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The original, classic conception of data-driven learning (“DDL”), learners’ use of corpora to 
access exemplars of words or constructions, has been convincingly shown to be effective, but 
remains relatively uncommon in classrooms. Recent research shows a shift towards teacher 
training in corpora and DDL, a trend with the potential to stimulate wider adoption and move 
DDL closer to mainstream status among practitioners. This project endeavours to support 
the effort to make DDL more practical for teachers by examining effective and transparent 
implementations of it and identifying underlying principles contributing to success. Using 
a systematic literature search and thematic analysis, the project investigates the research 
questions: (1) What are the characteristics of DDL implementations reported as successful 
in primary studies? (2) What aspects of the implementations can their success be attributed 
to, and what aspects can be observed to be disadvantageous? and (3) What other themes 
emerge from the analysis? Based on analysis of major themes, some core characteristics of 
DDL and factors impacting its success are proposed. Finally, connecting these principles to 
practice is encouraged by reviewing tools and activities for implementing DDL confidently, 
efficiently and with minimal upfront effort.
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Introduction

Since Johns pioneered the field with his image of the language learner as “a Sherlock 
Holmes” (1998, p. 101), data-driven learning (“DDL”) has evolved considerably, but 
the classic style of guiding learners to learn vocabulary and constructions induc-
tively by directly engaging with a collection of text (corpus) compiled by linguists 
for linguistic analysis remains influential. Now, DDL can refer to virtually any appli-
cation of corpus linguistics to language learning, but it commonly involves use of 
keyword-in-context (KWIC) concordance lines, where each line shows the target 
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word, phrase, or construction in context from authentic texts. Boulton and Cobb’s 
meta-analysis found that “DDL works pretty well in almost any context where it has 
been extensively tried” (2017, p. 386), but most practicing teachers would likely agree 
that it is relatively uncommon in classrooms. Recent research, such as Bennett and 
Dhonnchadha (2023) has focused on teacher training to stimulate wider uptake, and 
Dong et al.’s (2022) bibliometric analysis suggests that this area represents a poten-
tially transformative route forward for the field. This introduces questions of how 
to effectively train teachers, and what pedagogical and learning design principles 
can inform the efforts. This study aimed to address these questions and support the 
effort to make DDL accessible by asking the research questions: (1) What are the 
characteristics of DDL implementations reported as successful in primary studies? 
(2) Which aspects of the implementations can their success be attributed to, and 
what aspects can be observed to be disadvantageous? and (3) What other themes 
emerge from the analysis?

Methods

A qualitative research synthesis (Chong & Plonsky, 2021) was chosen for its theoretical 
flexibility and, in combination with thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2014), would 
allow for an exploratory, inductive investigation. A list of journals that have been 
influential in shaping DDL was chosen by triangulating between those identified as 
bibliometrically significant (Dong et al., 2022) and those identified by authoritative 
researchers (Lee et al., 2018; Boulton & Cobb, 2017; Boulton, 2017). This ensured that 
possible issues with influential researchers’ subjective perceptions and with mis-
leading bibliometric data would be alleviated, while also ensuring focus on studies 
that have been impactful in shaping DDL practices without being unduly influenced 
by excessively obscure or unconventional implementations. The journals (Computer 
Assisted Language Learning, Language Learning, Language Learning and Technology, 
ReCALL, and System) were searched for the keywords corpus, corpora, concordance, 
concordancer, concordancing, KWIC, “data-driven learning” (with a hyphen), “data 
driven learning” (without a hyphen), or DDL. Inclusion criteria were publication in or 
after 2011, identified by Dong et al. (2022) as the beginning of a mature stage in DDL 
research, primary studies using the classical DDL of interest to this study, written in 
English, and inclusion of detailed procedures that could be reproduced or approxi-
mated (allowing for analysis of the procedures and selection of studies that could 
directly inform practice). Thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2014) was conducted 
on the final included studies.

Results

Fifteen studies (listed in the Appendix) remained for inclusion in the analysis, and 
the analysis resulted in the identification of four major themes.
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Theme 1: Learning activities and materials

All studies gave some consideration to the relationship between DDL and other class-
room activities, both conventional and DDL-specific. Sharing or presenting, though 
only present in a few studies, seemed very effective and was favoured by students. 
DDL specific frameworks were common, with processes being structured in stages 
of activities or projects. Allocation of time showed extremes, with most implementa-
tions either very brief, with short activity durations in single sessions, or protracted, 
included in projects spanning weeks or months.

Theme 2: Instructor facilitation

Practical skills training, a necessary component, demonstrated a wide variety of 
approaches, including short demonstrations, multiple session workshops, guides, 
or videos. Most studies showed ongoing feedback or language instruction alongside 
the activity, while some deliberately limited instructor involvement.

Theme 3: Psychological and mental factors

Cognitive factors received attention in all studies, with inductive learning, cognitive 
activation or processing, and attention/noticing as the most common characteris-
tics. DDL was also observed to promote autonomy, which was implied to be mutu-
ally reinforcing with motivation. Four studies demonstrated anxiety or frustration, 
while seven showed learners reporting enthusiasm and a desire to continue using 
the new tools.

Theme 4: Other drawbacks and challenges 

High workload and inefficiency, or the perception thereof, was a common observa-
tion. Two studies described inadvertent plagiarism, but there is nothing about DDL 
specifically that would encourage this more than other resources.

Discussion

The most important implications under each research question can be used to 
inform design principles/decisions or for further research.

RQ1: Common features of successful implementations

Some common features suggested theoretical connections that are not often fore-
grounded in DDL research (Boulton 2017). Cobb (1999) suggested that DDL is natu-
rally compatible with constructivism, which is reflected in the inductive, process-
oriented frameworks found in many studies, such as Geluso & Yamaguchi (2014) 
and Wu (2021). Further exploration of explicitly linking DDL and constructivism 
may produce clearer, more intuitive procedures for teachers to deploy. Additionally, 
many studies observed or inferred cognitive states and processes, suggesting further, 
more explicit application of concepts like Schmidt’s (1990, 2001) noticing hypothesis 



4

Inglis: The classic use of corpora in the language classroom

JALTCALL 

Vol. 2  No. 1 
2025 JALTCALL 

Conference Papers 
Special Issue

and Sheen’s (2002) focus-on-form approach. These theoretical connections could 
contribute to the development of design principles or further research.

RQ2: Aspects associated with success

DDL seems to be especially successful when used in concert with sharing and pre-
senting activities and made personally relevant to learners. Sharing and present-
ing activities were associated with exceptionally strong results (Daskalovska, 2013) 
or subjective experiences (Geluso & Yamaguchi, 2014). Personal relevance can be 
achieved by using customized or targeted learner corpora (Cotos, 2014), but simply 
using corpora to process feedback on writing (Yoon & Jo, 2014) or choosing their own 
language focus (Liu & Gablasova, 2023) was also enough to confer a sense of personal 
relevance. Designing DDL to centre around these activities is likely to enhance it.

RQ3: Emergent themes

The major emergent themes that could support DDL were minimalism and DDL’s 
relation to surrounding activities. While DDL is often viewed as intimidating or 
labour-intensive, there seems to be an early point of diminishing returns, and it is 
best to prioritize simplification, streamlining, and focus. With respect to surround-
ing activities, these are often viewed as incidental to a DDL project, but the find-
ings suggested that pairing DDL with particular activities had significant impact. 
Learning design and further research may benefit from direct attention to simplicity 
and the effect of integrating DDL with particular activities.

Implications and practicalities

Teachers interested in implementing DDL must first familiarize themselves with a 
software option, like AntConc (Anthony, 2014), which is excellent for KWIC concor-
dance lines and relatively easy to learn, or lextutor.ca (Cobb, n.d.), which is extremely 
powerful but has an intimidating interface. Any option will likely take a computer-
literate teacher several hours to learn, after which point the above principles will 
become relevant, and additional time will be needed to prepare student training 
activities to allow them to use the tools independently. As a workaround for greater 
efficiency, students can be instructed to use generative AI to view concordance lines. 
The output will not have the academic rigor of a corpora expertly compiled by a lin-
guist for linguistic purposes and will likely have other potentially significant errors, 
so caution is required. Nonetheless, teachers are encouraged to experiment with 
generative AI tools to try to more efficiently achieve output similar to corpus lin-
guistic tools. A starting prompt could be similar to the following: “Please act as a 
corpus tool. Show me concordance lines [Optional: insert “from academic/literary/
scientific/ engineering/etc. texts”] for the word ‘[WORD]’. Display 20 words on each 
side and focus on frequent collocations and common patterns.” In addition to experi-
mentation by teachers using generative AI in this way, as these tools evolve rapidly, 
additional research on using generative AI for DDL or analogous learning activities 
is encouraged.
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Conclusion

The keys to success appear to be a simple approach, attention to practical training, 
thoughtful pairing with other learning activities, and a clear idea about the con-
straints or expansiveness of the project. Corpus tools do not necessarily make this 
easy, and some upfront effort is naturally required by the teacher. Generative AI 
offers a workaround to some practical hurdles, but with costs to quality and rigor. 
The attractiveness of using AI this way points to one of the biggest problems with 
DDL: the user-friendliness of tools. The field would likely benefit greatly from new, 
streamlined tools designed specifically for language learning.
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