, a usage that persists in the matric exam and under-
graduate essays, as shown by (10), where the state of having AIDS, as an incurable 
disease, is temporally unlimited.

 (10) Here we find that mine workers are mostly the people who are having HIV/
AIDS and obviously no one want to work at mines. (Undergraduate essays, 
WGE008)

Also among the non-standard usages is the extension into the non-imperfective 
domain that is also attested at early stages, either as perfective events, exemplified 
by (8), or corresponding to a perfect aspect, as shown by (9). These non-standard 
extended usages do not conventionalise as a feature of BSAfE, however. The rela-
tive frequencies of these three usages are already lower in the matric exams and 
undergraduate essays, and are all but absent from advanced writing, as is visu-
alised by Figure 3. By contrast, from the matric exam essays onwards, the native 
prototype meaning of temporariness occupies an increasing share of the overall 
proportion of uses. The most typical standard usages therefore become entrenched 
as part of the constructional representation of the BSAfE prototype, but as an ex-
tension of the ongoing meaning, which is prototypical for BSAfE, if less standard 
from the native-speaker perspective.

Habitual meanings, illustrated by (3) above, are relatively frequent only in the 
essays of the school learners and already declines in frequency with undergradu-
ate student essays. The related category of pluractional meanings, illustrated by (4), 
holds a considerable share of all the progressive usages up to undergraduate student 
level. The characterising use, illustrated by (5), also maintains a reasonable frequen-
cy rate up to the undergraduate student essays. In advanced writing, however, these 
categories decline in normalised frequency as well as in their proportional share of 
the meanings. Unlike the non-imperfective usages, though, they do not disappear, 
and may still approximate the status of a conventionalised (but less salient) use of the 
progressive, especially the characterising use, with its very specific syntactic frame.

On the balance of the evidence, however, extensions to various subtypes of ha-
bitual meanings are not nearly as well entrenched as the extensions to the domain 
of ongoing states or activities. It is the ongoing use that is the truly innovative fea-
ture of BSAfE that has become entrenched, not simply as an extended usage, but 
as the prototypical meaning of the progressive form. As the proficiency of learners 
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increase, they let go of the non-imperfective meanings, and gradually, but not to 
the same degree, also of the habitual meanings.

The comparative analysis of the unedited and edited corpus of published aca-
demic writing further supports our analysis. The acceptance of innovative uses 
of the progressive by editors may be regarded as the final, most stringent test of 
conventionalised status. Editors are typically native speakers from the same con-
text, who act as gatekeepers of standard usage, and their acceptance of innova-
tive usages signals a high degree of endonormative stabilisation. The findings of 
the comparative analysis are presented in detail in Table 4, and summarised in 
Figure 4. Editorial intervention plays a non-negligible further role in lowering the 
frequency of the most unusual usages, while increasing the most standard usages. 
Crucially, a large group of borderline cases enjoy acceptance among the editors, 
despite the fact that they are not BSAfE users themselves.

Table 4. Editorial intervention in published BSAfE academic writing

Construction semantics Accepted Removed Added

Prototype/standard usage

Temporary  80  0 15

Time frame   2  0  1

Simultaneous   1  0  3

Extended standard usage

Future   5  2  0

Inceptive   5  0  0

Habitual   3  1  0

Iterative  28  0  0

Coerce  13  0  0

Stance   0  0  0

Pluractional  11  6  1

Borderline standard usage

Characterising  19  1  2

Contextual frame   8  0  1

Ongoing  96  7  4

Non-standard usage

Perfect reading   2  2  0

Perfective   6  9  0

Unlimited   0  1  0

Total 279 29 27
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Editors never remove standard English progressive constructions, but do add 
them. The possibility exists that stigmatisation of the progressive stemming from 
feedback during graduate and postgraduate study may lead to a kind of hypercor-
rective avoidance of the progressive among advanced writers. Some opportunities 
to use the native prototype functions may therefore not be utilised by writers — 
with editors inserting the progressive where appropriate.6 This kind of correction 
is illustrated in example (11):

 (11) a. It was also found that there were non-success cases who did not or were 
unable to implement their learning from the FPD training. (Published 
writing, unedited, A098)

  b. It was also found that there are unsuccessful SMTs that are not 
implementing or are unable to implement their learning from the FPD 
training. (Published writing, edited, A098)

Extended standard uses are minimally affected by editorial intervention, except 
the pluractional meaning, which is targeted for removal by the editors relatively 
frequently, as illustrated by (12) below. Together with the already low frequency 
of the habitual in published writing, the editors’ intervention points to the lower 
degree of entrenchment of meanings related to habitual aspect in the construction 
network of the progressive form of advanced users of BSAfE and the lower degree 
of acceptability of this extended use.

6. Editors intervene by changing texts minimally, as shown by example (13b) or more extensively, 
as shown by example (11b) and (12b). For the purposes of this paper, our focus is on the effect this 
has on the overall frequency of the progressive form, and the kinds of meanings that are selected to 
be added, removed or accepted. A more detailed analysis of how the extent of the editorial inter-
vention interacts with the different kinds of meanings is presented by Kruger and Van Rooy (2017).
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 (12) a. We have a long way to go before we can understand clearly the 
complexity of how and why the pandemic is killing our children 
(Published writing, unedited, A090)

  b. We have a long way to go before we can clearly understand the 
complexity of how and why the pandemic affects our children. 
(Published writing, edited, A090)

The ongoing meaning, together with characterising and contextual frame mean-
ings, are all regarded as of borderline acceptability in standard English. The ongo-
ing meaning, which, as pointed out above, is the most frequent meaning of the 
progressive across all corpora, is generally accepted by editors and seldom changed. 
Similarly, the characterising and contextual meanings attract few changes; overall 
there are almost equal numbers of removals and additions in the borderline cat-
egory. The growing acceptance of these uses is very clearly signalled by the data, 
particularly in comparison with meanings related to the habitual use.

The non-conventionalised status of non-imperfective uses is evident in the 
fact that progressive forms with this meaning are most frequently removed (as 
exemplified in (13)), and never added.

 (13) a. If the Department of Education’s officials expect the educators to 
fill-in forms using specialized terminology, before attending to the 
learner, it will be very unfair to the learners who must still be attending 
school despite the apparent incompetence of educators in this regard. 
(Published writing, unedited, A090)

  b. If the Department of Education’s officials expect educators to fill out 
forms, using specialised terminology, before they are willing to attend 
to the learner, it will be very unfair to the learner who must still attend 
school despite the apparent incompetence of educators in this regard. 
(Published writing, edited, A090)

The analysis of the editorial changes to the progressive clearly demonstrates that 
non-BSAfE editors in the South African context tacitly accept the innovative pro-
totypical meaning of the progressive (that of ongoing time), which signals the 
endonormative stabilisation of the innovation, and allows it to further diffuse in 
writing. However, there are limits to editors’ acceptance: constructional extensions 
approaching the most non-prototypical perfect and perfective meanings are not 
allowed, and habitual uses are also frequently removed.
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5. Conclusion

The results of this study enable us to trace the fate of the innovative uses of the 
progressive form from an early learner stage to the stage where the mature users of 
BSAfE retain one innovative use, but other candidate innovations gradually disap-
pear, which confers on them the status of learner error. At the earliest stages, the 
persistitive meaning is transferred from the native languages to English. Learners 
extend this meaning to the domain of non-imperfective uses, but such extensions 
disappear with increased proficiency and do not become established new conven-
tions of BSAfE. On the other hand, extensions in the direction of temporary ac-
tivities or states increase as proficiency increases, and become entrenched as part 
of the constructional schema of the BSAfE progressive form. The original core 
meaning for early BSAfE learners, imperfectives with longer duration, which is 
at the borderline between standard and non-standard usage for native speakers, 
maintains its central position in the construction network even at the most ad-
vanced stages, and is the true innovation that conventionalises in BSAfE. Other 
developmental features that do not become established conventions are the quan-
titative overuse of the progressive and the omission of the auxiliary BE, while the 
extension to habitual meanings does not become very salient, although it does not 
disappear altogether either.

The finding can be explained with reference to a number of factors. Early 
learners draw on their native languages, which gives rise to innovative uses, but 
they also show evidence of the receptiveness that English as target language has 
for extended uses of the progressive (see Kranich 2010). Over time, feedback in 
the educational context that targets stigmatised uses (auxiliary omission, quan-
titative overuse and extensions to meanings that are recognisably non-standard) 
combine with input from standard language written texts to reinforce standard 
usage and extended uses that are not salient enough to be targeted for consistent 
feedback or normative correction. Feedback may engender an overreaction, such 
that in some semantic ranges, the construction is actually underused by advanced 
BSAfE speakers, but at this point editors step in to reinforce standard usage. The 
implicit feedback from continued exposure to the extended (but not completely 
non-standard) extended-time uses of the progressive form, reinforced by minimal 
editorial intervention, serves to further entrench the innovative uses associated 
with the ongoing use of the progressive. This reinforcement takes place against the 
background of spoken BSAfE, where the ongoing time use of the progressive is 
even more prominent (Siebers 2013, Van Rooy 2014).

The implication of our finding is that NE users display typical learner features 
at the early stage of language acquisition. Feedback from the educational system 
and normative interventions in the publication process serve to filter out many 
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of the learner features that never become established and entrenched as conven-
tionalised variants of the NE. These normative processes are particularly effective 
where the non-standardness of a particular usage is salient to the teachers and 
editors. However, innovations become entrenched, most likely at the border of 
standard language input, where the environment continues to reinforce such us-
age, and where local editors become sufficiently accustomed to the innovative uses 
to accept them and let them through to published texts.

In an environment where English is used extensively as spoken language, and 
where published texts are produced locally, the chances for some innovations to 
be reinforced and become conventionalised are therefore higher than in typical 
LE settings, where the published input is mainly produced by native speakers and 
the spoken environment is not characterised by such extensive indigenous input. 
Thus, if English input via the media and interaction with foreigners (be they native 
or non-native speakers) form a significant part of the input to the users of English, 
the likelihood of systematic reinforcement of innovative uses, which is a condition 
for conventionalisation, is lower. We therefore conclude that while it is not in prin-
ciple impossible for an LE to develop into an NE, it will be much more difficult to 
achieve this in the usual LE settings. In other words, there is not so much a case of 
an unnecessary paradigm gap between NEs and LEs, but rather a case of genuine 
differences in the contexts of use that make it more likely for conventionalisation 
to be achieved in NE contexts than in LE contexts.
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to comparing EFL and ESL varieties
A corpus-study of lexical innovations
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This paper adopts a process-oriented approach to comparing EFL and ESL vari-
eties and examines to what extent they are driven by general cognitive processes 
of language acquisition and production. A comparative corpus-study of lexical 
innovations in derivational morphology brings to light two general types of in-
novations: 1) interlingual, L1-based innovations, resulting from cross-linguistic 
influence, and 2) intralingual, L2-based innovations, resulting from various 
other processes. While the first type is virtually absent in ESL varieties, it is in 
the second type where similar types of innovations in EFL and ESL varieties can 
be observed. The paper argues that these innovations can be explained in terms 
of several underlying cognitive processes that serve to create and maximise mor-
phological transparency and increase explicitness of form-meaning relations.

Keywords: lexical innovation, word-formation, cognitive processes, back-
formation, (over-)regularisation, overaffixation, isomorphism, explicitness, 
transparency

1. Introduction

In the context of current research in the field of English corpus linguistics that 
challenges the traditional division between foreign language / learner varieties of 
English (EFL) and institutionalised second-language varieties of English (ESL) 
(the so-called “paradigm-gap”, see Sridhar & Sridhar 1986), this paper presents 
a comparative corpus-study of lexical innovations in derivational morphology. 
The study is based on the observation that despite the manifold differences be-
tween EFL and ESL (summarised e.g. in Gilquin 2015 and Laporte 2012), and 
although the two types of varieties have traditionally been examined in differ-
ent research paradigms (EFL in Second Language Acquisition research, ESL in 
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research on World Englishes), there are a number of similarities that warrant a 
comparative perspective. Both are ‘non-native’ varieties, are acquired in institu-
tionalised settings as foreign or second languages in language contact situations 
(Hundt & Mukherjee 2011: 2), and, most importantly for the present context, have 
been assumed to be subject to similar cognitive processes of language acquisition 
and production (see Schneider 2012; Sharma 2012; Williams 1987). This paper 
thus adopts a process-oriented approach to comparing EFL and ESL varieties and 
examines to what extent they are both driven by such processes.

The testing ground for doing so is word-formation, a major mechanism for 
the expansion of the vocabulary in a language that involves knowledge of the com-
binatory properties of affixes and bases. Surprisingly, there is still comparatively 
little research on EFL learners’ productive use of derivational morphology when 
compared, for instance, to research on the acquisition of L2 vocabulary (see e.g. 
Callies 2015 for review). It appears that studies on word-formation in ESL varieties 
are equally sparse. Early work provided descriptive overview accounts of individ-
ual ESL varieties, discussing a whole set of word-formation processes but mostly 
presenting anecdotal evidence that lacked a broad empirical basis and quantitative 
documentation (see e.g. Baumgardner 1998 and Görlach 1989). More recently, 
however, Biermeier (2008, 2009, 2014) has examined word-formation in a broad-
er range of eight Asian and African ESL varieties (India, Hong Kong, Singapore, 
the Philippines, Kenya, Tanzania, Nigeria and Ghana) on the basis of quantifi-
able corpus data from the International Corpus of English (ICE; Greenbaum 1996). 
Biermeier’s work largely focuses on neologisms and provides ample evidence for 
the productive use and creative potential of ESL varieties to give rise to lexical in-
novations based on the rule-governed application of the major word-formation 
processes of English.

In this study, lexical innovations are considered forms that are unattested (or 
infrequent/rare) in the main standard varieties (British and American English) 
and are products of morphological regularity (i.e. by applying word-formation 
rules) or creativity in that new words are formed by either adapting L1 elements 
to fit L2 forms, or by recombining L2 elements. Thus, forms considered as inno-
vations result from a productive process and can be considered systematic. The 
analysis therefore includes forms that may in other, more normative approaches 
be interpreted as errors or performance phenomena, i.e. mistakes. In line with the 
process-oriented approach to comparing the two types of varieties advocated here, 
however, such forms are explicitly included.

The present paper aims to compare EFL and ESL varieties and sets out to 
answer the following research questions: What types of lexical innovations in 
derivational morphology can be observed in the two types of varieties? What are 
the possible underlying processes that give rise to these innovations? Are there 
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qualitative and quantitative differences and/or similarities between EFL and ESL 
varieties as to the types and number of innovations to be observed?

2. Corpus study: Data and methodology

The corpus study presented here draws on data from the International Corpus of 
Learner English (ICLE; Granger et al. 2009) that contains written texts (mostly 
argumentative essays) produced by EFL learners from 16 different mother tongue 
backgrounds. The learners are university students of English who learnt English 
as a foreign language in a classroom setting with formal instruction. Despite its 
explicit design, the ICLE is a fairly mixed collection of texts when considering 
the context in which they were produced and the proficiency level of the learners. 
Some essays were produced under exam conditions with a set time frame and no 
access to reference tools such as grammars and dictionaries, while others were 
written as homework assignments in the students’ own time with access to refer-
ence tools. Moreover, in the compilation of the ICLE the learners’ proficiency level 
was assessed globally by means of external criteria, i.e. students were considered 
advanced because of their institutional status as “university undergraduates in 
English (usually in their third or fourth year)” (Granger et al. 2009: 11). However, 
the results of human rating of twenty essays per ICLE-subcorpus according to the 
proficiency levels of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) (Granger et al. 2009: 12) showed that the proficiency level of the learn-
ers represented in the ICLE actually varies between (higher) intermediate to ad-
vanced.

Taking advantage of the learner and textual metadata that are available for all 
corpus texts, five homogenous and comparable subcorpora of texts produced by 
Russian, Turkish, German, Italian and Spanish EFL learners were compiled (see 
Table 1). Since cross-linguistic influence has been shown to be an important fac-
tor in the acquisition of L2 lexis and morphology (e.g. Jarvis & Pavlenko 2008: 
Chapter 3), it was deemed important here to select learner groups from typologi-
cally different L1 backgrounds. The vocabulary of English is highly mixed because 
it has heavily borrowed words and derivational morphemes from Romance lan-
guages. Therefore, the set of learner corpora to be examined contains learners 
from Romance (Italian and Spanish), Germanic (German), Slavonic (Russian) and 
Turkic (Turkish) languages.

The five subcorpora comprise argumentative essays written by students who 
had seven to eight years of instruction in English at school and who had not spent 
more than six months in an English-speaking country. In addition, based on the 
assumption that in a high-stakes context such as a timed exam students would not 
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try out ‘riskier’ strategies in case of problems in lexical search (because these may 
lead to errors which are usually penalised), only those texts were considered that 
were not produced under exam conditions and for which the learners were not set 
a time limit and had access to reference tools.

Table 1. ICLE-subcorpora examined in the present study

Corpus Writers’ L1 Professional status Genre # texts # words

ICLE_RUS Russian student argum. essay 57 46,534

ICLE_TUR Turkish student argum. essay 75 53,329

ICLE_GER German student argum. essay 58 37,976

ICLE_ITA Italian student argum. essay 32 20,702

ICLE_SPA Spanish student argum. essay 52 33,594

In the procedure outlined above homogeneity and comparability were established 
at the expense of corpus size. However, since lexical innovations are ad-hoc, non-
institutionalised formations, they cannot be assumed to occur in high frequencies. 
Thus, a second learner corpus also containing written texts was considered to en-
large the database. The International Corpus Network of Asian Learners of English 
(ICNALE; Ishikawa 2013) is a large corpus of controlled English essays written 
by several groups of ESL and EFL learners from Asian countries, i.e. learners 
from China and Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, Singapore, Indonesia, 
Pakistan, the Philippines and Thailand. It currently consists of 5,600 essays (1.3 
million words) produced by learners who were assigned to various proficiency 
levels on the basis of standardised language tests.1 Because of its large size and 
multi-L1 design, the ICNALE has great potential for learner corpus studies. The 
usefulness of the data is somewhat limited for the present study because the texts 
were produced in a tightly controlled setting.2 However, this controlled compila-
tion process offers valuable methodological insights with regard to the effects of 
task setting on writers’ use of non-canonical forms / innovations (see also the pa-
per by Van Rooy and Kruger (this volume), on the influence of editorial practices 
on innovations). Each student who contributed to the corpus had to write two 
essays on set topics (“It is important for college students to have a part time job” 
and “Smoking should be completely banned at all the restaurants in the country”). 
While this facilitates comparability across the subcorpora and enables the study 
of development across proficiency levels, it also limits the degree of lexical varia-

1. See http://language.sakura.ne.jp/icnale/about.html for details (accessed 23 September 2015).

2. See “The ICNALE-Written: Instructions for Participants” at http://language.sakura.ne.jp/ic-
nale/instruction.html (accessed 23 September 2015).
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tion among the texts found in the corpus. Moreover, essays were strictly timed 
(the writing time for one essay was set to 20–40 minutes) and had to be between 
200 and 300 words in length. The use of reference works was disallowed. Students 
had to key in the essays into a word processing software and also had to perform 
an obligatory spell-check before submission. It can be assumed that during this 
obligatory spell-check the word processor identified and highlighted non-stan-
dard, hence potentially innovative forms to provide corrections which the large 
majority of students then followed. To conclude, it is very likely that this step led 
to the fact that most of the potentially used innovations were lost because of the 
controlled setting.

A subset of the ICNALE was examined to check its suitability as a supplemen-
tary database for the present study. Since the metadata are limited (e.g. it is not 
indicated whether or not the students spent time studying abroad) and not di-
rectly linked to the corpus texts, learners’ proficiency level was applied to compile 
a subset that would match the ICLE data. Therefore, only texts written by learners 
who had been assigned to the B2 proficiency level according to the CEFR were 
selected as this is the most frequently attested proficiency level in the Asian, i.e. the 
L1-Chinese and L1-Japanese, components of the ICLE (Granger et al. 2009: 12). 
The subcorpus thus compiled from the whole corpus, i.e. considering all L1-
backgrounds, consisted of a total of 464 texts / 131,000 words with an average text 
length of 244 words. When compared to the ICLE data, however, only very few 
instances of innovations were identified, and it can be assumed that this is largely 
because of the reasons given above. Nevertheless, the innovations found will be 
used in the discussion below for means of further exemplification, but will not be 
considered in the quantitative analysis presented in Section 3.

The EFL data are compared to similar ESL data from the ICE. Six different 
ESL varieties were selected (see Table 2). To ensure comparability to the EFL cor-
pora, only texts from the written, non-printed, and non-professional sections were 
considered. However, as the ICE corpora contain only a small section of student 
writing, not only the student essays but also the exam texts had to be included 
for want of a sufficiently large database. This means that parts of the ESL data are 
not exactly comparable to the EFL data because they were produced under exam 
conditions and thus, may be less rich in lexical innovations for the reasons pointed 
out above.

For the same reasons mentioned previously in the context of the EFL corpora, 
the ESL database was enlarged by using the recently released Global Web-based 
English Corpus (GloWbE; Davies 2013-; Davies & Fuchs 2015), a web-derived 
corpus composed of 1.9 billion words from 1.8 million web pages in 20 different 
English-speaking countries (ESL and native English). The texts in the corpus most-
ly consist of informal blogs (about 60 per cent) and other written texts harvested 
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from the Internet, such as newspapers, magazines, and company websites (Davies 
& Fuchs 2015: 3). Because of the sheer size of this corpus it was impossible to 
search it exhaustively for lexical innovations. Thus, several types of innovations 
identified in both the ICLE and ICE data were searched for in the entire GloWbE 
to obtain further evidence for their occurrence in other ESL varieties. Again, these 
data were not considered in the quantitative analysis presented in Section 3.

Table 3 lists the mixed set of derivational affixes that was investigated. The 
set includes negative prefixes and suffixes used to form verbs, nouns, and adjec-
tives, among them native (of Germanic origin) and non-native affixes (of Latinate 
origin).

Table 3. Affixes examined in the present study

Type of affix Germanic Non-Germanic

prefixes un- in-*, de-, dis-

suffixes

– verbal -ify, -ate, -ize/-ise

– nominal abstract -ness, -ment, -hood, -ship -ity, -ism, -(ific)(at)ion

– adjectival -ful -able/-ible, -ive, -(ic)al

* including the phonologically conditioned allomorphs il-, im-, and ir-.

While it would be desirable to examine a wider set of derivational affixes, in 
the present study the aim was to use a balanced but mixed set of native (i.e. of 
Germanic origin) and non-native affixes (i.e. of Latinate origin) as these differ in 
their morphophonological properties and ease/difficulty of acquisition. Most non-
native suffixes integrate into the prosodic structure of the base and cause mor-
phophonological changes leading to stem allomorphy and morphophonological 
opacity (e.g. curious > curiosity or decide > decision). They are also more restricted 
in combinability because they prefer non-native bases (e.g. *mindal vs. mental or 

Table 2. Components of ICE examined in the present study

Corpus Professional status Genre # texts # words

ICE-East Africa (EA) (Kenya) student essay/exam 21 40,037

ICE-Hong-Kong (HK) student essay/exam 20 49,436

ICE-Philippines (PHI) student essay/exam 20 46,477

ICE-Singapore (SIN) student essay/exam 20 46,343

ICE-India (IND) student essay/exam 20 41,162

ICE-Nigeria (NIG) student essay/exam 23 29,695
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*unpossible vs. impossible). Therefore, for L2 learners derivatives with non-native 
suffixes can be assumed to be ‘irregular’, inconsistent and structurally less trans-
parent, thus more marked and more difficult to acquire and use. On the other 
hand, native suffixes do usually not trigger mutations in the base and their deriva-
tives are more transparent than those created by non-native suffixes. They are also 
less restricted in combinability because they are usually indifferent to the etymol-
ogy of the base. In sum, they can be considered less marked when compared with 
non-native ones.

The ICE corpora contain a special mark-up with normative corrections that 
proved useful for automatically tracing further potential innovations. However, 
it appears that this mark-up (described in the ICE tagging manual in a section 
on “Normalizing the text”) has not been applied consistently across all ICE com-
ponents.3 Exhaustive lists of all words carrying the affixes listed in Table 3 were 
retrieved from the corpora and then examined manually with false positives being 
discarded. For the verb- and noun-deriving suffixes the search included all in-
flected forms. All forms unfamiliar to the author were considered potential candi-
dates for innovations and were thus checked against the Oxford English Dictionary 
online (OED 2015) and large reference corpora of Present-Day English, the British 
National Corpus (BYU-BNC; Davies 2004-) and the Corpus of Contemporary 
American English (COCA; Davies 2008-). Only forms not attested in either the 
dictionary or the corpora, or marked as obsolete or rare in the OED (which were 
then very often infrequent or not attested in the corpora) were included in the ex-
amination. Forms marked by the OED as having fallen out of use in the standard 
variety (i.e. obsolete or rare words) are included in this study because they are 
well-formed and were in use in English in earlier periods of time.4 From the point 
of view of L2 users / learners (and also most native speakers), who form words 
on the basis of their (often implicit) knowledge of the word-formation rules of 
English, it is irrelevant if a respective word has fallen out of use as these linguisti-
cally naive users usually do not have access to historical information. In the case 
of co-existing forms, i.e. when two forms, an innovation and an established form, 
were attested in the OED and found in the corpora (e.g. unmoral vs. immoral, 
destruct vs. destroy) then the innovative form was clearly the dispreferred variant 
in terms of frequency of use (assessed by means of frequencies of occurrence in 
the corpora).

In a handful of cases it was difficult on the basis of the production data alone 
to reconstruct the process that may have given rise to a specific form. For instance, 

3. The manual can be retrieved from http://www.ice-corpora.net/ice/written.doc (accessed 29 
September 2015).

4. See Baumgardner (1998: 212; 224) for similar observations on Pakistani English.
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the form experimentating, v. could be analysed as either being back-formed from 
the noun experimentation or as being derived by means of attaching the verbal 
suffix -ate to the noun experiment. Such cases illustrate the competing motivations 
that are at play here: either forming a new verb on the basis of an already existing 
complex form and retaining the paradigmatic relation of the two forms (= back-
formation), or adding derivational suffix to an existing simpler base (experiment, 
n.) to clearly mark the new form as more complex, thereby setting it apart from the 
nominal base (= overaffixation). In these cases it was decided to take the general 
corpus frequency of the two competing base forms as an indicator of their avail-
ability in terms of cognitive activation. In other words, the form with the higher 
frequency of use was considered as the underlying base form unless contextual fac-
tors suggested otherwise, e.g. if the less frequent form was used and thus activated 
in the immediately preceding context. This is in line with psycholinguistic models 
of word storage and processing which assume that frequent words are more eas-
ily stored as wholes and accessed than infrequent complex words (see e.g. Baayen 
& Schreuder 2003). In principle, however, it seems impossible to decide which 
process was actually at play. For a comprehensive analysis, experimental data are 
needed. Ultimately, however, this does not impact the argument that is made here 
because both processes serve the same purpose, namely to create or maximise 
morphological transparency and increase the explicitness of form-meaning rela-
tions as will be shown in Section 3.

3. Results and discussion

The data evidence two general types of innovations: 1) interlingual, L1-based in-
novations that result from cross-linguistic influence (these will be discussed first 
further below), and 2) intralingual, L2-based innovations that are the product 
of various other production principles that will be exemplified and discussed in 
turn in the rest of this section.5 Williams puts emphasis on economy of produc-
tion, which includes regularisation and the production of redundant markers 
(1987: 169), and a tendency towards what she calls “hyperclarity”, which serves 
the reduction of ambiguity and consists of the subprinciples of “maximum trans-
parency” and “maximum salience” (1987: 178). Schneider (2012) discusses several 
(partially overlapping) processes that he suggests offer a processing advantage, 

5. In this paper, the term “cognitive process” is used for a relatively wide and partially overlap-
ping set of principles of language perception, processing and production, some of which zoom 
in on particular morphological processes. For the sake of terminological clarity, all of these will 
be referred to as processes in this paper.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Towards a process-oriented approach to comparing EFL and ESL varieties 107

among them are simplification, (over-) regularisation, redundancy, analogy and 
isomorphism, i.e. the tendency towards a more explicit marking of categories as to 
a one-to-one matching of form and meaning.

3.1 Overview and exemplification of cognitive processes

a. Cross-linguistic influence (CLI)
CLI is conceived of here as “the influence resulting from similarities and differ-
ences between the target language and any other language that has been previously 
(and perhaps imperfectly) acquired” (Odlin 1989: 27). It is broader in scope than 
the traditionally used term “transfer” and includes the various manifestations and 
outcomes of CLI in terms of interference (or negative transfer), positive transfer 
(or facilitation), avoidance and overproduction (see e.g. Ellis 2008: 354ff.). Some of 
the outcomes of CLI show that it is not only the differences, but also the similari-
ties between two languages that can matter when explaining learners’ L2 produc-
tion. One major (psycho-)linguistic factor that inhibits or promotes transferability 
is cross-linguistic similarity (Jarvis & Pavlenko 2008: 213). Cross-linguistic sim-
ilarity (or language distance) refers to the (perceived) relationship or degree of 
congruence between L1 and L2. It is also a central concept in Kellerman’s (1983) 
re-evaluation of transfer as a cognitive process that is, among other things, sub-
ject to an individual learner’s perception of the distance between L1 and L2 (what 
Kellerman calls “psychotypology”).

For the EFL varieties, CLI was established by consulting for each L2 form 
found in the data a monolingual dictionary of the respective learner’s L1.6 If an 
L1 counterpart of the L2 form in question was available and could be clearly iden-
tified as the base form, then the L2 form was considered a product of CLI. For 
example, in (1), the form refugiated (not attested in standard English) found in the 
Spanish component of the ICLE was most likely formed on the basis of the Spanish 
verb refugiarse. By contrast, the L2 form brutify, also produced by a Spanish EFL 
writer, was analysed as a product of recombining L2 elements, not CLI, because 
although the Spanish cognate brutalizar is available, it was apparently not used to 
form the standard English form brutalize, see Example (4).

In the present context, CLI emerges as foreignising, i.e. the morphophonologi-
cal modification of an L1 form to adapt to the structure of the L2. In (1)–(3), L1 

6. For the present purposes, CLI was operationalised narrowly as morphophonological modifi-
cation of an L1 form to adapt to the structure of the L2. In the ESL varieties the L1 backgrounds 
are typologically (esp. in terms of lexicon and derivational morphology) relatively far removed 
from English that CLI is highly unlikely and thus, was not assessed.
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bases are used to create complex and well-formed but unattested (hence innova-
tive) L2 forms.7

 (1) People instead of worrying about their problems, they refugiated and was 
subyugated by religion … [take refuge; from Span. refugiarse, v. ‘take refuge’] 
(ICLE_SPA)

 (2) Lately the situation has deteriorated so much that ambiental risks represent 
a serious problem not only for nature … [environmental; from Ital. 
ambientale, adj. ‘environmental’] (ICLE_ITA)

 (3) The main causes of crime are, in fact, emargination, oppression, segregation 
… [marginalisation; from Ital. emarginazione, n. ‘marginalisation’] 
(ICLE_ITA)

b. Word coinage
This process involves the formation of neologisms by recombining L2 elements. 
For instance, unmerciful and twentyhood were coined by combining existing 
English base forms (merciful, twenty) with derivational affixes to form new words 
which are well-formed but blocked by other forms that are already in use (merci-
less, twenties).8

 (4) Money brutify the persons, it makes grow up in them the ambition for 
having more and more money. [brutalize]9 (ICLE_SPA)

 (5) … poor people are the most cruel and unmerciful in this eternal fight for 
property. [merciless] (ICLE_RUS)

 (6) For those of us (I assume this ‘us’ would include naïve young women on the 
brink of ‘twentyhood’) … [twenties] (ICE-PHI W1A-002)

 (7) It enables the researchers to know the prevalence of exceptionary child and 
may be look for ways of minimising this. [exceptional] (ICE-EA W1A-021K)

7. In the unaltered corpus examples of innovations provided in this paper, near-equivalents 
in standard English (if they exist) are given in brackets. Sometimes, L1 cognates and relevant 
word-formation processes are added.

8. Further examples from the ICNALE are dangerousness (kor_smk_282_b2_0), teenage-hood 
(sin_ptj_094_b2_0), respirational [respiratory] (hkg_smk_007_b2_0), and unhealthful [un-
healthy] (chn_smk_163_b2_0).

9. Interestingly, the availability of the Spanish cognate brutalizar, v. did not trigger positive 
transfer to produce the standard verb form brutalize.
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c. (Over-)Regularisation
This well-known process of language acquisition emerges in various forms in the 
data. First, there are innovations that involve cases where stem allomorphy applies 
in standard English, see (8) and (9).10 Apparently, these forms are driven by the 
need to increase morphological transparency so that the morphophonologically 
unaltered base is preserved (‘regularised’) in the formation of a complex noun.

 (8) … peace and world cooperation aimed at better solvation of numerous 
problems of humanity. [solve, v. → solution, n.] (ICLE_RUS)

 (9) … casual music consumation … [consume, v. → consumption, n.] (ICLE_
GER)

Overregularisation can also be observed in cases such as (10) and (11). Here, the 
etymological constraint on the combinability of affixes and bases such that Latinate 
affixes are preferred with Latinate bases is overridden and the Germanic prefix un- 
is attached, hence overgeneralised. Interestingly, in (10) this regularisation process 
applies even though L1-L2 similarity should have a facilitating effect.11

 (10) … enrich its powerful and unmoral pockets? [immoral; cf. Ital. immorale, 
adj.] (ICLE_ITA)

 (11) Pokuwaa made so many sacrifices to the gods due to her unfertility so that 
the gods will bless her with children. [infertility] (ICE-NIG ex_03)

Finally, regularisation also seems to affect cases of competition between the adjec-
tive-forming suffixes -ic and -ical, which in some cases results in different mean-
ings as in the case of economic ‘relating to trade, industry, and the management of 
money’ and economical ‘using money, time, goods etc. carefully and without wast-
ing any’. Here, the competition is often resolved in favour of -ical as the default, 
more explicit variant which may actually result in the choice of a dispreferred, 
infrequent or rare variant of a rival pair as in (12) and (13).

 (12) A person who took secondary education in a touristical place can speak 
fluently … [touristic, touristy] (ICLE_TUR)

 (13) Rather, it is obvious that we, as informed readers, are to evaluate this 
fantastical journey as well as to appreciate the parallels between … 
[fantastic] (ICE-SIN W1A-004)

10. Callies & Szczesniak (2007) report a further example from the Polish component of the 
ICLE: suspection [suspicion].

11. There was only one example of this process found in the ICNALE-subcorpus used in this 
study: uncomfort [discomfort] (kor_smk_227_b2_0).
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d. Overaffixation
Overaffixation is conceived of as the redundant use of a derivational affix which 
creates “overexplicit” instances where an additional affix is not necessary because 
of conversion or subtractive processes. This process is very likely motivated by iso-
morphism / the principle of iconicity: More (abstract) meaning is marked by more 
linguistic material. Many of these cases, e.g. (14)–(18), are apparently formed on a 
more complex, paradigmatically related base (i.e. inventate, transportise, opportu-
nity, and contradiction).

 (14) … effects the dictatorial governments in Africa, in the Middle East, in the 
ex-USSR, where the personal dignity had been scarified several times … 
[scare, threaten] (ICLE_ITA)

 (15) … the television is an inventation which has caused more myopia in a lot of 
boys and girls. [invention] (ICLE_SPA)

 (16) … the transportization of values of the state … [transportation] (ICE-PHI 
W1A-018)

 (17) The questions or concerns does Huckleberry Finn raise about values 
in Western Society are individualism, alienation and opportunitism. 
[opportunism] (ICE-HK W1A-018)

 (18) They find a resemblances between the objects & constructs a 
uncontradictionary experians about the fact & their special characteristics. 
[uncontradictory] (ICE-IND W1A-015)

This pattern is also well attested in the GloWbE corpus, see examples (19)–(22).12

 (19) … a positive effect on the performance of dairy cattle mainly attributed to 
better utilisation of crop residues by choosing and supplementating with 
urea-molasses mixture. [supplementing] (GloWbE, Kenia)

 (20) Due to pass experience people were probably afraid to leave their homes 
fearing vandalizism. [vandalism; from vandalize](GloWbE, Jamaica)

 (21) Instead Ghana boasts a new era in which capitalizism and democracy are 
the talk of the day … [capitalism; from capitalize] (GloWbE, Ghana)

12. Callies & Szczesniak (2007) provide a further example from Polish-English interlanguage: 
contestating [contesting]. Flowerdew (2006: 92) reports two examples from Chinese EFL writ-
ing: expenstion [expense] and prospection [prospect]. The only example found in the ICNALE 
subcorpus used in the present study is touristism [tourism] (hkg_smk_015_b2_0).
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 (22) Both, SHG and MFI models are to carve out the mechanisism to serve the 
segment as a long term profitable business opportunities. [mechanism; from 
mechanise] (GloWbE, India)

e. Back-formation
These innovations can be analysed as back-formations from more complex, para-
digmatically related forms, see (23)–(26), in particular complex nouns ending in 
-ation that result in back-formed verbs in -ate.13

 (23) … but they had a mind to ge[t] a better and organizated life to them. 
[organized; from organization] (ICLE_SPA)

 (24) … always looking for some ideal, dreaming about it imaginating it. 
[imagining; from imagination] (ICLE_RUS)

 (25) … entrenching in discriminations between obstacles as representating more 
or less infringement of freedom. [representing; from representation] (ICE-HK 
W1A-002)

 (26) … destruct and disturb the communication. [destroy; from destruction] 
(ICE-IND W1A-013)

This pattern is again also found in the GloWbE data, see examples (27)–(30).

 (27) Experience in implementating 2D/3D Graphics is an advantage. 
[implementing; from implementation] (GloWbE, Hong Kong)

 (28) See the < photo album > on our site documentating this event. 
[documenting; from documentation] (GloWbE, Bangladesh)

 (29) … they have perhaps contributed to liberalizating values in a predominantly 
Muslim culture … [liberalizing; from liberalization] (GloWbE, Bangladesh)

 (30) … through restructuring and privatizating public enterprises … [privatizing; 
from privatization] (GloWbE, Tanzania)

13. It could be argued that some of these forms may have been construed in analogy to other 
verbs that end in -ate. However, these forms follow a clear pattern as for all of them a more 
complex, paradigmatically related form is available (no other case is attested in the data), hence 
back-formation was chosen as the preferred analysis. A further example found in the ICNALE 
is considerate [consider; back-formation from consideration] (jpn_smk_302_b2_0). Callies & 
Szczesniak (2007) report further instances produced by Polish and German EFL learners: ap-
plicated [applied; back-formation from application], expectating [expecting; back-formation 
from expectation], and consolate [console; back-formation from consolation]. An example from 
Pakistani English is reported by Baumgardner (1998: 224): renunciate [renounce; back-forma-
tion from renunciation].
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f. Simplification
It is well known that many high-contact varieties are influenced by simplification, 
i.e. the reduction of form or formal complexity (see e.g. Sharma 2012). In the pres-
ent context, only very few cases of simplification were found, e.g. simplification 
of syllable clusters as in (31). In contrast to the observation that there are many 
more cases in which innovations were formed on more complex, paradigmatically 
related forms, there is only one case that could involve the reduction of a base, see 
(32).14

 (31) … she was severly critized from each point. [criticized] (ICE-IND W1A-
011)

 (32) … laissez faire economic policy and non-intervenist approach to the 
Chinese culture. [non-interventionist; possibly formed on the basis of 
intervene, v.] (ICE-HK W1A-012)

g. Analogy
Analogy is a general cognitive process that transfers specific information or knowl-
edge from one instance or domain (variously called the analogue, base, or source) 
to another instance. The driving force for analogy is the desire to make conceptu-
ally related linguistic units similar (or identical) in form, motivated by economy 
of form. Only few examples of analogy could be found in the data, see (33)–(35).15

 (33) The main problem is about the political and economical conditions of the 
country that make people sluggish. [economic] (ICLE_TUR)

 (34) The Cold War, which occurred from 1950 to 1990, was the conflict between 
the two great superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, in 
ideological, political, economical and social terms. [economic] (ICE-PHI 
W1A-018)

 (35) … tyranncy of majority will occur. [tyranny; cf. regency, democracy] 
(ICE-HK W1A-017)

3.2 Quantitative findings

Due to their very nature of being ad-hoc, non-institutionalised formations, the 
types of innovations discussed above are admittedly rare (they occur less than 

14. A second example that presents evidence for this process occurred in the ICNALE: addict-
ness [addictiveness] (kor_smk_233_b2_0).

15. In (33) and (34) the potential analogues are underlined, in (35) they are mentioned in 
brackets.
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once per thousand words in the individual corpora) and thus, the envisaged quan-
titative analysis suffers from the general problem of data sparsity. Individual lexi-
cal instantiations may be rare indeed, mostly single instances, but follow a pattern 
and in sum present compelling evidence for the operation of a variety of underly-
ing cognitive processes.

Figures 1 and 2 aim to quantify and visualise the findings per variety type. 
When comparing the distribution of the seven cognitive processes across variety 
types (Figure 1) it is striking that all but CLI occur in both EFL and ESL. Zooming 
in on the five EFL learner populations (Figure 2), it becomes clear that it is the 
EFL learners with a Romance L1 background (Spanish and Italian) whose innova-
tions are mostly driven by CLI when compared to learners with a non-Romance 
L1 (German, Russian, and Turkish). This suggests that in these learner varieties, 
there is a comparatively strong influence of the L1, most probably because of the 
perceived high degree of cross-linguistic similarity with regard to the common 
Latinate lexis and derivational morphology of English and Spanish / Italian which 
seems to facilitate CLI (see also Balteiro 2011 for similar findings).

Considering the six ESL groups (Figure 3), the findings by Biermeier on cross-
variety differences in ESL can only be partially confirmed. However, the present 
study only used a subset of the data used by Biermeier (2009, 2014), who only 
included “well-formed” neologisms based on word coinage. Moreover, Biermeier 

0

0.02

0.04

0.06

0.08

0.1

0.12

0.14

0.16

0.18

EFL ESL

cross-linguistic in�uence coinage

back-formation overa�xation

(over-)regularisation simpli�cation

analogy

Figure 1. Distribution of seven cognitive processes across EFL and ESL varieties as repre-
sented in the ICLE and ICE subcorpora (frequencies per thousand words)
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looked at a wider set of word-formation processes (including compounding) than 
is the case here. In other words, Biermeier’s approach was different as he did not 
consider unconventional forms, i.e. errors or performance phenomena. In sum, 
it has to be admitted that in view of data sparsity for the different ESL varieties 
the picture is still inconclusive as to the question if there are similarities and/or 
differences between them that could be related to their development in terms of 
the evolutionary phases described in Schneider’s (2003) Dynamic Model. Future 
detailed analysis of the vast GloWbE data is needed to bring clear patterns and 
differences to light.

What the data clearly show, however, is that the many instances of (over-) 
regularisation, overaffixation and, to a limited extent, back-formation suggest that 
similar cognitive processes are at play in the two variety types. These processes 
serve to create or maximise morphological transparency and increase explicitness 
of form-meaning relations. In (over-)regularisation this is evident in the preserva-
tion of morphophonologically unaltered, hence more transparent base forms in 
the formation of complex nouns, or the loosening of combinatory restrictions. In 
overaffixation, more or more abstract meaning is marked by more, often redun-
dant, linguistic form, and in back-formation, novel verbs are derived from more 
complex, paradigmatically related nouns.
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In support of these findings it can be noted that similar observations have 
been made for users of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). For example, Pitzl et al. 
(2008) carried out a study of lexical innovations in a 250,000 word spoken subcor-
pus of the Vienna-Oxford International Corpus of English (VOICE; VOICE 2009), 
a general corpus of naturally-occurring ELF interactions. They report structures 
and identify word-formation patterns (as well as their underlying cognitive pro-
cesses serving to increase clarity and explicitness) as those suggested in the present 
paper,16 see (36)–(39).

 (36) back-formation: pronunciate [pronounce; from pronunciation], devaluated 
[devalue; from devaluation], examinates [examine; from examination], 
fragmentated [fragmented; from fragmentation]

 (37) (over-)regularisation: unformal [informal], characteristical [characteristic], 
linguistical [linguistic]

 (38) overaffixation: increasement [increase], supportancy [support], creativitly 
[creatively], innovatiations [innovations], controversity [controversy], 
opportunality [opportunity], pragmatistic [pragmatic]

 (39) simplification: manufacters [manufacturers], contination [continuation], 
diversication [diversification]

16. See Schneider (2012: 73–74) for further parallels between ESL, EFL and ELF.
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More generally, the findings of the present study also confirm several previ-
ous observations that cognitively motivated processes functioning to maximise 
transparency and increase explicitness are at play in both ESL and EFL varieties. 
Generally speaking, Szmrecsanyi (2009: 331) in a study on grammatical analyticity 
versus syntheticity in varieties of English emphasises that “high-contact speaker 
communities put a premium on explicitness and transparency”. Laporte (2012) 
studied complementation patterns with causative make and found to-infinitive 
complements of the type making readers to laugh (what Mesthrie (2006) refers to 
as “antideletion” of infinitive markers) that are not attested in Standard English 
but that could frequently be observed in some EFL and ESL varieties (more so in 
ESL varieties). In these cases, the infinitive marker is preserved to explicitly mark 
the clausal relationship between the verb and the complement clause. Also in the 
field of complementation, Callies (2008) found that English raising constructions 
of the type We expect them to come back soon and This paper is difficult to read 
are significantly underrepresented in EFL writing because of their high degree of 
typological markedness, their functional and semantic complexity, and compara-
tively little transparency and explicitness in terms of form-function relations. In 
general, it emerges that even fairly advanced EFL learners avoid loose-fit, i.e. less 
explicit and semantically opaque constructions even when they do exist in the 
L1. For ESL, Steger & Schneider (2012) make similar observations on the use of 
overt complementisers and finite complementation instead of non-finite or even 
raised complementation patterns because the former display a higher degree of 
isomorphism (I want him to do that vs. I want that he should do that). They also 
find instances of self-monitoring and self-correction, and even the avoidance of 
non-finite patterns and raised structures, which they interpret as evidence for us-
ers’ insecurity in the choice of complementation pattern.

In the field of lexico-grammar, both Nesselhauf (2009) and Gilquin (2015) 
report instances of phrasal/prepositional verbs that include a semantically redun-
dant particle used to make the direction that is implicitly expressed in motion 
verbs more explicit, e.g. enter into, return back, approach to (Nesselhauf 2009: 20), 
and surface up, complete up, rise up (Gilquin 2015: 105), a process that Mesthrie 
(2006) refers to as “insertion of redundant forms”. In addition, the studies by 
Nesselhauf (2009) and Gilquin (2015) suggest that there is evidence for the influ-
ence of analogy on the creation of innovations. Nesselhauf (2009) observes that 
the complementation pattern have + intention to V frequently found in ESL and 
EFL instead of the standard have + intention of Ving is most likely based on anal-
ogy to the complementation patterns shown by the related verb (i.e. intend to V) 
and the noun (intention to V). She also argues that in some of the innovative prep-
ositional verbs found in her data the preposition is used in the meaning assigned 
to it in similar constructions, i.e. semantically similar verbs, for example the use of 
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discuss about in analogy to talk about and speak about (Nesselhauf 2009: 19–20.). 
Similarly, Gilquin (2015: 106) reports innovative phrasal verbs not listed in dic-
tionaries, e.g. cope up with, which she interprets as possibly formed in analogy to 
phrasal-prepositional verbs like come up with, meet up with and put up with.

4. Conclusion and outlook

This paper has presented a corpus-study of lexical innovations in derivational 
morphology to compare EFL and ESL varieties by adopting a process-oriented ap-
proach. The study was motivated by the sparsity of research on word-formation in 
both ESL and EFL and the assumption that despite some fundamental differences 
between the two types of varieties, they are partially driven by similar production 
principles and cognitive processes of language acquisition and use.

The data have shown that interlingual, L1-based innovations resulting from 
cross-linguistic influence are found in EFL varieties and that there are clear L1-
effects. L2-based innovations show strong parallels between EFL and ESL varieties, 
in particular as to three processes: (over-)regularisation, overaffixation and back-
formation. These have been interpreted as driven by the need to create or maxi-
mise morphological transparency and increase the explicitness of form-meaning 
relations. In the discussion, further parallels were drawn to similar findings for 
ELF users. Furthermore, it was possible to link the outcomes of the present study 
to previous studies comparing EFL and ESL in the field of verb complementation 
and lexico-grammar.

Admittedly, on account of the comparatively small database and the infre-
quency of the innovations examined here, the findings of the present study are 
preliminary and await confirmation on the basis of a much larger database. Still, 
it appears that there is now increasing evidence for the view that cognitively moti-
vated processes to maximise transparency and explicitness are at play in EFL and 
ESL varieties. By contrast, it seems that, at least for the domains of language use 
studied so far, subtraction of form seems to be dispreferred (“antideletion”).

Finally, and despite the very similar underlying processes that give rise to the 
innovative forms discussed in this paper, it is still unlikely that they will receive 
similar recognition as innovations in the two types of varieties. Bamgbose (1998: 3) 
proposed five interrelated measures that decide on the status of an innovation and 
if it will spread and eventually become institutionalised: 1) demographic (How 
many acrolectal speakers use it?), 2) geographical (How widely has it spread?), 
3) authoritative (What is the social status of those who use it?), 4) codification 
(Where is the usage sanctioned?), and 5) acceptability (What are the attitudes of 
users and non-users towards this usage?).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



118 Marcus Callies

In view of these measures, innovations are unlikely to gain acceptance in EFL 
settings for three main reasons. First, forms not codified in reference materials and 
textbooks, even if well-formed and conceptually possible, are regularly sanctioned 
as deviations and errors by teachers in educational settings due to the pervasive 
exonormative orientation adopted in foreign language teaching. Second, there is 
a tendency of many EFL learners to respond to this exonormative orientation and 
aim for an idealised native-speaker norm as this often carries the highest prestige. 
The third reason is closely related to the first: in ESL settings the social context 
of use provides ample opportunities for an innovation to spread, catch on and 
eventually become conventionalised. In EFL contexts, however, the opportuni-
ties for communicative situations between speakers to arise are limited outside of 
educational settings. Such opportunities are more easily created in Internet-based 
forms of communication which are discussed by Li (2010: 627ff.) who suggests a 
sixth factor in addition to Bamgbose’s (1998) five measures: the popular choice 
of acrolectal English-L2 users in cyberspace. Li argues that because political and 
geographical boundaries are actually rendered obsolete on the Internet “ ‘geogra-
phy’ and ‘demography’ as measures of English users’ perception of the correctness 
of a local usage have become comparatively less significant”, a development which 
has “considerable impact on our perceptions of what counts as an error (i.e. the 
form is an unintended violation of some Standard English norm), as opposed to a 
linguistic innovation (i.e. the form is intended as a carrier of a new, probably cul-
ture-specific meaning with a local or glocal character)” (Li 2010: 628). This then 
provides a promising direction for future research on innovations in ESL and EFL 
varieties on the basis of already existing (e.g. the GloWbE) or yet to be compiled 
(for EFL) databases of English used on the Internet.
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Academic phraseology in the Three Circles
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This paper addresses the equivalence often drawn between labels such as ESL, 
New Englishes and Outer Circle on the one hand, and between EFL, Learner 
Englishes and Expanding Circle on the other. It argues that this mapping takes 
insufficient account of both intra-varietal variation and inter-varietal similarities. 
We compare the two non-native varietal types with each other and with native 
English on the basis of ‘user’ data from the International Corpus of English 
and the Corpus of Dutch English, focusing on three-word clusters in academic 
writing. Quantitative analyses reveal no clear grouping per circle, but rather a 
regional East Africa grouping. Case studies of four specific clusters (in case of, 
due to the, the fact that and the other hand) mostly show a native/non-native 
divide. Characteristics of both ESL and EFL, including innovative processes as 
well as learner strategies, are shown to be at play in the Outer and Expanding 
Circle alike. The findings are consistent with the notion of neither a strict divide 
between varietal types, nor a continuum.

Keywords: Learner Englishes, New Englishes, Outer Circle, Expanding Circle, 
non-native innovation

1. Introduction

The workshop on linguistic innovations in non-native Englishes at ICAME 36, on 
which this volume is based, raised questions about the distinction between error 
and innovation in World Englishes (WEs); in particular, “are EFL users doomed to 
be mistaken rather than creative?” (Deshors et al. 2015). To address this we must 
first define (i) what we mean by error and innovation and (ii) who we understand 
to be EFL users. With respect to (i), in this context an error is seen as an individu-
al/idiosyncratic ‘mistake’ (a learner feature), whereas an innovation can be linked 
to structural nativisation, i.e. linguistic adaptation resulting in the development of 
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local linguistic patterns (stable features) (Kachru 1982: 62; Schneider 2007: 5–6). 
By implication, therefore, in this paper we are interested in those innovations that 
appear to have passed through the first stage of Croft’s (2000: 3–5) model of lan-
guage change (actuation, i.e. the initial entrance of a marked feature into the pool 
of available variants)1 and that are well into the second stage (propagation, i.e. 
frequent selection leading to conventionalisation). Such structural nativisation 
encompasses both “entirely new […] forms and structures” and “quantitative dif-
ferences between varieties of English in the use of forms and structures […] shared 
by all Englishes” (Mukherjee & Gries 2009: 28).

Turning to (ii), EFL users are, in much WEs literature, often equated with 
the speech communities of the Expanding Circle in Kachru’s (1985) Three Circles 
model. In this model, the Inner Circle countries include the UK, the US and those 
former settler colonies where English is the dominant first language used in all 
societal domains (e.g. Australia); the Outer Circle encompasses postcolonial so-
cieties such as India and Singapore; and the Expanding Circle refers to countries 
where English has traditionally been taught and used only for purposes such as 
trade and international communication (e.g. Brazil, Japan, Russia). Frequently 
mapped onto these three circles is the classification into English as a native (ENL), 
second (ESL) and foreign (EFL) language (Quirk et al. 1972: 3–4), respectively. 
This has implications for the capacity for structural nativisation accorded to differ-
ent speech communities. While marked features arise in all language varieties, in 
WEs their propagation/diffusion has been specifically linked to the Outer Circle, 
whereby it has been asserted that conventionalisation

is much more likely to occur in New Englishes in the Outer Circle than in Foreign 
Language English contexts in the Expanding Circle. […] On average, the contexts 
in which New Englishes arise provide much more regular opportunity to use the 
language [and] this may in part give more individual opportunity for entrenching 
certain forms. (Van Rooy 2011: 193–4)

The implication is that if the Outer Circle is where innovation and nativisation 
by ESL users lead to the emergence of dynamic New Englishes, the Expanding 
Circle is home to the performance varieties of EFL learners (Learner Englishes) 
where deviations from imposed external norms are to be analysed as errors in 

1. Croft (2000: 4) refers to this first stage as “innovation or actuation”. We have opted for actua-
tion so as to avoid potential confusion with the somewhat different sense of innovation referred 
to in the previous sentence of this paper. It should be noted that linking the term innovation to 
structural nativisation is a more demanding definition than that implied by Croft’s first stage 
— indeed, it associates innovation instead with Croft’s second stage — yet this is what seems to 
be implied when WEs scholars refer to the dichotomy between error and innovation (see e.g. 
Bamgbose 1998: 2; Kachru 1982: 62).
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traditional second-language acquisition (SLA). However, despite the “popular but 
incorrect reduction” of the Three Circles to ENL–ESL–EFL that persists in much 
WEs literature (Hilgendorf 2015), many scholars point out that this mapping is 
not clear cut. A number of countries have, despite their non-postcolonial and thus 
Expanding Circle status, frequently been reported as transitioning from EFL- to 
ESL-using societies (such as the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries, e.g. 
Berns 1995: 8; Graddol 1997: 11; see also Edwards 2016 for in-depth discussion on 
the status of English in the Netherlands). Seeing that, as Van Rooy’s (2011) quote 
above suggests, it is regular use of the language rather than Outer Circle/postcolo-
nial status per se that underpins change, there appears to be no compelling reason 
why, given frequent enough use, structural nativisation could not also occur in the 
Expanding Circle.

That stable linguistic innovations may arise in the Expanding Circle is ac-
knowledged in the English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) paradigm, a separate but 
adjacent scholarly field to WEs. In ELF, ESL users and EFL learners are defined, 
regardless of their location in the Three Circles, depending on context. That is, 
a distinction is made between language acquisition and language use, and the 
respective learner and user identities are associated with whether one is in the 
language-learning classroom or outside it (Mauranen 2011: 157–159, 2012: 4–7). 
The site of innovation is, rather than being linked to the postcolonial Outer Circle, 
located at the level of discourse community, e.g. academia, where “spontaneous 
norms” arise that can stabilise and spread beyond their own borders (Mauranen 
2012: 6). Working from this assumption, this paper explores the notion of inno-
vation in academic discourse at the phraseological level. We are interested in the 
characteristics ascribed to ESL and EFL, how these characteristics map across the 
Outer and Expanding Circles, and how they relate to the notion of error versus 
innovation.

2. The paradigm gap and phraseological research

A number of recent studies in WEs have attempted to bridge the paradigm gap 
(Sridhar & Sridhar 1986) between non-native varietal types by comparing cor-
pora from both the Outer and Expanding Circles, broadly arriving at one of two 
conclusions (Gries & Deshors 2015: 154). Some emphasise parallels across varietal 
types, identifying shared innovations and similar cognitively motivated process-
es in various areas of lexicogrammar and phraseology (e.g. Biewer 2011; Callies 
2015; Edwards 2014; Edwards & Laporte 2015; Gilquin 2015; Nesselhauf 2009) 
and suggesting that individual varieties can be placed at different points on an 
ESL–EFL continuum. Others report markedly different tendencies across varietal 
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types (e.g. Gries & Deshors 2015; Hundt & Vogel 2011; Szmrecsanyi & Kortmann 
2011; Van Rooy 2006), implying that the conceptual and terminological divide 
between them should be upheld.

For instance, a number of studies link structural nativisation exclusively with 
Outer Circle varieties; consider the “stretched” use of the progressive aspect re-
ported for stative contexts in e.g. Singapore English (Hundt & Vogel 2011) and 
persistitive contexts in Black South African English (Van Rooy 2006). Other stud-
ies do not focus on innovations per se, but emphasise the different quantitative 
tendencies of the two non-native varietal types. These include studies closely 
connected to the kind of phraseological research we focus on here. Learner cor-
pus research in phraseology has consistently linked more advanced non-native 
proficiency to more native-like frequency and usage, and lower proficiency to a 
more restricted phraseological repertoire and more errors (Oksefjell Ebeling & 
Hasselgard 2015: 216). In this context, Ellis et al. (2015: 373) draw attention to the 
different non-native acquisition settings, pointing out that the amount and type 
of language exposure (i.e. ESL vs EFL) plays an important role;2 thus “there is a 
need for more studies […] which compare the phrasicon in foreign and second 
language varieties of English” (Paquot & Granger 2012: 143). Two such compara-
tive studies are of particular relevance here, broadly finding that their Outer Circle 
data are characterised by a high number of cluster types (creative licence) while 
Expanding Circle data are associated with a narrower repertoire and over-reliance 
on known clusters (a learner strategy).

First, Götz & Schilk (2011) compared (i) data from the German compo-
nent of the Louvain International Database of Spoken English Interlanguage 
(LINDSEI; Gilquin et al. 2010) with the comparable Louvain Corpus of Native 
English Conversations (LOCNEC), and (ii) several spoken sections of the Indian 
component of the International Corpus of English (ICE; Greenbaum 1991) with the 
comparable British ICE sections. They found that the German speakers used fewer 
three-word clusters in terms of both types and tokens than the British reference 
corpus, whereas Indian speakers showed the opposite trend. Next, Gilquin (2015) 
took the innovative approach of aggregating multiple corpora per circle, contrast-
ing Learner Englishes and New Englishes — on the basis of components of the 
International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE; Granger et al. 2009) represent-
ing 16 different first-language backgrounds and the student writing sections of six 
Outer Circle components of ICE, respectively — with the academic section of the 

2. It should be noted, as an anonymous reviewer pointed out, that Ellis et al. (2015) were refer-
ring to ESL in a traditional SLA context, i.e. in the sense of immigrants acquiring English in 
an Inner Circle country, as opposed to in a WEs context, i.e. for local use in an Outer Circle 
country.
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British National Corpus (BNC) Baby edition. She found that the Learner Englishes 
underused more types of three-word clusters compared to the British data than 
did the New Englishes, and overused certain clusters such as teaching-induced 
expressions (e.g. in order to, first of all). She attributed this restricted range of ex-
pression to the Expanding Circle acquisitional environment, with less exposure to 
English in wider society and proportionally more classroom drilling than in Outer 
Circle settings.

3. Aims and hypotheses

The studies described above clearly demonstrate that the investigation of lexi-
cal bundles is an intriguing and fruitful way of exploring labels such as ESL and 
EFL across circles and the implications of these labels for the capacity of the re-
spective speaker populations to effect structural innovation. We seek to build on 
Gilquin (2015) in particular in two ways. As a preliminary case study of three-
word clusters across varietal types, Gilquin’s (2015) investigation did not allow for 
in-depth consideration of inter-corpus variation within varietal types, which may 
have implications for the respective characteristics of English in the Outer and 
Expanding Circles, or for individual variation within corpora, which, as we shall 
see, can have implications for the distinction between error and innovation (G. 
Gilquin, personal communication).3 Further, like most studies comparing directly 
across circles to date, it is (unavoidably) restricted to student writing. Such data 
are undoubtedly interesting, as the academic phrasicon is an area of language that 
needs to be purposefully acquired by native speakers (NSs) and non-native speak-
ers (NNSs) alike. Moreover, until recently student writing was the only available 
data allowing for comparison across all three varietal types. In WEs, while broad-
based, comparable corpora encompassing multiple genres and registers have long 
been available for the Inner and Outer Circles (e.g. ICE), data from the Expanding 
Circle has largely been limited to learner writing (e.g. ICLE), which reinforces 
the equivalence frequently drawn between the labels EFL, Learner Englishes and 
Expanding Circle. Therefore, we take advantage of a new, multi-genre Expanding 
Circle corpus of English in the Netherlands that we hope will, in combination with 
comparable data from a range of Inner and Outer Circle ICE corpora, help us to 
explore whether the above findings from student writing in the different varietal 
types also hold in expert academic writing.

3. It should be noted that Gilquin (2015: 101), despite inter-corpus variation in her results, 
writes that “on the whole the general tendencies arguably remain valid for a majority of the vari-
eties and speakers considered”.
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As is common in corpus-based phraseological research, Gilquin (2015) and 
Götz & Schilk (2011) took a bottom-up approach focusing on recurrent multi-
word sequences known as lexical bundles (Biber et al. 1999: 990).4 We follow those 
two studies in focusing on three-word clusters, also known as 3-grams, which 
along with four-word clusters are known to play an important role in academic 
writing (e.g. Biber & Barbieri 2007; Biber et al. 1999; Hyland 2008; Staples et al. 
2013). We aim to explore the mapping of a number of ESL and EFL characteris-
tics in the Outer and Expanding Circle varieties under investigation. Based on 
the findings of the literature discussed above, ‘ESL characteristics’ are taken to 
encompass a wide variety of types of three-word clusters plus evidence of stable 
innovations, be they “entirely new” clusters or “quantitative differences between 
varieties of English” in the use of shared clusters (cf. Mukherjee & Gries 2009: 28, 
see Introduction). By contrast, ‘EFL characteristics’ can be expected to manifest 
themselves as a restricted repertoire of cluster types and overuse of common clus-
ters. The hypotheses are as follows:

– H0: Outer and Expanding Circle Englishes alike will display ESL- and EFL-
like characteristics, rendering them structurally indistinguishable as regards 
the use of three-word clusters.

– H1: Outer and Expanding Circle Englishes have distinct structural tendencies 
in their use of three-word clusters, that is:

– H1(a) The Expanding Circle data will show more EFL-like characteristics (a 
restricted number of cluster types and high average use of common clusters), 
whereas

– H1(b) The Outer Circle data will show more ESL-like characteristics (a wider 
variety of cluster types cf. the Expanding Circle and structural innovation cf. 
the Inner Circle).

4. Data and methods

This study makes use of the academic writing sections of various national ICE 
components and the Corpus of Dutch English (NL-CE, Edwards 2016) (Table 1). 
Each subcorpus contained approximately 80,000 words in four broad areas (hu-
manities, social sciences, natural sciences and technology), with each text being 

4. This is in contrast to a top-down approach working from a selection of predefined phraseo-
logical items. Although the bottom-up lexical bundle approach can yield clusters that do not 
necessarily form coherent semantic units, it nevertheless forms “an excellent starting point” to 
identify interesting phraseological units that merit further investigation (Oksefjell Ebeling & 
Hasselgard 2015: 210).
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approximately 2,000 words in length. To represent the Inner Circle both the British 
and American components of ICE were used, as in our view the heterogeneity of 
ENL varieties makes the use of a single NS yardstick inadvisable.5 Representing 
the Outer Circle were six components of ICE, chosen for their geographical range 
— India (South Asia), Singapore, Hong Kong and the Philippines (Southeast Asia) 
and Kenya and Tanzania (East Africa) — and for maximum comparability with 
previous studies (e.g. Gilquin 2015). For the Expanding Circle, the NL-CE was 
used. This corpus has conceptual similarities with ELF corpora (e.g. ELFA 2008; 
VOICE 2013) in that it is explicitly profiled as representing Expanding Circle ‘us-
ers’ (as opposed to learners) of English. However, it can be regarded as falling un-
der the umbrella of WEs in that its contributors (unlike those to the ELF corpora) 
share the same mother tongue. Moreover, it is based on the design of the written 
components of ICE (see further Edwards 2016: 114-125), and is thus ideally suited 

5. ICE-CAN and ICE-NZ were initially included as well, but as they did not yield insight that 
could not already be gained from ICE-GB and ICE-USA, the results are not reported here.

Table 1. Academic subcorpora used in the present study

Variety Size (words)* No. authors

Inner Circle

 ICE-GB  84,662 40

 ICE-USA  84,055 40

Outer Circle

 ICE-SIN  79,777 40

 ICE-IND  81,719 40

 ICE-HK 102,969 40

 ICE-PHI  88,823 40

 ICE-KEN  80,343 40

 ICE-TAN  80,890 37†

Expanding Circle

 NL-CE  79,655 40

* Automatic word counts were performed after stripping text files of markup by means of regular expres-
sions (see Edwards 2016: 133). It is unclear why the word count for ICE-HK exceeds the recommended 
ICE size.
† Due to data scarcity, the Tanzanian component has slightly fewer texts than the other ICE corpora 
(Hudson-Ettle & Schmied 1999: 9).
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for comparative studies of WEs.6 The academic writing section of the NL-CE com-
prises extracts from journal articles and book chapters written by Dutch academ-
ics at all career stages and not edited or translated by NSs. Naturally, it would have 
been desirable to include more Expanding Circle countries, but the lack of compa-
rable data at this time means this limitation is unavoidable.

The WordList function in Wordsmith Tools (version 6; Scott 2015) was used 
to identify all three-word clusters in the corpora as a whole. We focused on those 
with a minimum of 50 occurrences (n = 201), ensuring that each cluster ap-
peared in a minimum of five different texts in at least one corpus.7 As the focus 
of this analysis is on general phraseology, topic-dependent clusters were excluded 
(n = 4).8 This left 197 clusters with a total of 13,783 occurrences for inclusion in 
the analyses. Results are reported based on averages per author. We consider this 
to be a more natural unit for the present study than normalisation by an arbitrary 
number of words. First, as the corpora are designed such that each text file is ap-
proximately the same length, the per-author results broadly equate to normali-
sation per 2,000 words. The main exception is the somewhat larger ICE-HK, in 
which each author appears to contribute around one quarter more text. Assuming 

6. It is not an a priori given that the ICE model is the most appropriate to represent the uses 
of English in Expanding Circle countries. Other models are in the process of being developed 
elsewhere, e.g. for Sweden and Finland loosely based on the Brown model and taking into ac-
count the text types actually available on the ground (Laitinen 2011, 2016). For the NL-CE, since 
all ICE text types turned out to be feasible to collect, the ICE model was followed in order to 
facilitate comparison (see further Edwards 2016: 114–125).

7. The rationale behind the minimum frequency and dispersion criteria is as follows. With re-
gard to frequency, a minimum of 50 occurrences equates to 70 occurrences per million words. 
Although this is a very conservative inclusion threshold compared to the established threshold 
in the literature of 10 (Biber et al. 1999) or 20 (Hyland 2008; Cortes 2004) occurrences per 
million words, it breaks down to an average of 5.6 occurrences per subcorpus, which in these 
relatively compact corpora we considered sufficiently frequent to explore variety-specific usage. 
With respect to dispersion, to guard against individual idiosyncrasy, the established dispersion 
criterion in previous literature is three to five texts (Chen & Baker 2010; Biber et al. 1999) or 
10% of the number of corpus files (Hyland 2008; Pérez-Llantada 2014). We decided to use the 
relatively high cut-off of five texts, but in at least one corpus as opposed to in all corpora so as 
not to exclude clusters that may be widespread in some corpora but not in others. For instance, 
it seems worthy of note that the cluster a lot of (n = 53) appears in five or more files in three of the 
NNS corpora (ICE-KEN, ICE-TAN and the NL-CE) but not in the NS corpora; this may point 
to issues of register variation that are worth exploring.

8. The excluded topic-dependent clusters were in Hong Kong, the Hong Kong, in New Zealand 
and Dar es Salaam. The United States was not excluded as its 78 hits were not exclusive to ICE-
USA, but spread across all corpora, whereas for the other topic-dependent clusters at least 97% 
of the occurrences were in one corpus only.
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that academic writers choose their phrasing carefully, however, a longer text may 
not necessarily result in a proportional increase in number of word clusters (and 
indeed this potential issue concerning ICE-HK turns out to have no bearing on 
our results).9 Second, probing the data at the individual level allows us to explore 
the effect of intra-corpus variation in a more in-depth way than is usual. As our 
results will show, this helps us to gain insight into the notion of stable varietal 
features versus learner characteristics. Statistical analyses were performed using 
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the Scheffé post-hoc test10 to iden-
tify pairwise frequency differences between corpora; F-tests for the (in)equality of 
variances to identify differences in intra-corpus variation; and chi-square tests11 
for distributional differences at the level of specific clusters. Results were consid-
ered significant at the p < 0.05 level.

5. Results

Table 2 lists the top 10 most frequent three-word clusters per corpus, showing a 
number of interesting differences as well as considerable overlap (indeed, of the 
top 197 clusters, 79% appeared in all corpora). The table also indicates the raw 
number of three-word clusters in each corpus, ranging from 1,089 in ICE-USA 
to over 2,000 in ICE-KEN and ICE-TAN. To explore frequency differences across 
corpora, Figure 1 shows the average frequency of use per author of the top 197 
clusters under investigation and associated 95% confidence intervals. One-way 
ANOVA revealed a highly significant difference between corpora (F(8,348) = 14.8, 
p = 1.1e-16), with Scheffé post-hoc tests confirming that the ICE-KEN and ICE-
TAN authors used significantly more three-word clusters than those in all other 
corpora.12 In short, no neat grouping emerges with respect to varietal type; with 

9. The potential inflation in cluster tokens due to this longer text length may explain why ICE-
HK is the only corpus whose average frequencies are not significantly lower than those of ICE-
TAN in Figures 1 and 2; however, this one pairwise difference does not detract from the main 
points of our results or conclusions.

10. We ran both Scheffé and Tukey post-hoc tests (cf. Muñoz 2000: 175) but report only the 
Scheffé results; this test is more conservative and thus reduces the chance of false positives. The 
Tukey test did not affect the main thrust of our results; in almost all cases it merely increased the 
reported significance levels.

11. In one case Fisher’s exact test was substituted due to low expected frequencies. This is indi-
cated in the relevant place in the text.

12. All pairwise differences were at the p < .01 level. The exception was ICE-TAN vs ICE-HK, 
which were not significantly different.
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Table 2. Total number and most frequent three-word clusters per corpus

ICE-GB ICE-USA ICE-IND ICE-SIN ICE-HK ICE-PHI ICE-KEN ICE-TAN NL-CE

N = 1431 N = 1089 N = 1369 N = 1311 N = 1641 N = 1354 N = 2316 N = 2004 N = 1268

1 per cent of as well as the case of in order to one of the the use of most of the as well as as well as

2 a number 
of

the number 
of

in the case as well as as well as as well as per cent of in order to in order to

3 in terms of some of the as well as the use of the use of in terms of as well as on the other due to the

4 there is no in order to on the other on the other in order to on the other the fact that the other hand based on the

5 it is not end of the one of the based on the the development 
of

the number of some of the in the country one of the

6 as well as part of the part of the there is no on the other one of the one of the the use of part of the

7 one of the the end of in order to in terms of there is a the other 
hand

the major-
ity of

the development 
of

the number of

8 some of the analysis of 
the

is to be the number of in terms of it is the the use of in terms of the use of

9 in order to be able to most of the the other 
hand

the other hand a number of as a result the fact that according to 
the

10 the use of most of the in the pres-
ent

there is a as a result based on the a number of the process of based on a

Note: clusters that appear in the top 10 of over half of the corpora (5/9) are italicised.
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the exception of the two East Africa corpora there are no statistically significant 
differences across the Inner, Expanding and remaining Outer Circle corpora.

The frequencies presented in Figure 1 are a product of the number of types of 
three-word clusters used per author (i.e. unique clusters) and the number of times 
they use those clusters (i.e. repetition per cluster). These two factors are separated 
out in Figures 2 and 3, with boxplots indicating the full range, interquartile range 
and median per corpus.

Figure 2 presents the distribution of the number of types of three-word clus-
ters used by each author per corpus. This distribution closely resembles that in the 
previous figure, indicating that the variation in overall frequency across corpora 
is attributable largely to the breadth of writers’ repertoires (and not, as we shall 
see below, to the number of times they use each cluster). ICE-KEN and ICE-TAN 
have the highest number of cluster types per author, with a mean of over 35 each; 
around one third more than the Inner Circle corpora. One-way ANOVA showed 
that the difference across corpora was highly significant (F(8,348) = 17.6, p = 1.1e-
16), with post-hoc tests confirming that ICE-KEN and ICE-TAN were significant-
ly different to all other corpora.13 Hence, the two East African corpora, but not the 
other Outer Circle corpora, show the predicted wider variety of clusters than the 
Expanding Circle corpus, the NL-CE. The NL-CE does not show the hypothesised 
restricted number of types but instead falls in between the two native corpora. 
Interestingly, pairwise F tests showed that ICE-KEN and ICE-TAN also have sig-
nificantly higher intra-corpus (i.e. individual) variation in terms of the number 
of types used per author than all other corpora (except ICE-GB). This seems to 

13. All pairwise differences were at the p < .01 level. The exception was ICE-HK, which was not 
significantly different to ICE-TAN but was significantly different to ICE-USA (p < .01).
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Figure 1. Average frequency of use of three-word clusters per author with 95% confi-
dence intervals
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indicate that the use of a wide variety of clusters is not stable across all authors in 
these corpora; we will return to this point in Section 6.

Figure 3 turns to the distribution across corpora of the number of times au-
thors use three-word clusters. The information presented here is the same that 
would be provided by the commonly used type/token ratio (TTR) (it is formally 
equivalent to 1/TTR), but has the advantage of being intuitively easier to interpret. 
From this we can confirm that average use per cluster is not the driver behind 
the different distributions observed in Figure 1. Authors tend to repeat clusters 
between 1.2 and 1.6 times on average, with a mildly significant difference across 
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corpora (one-way ANOVA F(8,348) = 2.4, p = .02), but no significant pairs accord-
ing to the post-hoc test. The NL-CE, therefore, does not show the hypothesised 
overreliance on the clusters used; in fact there is no statistically significant overuse 
in terms of mean frequency of use per cluster type in any NNS corpus. However, 
pairwise F tests again reveal significantly higher intra-corpus variation in two 
Outer Circle corpora, this time ICE-IND and ICE-TAN, compared to all other 
corpora (except ICE-KEN and ICE-USA).

The above analyses have shown that differences between corpora in the num-
ber of types of three-word clusters mainly reflect a regional East Africa grouping 
(ICE-KEN and ICE-TAN), and differences in terms of average frequency of use 
are negligible. What such results do not reveal is whether there are differences 
in which specific clusters are popular per variety; we now turn to that here. A 
chi-square test of the raw frequencies of the most common clusters14 revealed, 
unsurprisingly, significant differences across corpora (χ2 = 1054.56, df = 368, 
p < 0.001, Cramér’s V = 0.15), with post-hoc pairwise chi-squares using the Holm 
correction showing that the only non-significant differences are between ICE-SIN 
and ICE-USA/ICE-PHI. In other words, distributional differences can be found 
even between the Inner Circle corpora as well as among and across the Outer and 
Expanding Circle corpora.

To explore these differences in depth, in the sections below we present a more 
detailed analysis of a number of specific three-word clusters. As indicated ear-
lier, Table 2 listed the 10 most frequent clusters per corpus. Due to space limita-
tions, we restrict ourselves to reporting on three of those clusters, namely the fact 
that, the other hand and due to the, which turned out to be particularly striking in 
terms of quantitative variation, one of the facets of structural nativisation set out 
by Mukherjee & Gries (2009: 28). In addition, we discuss a fourth cluster, in case 
of, which was too infrequent to occur in Table 2 but which helps to shed further 
light on the notion of innovation.15

14. Only the 50 most frequent clusters were used here in order to ensure that the expected fre-
quencies were all above 5. Of those, three clusters with frequency of zero in one or more corpora 
were also excluded.

15. The cluster in case of was identified in a pilot analysis run prior to the present study. Following 
Gilquin (2015), the corpora were aggregated per circle and all three-word clusters with a mini-
mum of three occurrences were extracted using the WordList function in Wordsmith Tools 
(version 6). Next, these lists were compared using the KeyWords function to identify under- and 
overused clusters in the Inner vs Outer Circle data and the Inner vs Expanding Circle data. In 
case of was the only topic-independent cluster found to be significantly overused in both the 
Outer and Expanding Circle cf. the Inner Circle corpora.
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i. the fact that
The fact that is a common lexical bundle in academic discourse (e.g. Biber & 
Barbieri 2007). It appears in the present dataset a total of 155 times, with a high-
ly significantly different distribution across corpora (χ2 = 36.47, df = 8, p < 0.001, 
Cramér’s V = 0.05).

Figure 4 plots the number of authors per corpus (dispersion) who used the 
fact that against the average frequency of use in each corpus (repetition). The co-
loured markers indicate the average frequency and the vertical bars indicate the 
minimum and maximum frequencies per corpus. In terms of dispersion, ICE-
KEN and ICE-TAN stand out: the fact that is used by considerably more authors 
than in the other corpora. In ICE-KEN in particular, it is also used more often on 
average (twice per author, as opposed to just once in e.g. ICE-GB). This higher 
average, however, can be attributed to repeated use by a select number of authors. 
In ICE-GB, the fact that is used by 12 authors with only one repetition; that is, one 
author who uses the cluster twice. A similar pattern holds for most of the other 
corpora. By contrast, of the 24 authors who use the fact that in ICE-KEN, half 
do so multiple times, two of them as many as six times each. This suggests that 
the quantitative variation (i.e. high average use) of this cluster in ICE-KEN com-
pared to the other corpora is probably less indicative of structural nativisation, i.e. 
a stable feature of academic writing in Kenyan English, than it is of a sort of phra-
seological crutch for just some individuals in the absence of other text-structuring 
devices. An illustration is provided in (1), where the fact that appears in four out 
of five consecutive sentences within a single text.
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 (1) Though the proportions may differ, all studies have testified to the fact that 
most abortions occur late. […] This may be supported further by the fact 
that most of the patients reported not having planned or wanted the index 
pregnancy. If this is the case, it points to the fact that induced abortion is 
perhaps more prevalent that hitherto asserted, and that the actual magnitude 
may never be known.

  While this may be so, we should not also lose sight of the fact that a good 
proportion of abortions […] are being done privately and fairly early […] 
(ICE-KEN W2A-028)

ii. the other hand
On the one hand … on the other (hand) is a common cohesive device in English 
academic writing, whose various constituent parts appear among the most fre-
quent three-word clusters in five of the seven NNS corpora, although not in the NS 
corpora (Table 2). The cluster the other hand appeared a total of 161 times in the 
dataset, with a highly significantly different distribution across corpora (χ2 = 29.66, 
df = 8, p < 0.001, Cramér’s V = 0.05).

Figure 5 reveals a clear split whereby the other hand shows considerably great-
er dispersion across authors in the Outer Circle corpora compared to the other 
corpora.16 In terms of repetition, while in the NL-CE and the native corpora no 
individual author uses this cluster more than twice, select authors in ICE-IND and 
ICE-PHI use it up to four times, and one author in ICE-TAN uses it eight times in 

16. This pattern holds even when taking into account the realisation of on the other (without 
hand).
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a single text (ten times when including on the other). Thus, like the fact that, high 
use of the other hand seems to be less of a stable feature than a learner strategy, 
with some individuals relying heavily on this particular cohesive device. At the 
level of qualitative innovation, in the NNS corpora the other hand occasionally 
appeared with an additional contrast marker such as yet or while ((2)–(3)), which 
was not observed at all in the NS corpora. Although low in frequency, such usages 
may tie in with the reported NNS tendency towards hyper-explicitness in gram-
matical or logical relations (see e.g. Seidlhofer 2004 on “black colour”; Edwards 
& Laporte 2015 and Nesselhauf 2009 on the tendency to make directionality ex-
pressed in prepositions into more explicit; or Callies 2015 on “hyperclarity” in 
derivational morphology).

 (2) On the one hand it is universal or common to all societies and yet on 
the other hand it is unique to the set of socio-historical circumstances 
associated with its community of speakers. (ICE-SIN W2A-005)

 (3) [T]he educated respondents must have gone out of their cultural and 
religious beliefs to embrace new values which can help them. While on the 
other hand, those who have a lower level of education, it could be that they 
have been confined to the rural areas where most adhere to their traditional 
and religious values […] (ICE-KEN W2A-017)

iii. due to the
The cluster due to the is subject to variation even in NS English, as evidenced by 
the amount of discussion dedicated in usage guides and on online grammar fo-
rums to its ‘correct’ usage. For instance, one popular reference source rails against 
its use in place of because of or owing to (Kumar 2010: 128), while another suggests 
that this extension is already well underway:

Due to and owing to mean just what because of means. […] Owing to fought and 
won its way to respectability a good while ago, and now due to has almost won its 
battle, although there is a residue of conservative unhappiness over it when it does 
not follow a linking verb, as in He arrived late, due to a flat tire. (Wilson 1996: 160)

Given this variation between due to and related variants in NS varieties, we may 
expect to see variable usage among NNSs too. In the present dataset there were 
120 occurrences of the lexical bundle due to the, with a highly significantly dif-
ferent distribution across corpora (χ2 = 27.94, df = 8, p < 0.001, Cramér’s V = 0.05). 
Figure 6 shows a clear split between the NS and the NNS varieties, with the latter 
corpora showing much higher dispersion. The highest individual variation could 
be seen in the NL-CE, with one author repeating due to the as many as six times.

Looking at the concordances, the expansion in meaning of due to is apparent 
in all corpora, but more advanced in the NNS corpora. ICE-GB and ICE-USA 
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adhered at least half of the time to the prescribed adjectival usage, “[modifying] a 
noun or pronoun directly preceding it in the sentence or following a form of the 
verb to be” (Coghill & Garson 2006: 11), e.g. Cutbacks due to increased funding 
[…]. By contrast, the NNS varieties adhered to the prescribed use less than half 
of the time, with ICE-SIN and the NL-CE having the highest proportion of non-
standard uses ((4)–(5)). This apparently more flexible conception of the contexts 
in which due to can be used in academic writing may be further accelerated by the 
fact that because of is typically viewed (and indeed often explicitly taught) as less 
formal than due to; consider e.g. Bruckfield’s (2012: 281) claim that “due to is more 
formal than its ‘cousin’ because of”.

 (4) A modular approach has to be adopted to ensure the success of CIM 
implementation due to the complexity in both the technical and 
organizational aspects. (ICE-SIN W2A-035)

 (5) We saw that it does not matter which path is chosen, but choosing the linear 
path, due to the simple integration scheme, is by far the cheapest and easiest 
choice. (NL W2A-028)

This semantic expansion is apparent in varying degrees in all corpora under in-
vestigation. By contrast, certain innovations at the lexicogrammatical level sur-
rounding due to the seem to be exclusive to the NNS varieties. In the NS data, all 
occurrences of due to the in conjunction with a modal verb use may, whereas in 
the NNS data other modals, such as could, also co-occur (6). Further, in the NNS 
data modal uses are occasionally combined with an additional hedging word (7), 
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which does not occur at all in the NS data. Like the additional contrast markers 
with the other hand discussed under (ii) above, this may point to a trend towards 
hyper-explicitness or redundancy in NNS varieties.

 (6) The differences could be due to the various sources of plants or extractives, 
formulations used, and the species and level of pest infestations. (ICE-PHI 
W2A-028)

 (7) These spectral changes may perhaps be due to the formation of the higher 
valent manganese complex (as shown in the scheme in figure (6). (ICE-IND 
W2A-021)

iv. in case of
In case of is a much lower frequency cluster than the others discussed so far, with 
just 32 occurrences in total with a highly significantly different distribution across 
corpora (Fisher’s exact test p < 0.001; Figure 7). However, as one of few clusters 
that appear numerous times in the NNS corpora but not at all in the NS corpora, 
it represents an interesting case of potential innovation. The concordances reveal 
that it is used interchangeably in the NNS corpora with in the case of, especially in 
the NL-CE and ICE-IND17 ((8)–(9)). Variable article usage has long been attested 
in New Englishes (e.g. Y. Kachru 2003; Sharma 2005; Wahid 2013) and it may be 

17. The relatively high frequency of in case of in ICE-IND is all the more striking given that in 
the case and the case of are the top two most frequent three-word clusters in ICE-IND (Table 2). 
While this suggests that in case of is not the preferred variant, it is clearly one option in the pool 
of variants for some ICE-IND authors.
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that, here, pressure to omit the article is strengthened by the analogy with highly 
salient standard English (StdE) expressions such as in case of emergency or in case 
it rains; note for instance that in (9) there are up to four other places where an 
article may have been expected in StdE (e.g. in Ø 20th century).

 (8) Differences in sensory perception were put aside as either a personal talent 
— as in case of artists — or an individual, neuro-psychological deficiency, or 
both. (NL W2A-014)

 (9) According to Vern Bullough […] there hasn’t been a change in male sexual 
pattern in 20th century whereas premarital sex rate doubled in case of 
women by 1970s and rose to new peak by 1976. (ICE-IND W2A-005)

6. Discussion and conclusion

Broadly, our frequency results revealed a regional East Africa grouping (ICE-KEN 
and ICE-TAN) with negligible other differences, while the case studies of specific 
clusters mostly showed a NS–NNS divide. We are therefore unable to reject the 
null hypothesis; contrary to H1, the results revealed no clear distinction between 
NNS varietal types or distinct mapping of ESL and EFL characteristics onto the 
Outer and Expanding Circles respectively. Specifically, (i) the Expanding Circle 
data, represented by the NL-CE, did not show a restricted repertoire of cluster 
types or overreliance on common clusters (H1a); (ii) the East African corpora 
displayed a wider variety of cluster types than the NL-CE, but the other Outer 
Circle corpora did not (H1b); and (iii) similar innovations (discussed in more 
detail below) could be seen across the two NNS varietal types. This complex inter-
play of characteristics may indicate that 3-grams are simply too fine-grained and 
variable to reflect varietal type (thus extending Gries & Mukherjee’s 2010 similar 
finding for New Englishes), or that categorisations such as ESL and EFL may be 
more relevant when exploring sociocultural aspects such as identity, but less so for 
individual structural features (cf. Davydova 2012; Hundt & Vogel 2011; Werner 
2013). In any event, the present results are inconsistent with the notion not only of 
a divide between varietal types, but also a continuum. A continuum implies that 
the respective varieties are largely discrete, internally coherent and located closer 
to one end of the ESL–EFL spectrum than the other; essentially a fuzzy rather 
than a strict divide. The present results do not sit well with this notion, instead 
supporting several other recent studies that find what Deshors (2014: 298) calls 
“intermingled” results across varietal types (e.g. Deshors 2014; Edwards 2014; 
Laporte 2012).
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The grouping of the two East Africa varieties warrants further mention. 
Geographic proximity has emerged in a number of studies as the most important 
factor in lexicogrammatical patterning, superseding the groupings expected on 
the basis of not only the Three Circles model but also Schneider’s (2007) Dynamic 
Model of the Evolution of Postcolonial Englishes (e.g. Fuchs 2015). At the same 
time, there are considerable differences between the history and use of English in 
Kenya and Tanzania, making them what Hudson-Ettle & Schmied (1999: 4) re-
fer to as “strange bedfellows”. What the two contexts do share is data sparsity in 
terms of English academic texts in the natural sciences and technology; thus, the 
corpus compilers were forced to substitute texts in areas such as agriculture and 
environmental development and to include somewhat less formal academic texts 
(Hudson-Ettle & Schmied 1999: 9). This more liberal approach to the academic 
categories may have contributed to the wider variety of types of three-word clus-
ters seen in the ICE-KEN and ICE-TAN data. Further, the high levels of intra-
corpus variation and frequent repetition by certain authors of specific three-word 
clusters may be attributable to somewhat more variable discourse-related profi-
ciency in these corpora.

Examples of innovation found across all NNS varieties (but not in the NS vari-
eties) included the tendency towards (i) variable modal usage, such as the use of 
can or could (rather than just may) with due to the, (ii) the use of an additional 
hedging word such as perhaps alongside modals, and (iii) the use of an additional 
contrast maker like yet or while in conjunction with on the other hand. The lat-
ter two seem to be motivated by shared cognitive processes among NNSs, and as 
previously noted may be linked with the trend towards hyper-explicitness or re-
dundancy reported elsewhere (e.g. Callies 2015; Edwards & Laporte 2015; Gilquin 
& Granger 2011; Nesselhauf 2009; Seidlhofer 2004). Another example was the use 
of the cluster in case of — by 23 different authors across all NNS corpora — where 
StdE would typically require in the case of. This appears to be an instance of what 
Mukherjee & Hoffmann (2006: 161–166) call “semantico-structural analogy”, or 
the attribution of new meanings to expressions based on analogy with existing 
forms. In this case the meaning of in the case of is imparted through a form based 
on in case (it rains)/in case (of emergency), expressions that conventionally signal 
precautionary action. Given that, in Dutch at least, there is an exactly equivalent 
structure using the definite article (in het geval van), this tendency to blend ex-
isting target language patterns even seems to override the possibility of positive 
transfer.

As the above innovations were common to both NNS varietal types, this rais-
es questions about the labels error and innovation in the Outer and Expanding 
Circles. Referring back to the two-stage process of language change (cf. Section 1), 
innovations such as in case of — including their occurrences in the Expanding 
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Circle data — may arguably be regarded as having reached a stable stage 2 state, 
since they are not only dispersed across numerous authors but have also made 
their way into highly normative expert academic writing; as Mauranen (2012: 26) 
writes, “[w]hen an innovation has diffused sufficiently widely to be observable, 
change has already taken place.” This leads us to conclude that, insofar as certain 
discourse communities are concerned, structural nativisation is no less likely to 
occur in the Expanding than in the Outer Circle, and that we should be wary 
of drawing unequivocal links between the terms EFL/Learner Englishes and 
Expanding Circle.

One further innovation was attested among NSs as well as NNSs (but still more 
pronounced among the latter). Namely, our results testify to the encroachment of 
the expression due to into the semantic space of because of. Close inspection of the 
concordances revealed a sliding scale in upholding the traditional division (see 
e.g. Coghill & Garson 2006: 11) from ICE-GB (in the majority of cases) to ICE-
USA (exactly half of the cases) down to a low of around one third of cases in the 
NL-CE. Indeed, going hand in hand with this in the NL-CE is a markedly low use 
of the alternate because of; it would be interesting to further pursue this division 
of labour in future research. As noted previously, it may be that register consid-
erations play a role here, with NNSs perceiving because of as less formal. In any 
event, it seems plausible that the lead taken by NNSs in effecting such quantitative 
shifts could serve to accelerate change already underway in the native varieties. 
This may hold in particular for academic writing, as investigated here, given that 
NNSs are increasingly numerous in this domain not only as contributors but also 
as gatekeepers (journal editors, reviewers).

Three advantages of our methodological approach are worth commenting 
on. First, the decomposition of the overall frequencies allowed us to take a more 
nuanced look at what otherwise might be too readily termed ‘overuse’. The high 
frequencies of three-word clusters in the East African varieties turned out to be 
attributable to a high number of different types, while the high frequencies of spe-
cific clusters (e.g. the other hand, due to the) in the NNS corpora were attribut-
able to their use by more authors than in the NS corpora. In other words, the 
frequent use of various three-word clusters among the NNSs in general and the 
East African varieties in particular resulted from the use of a wider variety of types 
and wider dispersion across authors, not from authors repeating each cluster more 
frequently (except in certain individual cases; see below).

The second and third methodological points concern inter- and intra-corpus 
variation. While the present study was partly inspired by Gilquin (2015), we elect-
ed not to follow her practice of aggregating data per circle. Indeed, our results 
showed considerable inter-corpus variation, illustrating that any such aggrega-
tion should be done with caution. Further, our reporting of results per author 
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rather than on the basis of traditional normalised frequency counts allowed us 
to identify large intra-corpus variation at the level of individual authors. As Gries 
(2008) points out, dispersion across authors is rarely satisfactorily addressed in 
corpus-based analyses. This ought to be rectified, as it has important implications 
for distinguishing between individual error and stable innovation. Intuitively, high 
individual variation in any one corpus would seem to go against the notion of sta-
ble norms. It could be argued to represent a speech community in flux, with some 
but not all individuals shifting towards new norms. However, the relevant concor-
dances in our Outer and Expanding Circle data alike revealed that this variation 
tended to manifest itself in repeated use of certain clusters by a limited number 
of individuals (although not enough, as we have seen above, to significantly drive 
up the average frequency of use). This points rather to an interlanguage strategy, 
whereby learners latch onto particular phraseological crutches to compensate for 
the absence of more varied linguistic resources to signal contrast, express causality 
and so forth (the “teddy bear” effect (Hasselgren 1994)).

To explore these issues further, the inclusion of a wider range of genres and 
more Expanding Circle data would be desirable. Several multi-genre Expanding 
Circle user corpora are currently in the pipeline (Laitinen 2011, 2016)18 and will 
make a valuable contribution to the existing stock of corpora available for com-
parative analyses. Given sufficient data for the study of lexical bundles, even more 
fine-grained results could be obtained by conducting a discourse-functional or 
structural analysis (cf. Biber & Barbieri 2007; Biber et al. 1999; Chen & Baker 2010) 
or investigating differences across disciplinary lines (cf. Cortes 2004; Hyland 2008).
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Innovative conversions in 
South-East Asian Englishes
Reassessing ESL status
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Singapore English and Hong Kong English started out as contact varieties and 
developed into ESL varieties belonging to the Outer Circle (Kachru 1985). Both 
varieties show a similar contact ecology (Chinese), but differ in their socio-
institutional status in the Dynamic Model (Schneider 2003, 2007). By analyz-
ing innovative verb-to-noun conversion in these two varieties, and comparing 
them to British English, this study shows that despite the obvious similarities in 
substratum, the usage frequency of conversion in both varieties differs consider-
ably. These findings, similar to — most recently — Deshors (2014) and Gilquin 
(2015), call into question the established notion of ESL in general and the status 
of SgE and HKE as ESL varieties in particular. In order to accurately reflect con-
temporary language use, it is reasonable to conceptualize the notion of ESL as a 
continuum and to situate HKE and SgE at opposite ends.

Keywords: conversion, English as a second language (ESL), paradigm gap, World 
Englishes, corpus analysis

1. Introduction

Despite early calls for a unification of World Englishes and second language acqui-
sition (SLA) research (Sridhar & Sridhar 1986, Williams 1987), it is only recently 
that linguists have started to compare SLA to the acquisition of English as a second 
language (ESL) typical of postcolonial contexts like Hong Kong or Singapore. This 
“paradigm gap”, as it has been referred to (Sridhar & Sridhar 1986, taken up in 
e.g. Mukherjee & Hundt 2011), was found to be less ‘unbridgeable’ than thought 
of, with various studies highlighting features and processes that foreign-language 
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(EFL) and second-language varieties1 of English share (e.g. Biewer 2011, Deshors 
2014, Edwards & Laporte 2015, Gilquin 2015, Gilquin & Granger 2011). These find-
ings have led researchers to rethink the traditional classification of English into for-
eign-language and second-language contexts and to assume a continuum instead, 
with categories blending into each other rather than constituting clearly delimitable 
classes (e.g. Biewer 2011: 28, Deshors 2014: 298, Gilquin & Granger 2011: 76).

While previous studies (e.g. Biewer 2011, Deshors 2014, Gilquin & Granger 
2011) have often compared ESL varieties to EFL varieties, this study compares 
corpus data of two Asian ESL varieties, Hong Kong English (HKE) and Singapore 
English (SgE). It aims to show that two varieties that are seemingly closely related as 
regards their colonial history as well as the contact ecology out of which they have 
arisen do, in actual fact, offer a very different picture concerning the socio-institu-
tional status of English in general and — as a result — the innovation under study 
in particular, thus further challenging the clear-cut nature of the EFL–ESL–ENL 
distinction and, more specifically, the notion of ESL variety itself. The linguistic 
phenomenon investigated in the present study is verb-to-noun conversion (VNC).

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 gives a brief overview of 
common classifications of varieties of English as well as an overview of HKE and 
SgE, and points out in how far they can be viewed as ESL varieties. Section 3 de-
scribes VNC as the innovation that is at the core of the comparative analysis of the 
South-East Asian (SEA) varieties. In Section 4, the database as well as the meth-
odology for the study are outlined. Section 5 offers a quantitative analysis of the 
corpus data as well as a qualitative analysis of select examples in their discourse-
pragmatic context. This is followed by a discussion in Section 6, which addresses 
the usefulness of categories such as ESL in the light of the corpus findings and 
provides concluding remarks.

2. Background

2.1 Classifying World Englishes

Two of the most common models of classifying varieties of English are the three-
way classification into EFL (English as a foreign language) — ESL (English as a 
second language) — ENL (English as a native language) and the Kachruvian Three 
Circles model (Kachru 1985). The classification of English into EFL–ESL–ENL 

1. The notion “variety” is used to designate variants of the English language that can clearly be 
distinguished from one another on the grounds of linguistics features. Varieties in many cases 
are, but need not be, associated with geographical regions; they can, for example, also be char-
acteristic of specific social groups.
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was originally conceived by Strang (1970) and later taken up by Quirk et al. (1972), 
with Kachru’s circles mapping onto it: Speakers within the Inner Circle are native 
speakers of English (ENL). The Outer Circle is comprised of mostly postcolonial 
regions, where English serves as (co-)official language and is learnt in addition to 
another language, hence ESL. In the Expanding Circle, English is used as a foreign 
language but not as an official language (EFL).

One fairly recent classification of varieties of English is the Dynamic Model 
(DM), proposed by Schneider (2003, 2007). The main idea of the model is that the 
“emergence of individual Postcolonial Englishes” is due to an underlying “uni-
form process”. Similar developments across varieties are “grounded in specific, 
cross-culturally parallel sociolinguistic conditions in colonization” (Schneider 
2014b: 10). According to Schneider’s (2007) account, varieties of English undergo 
up to five developmental stages in each of which the identity of settlers and indig-
enous people is negotiated anew, leading to linguistic changes and innovations.

i. The first phase, foundation, is characterized by limited borrowing and pid-
ginization.

ii. The phase of exonormative stabilization sees some grammatical transfer and 
a strong orientation towards British English as the standard.

iii. The nativization phase, which mostly coincides with political independence, 
is crucial to the development of a new variety. This phase is marked by linguis-
tic innovations in all domains of language.

iv. Codification of the newly independent variety and increased linguistic cre-
ativity are the hallmarks of the fourth phase, endonormative stabilization.

v. The final stage of differentiation is defined by the emergence of dialects and 
sociolects within the new, postcolonial variety.

2.2 HKE and SgE as ESL varieties

HKE and SgE are generally classified as ESL varieties, that is, as belonging to the 
Outer Circle. Both varieties, which are briefly introduced in this subsection, show 
a similar contact ecology in that they both emerged from the sustained contact of 
Chinese dialects with British English (BrE) during the colonial rule. For a broader 
overview of the development of English in Asia, see Schneider (2014a).

Hong Kong was a British colony from 1841 until 1997. In the first century of 
colonial rule, bilingualism in English and Chinese was restricted to select indi-
viduals. In the late 1970s, with the introduction of free and compulsory primary 
education in English, the English language spread and the number of bilinguals 
increased (Bolton 2000: 269). After the Handover of Hong Kong to the Chinese in 
1997, English remained an official language, next to Cantonese and Mandarin, two 
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Chinese dialects. The official language policy is one of trilingualism, i.e. fluency in 
Cantonese, English, and Mandarin (Bolton 2012: 228). However, despite the of-
ficial policy, English is mainly restricted to public contexts such as administration, 
the legal system, business, and higher education (Evans 2010: 165). In more private 
settings, Cantonese prevails (Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong SAR 
2013). Due to the different functions English, Cantonese, and Mandarin serve, 
Pang (2003: 17) describes the situation in Hong Kong as “increasingly triglossic”: 
English is of high instrumental value but the emotional attachment to the lan-
guage is fairly low, while Cantonese is the language of family and friends (Gisborne 
2009: 152–153). This division of labor between English and Chinese is only possi-
ble because of the great homogeneity of the Hong Kong population (over 90% have 
Cantonese as native language, cf. Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong 
SAR 2013). Due to this situation, the status of HKE as a variety in its own right has 
repeatedly been questioned (e.g. Johnson 1994: 182, Pang 2003), but newer studies 
(e.g. Bolton 2003: 197–225, Setter et al. 2010: 8) agree that HKE is becoming in-
creasingly nativized and should be considered an independent variety of English.

In Singapore, on the other hand, the situation is very different, even though 
the historical context is similar. Singapore was a British colony from 1819 to 1963 
(Leimgruber 2013a: 1–6). After independence, the reason to make English the of-
ficial language of the country was readily at hand: In contrast to all other languages 
in Singapore, English was the only one that could serve as an interethnic lingua 
franca to unite the different ethnicities present (Wee 2013: 105–109). Additionally, 
three mother tongues, corresponding to the ethnic groups, were recognized as 
official languages: “Mandarin for the Chinese, Malay for the Malays, and Tamil 
for the Indians” (Leimgruber 2013a: 12). The assignment of languages to ethnic 
groups did not necessarily reflect actual language use and led to a considerable 
strengthening of Mandarin, which has replaced other Chinese dialects in Singapore 
(Lim 2010: 30). Contemporary SgE can thus be assumed to be largely influenced 
by Mandarin (Ansaldo 2004: 135). Contrary to the situation in Hong Kong, the 
English language is pervasive in all domains in Singapore. Tan (2014: 334) shows 
that particularly among the youngest Singaporeans, English “has overtaken [all] 
other languages as the main language in the domains of home, leisure, intimacy 
and self ”, which is indicative of the on-going language shift towards English. As 
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Tan (2014: 319) claims, “English can and should be thought of as a mother tongue 
for Singaporeans”.2

After briefly outlining the profiles of HKE and SgE, it becomes evident that 
while both Asian varieties have emerged from a similar language contact ecol-
ogy, they differ in how evolved they are in the DM. HKE is generally classified 
as a variety at the stage of nativization (phase III), whereas SgE is categorized as 
an endonormatively stabilized variety (phase IV). The difference in the degree of 
institutionalization is likely to be reflected in language use, as the DM predicts and 
as previous studies (e.g. Edwards & Laporte 2015) suggest. Table 1 offers a com-
parison of HKE and SgE.

Table 1. South-East Asian varieties investigated

HKE SgE

time of British occupation 1841–1997 1819–1963

official languages Cantonese, Mandarin, 
English

Mandarin, Malay, Tamil, 
English

language policy trilingualism (Cantonese, 
English, Mandarin) and bilit-
eracy (Chinese, English)

English and one ethnic 
mother tongue (either 
Malay, Tamil, or Mandarin)

areas of use of English administration, law, business, 
higher education

all domains

most important contact language Cantonese Mandarin

developmental stage in DM III IV

The overarching aim of the present study is thus to analyze how structural innova-
tions emerge and develop in HKE and SgE, two ESL varieties of English that are 
potentially characterized by influence from their Chinese substrate. Specifically, 
the phenomenon of innovative VNCs, described in more detail in Section 3, is 
studied. It is further explored whether and how the (near-)absence of inflectional 
and derivational morphology in the substratum (Sun 2006: 64, 73) and its ten-
dency to liberally allow for verbs in nominal contexts (see below) can be traced in 

2. A comparison of HKE and SgE on the basis of their similar (historical) contact ecologies might 
be considered problematic, seeing that Malay and Tamil are also contact languages of English in 
Singapore. Notwithstanding, the number of L1 speakers of these languages is comparatively small, 
as the 2010 census indicates (12.2% Malay, 3.3% Tamil; Wong 2011). Furthermore, as Leimgruber 
(2013b: 236) and also Tan (2014: 333) stress, particularly the community of Tamil speakers is 
readily switching to English as its dominant language. As regards the structural feature analyzed 
in the present study, VNC, no significant distinction between HKE and SgE is expected to arise 
from the typology of the contact languages: In Chinese dialects as well as in Malay, an agglutinat-
ing language, “there are hardly any morphological processes to speak of ” (Ansaldo 2009: 139).
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innovative VNCs in these varieties. In addition, the interaction between substra-
tum influence and the degree of institutionalization as operationalized by the DM 
is assessed. This is achieved by way of analyzing corpus data from HKE and SgE. 
Data from BrE, the parent variety of both varieties, serve as a basis of comparison.

3. Verb-to-noun conversion as innovation

In the present study, VNC is drawn on to illustrate potential effects of the Chinese 
substratum as well as potential differences between HKE and SgE due to their de-
velopmental stage. Conversion is defined as the change of word class without overt 
morphological marking (Plag 2003: 107–116):3

 (1) Click the link below to access the searchable database. (GloWbE-US)

 (2) because at the end of the day it wasn’t that big of an ask (GloWbE-US)

The most common direction of conversion in English is from noun to verb (Don 
et al. 2000: 949), as illustrated in (1). The other direction, from verb to noun, as in 
(2), is less common in English, but highly frequent and formally unconstrained 
in Mandarin and Cantonese: “any verb in Cantonese can appear in subject and 
object positions without change in form” (Matthews & Yip 1994: 55; cf. Po-Ching 
& Rimmington 2004: 16 for Mandarin).

It has often been assumed that transfer from the substratum is one of, if not 
the most, important mechanism/s in shaping contact varieties, next to the so-
ciolinguistic context. Following Bao (2005, 2009, 2010a, 2010b), the productivity 
of a transferred feature is assumed to depend crucially on the structural conver-
gence of substratum and lexifier language,4 with structural convergence leading 
to successful transfer and a higher productivity of the transferred feature. In the 
present case, it can be hypothesized that the Chinese substratum will lead to a 
higher productivity of VNC in the Chinese-substratum varieties of English, given 
the very high productivity of the feature in Chinese and the structural conver-
gence of Chinese and English when it comes to VNC. Considering that VNC is 
— if not highly at least mildly — productive in English, substrate influence might, 
however, be difficult to recognize as such. It is therefore necessary to focus on 

3. This phenomenon is also known under the name of zero-derivation (e.g. Kastovsky 
1982: 172–175, Marchand 1960: 293–308). However, the notion of conversion is preferred here. 
For a detailed account of the problematic nature of conceptualizing conversion as zero-deriva-
tion see Balteiro (2007: 25–32).

4. The terminology of substratum and lexifier language is adopted from Bao (2005, 2009, 2010a, 
2010b). In other works on emergent Englishes, these languages are also called contact languages.
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innovative conversions, that is, those that have not been attested in native varieties 
of English.5

When studying innovations, it is necessary to tease apart narrow and broad 
definitions of the concept. Traugott & Trousdale (2013: 2), for example, define in-
novations in the narrow sense as “feature[s] of an individual mind”. By replication 
“across populations of speakers”, these ad hoc innovations can become conven-
tionalized. Or, as van Rooy (2011: 192–193) describes it in contact linguistic terms, 
ad hoc innovations enter the feature pool, may be selected and then evolve as in-
novative features of a contact variety. What distinguishes ad hoc innovations from 
innovative features is, first, the degree of systematicity with which they are used 
and, second, the degree of acceptability of the innovation (van Rooy 2011: 195). 
Both systematicity as well as acceptability are gradient notions, with ad hoc inno-
vations ranging low on systematicity as well as acceptability. Conventionalization 
involves the spread of the innovation, i.e. an increase in systematicity, and with 
that also (supposedly) an increase in acceptability. Operationalizing innovations 
by assessing their systematicity and acceptability is suitable for a study within the 
usage-based paradigm, as the two concepts can be assessed empirically compara-
tively easily with corpus-analytic and experimental methods.

The innovative VNCs analyzed in this study are hypothesized to range low on 
systematicity and probably also low on acceptability in native varieties6 and can 
thus be thought of as ad hoc innovations, that is, as “feature[s] of an individual 
mind”, rather than conventionalized features. However, in the SEA varieties, the 
influence of Chinese might have induced conventionalization, resulting in a high-
er systematicity of use and a higher acceptability of the phenomenon.

Conventionalization is operationalized as codification in the present study. 
That is, an instance of VNC will count as an instantiation of the innovation as long 

5. Previous research on conversion in Asian Englishes has, to my knowledge, exclusively relied 
on word lists which had been compiled before conducting the analyses. These studies therefore 
did not detect truly innovative lexical features. Cases in point are Biermeier (2008) and Evans 
(2015).

6. For the acceptability of VNC in varieties of English, see Horch (2017: 195–243). In a web-
based experiment, speakers of native varieties were found to judge sentences containing innova-
tive VNCs significantly worse than speakers of HKE and SgE, and also significantly worse than 
sentences containing features attested in other varieties of English, such as the use of fi for to in 
Jamaican English (we need fi tell them fi put down the gun). Within the two Asian varieties, HKE 
participants rated the sentences containing VNC higher, presumably because of their higher 
systematicity of use of the process.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



154 Stephanie Horch

as it lacks an entry in the Oxford English Dictionary (online edition).7 All those 
converted forms that have already been codified are defined as pertaining to the 
native variety, that is, the standard or norm, and are not analyzed.

In the present study, the contrast of norm vs. innovation is operationalized 
by a comparison of an influential native variety of English, BrE, and two New 
Englishes, SgE and HKE. Thus, VNCs present in the BrE standard are assumed 
to constitute the norm, and VNCs that are not attested for BrE are classified as 
innovations. The choice of BrE as a reference variety is based on that, first, BrE is 
the historical parent variety of the SEA varieties in question, and, second, that it 
is an “inner circle ‘super-variet[y]’ ” (Collins & Yao 2013: 479), with the potential 
to influence other varieties around the world. From the perspective of HKE and 
SgE, the choice of BrE as a basis of comparison seems suitable, considering that in 
many Asian varieties which have not developed a codified standard yet, English 
language teaching, e.g. in schools, still orients towards BrE and US English, the 
two most influential native varieties (Kirkpatrick 2012: 17).

The hypotheses that guide the analysis can be summarized as follows. Firstly, 
the ESL varieties (HKE, SgE) are expected to show a higher productivity of VNC 
than the native variety (BrE) due to extensive influence from the Chinese substra-
tum. Secondly, the SEA varieties are assumed to differ according to the socio-insti-
tutional status of English in these regions, that is, due to the fact that SgE is further 
evolved than HKE along the cline of developmental stages in the DM. Thirdly, in 
line with a usage-based approach to language (e.g. Bybee 2010), verbs of different 
frequencies of occurrence are expected to be processed differently within vari-
eties. These processing differences are likely to affect the productivity of conver-
sion. Verbs that are highly frequent will show “increased morphological stability” 
and will consequently convert to a lesser degree than less frequent verbs. (This 
so-called conserving effect of frequency (Bybee 2010: 24–25) is also observed for, 
among others, highly frequent irregular verbs such as burn, which generally resist 
a regularization of the paradigm (burnt > burned) longer than less frequent irregu-
lar verbs such as spill (spilt > spilled)).

7. A major corpus of a native variety or frequency data obtained on the basis of such a corpus 
could also serve as reference, as a reviewer points out. Yet, the reliability of these data crucially 
hinges on the reliability of the corpus itself. Seeing that dictionaries are carefully edited, they can 
be considered a more objective record of the language. Nonetheless, the editing process is time-
consuming, so that dictionaries generally ‘lag behind’ actual language use. As a compromise, the 
online edition is preferred here.
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4. Methods and data

For many studies concerned with low-frequency language phenomena such as 
VNC, the International Corpus of English (ICE; The ICE Project 2014), the bench-
mark corpus in World Englishes research, has proven too small to conduct reli-
able statistical analyses (e.g. Biermeier 2008: 198). Therefore, the present study 
is based on data from the Corpus of Global Web-based English (GloWbE; Davies 
2013). For a detailed description of the corpus and the compilation procedure, 
see Davies & Fuchs (2015). GloWbE comprises 1.9 billion words stemming from 
webpages hosted in twenty different English-speaking countries (Davies & Fuchs 
2015: 2–3). The sections for HKE and SgE comprise around 40 million words, the 
section for BrE roughly 390 million words (Davies & Fuchs 2015: 6). The data 
were sampled in 2012 and 2013 (see http://corpus.byu.edu/glowbe). For every 
variety, GloWbE offers data from informal blogs (roughly 60%) and from other 
websites of a supposedly more formal register (roughly 40%). The aim of this dis-
tinction is to emulate the 60% to 40% ratio of spoken to written language that is 
also present in the ICE corpora (Davies & Fuchs 2015: 3–4). Nevertheless, as Mair 
(2015: 30–31) and also Peters (2015: 41–42) point out, the questions of whether 
blogs constitute a genre and whether they are comparable to spoken language at 
all remain unclear. Also, the reliability of web-corpora in general has met with 
skepticism due to their heterogeneity as regards “types of speakers” and “language 
variants” (i.e. basi-/meso-/acrolectal, Mukherjee 2015: 35).8 Notwithstanding 
these points of criticism, Heller & Röthlisberger (2015) could show that the re-
sults of a quantitative corpus study on the dative and genitive alternation were 
largely independent of whether the data came from ICE or GloWbE, thus allow-
ing for the tentative conclusion that ICE and GloWbE can be expected to yield 
comparable results.

In order to evaluate the success of VNC in Asian varieties of English, verbs 
fulfilling the following criteria were selected out of two frequency bins (high and 
low), each containing 100 verbs: The eligible verbs have a corresponding and near-
synonymous deverbal noun formed by derivation (e.g. examination) but have not 
been converted yet, that is, show no attested lexicalized deverbal converted form 
(e.g. *an examine) according to the OED.9 Out of the resulting group of 46 verbs, 
twenty were randomly selected. (For a list, see Table 3 in the Appendix.) For these 

8. A more detailed discussion of the benefits and potential drawbacks of GloWbE can be found 
in a recent issue of English World-Wide (Vol. 36, No. 1) as well as in Horch (2017: 69–80).

9. This eliminates verbs such as play, which does not have a corresponding deverbal noun 
(*playation, *playment), or estimate, for which a converted form is attested in the OED.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://corpus.byu.edu/glowbe


156 Stephanie Horch

potentially innovative conversions, random samples of size 1,00010 were drawn 
from GloWbE for both the potential singular (corresponding to the infinitive, e.g. 
examine) as well as the potential plural (corresponding to the third person singular 
form, e.g. examines). The automatic part-of-speech tagging provided in GloWbE 
is not sufficiently accurate to rely on it in a study of conversion,11 therefore, the 
samples were manually coded for part-of-speech. The normalized (to the corpus 
size) token frequencies of the converted forms were input into a logistic regression 
model, together with the normalized token frequency values for the verb as well as 
the corresponding deverbal noun (e.g. examination).

The fact that the twenty verbs under scrutiny were selected randomly as well 
as the circumstance that a random sample was drawn might limit the possibility to 
generalize the tendencies encountered for these verbs to other verbs. For instance, 
the sample does not allow for any generalizations on the semantic level. Yet, fo-
cussing on individual verbs or types of verbs is not the scope of the present study 
(which is why verbal lexemes were included as a random effect in the regression 
model, see below). However, considering that a total of roughly 120,000 forms 
was manually tagged for part-of-speech for this study, it can be assumed that the 
results are robust for the phenomenon of VNC in general, even if they might be 
less reliable for individual verbs.

The statistical method of a logistic regression establishes the relationship be-
tween a binary dependent variable and various independent variables. (For a de-
tailed account of the benefits of logistic regressions, particularly in the field of 
linguistics, see Gries (2015).) In this case, the logistic regression calculates the 
odds of conversion (i.e. nominalization of examine as examine/s: he passed a na-
tion-wide examine in law) versus the odds of derivation (i.e. nominalization of 
examine as examination/s: he passed a nation-wide examination in law) depend-
ing on three independent variables: the variety of English (HKE, SgE, BrE), the 
frequency of the verb in the corpus (frequencyVerb), and the frequency of the 
derived, near-synonymous form in the corpus (frequencyDeriv). Furthermore, 
the effects of verb frequency and the derived, near-synonymous form could play 
out differently for each variety, so that an interaction between these two predictors 
and variety is specified. The lexeme itself should not influence the results, which 
is why it is included as a so-called random effect. By excluding individual lexemes 

10. The number of 1,000 was chosen for reasons of feasibility.

11. For example, a search for nominal examine, [examine].[nn*], yields no hits in GloWbE. 
Yet, as the example in (3) clearly demonstrates, examine does occur in unambiguously nominal 
contexts in this corpus.
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from the calculation, general tendencies can be established independently of the 
verb lexemes.12

5. Results

5.1 Quantitative perspective

The results for the fixed effects of the logistic regression model are displayed in 
Table 2.13 The “Estimate” column gives the predicted change in log odds (abbrevi-
ated B) and the column “Std. Error” gives the standard error. P values, indicating 
the statistical significance of the estimates, are listed in the “p value” column.

Table 2. Fixed effects of generalized linear mixed model for conversion in SEA Englishes 
vs. BrE. BrE set as the reference level

Estimate Std. Error p value

(Intercept) −6.91 0.244 < 0.001 ***

varietyHK 1.73 0.117 < 0.001 ***

varietySG 0.79 0.122 < 0.001 ***

frequencyDeriv −0.55 0.148 < 0.001 ***

frequencyVerb 0.29 0.199 0.149

varietyHK:frequencyDeriv −0.07 0.075 0.326

varietySG:frequencyDeriv −0.06 0.096 0.546

varietyHK:frequencyVerb −0.31 0.079 < 0.001 ***

varietySG:frequencyVerb −0.19 0.108 0.079 .

Significance codes: 0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 0.05 ‘.’ 0.1 ‘ ’ 1

The results show that conversion has a higher chance of occurring in the Chinese-
substratum varieties, that is, in HKE and SgE compared to BrE (cf. Figure 1).14 
However, the chances (given in logarithmic odds) are not equal in HKE and SgE, 
but considerably higher in HKE (B = 1.73) than in SgE (B = 0.79).

12. This results in the following model equation: glmer(conv, deriv ~ (1|lexeme) + variety * (fre-
quencyDeriv + frequencyVerb), family = “binomial”,…), whereby (1|lexeme) is the notation for 
including the lexeme as a random effect. The model was calculated using the glmer() function 
from the lme4 package (Bates et al. 2014) for R (R Core Team 2014).

13. For the random effect, see Table 4 in the Appendix.

14. BrE was set as the reference level, so that all estimates are given in reference to the native 
variety.
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Furthermore, the frequency of the competing, near-synonymous derived 
form turns out to be a highly significant predictor of VNC (B = −0.55, p < 0.001). 
The negative estimate indicates an indirect relation: the more frequent the derived 
form is, the lower the probability that the corresponding verb is converted to a 
noun. This tendency holds not only for the native variety but also for the Asian 
varieties.

As far as the frequency of the verb is concerned, it does not significantly influ-
ence the likelihood of VNC in BrE (p > 0.1) or in SgE (p > 0.05). Yet, in HKE, the 
frequency of the verb emerges as a highly significant predictor of VNC (B = −0.31, 
p < 0.001).

These results suggests that a shared substratum does not necessarily lead to 
similar usage patterns of transferred features in the contact language. It rather 
seems that the degree of institutionalization is crucial in the formation of a con-
tact variety. The less advanced variety, HKE, shows a usage pattern that is further 
away from that of the native variety. This tallies with findings from SLA that in-
dicate that conversion is favored in the early stages of language learning and that 
morphologically more complex processes become more frequent with increasing 
target language proficiency (Pavesi 1998: 226).

The importance of the socio-institutional status of English is further cor-
roborated by learner-like tendencies present in HKE, but not in SgE (p > 0.05 for 
varietySG:frequencyVerb) or BrE (p > 0.1 for varietyGB:frequencyVerb). In HKE, 
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Figure 1. Predicted probabilities of conversion per variety

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Innovative conversions in South-East Asian Englishes 159

contrary to the other varieties, the frequency with which a verb occurs in the entire 
corpus is of relevance to the odds of that verb being converted to a noun. The nega-
tive estimate of −0.31 (p < 0.001) indicates an inverse relation: The less frequently a 
verb occurs, the higher the odds of conversion become; the more frequent a verb is, 
the lower the odds that it is converted to a noun. The effect is visualized in Figure 2.15

Thus, in HKE, in the high-frequency range, there is little creativity and speak-
ers prefer highly frequent nominal forms well-known to them, i.e. nouns formed 
by derivation. In the low-frequency range, on the other hand, when unable to re-
trieve a nominal form, speakers form a new word adhering to the easiest process, 
namely conversion, a process that involves no additional morphological material. 
This shortest path principle (Wald 1993: 68) is summarized by Biewer (2011: 14) as 
follows: “[I]f the rules of the target language allow for variation, one variant will be 
selected, and the selected variant will be the one that ‘correspond[s] most closely’ 
to the L1 feature”. In the case of HKE, conversion is the process that corresponds 

15. It has to be acknowledged that the confidence intervals indicated in Figure 2 are fairly high, 
particularly for HKE. However, the results for BrE vs. HKE appear to be robust (almost no over-
lap of confidence intervals).
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Figure 2. Effect for verb frequency. In HKE, odds become higher for less frequent verbs 
compared to BrE and SgE. The shaded areas indicate the confidence intervals (0.95) for 
each line.
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most closely to the L1 (Chinese), which explains why more transfer is observed in 
the low-frequency range.

Notwithstanding this comparatively unconstrained use of VNC in HKE, there 
is a mechanism that applies across all varieties, working against VNC: The fre-
quency of the deverbal noun significantly shapes the odds of VNC, with a higher 
frequency of the deverbal noun (e.g. examination) blocking the conversion of a 
verb to a noun. This blocking constraint (cf. Aronoff 1976) serves the avoidance 
of synonyms and applies to the SEA Englishes to the same degree as to the native 
variety (the estimates for HKE and SgE are not significantly different from that for 
BrE, p > 0.1 in both cases), despite the influence of the substratum.

Summarizing these findings, it is obvious that the influence of the substratum 
can only insufficiently explain the differences in VNC between the SEA Englishes. 
The degree of institutionalization of English determines the degree and range of 
transfer from the substratum. Where English is less institutionalized, there is more 
transfer. It is therefore necessary to combine the two explanatory approaches, sub-
strate transfer and degree of institutionalization, so as to understand the usage 
patterns of VNC. Following Bao’s approach (2005, 2009, 2010a, 2010b), the sub-
stratum contributes the structural features to the emergent variety and the super-
stratum moderates their productivity. The more compatible grammatical features 
are, the more frequently they are expected to occur. Nonetheless, the evolutionary 
stage of the respective variety of English plays a vital role in shaping the frequency 
pattern that is contributed by the superstratum language. As far as VNC is con-
sidered, it seems that the more evolved the variety is, the more the frequency pat-
tern of the contact variety approximates that of the native variety. This tallies with 
Edwards & Laporte’s (2015) findings that the most institutionalized ESL varieties 
show patterns most similar to native varieties, but contrasts with the wide-spread 
assumption that a greater norm orientation might result in a higher similarity of 
EFL varieties to ENL varieties, and might lead ESL varieties to show patterns dis-
similar to ENL varieties. This hypothesis is pursued by e.g. Mukherjee & Gries 
(2009), who show that verb-complementational profiles of some Asian varieties 
reflect the evolutionary stages at which the varieties are located, with the least 
institutionalized variety exhibiting the profile closest to the native variety. These 
apparently contradictory results thus seem to imply that “the evolution of World 
Englishes does not necessarily have the same impact on all linguistic features” 
(Laporte 2012: 286), leading Bernaisch (2015: 214–218) to conclude that different 
innovative features are affected by ongoing institutionalization in different ways, 
some showing endonormative and some exonormative tendencies. The quantita-
tive results suggest that the more institutionalized variety (SgE) is closer to the 
native variety as regards the usage profile of VNC, while the less institutionalized 
variety (HKE) displays a distinct, and different usage profile.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Innovative conversions in South-East Asian Englishes 161

Generally, the results further reveal that VNC is an elusive phenomenon in the 
varieties investigated. The predicted probability for VNC is low in all varieties (cf. 
Figure 1). This illustrates the need for large corpora when researching this innova-
tion. As far as the individual verbs are concerned, it can tentatively be concluded 
that some verbs apparently display a higher inclination to convert to nouns than 
others. Of all the verbs listed in Table 3, choose, require, examine, and continue are 
among the verbs for which most corpus evidence is available across varieties. In 
the SEA varieties, improve is also fairly frequently encountered in nominal con-
texts. Examples are given in (3) through (5).

 (3) From this, I learn to make choose. (GloWbE-HK)

 (4) Try to make a decision whether the net space is adequate for your requires 
or not. (GloWbE-HK)

 (5) This may be particularly helpful if you not too long ago installed a hardware 
improve to the now defunct system. (GloWbE-SG)

Yet, as this result rests on random samples of size 1,000 of a group of randomly 
chosen verbs, a meaningful interpretation is neither easily found nor within the 
scope of this study.

5.2 Qualitative perspective

The quantitative data are complemented by a qualitative analysis of select examples 
in their discourse-pragmatic context.16 The aim of such a close reading is to assess 
whether differences between the SEA varieties extend beyond mere frequency.

 (6) The Nanchang Bayi trade union was clandestinely set up on 14 August 2006. 
The chair, Gao Haitao, was elected by popular vote. Since then he had fought 
against Wal-Mart management over one issue after another. It is significant 
that he had studied law on his own while supporting himself by working at 
Wal-Mart part-time. In 2005 he passed a nation-wide examine in law and 
decided to stay on in Wal-Mart as a full-timer. His legal knowledge became 
his main weapon to fight against Wal-Mart. (GloWbE-HK)

Excerpt (6) is taken from a website hosted in Hong Kong called China Labor 
News Translations, which offers “English translations of Chinese-language re-
ports, commentaries and blogs on labor issues”. The Chinese texts are translated 

16. The analysis provided here cannot replace an exhaustive qualitative investigation. Yet, the 
examples have been chosen in such a way that they represent what appear to be general trends 
in these varieties.
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by volunteers who are “former Chinese labor activists now residing outside China, 
the foreign media, or foreign scholars, NGOs, trade unions”. The website is di-
rected towards non-Chinese (native) speakers of English, encouraging them to 
“build a more nuanced understanding of […] Chinese labor issues” (China Labor 
News Translations n.d.). Consequently, it is not surprising that the text is of a for-
mal register, showing an elaborate style characterized by infrequent lexical items 
(clandestinely), hypotactic sentences (while supporting…), the passive voice (was 
elected) and metaphors (His legal knowledge became his main weapon). However, 
regardless of the formality of the text, the author-translator of the text uses con-
version in one instance (examine). Considering that this excerpt is a rendition of 
a text in (presumably) the translator’s L1, it is highly probable that this instance 
of VNC is the result of direct transfer from the L1. The omission of the article in 
he had fought against Ø Wal-Mart management also points to transfer from the 
translator’s assumed L1, Chinese.17

 (7) You can say that I’m easily contented, no deny about that. I made a quick 
decision to be a Stay-At-Home-Mum five years ago and I went ahead to 
start an online business on my hobby two years back. Besides having the gut 
feeling and full support from my family, my positive attitude and optimism 
put me through those rollercoaster rides through these years. I do have my 
downtimes and bad hair days, but I’ve learn to pick myself up fast and keep 
moving forward. (GloWbE-SG)

Excerpt (7), taken from a website hosted in Singapore, illustrates that VNC is used 
in different contexts in SgE. While excerpt (6) is markedly formal in register, (7) 
is a very informal text. It is part of a blog entry by a Singaporean woman who de-
scribes her life as a mother. Overall, her writing is very close to Standard English 
(except for the omission of a past-tense marker in I’ve learn). Nonetheless, in the 
first sentence, she converts the verb deny to a noun. Contrary to excerpt (6), con-
version could in this case be due to analogy, potentially inspired by the [no N 
about] construction (e.g. no doubt about). As corpus evidence suggests, deny can 
be expected to occur in the form of a present participle (e.g. in no denying (the 
fact) that). Yet, due to the (substrate-induced) non-standard patterns of morpho-
logical marking that SgE shows (e.g. Gut 2009), it is reasonable to assume that the 
-ing form is dispreferred here. Therefore, the [no N about] construction is chosen, 
which helps avoid the use of a verb altogether. The fact that learn in the last sen-
tence of (7) is simplified (I’ve learn to pick myself up) is consistent with the con-
version of deny in that both could be seen as indicators of a general tendency to 

17. I thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.
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avoid bound morphemes, potentially owing to the analytic nature of the Chinese 
substratum.18

Accordingly, it appears that innovative VNCs occur not only more frequently 
in HKE than in SgE, but also in different contexts. In SgE, VNC seems to be re-
stricted to (very) informal contexts, while in HKE it also extends to more formal 
contexts. Considering that in native varieties conversion is associated with infor-
mal registers (e.g. Cannon 1985), the usage profile of VNC in SgE approximates 
that of BrE to a larger extent than that of HKE. Furthermore, as excerpt (7) in-
dicates, VNC is often facilitated by analogy in SgE. The modelling on analogi-
cal formations is presumably not of equal relevance in HKE, again hinting at the 
comparatively unconstrained nature of the process in HKE. This shows that HKE 
speakers, despite an exonormative orientation towards the BrE standard (Pang 
2003), do not show the same awareness of VNC as speakers of SgE. This is in line 
with Chui’s (2010: i) findings that Hong Kong students displayed an “inadequate 
sensitivity to mode difference in English”, with written texts often exhibiting fea-
tures typical of spoken language and vice versa. Yet, this qualitative analysis, as it 
rests on a limited number of examples, does not allow for firm conclusions but 
can merely provide preliminary indications. The claims made would need to be 
substantiated by a larger number of examples.

6. Discussion and conclusion

The results presented herein suggest that in contact variety formation, effects of 
the substratum lessen with an increasing degree of institutionalization. A high 
degree of institutionalization reduces both the quantity and range of transfer, re-
gardless of the status of English as an official language in a region/country. VNC 
has higher odds of occurrence in Chinese-substratum varieties, which can most 
likely be ascribed to the influence of the substrate. The qualitative analysis cor-
roborates this assumption, particularly (6), in which VNC is used in a translation 
from Chinese to English. In (7), VNC also seems to result from a tendency in the 
variety that is due to the non-morphemic nature of the substratum.

Nonetheless, substrate influence is moderated by the degree of institutional-
ization of English, as both analyses show. Not only are the odds of conversion lower 
in SgE, the more advanced variety, there are furthermore tendencies characteristic 
of learner varieties to be found in HKE. First, there is a statistically significant 

18. The omission of bound morphemes could also result from a general simplification tendency 
observed in L2 varieties. See e.g. Seoane & Suárez-Gómez (2013: 11) or Werner (2014: 330) for 
tense and aspect marking.
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preference for the non-morphemic word-formation process of VNC (compared 
to the native variety), which is also observed for EFL speakers. Second, the prefer-
ence for VNC is particularly pronounced for verbs of low frequency, indicative of 
the shortest path principle. Also, an effect of register is apparent from the excerpts 
in 5.2. While converting a verb to a noun can occur in formal and informal con-
texts in HKE, this process is restricted to the more informal registers in SgE, again 
illustrating that institutionalization is crucial in shaping contact varieties.

As has already been mentioned, the precise effects of register and mode would 
need to be corroborated by further research, also drawing on large corpora of 
spoken language. Furthermore, this study has drawn on GloWbE and thus on 
data from innovative web registers. While the results are plausible, it would be 
worthwhile to scrutinize the same process in other, more ‘traditional’ registers. 
Additionally, it might be rewarding to focus on specific groups of verbs, e.g. with 
similar semantics. Also, a comparison of the Chinese-substratum varieties with 
other varieties with largely synthetic substrata (such as Indian English) could yield 
interesting insights into the nature of VNC as a process transferred from an ana-
lytic substratum and/or as a general learner process.

Notwithstanding this outlook on methodology and further points of interest, 
the present, GloWbE-based study demonstrates that it is not only the boundary 
between EFL and ESL varieties that is blurry, it is the notion of ESL in itself. While 
HKE and SgE have both been termed ESL varieties, VNC plays out very differ-
ently in these varieties, with the degree of institutionalization assuming a key role. 
Subsuming SgE and HKE under the heading of ESL varieties does not truthfully 
represent contemporary language use, as it suggests similarities, when, in actual 
fact, HKE might be more similar to EFL varieties than to the highly institutional-
ized SgE (cf. Edwards & Laporte 2015).

Yet, the fact that theoretical categories almost never hold out to empirical 
analysis hardly comes as a surprise. Nonetheless, this is by no means a plea for 
rejecting all classification (in this I side with Buschfeld (2013) and Biewer (2011)), 
but rather a call for a more careful interpretation of the theoretical notions (cf. 
Biewer 2011: 11). While there can be no perfect model — after all, models are 
only a simplified representation of reality — a combination of the EFL–ESL–ENL 
distinction and the DM as proposed in Buschfeld (2013: 75–76) can be assumed 
to approximate actual language use in HKE and SgE as evidenced in the corpus 
data. What Buschfeld (2013: 75) suggests is a modification of the EFL–ESL–ENL 
distinction by, firstly, interpreting it as a continuum and, secondly, “explicitly tying 
in the development of identity constructions and the linguistic effects, namely the 
degree of nativization and subsequently institutionalization”. In the case of HKE 
and SgE, it is precisely the degree of nativization that determines the probabil-
ity of VNC. While HKE and SgE may diachronically have started out as contact 
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varieties emerging from similar settings, the sociolinguistic contexts now differ 
considerably. The current investigation has provided indications that the less ad-
vanced variety, HKE, shows trends and processes typical of acquisition settings, 
such as the shortest path principle or a stronger preference for the less complex 
word-formation process in general, so that it can be assumed that ESL varieties 
located at an early stage of the DM are similar to learner varieties. However, the 
picture seems to change with increasing institutionalization. For VNC, SgE, an 
advanced ESL variety, does not resemble learner varieties but rather displays a us-
age pattern more similar to the native variety. The present study thus supports the 
view that an increase in institutionalization can instigate change, more precisely, 
a transition from an EFL-like to an ENL-like variety (cf. Buschfeld 2013: 191). 
This ultimately necessitates that the notion of ESL be understood as (part of) a 
continuum and that HKE and SgE are to be located at opposite ends. As a conse-
quence, “varietal types should be approached in an integrated fashion” (Edwards 
& Laporte 2015: 163), encouraging the investigation of similar processes and in-
novations in EFL/ESL and ESL/ENL varieties (as in e.g. Deshors 2014). This paper 
has hopefully shown how this aim is achieved by studying an innovation and how 
it is affected by ongoing institutionalization in two SEA varieties of English.
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Appendix

It has to be noted that this list was compiled prior to the corpus analysis. It might therefore be the 
case that some verbs change category from one variety to the other. Nonetheless, as frequency 
is modeled as a continuous predictor, this does not interfere with the significance of the results.

Table 3. Randomly selected verbs and corresponding deverbal nouns

high frequency low frequency
verb deverbal noun verb deverbal noun
allow allowance approve approval
choose choice calculate calculation
consider consideration deny denial
continue continuation distribute distribution
create creation examine examination
develop development expand expansion
improve improvement imagine imagination
provide provision possess possession
refer reference satisfy satisfaction
require requirement specify specification
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Table 4. Random effect of generalized linear mixed model

Groups Name Variance Standard Deviation

lexeme (Intercept) 1.071 1.035

Number of observations: 60, groups: lexeme, 20
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The fate of linguistic innovations
Jersey English and French learner English compared
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Drawing on spoken corpus data, this study traces the emergence and develop-
ment of Norman French-influenced innovations in the nativised L2 variety of 
Jersey English and compares them to features in the speech of French-speaking 
learners of English. The comparison shows that such innovations do not differ 
from errors in a learner variety on a formal linguistic level and that they arguably 
result from the same processes as are present in foreign language acquisition, 
such as transfer or simplification. The paper therefore argues that innovations 
can only be identified reliably in retrospect, once they are more widely accepted 
in the speech community. It also points to the social factors that are crucial in 
shaping the use and probable fates of former innovations in Jersey English and 
suggests a typology of innovations according to their developments.

Keywords: linguistic innovation, error, Jersey English, French learner English, 
transfer

1. Introduction

Jersey English (JersE), a small and lesser-known variety1 on the periphery of con-
tinental Europe, has emerged over recent centuries in a linguistic and cultural 
contact setting between Norman French, standard French and various varieties 
of (mainly) British English. Jersey’s somewhat remote geographical location, in 

1. This paper uses a wide definition of ‘variety’ as an umbrella term for any form of native or 
non-native English that has a typical feature pool used by a group of speakers (see also van Rooy 
2011: 290 for a similar definition). It will usually be specified whether the term refers to a native 
or a learner variety, to English as a Foreign Language (EFL) or English as a Second Language 
(ESL). Note that no attempt is made here to differentiate between terms such as ‘variety’ or 
‘dialect’ for the JersE context nor to solve the problem of which new forms of a language truly 
constitute an independent variety in their own right or should simply be seen as variants.
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combination with diverse linguistic influences and its economic transforma-
tion from an agricultural society into a centre of international finance, make the 
English variety spoken there an interesting showcase for the origin and develop-
ment of linguistic innovations in non-native Englishes. This in turn provides a 
useful starting point for a more general discussion of such notions as ‘innovation’, 
‘error’ and ‘norm’.

‘Innovations’ in JersE are here defined as features that have arisen in the specific 
contact situation of the island, differ from a southern British spoken norm in terms 
of grammar or pragmatics and have been conventionalised in such a way that they 
occur in the speech of more than individual speakers in a relatively small corpus. In 
this sense, the definition follows Kachru’s (1982: 45) notion of ‘deviation’:

it is different from the norm in the sense that it is the result of the new ‘un-English’ 
linguistic and cultural setting in which the English language is used; it is the result 
of a productive process which marks the typical variety-specific features; and it is 
systemic within a variety, and not idiosyncratic.

The definition of innovation used in this paper also agrees with van Rooy’s 
(2011: 189) proposal of the criteria “grammatical stability” and “acceptability” 
used in classifying some form as a conventionalised innovation.

Based on sociolinguistic interview and archive data, compiled into a 350,000-
word corpus of spoken JersE analysed in detail in Rosen (2014), this paper offers 
a historical perspective on linguistic innovations in a formerly non-native English 
variety. It traces the probable origin and development of contact-induced gram-
matical features of JersE, in particular a Verb-and-Verb construction in which the 
second verb always appears in the infinitival form, existential there’s with time 
reference and the pragmatic particle eh, as illustrated in examples (1), (2) and (3), 
and compares these to data from advanced French-speaking learners of English 
taken from the Louvain International Database of Spoken English Interlanguage 
(LINDSEI; Gilquin et al. 2010).

 (1) I went out and see him. (JIC28m1979)

 (2) There’s sixty years we’re married. (JIC12f1935)

 (3) It’s good for the cattle, eh? (JIC06f1933)

In doing so, the paper has three central aims. First, it intends to show that both 
innovations and what have usually been termed errors in EFL research probably 
result from identical cognitive and psycholinguistic processes (see also Biewer 
2011: 13; Mesthrie & Bhatt 2008: 159–167; van Rooy 2011: 193) and are difficult, if 
not impossible, to distinguish on a purely formal linguistic level. Many JersE fea-
tures also occur in the spoken language of French-speaking learners of English, in 
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which setting they would traditionally be considered errors. Thus, the difference 
between the notions of (not yet conventionalised) innovations on the one hand 
and errors on the other seems to be terminological and attitudinal — a matter of 
perspective and norm-orientation rather than a linguistic difference. To a certain 
extent, then, this paper is in the same vein as the contributions to Mukherjee & 
Hundt (2011), in which learner Englishes and second-language varieties are de-
scribed and compared on an empirical basis. The study also demonstrates that, 
despite obvious differences between EFL and ESL in terms of learning settings, 
goals, motivation and norm orientation (see Biewer 2011: 9–13; Kachru & Nelson 
2006: 26; Mukherjee & Hundt 2011: 212–213; Sridhar & Sridhar 1986), there are 
enough parallel features to make us reconsider a simple distinction between labels 
such as ‘innovations’ on the one and ‘errors’ on the other hand.

The second aim of the paper is to show that conventionalised innovations can 
only be identified reliably in hindsight — once they have caught on and are con-
sistently used in the speech community. Unlike in other domains of life, where 
innovations would perhaps be defined as new creative forms intended as such, it 
is often very difficult to determine, at least from transcribed corpus material only, 
if a speaker intended to be innovative and create a new form or if he or she simply 
missed the appropriate form in the target language and made a mistake. The JersE 
corpus data allow us to establish, in retrospect, which linguistic phenomena devi-
ating from British norms can be considered JersE innovations rather than errors 
made by individual speakers in a group learning process, as they became conven-
tionalised and widely accepted in the JersE speech community.

At the same time, the corpus data combined with a qualitative approach that 
relies on intimate background knowledge of participants and linguistic material 
can be used to identify — and this is the third aim of this paper — those processes 
and social factors which are important in shaping the use and fate of these former 
innovations. A typology of JersE innovations according to their paths of develop-
ment will be suggested. As will be seen, such conventionalised innovations can de-
velop very differently in terms of speaker recognition or identity-creating potential 
and their chances of survival. Some of these features go unnoticed by speakers of 
the JersE speech community, some can be used consciously to signal local identity 
and some are assigned (often affectionately) to older traditional islanders only.

After a brief introduction to JersE and its sociolinguistic setting, the data and 
methods used in this study will be presented. In Section 4, conventionalised inno-
vations in JersE will be presented one by one and compared systematically to data 
from LINDSEI. For this comparison, all features that comply with the definition of 
innovation in this paper have been extracted from the complete morpho-syntactic 
repertoire of contact-induced features of JersE established in Rosen (2014: 176–
177), which is based on the spoken JersE corpus and on feature lists in Viereck 
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(1988) and Jones (2010). The three features which will be examined in more detail 
in this section have been selected as they illustrate a) different possible outcomes 
of such a comparison and b) different pathways of development reflected in vary-
ing sociolinguistic distributions and potentials for creating identity among speak-
ers of JersE today. The paper concludes with a discussion of the results in the light 
of the notions of innovations and errors and suggests a preliminary classification 
of JersE innovations according to possible ‘fates’.

2. Jersey English and its sociolinguistic setting

With 99,500 inhabitants and 118 km², Jersey is the largest of the Channel Islands, 
which are positioned between England and France in the Bay of St. Malo and 
have been associated with the English Crown since 1066. Today, the Islands have 
a special status as dependencies of the British Crown in Europe and are practi-
cally self-governing, apart from matters of diplomatic representation and defence. 
Although there has been increasing Anglicisation since the 19th century, Norman 
French was still widely spoken, particularly in the rural parishes, until the begin-
ning of the 20th century. The transformation into a monoglot English society is by 
now, however, almost complete, with only 2 to 3% of the population still speaking 
insular Norman. All of the latter are bilingual speakers of Norman French and 
English, the vast majority of them using English in most domains of everyday life. 
The English variety spoken on Jersey can therefore be described today, following 
Mesthrie’s (1992) terminology, as a nativised L2 variety.2

In general, however, it is not easy to place JersE within models of World or 
New Englishes. For example, it is neither formally captured by Kachru’s (1985) 
Three Concentric Circles model nor by Schneider’s (2003, 2007) Dynamic Model, 
as Jersey is not a nation-state and does not qualify for the label of ‘postcolonial 
English’ given its political status and history. Although Jersey used to be a trading 
outpost and had English troops garrisoned there for some centuries, its politi-
cal autonomy (despite proximity to Britain) and its migration structures within 
a European context differentiate it from other places where New Englishes have 
developed. A significant continuing influx of immigrants from Britain, Poland and 
Madeira, as well as the island’s transformation into an international finance centre, 
have led to ongoing dialect and language contact. The politically and historically 
oriented definitions of Inner and Outer Circle varieties in Kachru’s model, as de-
scribed for instance in Kachru & Nelson (2006), do not admit easy assignment of 

2. For more detailed background information on Jersey English see Rosen (2014: 25–42); on the 
Channel Islands in general see Jones (2010).
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JersE. Others have pointed out similar problems in classifying varieties according 
to Kachru’s model (see e.g. Bongartz & Buschfeld 2011: 50; Bruthiaux 2003: 159, 
166; Mukherjee & Hundt 2011: 210–211). Bruthiaux (2003: 162) also criticises 
how the model does not take into account variation within varieties. This is also 
relevant for JersE, which is not a very uniform dialect. Instead, as in many other 
dialect regions, speakers born on Jersey can be positioned along a continuum of 
more standard and more traditional dialect users (Rosen 2014: 206). Krug & Rosen 
(2012) argue for two opposing sources of pressure exerted upon JersE speakers: 
an exonormative British English standard that guides speakers’ choices in more 
formal situations and local norms that are linked to informal spoken encounters 
and specific speaker networks. These local norms are in no way formally codified.

Schneider’s (2003, 2007) Dynamic Model, although it is strictly speaking only 
geared towards postcolonial Englishes, draws from the frameworks of identity 
theory, language contact and accommodation theory and takes the speech com-
munity rather than the nation-state as its basis. It is thus more easily applicable to 
the situation of JersE, which emerged in a similar contact situation to some post-
colonial varieties.3 According to this model (for a brief synopsis, see Schneider 
2007: 56), JersE has clearly completed phase 3 (‘nativization’) and touches on the 
next two phases (‘endonormative stabilization’ and ‘differentiation’) as regards 
identity construction and linguistic attitudes. The island of Jersey is perhaps too 
close to the UK, geographically, culturally and in its education system, for the 
codification endeavours typical of phase 4 (‘endonormative stabilization’). As 
mentioned before, JersE is not very homogeneous and is probably too small for 
proper dialectal differentiation within the variety — yet group-specific linguistic 
behaviour can be found, which is prototypical of Schneider’s phase 5 (‘differentia-
tion’). Thus, the contact and language-shift situation in Jersey, where speakers of 
English as a native language and (to a much lesser degree) as a second language 
live side by side, makes the variety spoken there a good test case for the investiga-
tion of linguistic innovations.

3. Data

The corpus of JersE was originally compiled and analysed for a larger project on 
grammatical variation and change in JersE (Rosen 2014). During fieldwork in 
2008, 40 sociolinguistic interviews with speakers who were born and grew up in 

3. Schneider (2003: 235) himself emphasises that what is important for his model to apply is 
“not the colonial history or the former colonial status”, but the specific type of contact situation 
that typically arises in such circumstances.
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Jersey were conducted and then transcribed. The choice of participants forms a 
balanced sample of speakers from three age-groups, 20 male and 20 female speak-
ers, with the oldest speaker group being equally divided into 10 monolingual and 
10 bilingual, i.e. Norman French and English, speakers (see Table 1). All sub-
groups contain speakers from various educational and occupational backgrounds 
and from different parts of the island. To also capture diachronic variation, record-
ings from two oral history projects with 20 speakers born another twenty to thirty 
years earlier than those in the oldest group of the 2008 data were collected and 
transcribed. The recordings of both projects are stored in the Jersey Archive and 
differ in formality of speech, which is why they are divided into the more informal 
Jersey Archive Corpus (JAC) with 13 speakers and a more formal additional com-
ponent (JACa) with 7 speakers. The components of the JersE corpus comprise a 
total of approximately 350,000 words: the Jersey Interview Corpus (JIC) includes 
267,845 words, the JAC contains 39,790 words and its additional component JACa 
contains 46,537 words.

Table 1. Speaker numbers of JIC, JAC(a) and LINDSEI-FR

age group

JIC JAC(a) LINDSEI-FR

monolingual bilingual

20–39 40–59 60+ 60+

male  5  5  5  5

female  5  5  5  5

total 10 10 10 10 20 46

In addition, questionnaire data from an acceptability study with the 2008 inter-
view participants and data taken from the spoken portion of the British National 
Corpus (BNC) and from the International Corpus of English (ICE) are drawn on, in 
order to gauge speaker’s reactions and attitudes towards typical JersE features and 
to determine the extent to which JersE features differ quantitatively or qualitatively 
from those in other English varieties.4

The database for the present study therefore fulfils, at least partially, the desid-
erata put forward in other studies addressing the paradigm gap between EFL and 
ESL. First, as it also contains older oral history data, there is a diachronic compo-
nent to it that helps to trace the development of features in JersE, although it would 
be even better for an exploration of innovations to have some language data from 
the earliest stages of the new variety (see Szmrecsanyi & Kortmann 2011: 185 on 

4. Detailed information on the data used for this study and how they were collected can be 
found in Rosen (2014: 43–68).
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missing corpora of early stages of L2 varieties). Second, the JersE corpus also has 
the advantage of containing very detailed information on the individual speak-
ers and their social and linguistic background, something that is wanting in most 
corpora of New Englishes, as Gilquin (2015: 18) criticises. And last, the addition of 
attitudinal data obtained in the acceptability study helps us to shed further light on 
the difference between conventionalised innovations and errors, just as Mukherjee 
& Hundt (2011: 216–217) suggest.

In order to examine the extent to which former JersE innovations also feature 
in the speech of advanced French-speaking learners of English, the data of native 
speakers of French who also use French at home were extracted from LINDSEI. 
The learner contributions from 46 such speakers, all of them university students 
who, on average, had 4.6 years of English at school and 3.75 years of English at uni-
versity, amount to 83,589 words. This dataset will be called LINDSEI-FR in what 
follows. Note that regarding corpus comparability (see also Table 1), the JersE 
corpus and the LINDSEI data are not ideally suited, be it in corpus size, speaker 
characteristics, type of spoken language or — most importantly perhaps — in the 
linguistic background of Norman French versus (standard) French speakers (see 
also Davydova 2012: 383–384 and Gilquin 2015: 118 on the problems of compar-
ing ESL to learner corpora). It should thus be borne in mind that this comparison 
only provides a first approach to the claims investigated in this paper. At the same 
time, support for the claims will be even more convincing if a comparison of these 
corpora nevertheless reveals parallel features in both the learner and the JersE 
varieties.

Both the JersE corpora and LINDSEI-FR were searched for the features un-
der investigation using the concordance program WordSmith Tools 5 (Scott 2008). 
Where necessary, result lists were sorted manually to include only the features in 
question. To enable meaningful comparisons between the corpora and between 
speaker groups of the JIC, frequencies were usually converted into normalised 
(per 10,000 words) frequencies. Results were then analysed using descriptive sta-
tistics and, as far as the frequencies of occurrence allowed it, also tested for statisti-
cal significance and significant correlations.

4. Contact-induced innovations in JersE: Origins, developments and 
parallel features in LINDSEI-FR

As outlined above, this section compares contact-induced conventionalised in-
novations in JersE, all of them part of its morpho-syntactic repertoire for at last 
a century, probably much longer, with French learner data. It focuses in particu-
lar on the verb-and-verb construction FAP, existential there’s followed by a time 
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reference and the discourse particle eh. Feature by feature, their probable origin 
and modern-day usage will be summarised, based on more detailed analyses in 
Rosen (2014), and compared with equivalent structures in LINDSEI-FR. The sec-
tion is rounded off with a list of less frequent contact-induced JersE features, their 
likely fate and, if existing, parallel forms in LINDSEI-FR.

4.1 The verb-and-verb construction FAP

One of JersE’s distinct features compared to other English varieties5 is a coordi-
nated verb construction, as in I went out and see him. Barbé (1993: 110–138, 1995) 
was the first to carry out a thorough analysis of this feature in Guernsey English, 
which she termed FAP (First verb plus the conjunction And followed by the Plain 
infinitive). Unlike the standard English construction, FAP allows the use of an 
inflected verb form in the first position followed by an infinitive. Otherwise, FAP 
shares the same syntactic and semantic characteristics as its standard equivalent 
(Rosen 2014: 113–115). It has been argued that FAP emerged as a result of the 
specific contact-situation in the Channel Islands (Rosen 2014: 120–123). Norman 
French-speaking learners of English, probably influenced by syntactic patterns in 
their first language (which correspond to standard French aller + infinitive, être en 
train de + infinitive and venir de + infinitive), reanalysed and simplified standard 
coordinated verb structures and transformed them into FAP. Such a reanalysis 
may have been supported by the existence of standard patterns such as I went 
to see him and I went and set/put/cut/etc. with a potential for misreading. FAP 
structures would not have distorted communication dramatically, but may have 
been more convenient in referring to past events (see also Barbé 1993, 1995). This 
would also support Kachru & Nelson’s (2006: 90) view that 

[t]he innovations in lexicon, grammar and discourse inspired by the primary lan-
guages [i.e. substrate languages, AR] contribute to building the learners’ commu-
nicative competence in the target language on the one hand, and acculturation of 
the target language to the local context on the other.

In this sense, FAP can be considered “the result of a productive process”, which is, 
according to Kachru (1982: 45), characteristic of deviations, and can thus be classi-
fied as a former innovation which is now conventionalised in JersE. Data from the 
acceptability questionnaire and from metalinguistic comments during fieldwork 
have shown, however, that islanders are not consciously aware of this feature and 
do not identify it as typically Jersey.

5. For an analysis of ICE to confirm this, see Rosen (2014: 119).
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Further support for the contact-induced origin of FAP comes from occurrenc-
es of similar structures used by French-speaking learners of English in LINDSEI. 
Although instances do not relate to the past and do not contain the most fre-
quently used first verbs in JersE, namely forms of go and come, the four FAP-like 
forms from LINDSEI-FR in (4)–(7) do apparently indicate that such structures are 
difficult even for advanced learners and can emerge in simplification processes, 
perhaps inspired by verb patterns in French varieties.

 (4) he tries and . . make it up (LINDSEI-FR 004)

 (5) the woman stands up and say (LINDSEI-FR 013)

 (6) he tries . and and do his be= and . to do his best (LINDSEI-FR 028)

 (7) they’re just . walking around and say okay . here (LINDSEI-FR 040)

Pauses between the verbs and the conjunction and as in (4) and (6), indicated by 
dots, and the self-repair in (6) additionally point to the learners’ struggling with 
this construction.

Just as in the LINDSEI data, FAP structures occur only rarely in the JersE 
corpus, 25 times in the JIC and 9 times in the JAC. Yet, despite these low frequen-
cies, a surprisingly clear sociolinguistic pattern surfaces (see Table 2): FAP occurs 
predominantly in the oldest speaker group and this seems to be a trend that is 
confirmed by the archive data, in which FAP structures are used more than twice 
as often as in the data recorded some 20 years later. Younger women do not use 
FAP at all in the JIC. Instead, it is mostly used by bilingual speakers and by mono-
lingual speakers who move in close-knit rural networks where some members 
still speak Norman-French. All FAP-users share the same socio-economic back-
ground, mostly farming, and all grew up — and for the most part still live — in one 
of the rural parishes of Jersey.

Table 2. Distribution of FAP by speaker groups in JIC and JAC (absolute figures, nor-
malised frequencies per 10,000 words in brackets; adapted from Rosen 2014: 115)

age group

JIC JAC

monolingual bilingual

20–39 40–59 60+ 60+

male 1 2 2  7

female 0 0 1 12

total 25 (0.93) 9 (2.26)

The only younger speaker in whose data FAP occurs comes from a traditional 
Jersey family, has grandparents who still speak Jersey French and used to work on 
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his parents’ farm after he left school. Interestingly, another male speaker from the 
same age group with exactly the same kind of background does not use FAP or any 
other contact-induced features. In their interviews, the two speakers reveal quite 
different attitudes towards Jersey: Whereas the FAP-user is very attached to rural 
life in Jersey and cannot imagine living anywhere else, the non-user identifies less 
strongly with Jersey and would prefer to live elsewhere, were it not for his elderly 
parents. On the other hand, younger speakers with a strong sense of local identity 
but with different network structures and/or a higher socio-economic background 
do not use FAP either. A strong local identification with, and positive attitudes 
towards, Jersey then seem to be necessary prerequisites for the continued use of 
this former innovation, but have to be accompanied by further social constella-
tions. Although frequencies in the corpus are low, this sociolinguistic distribution 
can also be found with other contact-induced features of JersE such as existential 
there’s + time reference, described immediately below.

4.2 Existential there’s with time reference

In JersE, existential there’s can be combined with a time reference and, typically, a 
sentence in the present tense as illustrated in examples (2) and (8)–(9), all taken 
from the JIC.

 (8) there’s quite a few years now that there’s not much growing (JIC10m1928)

 (9) And believe it or not, there’s only about three weeks now that the dog went 
home (JIC04f1904)

This is clearly a syntactic calque from Norman French where y’a is followed by 
a time reference (as il y a in standard French) to refer to the period of time that 
has elapsed since the occurrence of an event (e.g. Jones 2001: 168). There are no 
tokens of this or a similar feature in LINDSEI-FR. Simple explanations for this 
could be the small corpus size and the topics of discussion or the advanced stage 
of the learners where long years of instruction override any impulse to use such a 
structure. It could arguably also testify to the possibility that this construction is a 
unique innovation of Channel Island English.

Metalinguistic comments after the interviews by some speakers reveal the fea-
ture to be seen as typically JersE and predominantly associated with traditional 
island speech. Corpus data confirm this. Nearly all 15 occurrences of this feature 
in the JIC are produced by bilingual speakers while the two monolingual users of 
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this construction both had Norman French-speaking parents, still move in dense 
rural networks and profess a strong local identity.6

Thus, the overall sociolinguistic distribution is very similar to that of FAP. 
Although both features are evidently still in use today, their usage is in all likelihood 
drastically declining and only preserved within specific, i.e. rural and traditional, 
networks and apparently among speakers with a strong sense of Jersey identity.

4.3 The discourse particle eh

By contrast, the discourse particle eh, the third conventionalised innovation pre-
sented here in more detail, illustrates different trends with regard to its overall de-
velopment and its sociolinguistic distribution. It can occur in a number of syntactic 
contexts and fulfil diverse pragmatic functions. Mainly, it serves as a tag after ques-
tions and statements asking for agreement, confirmation or an opinion from the 
listener, see example (10), as an emphasising device, see (11), or it helps the speaker 
to hold the floor or to establish a connection to the listener, see (12). The discourse 
particle eh is undoubtedly the feature of which speakers of JersE are most aware.

 (10) It’s a crazy world we live in, eh? (JIC09m1935)

 (11) We’re far better than the Guernsey ones, eh! (JIC14m1926)

 (12) In the next bedroom was the cabin, eh, where we used to wash (JIC04f1935)

While eh is used in most, if not all, spoken English varieties, it still seems to be much 
more prominent in some varieties, such as Canadian, New Zealand and Scottish 
English. It can be shown, however, that there are quantitative and qualitative dif-
ferences in the use of eh in JersE in comparison to other varieties, especially British 
English (Rosen 2014: 93–96), justifying its label as a JersE innovation. Innovations 
in the use of discourse particles have also been commonly found in other New 
Englishes, as discussed, for instance, in Mesthrie & Bhatt (2008: 136–140).

In Channel Island English, the high frequency of eh has been explained by con-
tact with Norman French (Jones 2001: 169; Ramisch 1989: 106; Rosen 2014: 87–
91) as Norman French hé and hein are frequently found in the same syntactic and 
pragmatic contexts.7 Unfortunately, in LINDSEI brief filled pauses are transcribed 

6. There are also two instances of this feature in a diary written by Nan Le Ruez, a native of 
Jersey and bilingual in Jersey French and English, during the Second World War, which shows 
that this innovation had probably been conventionalised even then. Her diary was published in 
1994 under the title Jersey Occupation Diary.

7. Interestingly, some researchers have ascribed the use of eh in Canadian English, at least in 
part, to the influence of Canadian French (cf. Gold 2008). Yet, to date, no corpus study has been 
carried out to investigate this.
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as <eh>, probably with a different pronunciation than the one for the JersE dis-
course particle, which is realised as /e/ or /eɪ/. Without the accompanying audio 
recordings, not available in the published version of the LINDSEI database, such 
fillers cannot be disambiguated from discourse particle eh. Example (13) from 
LINDSEI-FR, for instance, might be read as either form.

 (13) it’s an interesting town (eh) but I I wouldn’t like to live there (LINDSEI-FR 
035)

An analysis of the transcriptions, based on syntactic position, pragmatic context and 
co-occurrence of pauses and self-repairs, suggests that most of the <eh>-occurrenc-
es in LINDSEI are filled pauses, possibly realised as /ɜː/ or /ʌ/. 173 out of 1155 <eh>-
occurrences, however, could potentially also represent the discourse particle eh. In 
addition, there is one instance of French hein in LINDSEI-FR as can be seen in (14).

 (14) There are two coasts in Italy <foreign> hein <foreign> (LINDSEI-FR 015)

Generally, it has been shown that the use of discourse markers in learner Englishes 
can vary in frequency from native Englishes (see, e.g. De Cock et al. 1998; Gilquin 
2015: 114) and that the French component of LINDSEI displays a more frequent 
use of in fact than other LINDSEI subcorpora, which has been attributed to trans-
fer from French where the parallel discourse marker en fait exists (Gilquin et al. 
2010: 60–61). In addition, Gilquin (2015: 116) states that 12 percent of foreign 
words occurring in LINDSEI are discourse markers. This again underlines the 
likelihood for an innovation of JersE eh due to the contact situation with Norman 
French and for similar processes being at work in both EFL and ESL varieties.

The JIC contains a total of 278 eh-tokens. When it comes to their sociolinguis-
tic distribution, Rosen’s (2014: 77–87) analysis shows three statistical tendencies. 
First, eh-use correlates significantly with age: the older the speakers, the more they 
use eh in their speech and the archive data confirm this trend. Second, eh-use also 
correlates significantly with education and occupation: eh occurs least frequently 
among speakers with a high level of education and a higher occupational back-
ground. And third, bilingual speakers in the JIC use eh five times more often than 
monolingual speakers. As the use of eh by individual speakers varies greatly, how-
ever, the results show no statistical significance in this case. Although the observed 
trends may well point to change in progress, a comparison with data from the 
spoken component of the BNC suggests that the particle eh, despite its decline, is 
still used more often in JersE, even among younger speakers (Rosen 2014: 93–96).

Comments during the interviews for the JIC, results from the acceptability 
study and an examination of the use of eh by Jersey journalists, comedians and 
singers equally suggest that eh can be used to signal — both subconsciously and 
consciously — a Jersey identity (Rosen 2014: 96–100). At the same time, eh is 
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usually associated with the speech of traditional, older islanders and its use is only 
accepted as polite in informal and/or local contexts.

In sum, the particle eh, unlike the structures of FAP or there’s followed by a 
time reference, is an innovation that the speech community is well aware of and 
can be considered a relatively stable feature of JersE although its overall develop-
ment seems to suggest a gentle decline in its use, especially among younger and 
more educated speakers.

4.4 Further contact-induced innovations in JersE and parallel features in 
LINDSEI-FR

In what follows, a greater selection of contact-induced innovations in JersE, as 
established in Rosen (2014: 176–177), is checked against the French component 
of LINDSEI to discover possible similar features in both varieties. These JersE 
features have all been transferred or at least reinforced by transfer from Norman 
French, where parallel structures exist. In the realm of prepositional usage, trans-
fer comes into play as the Norman French prepositions à, en and siez can express 
both destination and position so that JersE to, in and at can also indicate mo-
tion and location. All innovations but emphatic that one are obsolescent in today’s 
JersE and are only used by JIC speakers above the age of 60. It should be noted, 
however, that frequencies are generally quite low and that the corpora are not ide-
ally matched (see Section 3), so that this overview can only offer a first idea of the 
extent of parallelisms in JersE and an EFL variety.

At first glance, Table 3 displays some striking similarities between both data-
sets, with all but one feature in the domains of emphasis, prepositional usage and 
definite article use being attested in both corpora, albeit with varying frequencies. 
The exception is emphatic pronouns, which cannot be found in LINDSEI-FR, al-
though numerous instances of repetitions of subject pronouns do occur such as 
we we, she she, they they. Without accompanying audio material, however, it is not 
possible to judge whether some of these instances could be similar in phenomenon 
to the emphatic use of pronouns in JersE, a stereotypical if obsolescent feature in 
Jersey, or if all of these occurrences are simply performance phenomena in Biber 
et al.’s terms (2002: 436). Prepositional usage in JersE and in the learner variety, on 
the other hand, seems to be surprisingly similar. Examples (15) and (16) illustrate 
these correspondences for the use of destinational in and at:

 (15) we went in Italy (LINDSEI-FR 028)

 (16) they come at the university at twenty (LINDSEI-FR 032)
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Table 3. Overview of contact-induced innovations in JIC and JAC(a) and equivalent 
features in LINDSEI-FR (absolute frequencies; normalised frequencies per 10,000 words 
in brackets)

feature and JersE example from JIC JIC + JAC(a) LINDSEI-FR

emphatic pronoun use
But me, I didn’t. 14 (0.4)  0

emphatic that one
So he can talk for hours, that one.  9 (0.25)  1 (0.12)

positional to
The girls stayed to Gorey  3 (0.08)  1 (0.12)

destinational in
We went uh in France 13 (0.37) 40 (4.79)

destinational at
She used to go at another farm 12 (0.34)  3 (0.36)

locational at
we were sleeping at the bedroom  2 (0.06)  1 (0.12)

on for ‘in’
I didn’t know what was on the letter.  5 (0.14) 16 (1.91)

non-standard use of definite article
At home, we used to speak the Jersey French.
And years ago, your potatoes all went to the town.

41 (1.16) 23 (2.75)

A closer look at individual features and tokens, however, also reveals noteworthy 
differences. For instance, the frequency of occurrence of destinational in is signifi-
cantly higher in LINDSEI-FR (χ² = 109.05, df = 1, p < 0.001). While in JersE the use 
of on for ‘in’ only occurs in expressions with nouns like letter, (news)paper, book, 
where Norman French would have sus ‘on’, in LINDSEI-FR, only 12 out of 16 in-
stances of on-use instead of ‘in’ are explicable by direct transfer, as in example (17) 
as opposed to example (18). In any case, this illustrates that prepositions present a 
formidable problem for the language learner.

 (17) He seems to have (er) made (erm) . improvements on the on the painting 
(LINDSEI-FR 018)

 (18) There was always some= somebody coming (er) on the[i:] evening 
(LINDSEI-FR 037)

In a similar vein, the use of the definite article in LINDSEI-FR not only differs from 
JersE in terms of frequency (χ² = 11.75, df = 1, p < 0.001) but also partly in terms of 
context. Whereas the non-standard use of the definite article with adverbials of 
direction and position and with generic reference (including to institutions) can 
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be found in both varieties, the data in LINDSEI-FR do not include definite article 
use in combination with names of languages. Thus, although the first impression 
of the overview presented in Table 3 suggests clear parallels between JersE innova-
tions and features in a French-influenced learner variety of English, it is necessary 
to take the context of each occurrence into consideration; the low frequencies, too, 
only allow for a very cautious interpretation of the data. Divergences could also 
be anchored simply in differences between corpus size and content and between 
mainland French and insular Norman French.

5. Discussion

The JersE innovations presented in Section 4 all emerged in the specific contact 
situation of the Channel Islands and are arguably the result of similar processes as 
those found in foreign language acquisition, such as transfer, simplification and 
generalisation. A comparison of these innovative JersE features with French learn-
er data from LINDSEI indeed gives an overall picture of close parallels between a 
former second language variety and a foreign language variety, despite some dif-
ferences. Since Sridhar & Sridhar’s (1986) influential paper on the paradigm gap 
between research on second language acquisition (SLA) and indigenised varieties 
of English, similarities and differences between EFL and ESL varieties have only 
recently been explored, often with an identification of numerous common forms 
and developments in both varieties that justifies a more unified treatment of EFL 
and ESL research (see, for instance, Biewer 2011: 28; Deshors 2014; Gilquin 2011; 
2015: 116; Hilbert 2011: 141; Hundt & Vogel 2011: 161; Laporte 2012; Nesselhauf 
2009). The present paper offers, with a comparison of JersE and LINDSEI data, 
another piece of evidence for the view that the gap between EFL and ESL research 
should be bridged: The results show that it is impossible to distinguish between 
innovations emerging in a new variety and so-called errors in EFL on a purely 
linguistic level. Linguistic structures by themselves, as could be seen for FAP-
constructions or prepositional usage for example, are identical. It seems that it is 
attitudes, acceptability and norm-orientation which lie at the heart of the differ-
ences between the two. This is in line with Gut’s (2011: 120–121) and Mukherjee 
& Hundt’s (2011: 215) assessment. Learners’ awareness of and orientation towards 
the external norm also manifests in self-repairs accompanied by hesitations and 
pauses in LINDSEI-FR (see examples in Section 4).

The three JersE features presented in more detail further demonstrate that a 
comparison between ESL and EFL varieties influenced by the same contact lan-
guage might not always be straightforward. Whereas some features, such as FAP-
constructions, seem to occur alike in JersE and a French learner variety, others, 
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such as discourse particle eh, merely show that there are similar tendencies to be 
found in both varieties within a certain linguistic domain, in this case the one 
of discourse markers. The feature of existential there’s with a time reference ad-
ditionally illustrates that sometimes parallels cannot be attested in the data. This 
might be due to the nature and size of the corpora or, just as likely, it might be the 
result of the specific sociolinguistic and historical context on the one hand and of 
instruction on the other, which prevent the development of identical or similar 
structures in both varieties.

If, however, new forms which deviate from an external norm have a com-
mon starting point both in learner varieties and new Englishes and are usually not 
distinguishable on a linguistic level, it is only in retrospect that we can identify a 
feature as an innovation proper, i.e. once it has been accepted within the speech 
community and become conventionalised. The data from JersE allow us to filter 
innovative forms, which, as argued above, have emerged in group learning pro-
cesses similar to individual SLA processes, because they spread within the speech 
community and are therefore used even today by more than individual speakers.

More importantly, additional information on the speakers recorded in the cor-
pus and data taken from an acceptability questionnaire have proved essential in 
tracing the social factors which are important to the use and chances of survival 
of such former innovations, as well as in establishing a typology of JersE innova-
tions according to patterns of development. The findings presented in the previous 
section clearly illustrate that former JersE innovations do not share the same fate. 
The current frequency distributions across age, social and linguistic background of 
JersE speakers suggest that the discourse particle eh, though socially stratified in its 
use, survives as a stereotypical and identity-signalling feature, whereas the use of 
both FAP and of existential there’s followed by a time reference is decreasing and 
only occurs in very specific, i.e. rural and tight-knit, social networks. As shown in 
the analysis of individual speakers and their social settings, a strong sense of local 
identity seems to be a necessary precondition for the use of the latter innovations. 
Yet such identity alone does not necessarily lead to the use of local features. A higher 
educational and occupational background can usually override the identity factor. 
Unlike in some other speech communities (e.g. van Rooy 2011: 204), local norm-
preservers are thus not educated speakers, as the educational domain in Jersey is 
heavily influenced by standards and teachers imported from the UK and islanders 
have to leave Jersey to enter higher education. On a more general level, the findings 
therefore also suggest that two pressures are exerted on the development and ulti-
mate fate of these features: pride in and affection for local norms on the one hand, 
and on the other hand the pressure (especially in formal situations) for a standard 
which is also widely accepted outside the island. Figure 1 summarises this interplay 
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of social factors, identity issues, linguistic awareness and network structures that 
determine the development of conventionalised innovations in JersE.

The term ‘local identity’ has here been used for islanders’ identification with 
the way of life in Jersey and their Norman heritage and their wish to stay on the 
island and to belong to its community. Knowing about Jersey culture and knowing 
the local pronunciation of Norman words for family names, the island’s toponymy 
and customs is one obvious way for islanders to show their belonging; another one 
is to continue to use innovative and therefore distinct forms of JersE. So far, how-
ever, there is no indication that any of the obsolescent features of JersE have been 
dusted off and recycled by a younger, better educated generation of speakers to 
signal their sense of local belonging. This has happened in other insular or contact 
varieties such as Cajun English, for example (Dubois & Horvath 2008).

The only feature at present that can be used in a conscious way to express 
identity by speakers of all ages and backgrounds is the discourse particle eh. This 
pragmatic marker is also the only innovation of JersE, among the ones present-
ed here and more generally, that is comparatively frequently used, even among 
younger speakers, and serves as an identity marker. It is also the only innovation 
that all speakers of JersE are aware of and which comes first to their mind when 
asked about their way of speaking English. In Figure 2, an attempt to identify and 
exemplify types of grammatical and pragmatic innovations in JersE according to 
their developments, eh is therefore clearly in the category of surviving features.

The typology in Figure 2 represents a continuum of possible outcomes for 
contact-induced JersE innovations rather than clear-cut categories — with fea-
tures that are surviving and used as identity markers at one end and those that 
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Figure 1. Factors determining the emergence and development of JersE innovations
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are obsolescent and gradually dying out at the other end. It is noteworthy that the 
feature pool skews to the right and that not many former innovations can be said 
to be part of the repertoire of every JersE speaker today. Again, this might point to 
the growing pressure of an external norm that (especially well-educated) speakers 
face and can be taken as a visible indication that JersE is developing into a variety 
that is close to (southern) British English.

Although some social factors (such as education and occupational back-
ground, network structures and aspects of identity) can be filtered out in shaping 
the development of innovations, it is difficult to find decisive linguistic criteria that 
determine their fate. It seems that innovations that are also acceptable in other 
L1 varieties of English, such as eh or emphatic that one, have a greater chance 
of survival than features that involve the creation of a completely new structure, 
such as FAP or there’s + time reference. Emphatic pronoun use, however, also oc-
curring in the BNC as in “Me I’d rather try something different.” (KB7 6893) or 
in Scottish English (Macaulay 1989), can be argued to show less deviation from 
a British norm than does FAP, yet it is undoubtedly obsolescent in JersE. Kachru 
(1982: 45–46, 48–49) and Nelson (1982) point out how difficult it is to define and 
apply the criterion of an acceptable extent of deviation from the norm, especially 
in terms of intelligibility. It is also a criterion that does not seem to be pivotal in the 
development of innovations in JersE. While a different use of prepositions might 
indeed render utterances more difficult to understand to an outsider of the speech 
community, there does not seem to be a great difference between emphatic pro-
noun use and FAP with regard to intelligibility, yet they must be placed at different 
points along the continuum. The explanation behind the different developments 
of innovations, at least in JersE, is thus more complex and probably lies in an in-
tricate web of social aspects, attitudes, feature awareness and norm-orientations.
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If linguistic factors, such as the extent of norm-deviation or intelligibility, 
seem to play a lesser role in the ultimate fate of these features, this again advocates 
that linguistic research should treat innovative features in ESL varieties on a par 
with so-called errors in EFL varieties. It also suggests, just as the general compari-
son of JersE and LINDSEI data does, that such research needs to focus more on the 
developmental, social and pragmatic context of innovative phenomena in ESL and 
EFL. For this, however, we would need data concerning early stages in the forma-
tion of ESL and EFL varieties (which also preserve the richness of metadata and 
information on individual speakers), data from larger-scale acceptability, aware-
ness and intelligibility studies and, most importantly, directly comparable datasets 
for both types of varieties.
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Linguistic innovation in a corpus of ELF Skype 
conversations
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The article discusses linguistic creativity in informal Skype conversations be-
tween university students from eight different European countries. The basis for 
the study is the Corpus of Academic Spoken English (CASE), a corpus of Skype 
conversations in an English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) context. With the help of 
qualitative examples, the article examines innovative language use and proposes 
a taxonomy for functionally accepted innovations, distinguishing instances of L1 
influence, approximations and ad hoc innovation. Our findings point towards an 
assertive and creative perspective on language use, which seems to have a posi-
tive influence on the communicative setting, e.g. illustrated by code-switching 
in combination with laughter. CASE participants use non-standard forms and 
innovations freely, accommodating to each others’ language use. They also estab-
lish their own ephemeral communication strategies and showcase and empha-
size their respective language and cultural backgrounds.

Keywords: linguistic innovation, English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), Skype, 
spoken corpus

1. Introduction

This article discusses linguistic creativity in informal Skype conversations between 
non-native speakers of English. On the basis of corpus data, it examines to what 
extent non-standard features can be identified as examples of language innovation 
in an international context and analyzes whether participants’ language use goes 
beyond the basic need to make themselves understood. The study uses mostly 
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qualitative analyses to explore non-standard features with the aim of identifying, 
and in one case quantifying, and categorizing linguistic innovation, illustrating its 
use in a pragmatic context, and developing a taxonomy of linguistic innovation in 
English as a Lingua Franca (ELF).

The basis for the article is an investigation of English as it is used in ELF Skype 
conversations compiled by the Corpus of Academic Spoken English project (CASE; 
Diemer et al. 2018) at Trier University of Applied Sciences, Saarland University, 
and their partner institutions. The language documented in CASE is often called 
ELF. Various studies have established that as an international academic language, 
English has developed distinct features in lexis, syntax and pragmatics (e.g. Firth 
1996; Meierkord 1996). ELF is now the language of choice in (on- and offline) com-
munication between non-native students and researchers. Seidlhofer (2001: 133) 
argues that it should thus obtain “a central place in description alongside English 
as a native language”. Several corpora have been compiled in this field, such as the 
corpus of English as Lingua Franca in Academic Settings (ELFA; Mauranen et al. 
2008) and the Vienna-Oxford International Corpus of English (VOICE; Seidlhofer 
et al. 2013). However, CASE is, to our knowledge, one of the first compilations of 
spoken academic English in an international context that is not mainly composed 
of lectures and conference conversations, but informal conversations outside of 
course or project work. It focuses on the language used by advanced non-native 
speakers in a private and informal, but academic context. Informal here means 
that conversations do not take place in a controlled lab environment or in an of-
ficial/public setting, while the academic setting is established by the participants 
(university students) as well as context (as part of a university course/project) and 
topics (topic prompts and naturally occurring topics). Conversations and record-
ings are conducted via Skype, so that CASE is also the first extensive Skype corpus 
to be compiled to date, offering valuable insights into how the medium affects 
academic spoken discourse. CASE consists of more than 250 hours of conversa-
tions. The first round of talks between students of English at Saarland University, 
Germany; Sofia University, Bulgaria; Bologna University (Forlì Campus), Italy, and 
the University of Santiago de Compostela, Spain, was recorded between October 
2012 and November 2013. Further rounds of talks were concluded in January 
and July 2015, and February 2016, with additional partners at Helsinki University 
and Hanken School of Economics, Helsinki, Finland, Linnaeus University, Växjö, 
Sweden, and Université catholique de Louvain, Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium. A 
native speaker component with participants from Birmingham City University, 
UK, and Boise State University, USA, has been compiled between August 2016 
and February 2018. Twenty transcribed conversations from the CASE project are 
publicly available for research (see www.umwelt-campus.de/case), with more to 
follow.
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2. ELF, EFL and ESL

In the context of this volume on Linguistic Innovations, it is useful to illustrate 
similarities and differences between ELF, English as a Second Language (ESL) and 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL). We follow Kachru’s (1985) distinction be-
tween inner, outer and expanding circle, and the corresponding designation of 
English varieties1 by Görlach (1991) into English as a Native Language (ENL), 
ESL, and EFL varieties.

Traditionally, the term ESL is restricted to outer circle varieties of English such 
as Indian English, where English serves “country-internal functions” (Jenkins 
2015: 2), or, as Crystal (2003: 60) puts it, “has become part of a country’s chief in-
stitutions and plays an important second-language role in a multilingual setting”. 
ESL is used to communicate with other ESL speakers and also acquired in this 
context (Sridhar & Sridhar 1986: 5), which means that the notion of standard can-
not only be established in the context of ENL varieties, but is increasingly negotiat-
ed between ESL speakers who use their variety as a “lingua franca for interethnic, 
intranational communication” (Meierkord 2012: 69) with its own conventions and 
characteristics. As a consequence, ESL varieties do not follow ENL standards but 
develop their own standards (cf. e.g. Schneider 2011).

EFL, by contrast, is situated in Kachru’s expanding circle, where English does 
not have “a history of colonisation”, and is not given any special administrative 
status (cf. Crystal 2003: 60). Foreign-language varieties have been the domain of 
English language learning and teaching research, which focuses on the goal of 
interaction with native speakers, resulting in the idealization of native speaker 
competence (cf. also Seidlhofer 2001: 133). This implied standard affects learners’ 
language use, penalizing supposed non-standard usage.

The restriction of EFL to what has also been called performance or learner 
varieties (e.g. Hundt & Mukherjee 2011) has favored the traditional separation of 
research approaches into EFL and ESL, respectively, focusing on different acquisi-
tion and usage settings. In this context, Sridhar and Sridhar (1986: 5) observe a 
“paradigm gap” between existing English learning theories and ESL variation, and 
Mesthrie & Bhatt (2008: 156) further elaborate on this lack of common ground 
between the contrasting EFL and ESL perspectives.

Recently, scholars have started to study the two varieties in relation to each 
other, conducting various corpus studies using EFL and ESL data (e.g. Deshors 
2014; Diemer 2013; Edwards 2014; Gilquin 2011; Götz & Schilk 2011) in order 

1. In this article, we use the term “variety” not only to refer to types of institutionalised English 
(ENL, ESL), but also to different realizations of English usage that are loosely characterised by 
various common features and strategies (EFL, ELF).
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to investigate common and overlapping features. As Edwards (2014: 173) puts it: 
“[T]he two varietal types share a common acquisitional starting point, which re-
sults in similar strategies such as transfer, redundancy and regularisation”.

In contrast, ELF “orients to achieving mutual comprehension” between speak-
ers of different language and cultural backgrounds (Mauranen 2012: 7). It is the 
“preferred option for cross-cultural communication” and exhibits non-native-like 
features (Seidlhofer 2003: 9). Successful communication is the key objective, where-
as the imitation of native speaker varieties does not play a central role (Hülmbauer 
2013: 50–51; Jenkins 2015: 45). Hülmbauer (2013: 50–51) points out that the “ten-
sion between stability and flexibility […] is inherent to the concept of ELF and rep-
resented by its two constituents: E — the relatively more stable English code as a 
basis — and LF — its ever-changing, flexible lingua franca adaptation”. Seidlhofer 
(2011: 10) proposes a functional conceptualization of ELF, not a formal one, and 
considers as ELF “any use of English among speakers of different first languages for 
whom English is the communicative medium of choice, and often the only option” 
(Seidlhofer 2011: 10), specifically including ENL speakers in intercultural situations.

There are overlaps between ESL and ELF on the one hand and ELF and EFL 
on the other hand. ESL and ELF share similar purposes of communication, as 
Meierkord (2000) observes, who suggests that ESL varieties function as an 
INTRAnational lingua franca, producing “nativized second languages”, while ELF 
functions as an INTERnational lingua franca whose speakers “need to be regarded 
as learners of a language”. ESL and ELF are also related via language usage ef-
fects that create new strategies and differences from native varieties (cf. Schneider 
2012). Schneider (2012: 57) suggests that “sociolinguistically stable ELF settings 
may be hypothesized to represent initial stages in a trajectory towards ESL forma-
tion”. However, while it is true that ESL, similar to ELF, does not follow imposed 
ENL standards as the native speaker ideal is no longer prevalent (cf. e.g. Deshors 
2014; Gilquin 2011), Widdowson (2015: 362) points out that in contrast to ESL, 
ELF does not adhere to the norms of any variety:

Because what is clearly evident in the use of ELF is that communicative capability 
not only does not depend on conformity to Standard English norms — it does 
not depend on conformity to the norms of any other variety either. […] The study 
of ELF considers variability not in terms of variety at all but as the variable use 
of English as inter-community communication, as communication across com-
munities.

Mauranen (2012) makes a similar argument, characterizing ELF as a set of strate-
gies aimed at achieving mutual and situated comprehension. Any patterns cre-
ated remain ephemeral (i.e. dependent on the situation), though they may recur 
with similar language backgrounds, creating what Mauranen (2012: 29) calls 
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similects. ELF speakers also use some features which are typical for EFL learners: 
Widdowson (2015: 371) mentions

[t]he resemblance, often noted, between the linguistic features of much ELF usage 
to that of learner language. English learners and the ELF users they will become, 
both naturally and instinctively put the linguistic resources at their disposal to 
pragmatic use and so act on their communicative capability.

Both EFL and ELF speakers use, for example, approximations of standard forms, as 
well as grammatical deviation (cf. e.g. Björkman 2008: 122; Mauranen 2012: 41–44).

However, Widdowson (2015: 371) continues that “[t]he difference [between EFL 
and ELF] of course is that learners are discouraged from doing this and forced into 
unnatural conformity”. Jenkins (2015: 45) points out that in contrast to the EFL no-
tion of standard, in ELF “differences from native English that achieve this [success-
ful intercultural communication] are regarded not as deficiencies but as evidence of 
linguistic adaptability and creativity”, with the imitation of native speaker varieties 
no longer as the ultimate goal. In fact, as Widdowson (2015: 366) puts it, “[i]n ELF 
interaction, the interlocutors cannot depend on shared linguacultural conventions 
and so they have to find common ground by developing their own local conventions 
in flight as it were, as appropriate to their own contexts and purposes”.

3. Taxonomy of innovations

ELF can be considered a rich data source for language innovations, since, as 
Hülmbauer (2013: 50) observes, “[d]ue to the relative instability and unpredict-
ability of speaker constellations, levels of proficiency and contextual aspects in 
ELF, its users are frequently forced to improvise”. In our analysis, we use the term 
standard for language use that is generally accepted in the inner-circle varieties 
(ENL), i.e. established in a native-speaker environment. Conversely, non-standard 
language use or, in Hülmbauer’s (2013: 47) words, “unconventional language”, is 
language use that is not generally accepted in ENL varieties. These varieties in-
clude, but are not limited to Standard American English, Standard British English 
etc. This definition is based on the definition of standard in an EFL context (cf. 
Ellis 2008). Although we are aware that there are also standardized ESL varieties 
(such as Standard Indian English), these are unlikely to be taught as standard in an 
EFL context. The use of the plural form furnitures would therefore be considered 
to be non-standard use even though this form is accepted in several ESL varieties. 
Based on EFL research, non-standard language use can be distinguished into er-
rors and mistakes, i.e. competence (knowledge-based) vs. performance (process-
ing-based) issues (Corder 1967; Ellis 2008). In this context, we would argue that 
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errors and mistakes can be further distinguished from innovations, which reflect 
a more assertive, purposeful and creative language use.

In contrast to Croft’s (2000) and Van Rooy’s (2011) distinction between errors 
and conventionalized innovations based on diffusion as a criterion, we argue for 
a more flexible approach, following Kachru’s (2006: 247–48) distinction between 
errors and “functionally appropriate innovation”. Pitzl (2012: 46) observes similar 
motivations in ELF users’ creative language use where “the use of creative idioms 
and metaphorical expressions in ELF interactions seems to be functionally mo-
tivated and is always intended to serve the overall goal of achieving successful 
communication”.

We thus propose to conceive of non-standard forms as being either non-in-
novative deviations or functionally accepted innovations. The boundary between 
these categories is not always clearly delimitable, and some cases might arguably fall 
in either category. As we take a very inclusive stance on the concept of innovation, 
we also count instances as innovations where an either conscious or unconscious 
strategy can be inferred. In some cases, this might lead to the inclusion of arguably 
non-innovative forms. However, this reduces the possibility of missing instances 
of innovation. There are some tendencies that can be observed regarding the dis-
tinction between non-innovative and innovative non-standard forms. We do not 
consider non-innovative deviations to be creative in the sense that the speaker is 
actively adapting language for his or her purposes. They may be minor slips of the 
tongue, result from carelessness, or from lack of knowledge. These deviations tend 
to occur on the pronunciation level and on the morphosyntactic level, especially 
with non-standard concordance (an exception to this are cases of regularization 
where a strategic purpose could be inferred). Innovations, according to our defi-
nition, are instances of (more or less conscious) strategic language use. They can 
occur in lexical, phraseological, syntactic, morphosyntactic (e.g. regularization), 
and even multimodal (e.g. gesture) environments. They are functionally accepted 
by both interlocutors in the context in which they occur, and tend to support suc-
cessful communication through creativity and the creation of new forms (similar 
to what Schneider 2007: 102 calls “linguistic creativity” in ESL). In the absence 
of a systematic and generally elaborated taxonomy of innovations in ELF, we in-
ductively developed our own taxonomy based on our corpus data, taking various 
researchers’ notions of different cases of innovation into account (cf. “approxima-
tions”, Mauranen 2012; “regularization”, Schneider 2007; “idioms”, Pitzl 2009). We 
also included L1 influences as innovative strategies, based on research that shows 
that particularly code-switching is used in ELF “to accommodate diversity and/
or the interlocutor(s)” (Vettorel 2014: 211), and “allows for meaning making and 
greater nuances of expression” (Cogo 2009: 268). In addition, this strategy is, as 
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Cogo (2009: 266) observes, “performed with expertise, a certain nonchalance and 
playfulness”, indicating a certain degree of creativity.

These innovations can be further subdivided into (1) L1 influence, (2) 
Approximations, and (3) Ad hoc innovation. The boundaries between the three 
categories are relatively fuzzy so that one phenomenon can belong to more than 
one category. Our taxonomy (cf. Figure 1) shows a decreasing influence of the 
respective L1 (and a correspondingly increasing influence of English language pat-
terns) as well as an increasing degree of innovation and creativity (from left to 
right).

Non-innovative deviations
from the standard

Non-standard forms

L1 influence Approximations Ad hoc innovation

Functionally appropriate
innovations

– Code-switching
– L1 transfer
– Hybridization

– Form-based approximations
– Semantic approximations
– Approximate idioms and
   collocations

– New word formation
– Idiomatic expressions

Figure 1. Taxonomy of non-standard forms in CASE

1. L1 influence
The first category depicts an influence of the native languages and can be further 
divided into three subcategories: code-switching, L1 transfer, and hybridization. 
The first feature of this category, code-switching, refers to “the alternation of two 
languages within a single discourse, sentence or constituent” (Poplack 1980: 583), 
i.e. the meaningful integration of elements from other languages than English (the 
respective native languages or further L2s) into the mainly English conversation. 
L1 transfer occurs on a lexical, phraseological, or syntactic level when aspects 
of the utterance are directly translated from the respective native languages to 
English in the conversational setting. Hybridization is another form of L1 influ-
ence and also, arguably, more creative as it presupposes a conscious and more 
elaborate formation process. It occurs when participants create a hybrid form con-
sisting of native language (L1 of speaker or of interlocutor) and English elements. 
These elements may be lexical, but they can, for example, also consist of syntactic 
or phraseological structures. The target form in this context can be both from the 
respective native language or from English.
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2. Approximations
In characterizing the second category of innovation, approximation, i.e. the asser-
tive use of similar but non-standard forms, we follow Mauranen’s (2012) observa-
tion that conversation partners in ELF interactions use a range of approximations 
which, though not quite standard English, usually do not pose a communica-
tion hindrance and are understood and tolerated by both partners. According to 
Mauranen (2012: 108), approximations “are not arbitrary substitutions”, but “have 
recognizable features in common with an item that would meet conventional ex-
pectations”. She also points out that “[b]y approximating target forms well enough, 
speakers can contribute to communicative success” (ibid.: 41). It can be argued 
that approximations could additionally be interpreted as being reminiscent of the 
participants’ EFL background as they seem to aspire to achieve a standard form 
but do not fully succeed (cf. also Mauranen 2012). This category can be further di-
vided into form-based and semantic approximations. Form-based approximations 
can be defined as the use of slightly wrong forms (assimilisation for assimilation, 
Mauranen 2012: 102) or the use of existing but unsuitable words (base instead of 
basis, ibid.: 103).

Schneider’s (2007) categorization for ESL varieties does, for the most part, 
not provide a sufficient template for an ELF context as the occurrence of many 
of his features is dependent on constant reiteration of these innovations (due to 
the diffusion criterion) in an INTRAnational environment, such as exaptation or 
grammaticalization. However, we have implemented his category of regulariza-
tion as part of our taxonomy of innovations. Regularization as innovation strat-
egy could, arguably, in this context be categorized as a subcategory of Mauranen’s 
(2012) form-based approximations, as it also refers to slightly non-standard but 
still clearly recognizable forms. In this case, however, instead of being a more or 
less random deviation, it occurs when “for the expression of a consistent gram-
matical category the same formative (e.g. morpheme) is appended to all possible 
units (stems), while in a reference or source variety it is not used with certain 
words (which are then typically categorized as irregular)” (Schneider 2007: 103). 
We also find semantic approximations which are defined as being “English words, 
and all have some semantic components that allow the intended meaning to be 
deciphered. Some are near-synonyms, distinguished by their contextual proper-
ties (for instance strength — power, in front of — ahead of, or normal — ordinary)” 
(Mauranen 2012: 103).

Finally, we treat approximate idioms and collocations as part of the category 
of approximations. We conceive of both as referring to instances of “semi-precon-
structed phrases that constitute single choices, even though they might appear 
to be analysable into segments” (Sinclair 1991: 110). Mauranen (2012) points out 
that ELF users “latch on to salient features of a phraseological unit, which they 
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use in its established sense, but without exactly reproducing the standard form” 
(Mauranen 2012: 230). Vettorel (2014: 1911) elaborates that “ELF users do not shy 
away from the use of figurative language, but rather employ idiomatic expressions 
often adapting them and creatively mingling their compositional elements with 
their (pluri)lingual resources”. This is consistent with the use of idioms and col-
locations in CASE.

3. Ad hoc innovations
This last category comprises what we would argue are among the more creative 
instances of innovation: new word formations based on existing English word 
formation processes. Ad hoc word formations based on existing morphological 
templates have been researched, among others, by Van Rooy & Terblanche (2010) 
in an ESL setting. They concluded that because these formations do not meet their 
diffusion criterion they should not be counted as innovations. However, in an ELF 
setting these forms certainly qualify as innovations, in our opinion, as the diffusion 
criterion does not apply, but rather the criterion of functional acceptance. These 
ad hoc innovations exploit, as Widdowson (2003: 47) points out, “the morpho-
logical resources of English […] to bring new lexical items […] into existence” (he 
uses the example of prepone in analogy to postpone, a form that also exists in the 
ESL variety of Indian English, as Hülmbauer 2013: 49 points out), and thus exhibit 
a certain degree of awareness concerning English word formation processes on the 
part of the ELF speakers. Pitzl (2009: 298) observes that ELF users also make use 
of idiomatic expressions which she defines as “conventionalized preconstructed 
phrases”, although in ELF “these expressions often display considerable non-con-
formity in reference to native speaker (NS) norms”. She therefore describes this 
phenomenon as “re-metaphorization of idioms” or “idioms ‘gone wrong’ ” (ibid.: 
317). New idiomatic expressions also occur in our data and are treated as part of 
this third category displaying a high degree of creativity.

4. Data: CASE and BabyCASE

CASE consists of more than 250 hours of Skype conversations between university 
students from Germany, Bulgaria, Spain, Italy, Sweden, Finland, and Belgium, and 
conversations between British and American speakers for reference purposes. The 
coordination of the project takes place at Trier University of Applied Sciences, 
Germany. The transcription conventions for CASE (Brunner et al. 2017) include 
not only lexis, but also spoken language features, resulting in an orthographic 
transcription supplemented by an annotation of key discourse features. The an-
notation scheme that was adopted differentiates between prosody, paralanguage 
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(such as laughter) and non-verbal cues (such as gestures and gaze). The transcrip-
tion includes mark-up features, such as overlap, turns, laughter, prosody, gestures, 
and phonemic transcriptions (where salient, e.g. non-standard pronunciation 
leading to potential misunderstandings when two words become homophonous). 
A conversion tool developed by Matt Gee (Gee 2014) provides an XML version 
of the annotated CASE transcription and, additionally, extracts (by deleting all 
XML tags) a purely orthographic version without prosodic, paralinguistic, and 
non-verbal features suitable for Part-of-Speech (POS) tagging.

In our analysis, we use examples from BabyCASE (BabyCASE; Brunner et 
al. 2017), a corpus of 20 preliminary transcripts, in order to allow a quantitative 
analysis of the code-switching tag, see Section 6.1.1 Code-switching. BabyCASE 
was also used to facilitate extraction of individual instances of innovation using 
several extraction methods (see Section 5 Methodology). Figure 2 shows the gen-
eral composition of BabyCASE.

5

5

5

5

20

Italian (FL)
Finnish (HE)
German (SB)
Bulgarian (SF)

Spanish (ST)

Figure 2. Composition of BabyCASE

BabyCASE contains 775 minutes (13 hours) of Skype conversations, compris-
ing 115,000 words in the annotated version. It is composed of 20 conversations 
by 19 different speakers from four corpus components: CASE SB-SF (German 
and Bulgarian L1 speakers), SB-FL (German and Italian), SB-ST (German and 
Spanish), SB-HE (German and Finnish). The duration of the talks is between 30 
and 45 minutes; various topic prompts are represented. The data represents the 
rich data of CASE itself, with 10 hours of video and 3 hours of audio recordings.

Transcription follows CASE transcription convention guidelines (see Brunner  
et al. 2017 for a detailed overview). Conversations are identified by a combination 
of topic2 (first number), place of recording, and participant ID (SBxx = Saarbrücken 

2. For a complete topic list see the CASE website: https://www.umwelt-campus.de/ucb/index.
php?id=11349#c35050.
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participant number xx; SFyy = Sofia participant number yy). Abbreviations used 
in the examples are: FL (Forlì, Italy), HE (Helsinki, Finland), SB (Saarbrücken, 
Germany), SF (Sofia, Bulgaria), ST (Santiago de Compostela, Spain). Emphases 
are added for clarification purposes (in italics) in our examples.

5. Methodology: Finding linguistic innovations

Many existing studies of innovation in ELF focus on qualitative analysis based on 
corpus data and do not quantify the results (e.g. Pitzl 2009; Ranta 2009), as quanti-
fication of singular non-standard instances remains highly problematic in the con-
text of a corpus which is not tagged for this specific purpose. As we encountered 
similar issues, the main focus of our study is on qualitative analysis. We do, how-
ever, include one instance of quantitative analysis in the context of code-switching 
(cf. Section 6.1.1 Code-switching) which was tagged in our corpus and could thus 
easily be quantified. We specifically address the extraction methods used to find 
individual instances of innovations in our data for qualitative analysis. These ex-
traction methods support the researcher in finding some instances of innovative 
features more easily instead of having to search for innovations manually (by read-
ing through the whole data set). These methods do not provide an exhaustive list 
and can therefore not account for all instances of innovation. They could thus 
not be used to make any quantitative claims. The extraction methods used in our 
analysis are Part-of-Speech (POS)-tag search, lexical comparison, low-frequency 
analysis, and n-gram analysis.

POS-tag search: For the purposes of a POS-tag search, Matt Gee’s CASE ex-
traction tool (Gee 2014) was used to create an orthographic version (see also 
Section 4) which was POS-tagged with the Constituent Likelihood Automatic 
Word-tagging System (CLAWS; Garside & Smith 1997) tagger. The POS-tagged 
version of BabyCASE was used to find instances of phrasal verb transfer, as in 
Example (6), and, in combination with n-gram analysis, to find the syntactic el-
lipsis in Example (17).

Lexical comparison: Several of the innovation strategies that we are document-
ing result in non-standard lexical items. These can be found by lexical compari-
son of the CASE data with a reference corpus. We used the wordandphrase.info 
(Davies 2012) interface of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA; 
Davies 2008–2015), which automatically marks non-standard (i.e. not occurring 
in COCA) forms. As some spoken-language features and proper names are also 
marked as non-standard, the resulting list of non-standard items had to be cat-
egorized manually, resulting in a final list of non-standard items. This method 
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was used to find examples for lexical L1 transfer, see Example (5), and form-based 
approximation, see Example (10).

Low-frequency analysis: As most of the innovations we illustrate in this article 
are ephemeral and occur rarely or even just once, an analysis of low-frequency 
items — which we here use to include items occurring ten times or less — was 
used to find them. To perform a low-frequency analysis an inverted word (or item) 
list was created using AntConc (Anthony 2014). We then manually searched for 
non-standard items, which were then categorized and quantified. The cut-off limit 
for the present study was set at ten occurrences in order to include items that 
might recur in one or multiple conversations. Low-frequency analysis was per-
formed to find examples for lexical L1 transfer (see Example (5)), phrasal verb L1 
transfer (Example (6)), syntactic L1 transfer (Example (7)), and regularization of 
past tense (Example (11)).

N-gram analysis: Usually n-gram analysis relies on finding frequently occur-
ring patterns (of the length n). However, like low-frequency analysis, it can be 
used, in inverted format, for finding rare patterns in relatively small corpora. We 
used this method to find instances of phrasal verb L1 transfer, see Example (6), 
and syntactic L1 transfer, in Example (7), by searching for rarely occurring, non-
standard 2-, 3-, and 4-grams in the CASE data.

6. Analysis: Linguistic innovation in CASE

6.1 L1 influence

6.1.1 Code-switching
Code-switching, that is an alternation of English with other languages, is frequent 
in our data, which is concurrent with other studies of ELF data, for example by 
Pennycook (2010), Cogo (2009), or Vettorel (2014). Vettorel (2014: 211) empha-
sizes that code-switching “is commonly and effectively deployed in ELF interac-
tion”. In our data, CASE participants use code-switching frequently for various 
communicative aims, for example to further communication, to convey words 
that are untranslatable or unknown, or that have a particular cultural connotation, 
or strategically for emphasis of cultural identity, or even to create humour. Usually 
code-switched items are taken from the speaker’s L1 (rarely the interlocutor’s L1 
or other L2s of either of the conversation partners). Code-switches were the only 
feature that could be quantified as part of the present study. Quantification is pos-
sible because code-switches are annotated in CASE. Annotated code-switches in 
CASE are transcribed in the following format: Code-switch ((Language of code-
switch (duration))), e.g. Wurst ((German (0.1))). Examples (1) and (2) illustrate 
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instances of code-switching in CASE. In Example (1), we see the use of a Spanish 
interrogative interjection cómo which seems to happen unintentionally as part of 
an ordinary conversational flow where it has an almost formulaic discursive func-
tion. The code-switch Heilig Abend in Example (2) illustrates the replacement of a 
missing lexical item, which occurs frequently in non-native language use.

 (1) Code-switching to Spanish: Discursive
  07SB54ST04:
  ST04: yes well. {shrugs}
  SB54: (1.2) are you a student as well?
  ST04: cómo ((Spanish (0.5)))? {moves closer to screen}

 (2) Code-switching to German: Replacing
  06SB73ST14:
  SB73: (2.4) so we set it up o:n uh:,
    (till) the twenty fourth of uh December?
    it’s: Heilig Abend ((German (0.9)))?
  ST14: [oh],
  SB73: [yeah]?

A quantitative analysis of BabyCASE3 (cf. Table 1) reveals that code-switches oc-
cur in seven of the 20 conversations. There are 56 code-switches in total, 15 into 
Spanish, 36 into German, and five into Italian. There is no code-switching into 
Bulgarian or Finnish. Twelve of the participants code-switch, most participants 
into their native language, only three into their interlocutor’s native language 
(one Finnish, Bulgarian, and Italian participant each code-switch into German). 
Four conversations contain code-switching into more than one language, and two 
speakers code-switch to different languages in the same conversation.

Table 1. Frequency of code-switching in BabyCASE

Code- switching to n Per 10,000 Conversations Participants % reciprocal

Spanish 15 1.3 3  3  26.7%

German 36 3.1 7  9  39%

Italian  5 0.4 1  2 100%

All 56 4.8 7 12  41.2%

More than 40% of code-switches are reciprocal within one minute of each other 
(see Table 1), which seems to indicate that code-switching frequently prompts 

3. Numbers may still vary, as BabyCASE is based on the preliminary first version of the CASE 
transcripts.
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more code-switching, signalling acceptance for this deviation from the established 
common language, which is then taken up by both interlocutors and used as a 
strategy also in the rest of the conversation. An analysis of the surrounding intona-
tion units shows that the paralinguistic feature of laughter seems to be closely as-
sociated with code-switching. In 30.5% of the cases, the laughter is concurrent, i.e. 
occurs within the same intonation unit or in the following one. If we consider the 
five surrounding intonation units (five before and five after the code-switch), this 
percentage increases to 67.9% while there were only 32.1% of instances where there 
is no laughter in the five surrounding intonation units (see Table 2; Example (3)).

Table 2. Code-switching and laughter in BabyCASE

Code-switching (n=56) and laughter in BabyCASE n % of total

No laughter (5 surrounding intonation units) 18 32.1%

Concurrent laughter (same or next intonation unit) 17 30.5%

Contextual laughter (5 surrounding intonation units incl. concurrent) 38 67.9%

 (3) Code-switching and laughter I
  07SB49FL33:
  SB49: uhm,
    Knödel ((German (1.0))),
    I don’t know if there is a word in English for that,
    [((chuckles))]
  FL33: [((LAUGHS))]

A closer qualitative analysis of the position of laughter in relation to the code-
switches also shows that the majority of laughter (28 of 38 instances of contextual 
laughter after the code-switch, 14 before, 4 both before and after, see also Table 3) 
occurs in the five intonation units after the code-switch.

Table 3. Code-switching and contextual laughter in BabyCASE

Code-switching and contextual laughter (n=38) in BabyCASE n % of total

Contextual laughter (5 following intonation units) 28 73.7%

Contextual laughter (5 preceding intonation units) 14 36.8%

Contextual laughter (both preceding and following intonation units)  4 10.5%

Code-switching is, in our data, frequently used in a humorous manner, resulting 
in co-occurring laughter. Sometimes, the sound of interlocutors’ native languages 
used in the context of a purely English setting seems to be reason enough to war-
rant laughter by one or both participants due to the sheer unintelligibility and, in 
the interlocutor’s eyes, unpronounceability (cf. Example (4)), or, in the speaker’s 
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eyes, untranslatability (cf. Example (3)). Laughter in these instances contributes 
to creating rapport between interlocutors (Spencer-Oatey 2000) by establishing  
common ground and reducing the situational awkwardness (cf. Chafe 2007). 
Code-switching as an innovative strategy also showcases participants’ own lan-
guage background, and allows them to emphasize their cultural identity in a play-
ful way (cf. also Auer 2005).

 (4) Code-switching and laughter II
  06SB73ST04:
  SB73: okay how is it called that day?
  ST14: (1.3) uhm dia das letras galegas. ((Galician (1.3)))
  SB73: okay, ((laughs))
  ST14: [((ehh)) not] gonna try right? ((ehh))
  SB73: [it’s- a- a-] no no no. [((laughs))]
  ST14: [((laughs))]

Laughter in the context of code-switching could also be explained as a means of 
mitigating a delicate situation, in this case for example embarrassment, by indicat-
ing non-seriousness (Chafe 2007). Non-seriousness is here used in the sense that 
the linguistic item in question is not perceived as being serious, thereby catego-
rizing it as a “non-problematic item”, where a potentially problematic situation is 
defused by means of laughter (Jefferson et al. 1987: 172). This particular laughter, 
coping laughter (Warner-Garcia 2014), mitigates and downplays situations of em-
barrassment, but also other salient incidents, like committing a minor transgres-
sion, a faux pas, or displaying one’s own shortcomings. Laughter thereby functions 
as a safe “exit strategy” (Partington 2006: 94), inviting the interlocutors to show 
sympathy, which could again be interpreted as evidence of the creation of rap-
port (Spencer-Oatey 2000). Code-switching, in combination with laughter, thus 
generally seems to have a positive effect on the communicative setting, putting the 
partners at ease with each other.

6.1.2 L1 Transfer
L1 transfer occurs when aspects of the utterance are directly translated from the 
respective native languages to English in the conversational setting. It cannot be 
reliably quantified in CASE, as it is both rare and not annotated. We draw a dis-
tinction between lexical, phrasal and syntactic transfer. Examples for L1 transfer 
were extracted both manually (by looking through the data) and with the help 
of a sequence of lexical comparison and low-frequency analysis (see Section 5). 
For the identification of lexical L1 transfer, a lexical comparison was performed. 
Forms not found in COCA (using wordandphrase.info) were listed. In a next step, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 1:55 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



208 Marie-Louise Brunner, Stefan Diemer and Selina Schmidt

low-frequency items were searched manually to find possible transfer features 
from the languages of the participants.

Example (5) shows one instance of lexical L1 transfer from German, the use of 
the term half-day job, referring to a part-time job (German: Halbtagsjob).

 (5) Lexical L1 transfer from German
  06SB95HE21:
  SB95: and it is half-day job,

Instances of phrasal and syntactic transfer were found with a combination of n-
gram and low-frequency analysis (see Section 5), as a lexical comparison did not 
produce the desired result. We performed an n-gram analysis of verb-particle 
combinations in the POS-tagged corpus version (extracting all 2-grams, 3-grams, 
and 4-grams to include intervening items such as discourse markers) and manu-
ally searched through those with a low-frequency analysis.

An example from the results is the phrase look something from the inside 
(Example 6) from Bulgarian погледнем нещо отвътре (say: poglednem neshto 
otvŭtre) which literally translates as to look something from the inside — there is no 
preposition with look in the Bulgarian original, as погледнем is transitive.4

 (6) Phrasal verb L1 transfer from Bulgarian
  11SB14SF05:
  SF05: [((ehh))] yeah,
    it’s sure.
    it’s always .. different when you look something from the INside?
    and from the outside,

Syntactic transfer was found in a similar manner, by listing and then manually 
analyzing rare 2-, 3-, and 4-grams (with an occurrence below 10, see low-frequency 
analysis in Section 5) in the orthographic (instead of the POS-tagged) corpus ver-
sion and then comparing them with patterns in the respective L1s of the CASE 
speakers. The examples for syntactic transfers that were found in CASE can be quite 
complex and long, as in the case of Example (7) with your family together which di-
rectly translates a German syntactic construction (mit deiner Familie zusammen).

 (7) Syntactic L1 transfer from German
  07SB54ST04:
  SB54:  … wonderful Christmas dinner you can have with your family 

together,

4. In cases where the transfer L1 was not known to the researchers, native speakers, as well as 
reference books and dictionaries were consulted.
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6.1.3 Hybridization
Hybridization occurs when participants create a hybrid form consisting of na-
tive language and English elements. The target form in this context can be both 
from the respective native language (cf. Example (8), Christmas … Krippe based 
on German Weihnachtskrippe) or from English (cf. Example (9), Krimi […] shows 
based on English crime shows). The L1 part of the hybrid form was qualified as 
code-switching and could thus be found by searching for code-switches using the 
CASE annotations.5

 (8) Hybridization I
  07SB54ST04:
  SB54: … and uh in Germany we have uhm, {looks away}
    … the uhm Christmas … Krippe ((German (0.6)))?_((ehh))
    I don’t know how to say it in English?
    .h uhm there is Maria Joseph [the three] holy-

 (9) Hybridization II
  08SB106HE03:
  HE03: and then we have we have all these uh,
    like .. uh Krimi ((German (0.5))) shows we have,

In Example (8), the German student cannot recall the English lexical item 
manger and uses a hybrid innovation strategy by replicating the German term 
Weihnachtskrippe with a generic English (Christmas) and a German element 
(Krippe, crib). Both the pause and the elaboration in the following line point to an 
insecurity in the item’s usage. A similar pause (.. uh) can be seen before the code-
switched element Krimi in Example (9).

6.2 Approximations

6.2.1 Form-based approximation
Form-based approximations make up for missing items in the concrete contextual 
setting. They are indicative of either performance- or competence-based momen-
tary processing issues and aid in overcoming these communication hindrances 
without interrupting the conversational flow (cf. also Mauranen 2012). Some 
examples for cases where approximation results in slightly non-standard lexical 
items or forms (such as anomynous for anonymous in our data) were identified via 
lexical comparison (creating a list of non-standard items with wordandphrase.info 
and then manually checking for instances of form-based approximation). This 

5. Instances of hybridization with a code-switched element were also counted as part of the 
code-switching study in 6.1.1.
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method does not work where similar existing words are used, and we did not find 
a reliable alternative method of quantifying all instances of form-based approxi-
mation.

An example for form-based approximation with an existing form is I was quite 
interesting instead of I was quite interested (Example 10), where present and past 
participle are confused which is a typical learner feature. The use of the approxi-
mation in this case does not have any negative impact on the conversation, seems 
to be understood without problems and is functionally accepted.

 (10) Form-based approximation
  11SB14SF05:
  SF05: =yeah=.
  SB14: =well I was quite interesting,
    when you said you had to send your students home.
    so are you a teacher as well?
  SF05: .. u:h .. YES,

Regularization as innovation strategy (cf. also Schneider 2007: 103 for regu-
larization in ESL) can, as mentioned above, be categorized as a subcategory of 
Mauranen’s (2012) form-based approximations, also referring to slightly diverging 
but recognizable forms, but here applied to the use of regular patterns (e.g. plural 
or past tense formation) in a non-standard manner. Examples for regularizations 
were found through a low-frequency analysis of the orthographic version of the 
corpus, manually checking for regular patterns that are used in a non-standard 
manner. We searched for non-standard usage of inflectional morphemes. We 
found examples for plural and past tense regularization, for instance stuffs as plu-
ral of the uncountable noun stuff, and hearded (11) as regularized simple past of 
hear, or childrens (a double plural, regularizing the irregular plural of child).

 (11) Regularization of past tense
  08SB106HE03:
  HE03: he’s from Germany.
    and so he when he hearded about this case he said,
    well we can just speak German for half an hour. ((laughs))

6.2.2 Semantic approximation
Instances for semantic approximations could only be found manually (by reading 
through the data), as none of the methods described in Section 5 would reflect 
nuances in meaning.

In Example (12), the German conversation partner uses you are a bit silent 
to mean that the volume of the conversation is not high enough, not that the 
other person is not saying much (which might have been the case later in the 
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conversation but is rather unlikely right at the start). This might also be influenced 
by the L1, as the German equivalent to silent, leise, is a more general term to indi-
cate a low volume.

 (12) Semantic approximation
  06SB16SF05:
  SF05: … hi,
    can you hear me?
  SB16: uh yes,
    you are a bit silent,
    but .. yeah.

6.2.3 Approximate idioms and collocations
We found several examples for approximate idioms and collocations through n-
gram analysis. However, this method was not quantifiable, and the main part of 
the search still had to be performed manually by listing low-frequency n-grams 
and checking them one by one for similarities to existing idioms and collocations. 
In (13), the Bulgarian student varies the idiom look at things from different angles, 
altering both sequence and lexis. The resulting approximation, look at different 
angles on things, is apparently close enough to the original form to be easily under-
stood by the German conversation partner. In (14), the Spanish student uses the 
approximation I have my French (a little bit) rusted instead of the standard phrase 
my French is a little bit rusty.

 (13) Approximate idioms and collocations I
  08SB24SF02:
  SF02: … m:h we do a lot of discussions and,
    .h you can look at different angles on things.
  SB24: yeah.

 (14) Approximate idioms and collocations II
  07SB54ST04:
  ST04: (1.2) because I have my French (a little bit) rusted.
    … (I think).

6.3 Ad hoc innovation

6.3.1 New word formation
Examples for new word formations were identified by means of a low-frequency 
analysis of standard derivational patterns, (such as -ous, -ment, -ion), followed by a 
manual investigation of the results. This isolated non-standard items such as heal-
thious (cf. Example (15)) or installate. In Example (16) the German speaker uses 
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the phrasal particle out as a verb, meaning get something out, in combination with 
out in its original function: out it out of it, i.e. getting the baking tray out of the oven.

 (15) New word formation: Derivation
  07SB25SF06:
  SF06: you’re not bent,
    and you’re not uh_uhm at desk,
    you do something (healthious),
    you do something different,

 (16) New word formation: Conversion
  07SB54ST04:
  SB54: (1.4) and then you out it out of it and you have a great ((/k/reat)) uh,
     … wonderful Christmas dinner you can have with your family 

together:,
  ST04: oh it’s ni:ce,

In Example (17), the Spanish speaker replaces an unknown item with gesture, com-
pletely eliding the elusive verb and using the multimodal affordances of Skype to ex-
press the intended meaning. n-gram analysis of the POS-tagged corpus was used to 
identify this defective sentence pattern. While our analysis found several instances 
of derivation and conversion, examples for ellipsis are very rare in the corpus; the 
ellipsis in Example (17) was the only one that could be identified in BabyCASE.

 (17) Ellipsis
  07SB54ST04:
  ST04: eggs ((e/k/s)) you have to- I have- I don’t know how to:,
    (1.2) to say this,
    … when you,
    (1.6) the eggs ((e/k/s))? {mimics putting eggs in a bowl}
    … in a bowl,
    you put the bo- box and mix them?
  SB54: in a- [yeah],

6.3.2 New idiomatic expressions
Finally, newly created idiomatic expressions can be considered a strategy with a high 
degree of innovation. Like with semantic approximations, these instances could not 
be identified reliably except by manual search. Examples (18) and (19) show that 
the use of these innovations does not hinder the conversational flow, as they are 
easily understood in context. This is consistent with Pitzl’s (2012: 46) observation 
that “formal variation of idioms does not seem to be a disrupting factor in ELF con-
versations”. In Example (18), the Bulgarian conversation partner constructs a new 
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simile, creating a vivid mental image of snowflakes falling densely like sheet of 
paper. Example (19) seems to create an idiosyncratic variation of the expression 
kith and kin, i.e. a large variety and quantity of people, that is the kittens and the 
grandmas and everyone. There does not seem to be any link to a corresponding 
item in the speakers’ native languages. This instance would support Pitzl’s view 
of re-metaphorization, where newly constructed idioms “fulfill a striking variety 
of communicative functions, such as providing emphasis, increasing explicitness, 
elaborating a point, talking about abstract concepts” (2012: 317).

 (18) New idiomatic expressions I
  07SB10SF15:
  SF15: well .. yeah .. here it is below zero too,
    and you can see the snowflakes basically,
    falling like sheet of paper [a whole cloud],
  SB10: [oh Jeez],
    .. ((laughs))

 (19) New idiomatic expressions II
  01SB78HE04:
  HE04: and you just go out in the street,
    and just party like crazy,
    and there is like,
    the kittens and the grandmas and everyone,

This category in particular shows participants’ assertive appropriation of English 
in a lingua franca context and portrays them as active and self-confident language 
users, reflecting Hülmbauer’s (2013: 50) observation that ELF users “tend to ap-
proach unconventional language in a rather straightforward, undeterred fashion”, 
and, thus, “are more flexible than the communicators within native speaker com-
munities”.

6.4 Temporarily persistent innovations

As Hülmbauer (2013: 63) points out, innovations in ELF tend to be “of an ephem-
eral nature, i.e. they might not be relevant beyond their immediate context of 
origin”. However, the innovative conversation strategies summarized in our tax-
onomy may also be taken up and used by both participants in the ensuing con-
versation, creating a temporarily accepted item which may persist throughout the 
rest of the interaction. This is similar to Mauranen’s (2012: 49) notion of accom-
modation where “alternative forms of a word are negotiated, and […] speakers 
accommodate and finally converge on one of them”. We found two examples for 
temporarily persistent innovations in our data. In Example (20) the conversation 
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partners negotiate the use of the non-standard term Romanic languages, to mean 
Romance languages, and also use it later in the conversation, without negative in-
fluences on the conversational flow. In Example (21) the Spanish student proposes 
a translation of the term Reyes Magos, the magic kings (directly translated from 
Spanish) for the Three Magi / the Three Wise Men / the Three Kings. This proposal 
is indirectly rejected by the German conversation partner, who instead suggests 
the option the three holy kings (a direct translation from German), which is imme-
diately accepted by the Spanish speaker. It could be argued that this goes beyond 
a singular co-construction, or accommodation (Mauranen 2012: 49), as it is later 
taken up and repeatedly used in the rest of the conversation.

 (20) Temporarily persistent innovation I
  01SB32FL06:
  FL06: what are they called,
    Ro:manic languages?
  SB32: yeah,
    yes,
    Ro- Romanic languages,

 (21) Temporarily persistent innovation II
  07SB54ST04:
  ST04: …  Reyes Magos ((Spanish (0.9))) do you know what the three … 

magic-
    -k_uh:m,
    (1.0) kings are or not.
  SB54: the three what? {moves closer to screen}
  ST04: ((hehe)) no this is well-
    this  is something similar to Santa Claus but with [the] three uh 

queens,
    that go to:,
  SB54: [mhm],
  ST04: to (belen) to Bethlehem to give Jesus,
    uh,
  SB54: the three holy holy KINGS [you mean].
  ST04: [ah yes] holy kings.
  SB54: … mhm [yeah] I know them. […]
  ST04: uh the three holy kings are similar to:,
    >Santa Claus< in the sense that,
    .h they also bring- .. uh toys to children.
  SB54: m mhm? {nods}
  ST04: but we prefer .. the three holy ki:ngs,
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These newly established temporary forms are usually not perpetuated beyond the 
singular conversational event but remain idiosyncratic and unique. Conversation 
partners might be motivated to use these successful strategies again in another 
conversational setting, where they would, however, have to be re-negotiated.

6.5 Limitations to quantification of innovations in CASE

In order to fully document and analyze the various levels of innovation in ELF 
data, a combination of qualitative and quantitative analysis would be ideal. While 
the present study was originally intended to be both qualitative and quantitative, 
the researchers found that due to the complexity and relative scarcity of the in-
novations in ELF (as compared to conventionalized innovations in ESL), only few 
innovations that are not specifically tagged, such as phrasal L1 transfer, are at all 
countable, but it is by no means certain that the proposed method finds them all. 
In addition, the manual search and quantification process is very time-consuming 
even with those features. While features such as form-based approximations or 
semantic approximation, derivation, ellipsis and hybridization are, theoretically, 
quantifiable with the methods presented here, the instances we found are, in fact, 
so rare (at least in our data) and the procedure leaves so many potential instances 
unaccounted for, that a reliable interpretation is, in our opinion, not practical at 
this point. Several of the innovations presented here are impossible to quantify 
automatically — these include syntactic L1 transfer, form-based approximations 
in the shape of existing words, semantic approximations, conversions or idiomatic 
expressions. In view of the limited searchability of these innovative features as well 
as the ephemeral nature of ELF, implementing a quantitative aspect goes beyond 
the context of this study, though it is recommended for future studies in this field.

7. Linguistic innovations in context

The present study illustrates that CASE participants use a wide variety of function-
ally accepted innovations. The L1 influence is visible in code-switching, transfer, 
and hybridization. Approximation processes take place on a morphosyntactic, 
semantic and phraseological level, while ad hoc innovation produces new deriva-
tions and new idiomatic expressions.

ELF speakers thus use some features which are also typical for EFL contexts. 
With regard to innovation, ELF also shares strategies with ESL, although in ESL 
a key criterion for innovation is conventionalization, which is not the case with 
ELF, as it is inherently ephemeral. In the context of our CASE data, ELF cannot 
develop endonormatively, as was proposed by Schneider (2007) as a typical stage 
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in the development of ESL varieties, since the ELF speakers in our data do neither 
attempt to create a separate variety, nor are they in a position to do so.

Seidlhofer (2004: 212) describes ELF as “an English that has taken on a life of 
its own”. Our findings regarding ELF speakers in CASE equally point towards an 
assertive and creative perspective on language use, reflecting (inter)cultural influ-
ences and the international context, and emphasizing cultural identities. Language 
use in ELF thus goes beyond the basic need to make oneself understood and re-
flects the requirements of an increasingly international community of speakers 
who adapt English to their own purposes. Despite their learner background, 
CASE participants use non-standard forms and innovations freely. This correla-
tion between innovation and self-confidence has also been commented on in writ-
ten computer-mediated settings featuring ELF speakers (cf. Diemer 2013; Vettorel 
2014). This is indicative of a lessened influence of the native-speaker standard 
model (Jenkins 2009) and an increasing focus on successful communication. The 
confident use of non-standard forms illustrates innovation patterns similar to ESL 
varieties (cf. Kachru 2006), such as transfer, semantic approximation, and inno-
vative word formation or phraseologisms, as discussed for example in studies by 
Deshors (2014), Gilquin (2011), and Laporte (2012). Similar to both ESL and EFL, 
strategies in ELF seem to be dependent on language backgrounds. The influence 
of the respective interacting or native languages is reflected in what Mauranen 
(2012: 29) calls “similects” which we would describe as strategy bundles that are 
used by speakers with the same or similar language backgrounds. As there is no 
creation of (or intent to create) separate varieties with a new “standard”, it could 
be argued that ELF reflects a combination of various communities of practice 
and situation-related idiosyncrasies. In this setting, participants accommodate to 
each other’s innovative language use (cf. also Mauranen 2012), creating their own 
ephemeral communication strategies that can, in some cases, be used throughout 
the particular interaction.

Creative language use seems to have a positive influence on the communica-
tive setting, as illustrated with the example of code-switching in combination with 
laughter, which seems to create rapport between interlocutors. With the docu-
mented combination of strategies, participants also showcase their respective lan-
guage and cultural backgrounds, for example through code-switching, L1 transfer, 
or hybridization, as also observed by Auer (2005), Hülmbauer (2013), Pitzl (2012), 
Vettorel (2014), and Widdowson (2015). Creative language use exemplified by in-
novations allows ELF speakers to negotiate their own cultural identities in an in-
ternational context.

This study develops a taxonomy of innovations in ELF and provides meth-
ods for finding and analysing innovations, using new data from a corpus of ELF 
Skype conversations, thus contributing to achieving a better understanding of 
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the linguistic phenomenon of language innovation that is the main focus of this 
volume. The proposed qualitatively developed taxonomy will need to be further 
elaborated with the help of quantitative analyses (as far as possible, depending on 
the type of innovation), contributing to an even more complete picture of innova-
tive language use in ELF.
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