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Abstract

Despite significant advances in research on second language acquisition by learners with
specific learning difficulties over recent decades, the field of educational linguistics contin-
ues to suffer from a lack of large-scale linguistic data capable of illuminating the character-
istics of these learners’ interlanguage. The Neurodivergent Learner Corpus, developed at the
University of Parma (Italy), seeks to fill this gap. This paper provides a detailed account of
the corpus’s features, its development process, and its potential contributions to both peda-
gogical practice and scientific research.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, increasing attention has been dedicated to studying the character-
istics of second language acquisition in learners with Specific Learning Difficulties
(SpLDs) and how educators can best adapt their practice to support this process.
Despite these advances, there is a lack of primary linguistic data documenting in-
terlanguage development in these learners on a large scale. The Neurodivergent
Learner Corpus (NELC) project, developed at the University of Parma (Italy), aims
to bridge this gap by systematically collecting and annotating authentic spoken data
from Italian learners of English with SpLDs. This paper will firstly outline the scien-
tific framework and developmental stages of the project, before describing in detail
the characteristics of the data contained in the corpus. Finally, the potential benefits
of NELC for learners, educators, and researchers will be analysed and discussed.

! Michele Daloiso authored Sections 3.1, 3.2 and 4.2. Marta Genduso authored Sections 2.2 and 3.5,
Andrea Ghirarduzzi authored Section 3.3, Christopher Liam McDonnell authored Sections 3.4 and
4.1, Mariapaola Paita authored Section 2.1. The introduction was co-authored by the whole research
team.
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2. Literature review

In this section, we review the body of literature that underpins the Neurodivergent
Learner Corpus, with a particular focus on research addressing second language
acquisition in individuals with Specific Learning Difficulties, as well as on studies
devoted to learner corpora.

2.1 SpLDs and foreign languages

SpLDs are neurobiological conditions that affect literacy and numeracy devel-
opment (APA 2013). While the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders-5 provides diagnostic criteria centred on persistent difficulties in read-
ing, writing, and calculation, broader models such as the ICF? conceptualise these
difficulties within a biopsychosocial framework that values the interaction between
individual and environmental factors. Accordingly, SpLDs are reframed within “an
interactional framework where the strengths and the weaknesses of people with
learning difficulties are considered in a complex interaction with the social and
educational context” (Kormos 2017, 25), to identify potential barriers hindering
successful learning, highlighting how inclusive learning environments can mitigate
disadvantage and enhance learners” potential.

Over recent decades, educational linguistic research has examined how lan-
guage education can address the needs of learners with SpLDs (for a review of the
Italian academic literature, see Daloiso 2020). Among the areas explored, English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) instruction occupies a central position, given its glob-
al role in formal education together with a growing awareness of how widespread
SpLDs are within school populations. In Italy, for instance, around 6% of students
have a diagnosed SpLD (MIM 2024) and approximately 20,000 university students
report such a condition (ANVUR 2022).

From a theoretical standpoint, studies on language learning in learners with
SpLDs have been primarily informed by two models: the Linguistic Coding
Differences Hypothesis (LCDH) (Sparks et al. 1989) and the Orthographic Depth
Hypothesis (Katz, Feldman 1983). On the one hand, the LCDH posits that L2
learning builds on native-language skills, namely phonological, syntactic, and se-
mantic components, which together form the foundation for additional language
learning (Sparks 1995). Difficulties in one or more of these linguistic components
can therefore hinder L2 learning, as it relies on the same cognitive mechanisms gov-
erning L1 acquisition. In this respect, the LCDH extends the assumptions of the
Phonological Deficit Hypothesis (Snowling 1987), which associates L2 learning diffi-

2 The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) was published by the
World Health Organization (WHO) in 2001, URL: https://www.who.int/standards/classifications/
international-classification-of-functioning-disability-and-health.

3 Throughout the study, the term L2 is used to refer to all situations in which a language other than
the L1 is learnt, while the term FL (foreign language) is specified only when the distinction between
L2 and FL is relevant.
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culties with language deficits in phonological processing, particularly phonological
awareness. Individuals exhibiting difficulties in phonological processing are there-
fore predicted to struggle with reading, speech perception and production (Butler
1988; Catts 1986; for a review of the literature on the complex nature of SpLDs, see
Daloiso 2017; Kormos, Smith 2023).

Sparks (1995) further integrates Stanovich’s (1986, 1988) Matthew effect* into
the LCDH framework. In particular, a lack of phonological awareness may limit
word encoding and decoding abilities, which can result in reduced reading exposure
and, over time, cumulative differences in vocabulary, syntax, and overall linguistic
competence. Such limitations imply that initial phonological deficits can have in-
direct, long-term consequences for both written and oral L2 proficiency. Learners
with SpLDs, who often display persistent difficulties in reading, writing, and some-
times numeracy in their native language, may therefore encounter an even wider
spectrum of challenges in EFL contexts (Nijakowska 2010; Cappelli, Noccetti
2022; Kormos, Smith 2023). These difficulties are not confined to literacy-based
skills, as many learners with SpLDs also struggle with oral comprehension and spo-
ken production, and may experience additional challenges arising from an interplay
of environmental factors, such as limited L2 exposure and instructional methodol-
ogies.

On the other hand, the Orthagraphic Depth Hypothesis (Katz, Feldman 1983)
posits that the degree of transparency in a given writing system influences the cogni-
tive strategies employed in word recognition. Readers of shallow orthographies like
Italian tend to rely on phonological or articulatory coding, as consistent sound-let-
ter correspondences enable efficient decoding. Conversely, deep orthographies like
English, where grapheme—phoneme mappings are highly inconsistent, encourage
reliance on lexical or visual mediation to access meaning. Research has shown that
learners with SpLDs can often experience persistent difficulties in differentiating
similar sounds and applying phoneme—grapheme conversion rules, particularly
within instructed contexts such as EFL classrooms (Nijakowska 2010; Kormos
2017). These difficulties can be influenced by the depth of English orthography,
where 26 letters represent about 44 sounds, resulting in indirect spelling—sound
correspondences that can increase processing demands for readers with phonolog-
ical deficits.

Drawing on these two frameworks, it can be inferred that learners with SpLDs
are more likely to experience challenges in L2 learning, which may be mitigated
or amplified by the phonological and orthographic features of the target language.
Evidence from studies involving Italian-speaking learners aged 9 to 14 supports
this assumption, showing slower and less accurate reading performance in English

* Matthew effect (Stanovich, 1986) describes cumulative patterns of divergence in reading develop-
ment, whereby initially skilled readers progress more rapidly while less skilled readers fall increasingly
behind, highlighting the relationship between reading ability, cognitive growth, and environmental
exposure.
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(Palladino et al. 2013) as well as broader difficulties in reading comprehension
(Bonifacci et al. 2017).

Despite the growing body of research on SpLDs and L2 learning, there ap-
pears to be a lack of empirical studies examining the interlanguage development
of Italian-speaking young adults in EFL contexts. Existing research has primarily
focused on young individuals and their reading comprehension skills, while the po-
tential effects of SpLDs on other language abilities, such as speech production and
reception, still remain largely unexplored. Yet, findings from studies in L2 contexts
suggest that behavioural and cognitive manifestations of SpLDs, together with bar-
riers in learning environments, may also hinder speech production (O’Brien et al.
2006; Kormos, Safar 2008; Fisher et al. 2019). Nonetheless, further research is still
needed to develop a more comprehensive understanding of oral communication
abilities of young adults with SpLDs in FL contexts.

2.2 Framing Learner Corpus Research and its relevance for the NELC Project

Learner Corpus Research (LCR) has firmly established itself as a central paradigm
within applied linguistics and Second Language Acquisition (SLA), focused on the
systematic study of interlanguage—the evolving linguistic system of L2 learners
(Granger 2021). LCR’s core objective is to collect and analyse corpora of learner
production to describe recurring patterns, explain acquisition processes, and inform
pedagogical practice (Granger et al. 2015). Beyond the traditional focus on error
analysis, LCR provides the empirical foundation for evidence-based teaching meth-
odologies, notably Data-Driven Learning (DDL), where learners directly consult
corpora to identify authentic usage patterns, fostering a critical, inductive approach
to language learning (Gilquin 2022; Meunier 2025). This systematic approach
supports the development of fine-grained error and frequency profiles essential for
creating evidence-based teaching materials and assessment criteria, moving the field
from prescriptive intuition to data-informed pedagogy.

The growing relevance of spoken L2 learner corpora is paramount, as they move
beyond the analysis of linguistic forms to capture the dynamic, real-time processes of
language production (Du Bois 1991). The inclusion of paralinguistic phenomena,
such as hesitations, filled and silent pauses, self-corrections, and false starts, offers
valuable insights into the cognitive mechanisms underlying L2 speech planning,
monitoring, and execution, which are often obscured in written data. This focus is
crucial for understanding the trade-offs between complexity, accuracy, and fluency,
a tripartite model widely used to evaluate L2 proficiency (Housen, Kuiken 2009;
Pallotti 2009; 2020). However, the analysis of spoken data introduces significant
methodological challenges, particularly concerning the high degree of variability
in spontaneous speech and the need for rigorous, theory-driven transcription and
annotation protocols to separate genuine interlanguage features from performance
phenomena (Gries, Deshors 2021). Furthermore, the field increasingly relies on
computational linguistics for efficiency, with automatic error annotation tools be-
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coming central to handling large datasets and ensuring consistency in error tagging
(Bryant et al. 2017).

A critical distinction must be drawn between L2 learner corpora and L1 clin-
ical or developmental corpora, such as those housed in TalkBank (MacWhinney
2019). While TalkBank repositories are generally built for diagnostic and rehabili-
tative aims in L1 contexts, focusing on developmental trajectories or clinical speech
pathologies, L2 learner corpora are designed to address different research questions
centred on the process of L2 acquisition. They aim to enable comparable analy-
ses across different learner groups, proficiency levels, and learning contexts, often
through the control of task and learner variables (Mukherjee, Gétz 2015). This fo-
cus on comparability and controlled elicitation addresses the central LCR challenge
of balancing authenticity with the methodological rigour required for quantitative
analysis (Chaudron 2003). Crucially, the study of longitudinal corpora is gaining
traction, as it allows researchers to track the chronological development of inter-
language, providing a dynamic view of acquisition that is essential for testing SLA
theories (Abe at al. 2024).

The NELC project, which will be presented in the next section, exemplifies this
methodological rigour and forward-looking approach. NELC aims to contribute
to the growing field of research on L2 and inclusive teaching practice. The project’s
integration of rigorous data processing, including the segmentation of speech into
Analysis of Speech units (Foster, Tonkyn, Wigglesworth 2000) and the use of quan-
titative measures of complexity, accuracy and fluency, allows for a comprehensive,
multi-dimensional evaluation of L2 proficiency that is sensitive to the specific needs
of neurodivergent learners’.

This approach directly contributes to the growing field of inclusive language ed-
ucation by providing empirical data to challenge assumptions about L2 learning and
to develop assessment tools that are fairer and sensitive to learner diversity (Gétz,
Granger 2024).

3. The Neurodivergent Learner Corpus: an overview of the research project.

This section outlines the research project leading to the development of NELC.
The project is situated within the growing field of research on English language
teaching for neurodivergent students, particularly those with SpLDs. As discussed
in the literature review (see 2.1.), Italian research in this area has yielded valuable
insights, though it is often based on speculative or secondary data derived from clin-
ical studies rather than primary linguistic evidence. The project aims to advance the
field by developing a digital corpus of primary linguistic data produced by Italian

> “Neurodivergent” is an umbrella term used to describe people whose cognitive or neurological de-
velopment and functioning diverge from what is typically expected in a given context. In educational
research, it is often used to foreground variability in learning, communication, and processing styles
rather than framing these differences as deficits, and it may include, depending on the scope of a study,
profiles such as specific learning difficulties and other neurodevelopmental conditions.
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L2 English learners with SpLDs. This section outlines the project’s scientific frame-
work, detailing its objectives, the nature of the linguistic data, and the procedures
for data collection, transcription, annotation, and the technical construction of the
corpus.

3.1 Aims

The project was launched in October 2022 by a research team at the University of
Parma led by Michele Daloiso, with the aim of designing and developing a digital
corpus based on the systematic collection of English oral productions by Italian-
speaking young adults with SpLDs. The project seeks to address current gaps in
Italian research on English learning/teaching for individuals with SpLDs, particu-
larly by focusing on language skills beyond reading and on age groups other than
school-aged children.

Two main objectives guide the research project. The first, theoretical in nature,
is to enhance understanding of the linguistic features of interlanguage produced
by learners with SpLDs. NELC’s unique profile allows for testing hypotheses on
acquisition sequences, frequent errors, and communication strategies. These find-
ings can then be compared with established SLA theories and with existing learner
corpora. Currently, several oral clinical corpora are available within the TalkBank
Project (MacWhinney 2019), but these are limited to L1 productions by children,
with average participant numbers ranging from 20 to 25. NELC is thus innovative
in documenting L2 English oral productions from a large number of young Italian-
speaking adults with SpLDs.

The second, more operational objective is to improve English teaching practices
for this learner group. NELC offers potential for designing pedagogical materials
and assessment tools grounded in the actual linguistic profiles of neurodivergent
learners.

3.2 Linguistic data

In SLA research, interlanguage data can be collected through various methods that
differ primarily in the degree of control exerted by the researcher over the language
produced by learners (Ellis, Barkhuizen 2005). At one end of the continuum lie
naturally-occurring samples, which consist of freely produced spoken or written
language; at the other, experimentally-elicited samples involve tasks specifically
designed to trigger particular grammatical constructions. The former emphasise
spontaneous language use, while the latter prioritise controlled, form-oriented pro-
duction.

A methodological compromise between these extremes is clinical elicitation
(Corder 1976), which involves collecting learner data through communicative tasks
without relying on predefined hypotheses. Unlike experimental elicitation, where
learners are directed toward producing specific linguistic forms, clinical elicitation
enables a broader range of language phenomena to emerge, including errors, usage
patterns, and communicative strategies. Despite sharing a controlled data collection
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procedure with experimental methods, clinical elicitation therefore yields distinct
data.

Given the lack of systematic studies on the English interlanguage of Italian-
speaking young adults with SpLDs, our project adopted a clinical elicitation ap-
proach for corpus construction. A set of communicative tasks (summarised in Table
1) was administered remotely via a digital platform. These tasks vary in commu-
nicative goals and input type to elicit a wide range of interlanguage features. For
instance, tasks 1 and 4 are more likely to elicit features of the noun system, while the
others focus on verb-related constructions. The design also allows for comparisons
between static and dynamic scene descriptions, thus exploring how task characteris-
tics may influence learner output.

Table 1 — Communicative tasks used for the construction
of the Neurodivergent Learner Corpus.

Title Communicative goal Input
Locating and Describe a static scene by Two images depicting two rooms
describing things locating objects and people that differ in specific details
in space and detailing their related to the position of objects
physical characteristics. and people, or to their physical
characteristics.
Daily routine/1  Narrate a series of everyday A sequence of images showing the
actions. daily routine of a familiar character.
Daily routine/2  Narrate a series of everyday A short, dialogue-free cartoon scene
actions. depicting the character’s routine.
Describing A murder mystery scene with  An image depicting a crime scene,
people suspects and victim; learners including the suspects and the
make inferences from visual victim. By examining the scene’s
cues. details, learners can formulate
hypotheses about the culprit.
Describing past ~ Narrate a past sequence of A short video showing a character
events events. cooking while listening to music.

These tasks were carefully selected to ensure linguistic richness and maintain com-
municative authenticity, with the aim of capturing primary linguistic data that offer
meaningful insights into learners’ interlanguage development.

3.3 Data collection: the educational context

Data collection for the current corpus prototype took place over a time span of five
academic years (2019/2020 to 2023-2024) and involved 185 participants. All the
informants were EFL students with diagnosed SpLD enrolled at the University of
Parma, who followed a learning path specifically designed to meet their language
needs and to help them overcome their difficulties.
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This path was created with the aim of providing students with SpLDs with the
necessary preparation to pass the English proficiency test (idoneita), which is man-
datory on most Italian degree programmes. In fact, a preliminary survey identified
this proficiency test as one of the major obstacles that these students encountered
during their academic career; based on these data, the University of Parma decid-
ed to create specific courses and a final proficiency test reserved for students with
SpLDs focusing mainly on oral skills.

The first edition of the courses was launched in the spring of 2020, during the
first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the difficult general circumstances re-
quired an on-the-spot redesign of the course, which now had to be delivered on-
line. The in-person activities initially developed were rearranged and delivered
synchronously on the Microsoft Teams platform, and others asynchronously on
the University of Parma’s Moodle platform, in accordance with the principles of
instructional design and accessibility.

Each course unit lasted two weeks, during which students were subjected to pro-
gressive controlled inputs that led them to a final oral task, during which they were
asked to independently produce a thematically related output.

The blended (i.e. synchronous and asynchronous) online mode of delivering
language activities proved effective, and this initial structure was left substantially
unchanged in subsequent editions of the courses, with only a few minor modifica-
tions aiming at increasing the richness and variety of the courses offered to students.

More precisely, starting from the second year, the number of synchronous activ-
ities per week was increased to meet the participants’ needs and, in addition to the
BI level courses, an A2 and a B2 course were also offered. These additional courses
increased the number of potential informants, contributing to the corpus’s repre-
sentativeness and level of reliability.

The recordings that make up NELC correspond to the oral tasks completed by
learners at the end of each course unit to prepare for the final oral exam (for further
information on the type of communicative tasks students were asked to perform,
see paragraph 2.3, and in particular Table 1). Ata procedural level, the participants,
after recording their productions, uploaded their files to the University’s Moodle
platform. The files were then collected in a general folder before being converted
and anonymised.

3.4 Technical aspects

At its current stage, NELC consists of a prototype version that includes 410 texts,
for an estimated total of 211,550 tokens. This prototype serves as the basis for
internal validation and for the development of an automated analysis toolchain.
Although the corpus was not originally conceived as a longitudinal resource, the
presence of some informants who produced texts across different years offers poten-
tial for future micro-longitudinal analyses (Abe et al. 2024).

The project presented in this paper is conceived as an advanced research ini-
tiative whose technical scope is to ensure a fully reproducible workflow, from the
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recording of primary linguistic data to their analytical interrogation (Corder 1976).
The technical framework has been designed for maximum transparency and tracea-
bility, both of which are essential for research validity in Learner Corpus Research.
Spoken data were elicited through communicative tasks administered in a con-
trolled instructional environment and were transcribed and annotated using ELAN
(ELAN 2025; Sloctjes, Wittenburg 2008), a standard tool for the analysis of multi-
modal data, following established conventions for spoken learner English. Further
technical and procedural details, including the transcription conventions and the
annotation protocol adopted in NELC, are provided in Section 3.5. Following a
careful review of established transcription systems, we adopted a protocol tailored
to NELC’s aims and scale. Highly valuable, more fine-grained approaches (e.g.
GAT2) were not selected because the extensive prosodic and interactional cod-
ing they require goes beyond the intended level of detail for a corpus of individual
spoken productions by L2 learners with SpLDs and would substantially increase
transcription effort without directly serving the project’s primary analytic goals (see
Section 3.5). From a technical perspective, spoken data are processed according
to consistent segmentation and annotation procedures. Speech is segmented into
Analysis of Speech units, defined as clause-level units of spoken production and
used as the basic unit of analysis for spoken language (Foster et al. 2000). Each pro-
duction is then tagged for error types using a dedicated 24-tag scheme, adapted from
the Louvain Error Tagging Manual (UCLEEv2; Granger et al. 2022), which covers
four levels of analysis: phonology, syntax, vocabulary and grammar. This systemat-
ic approach is essential for subsequent export to spreadsheets and for quantitative
statistical analysis. Corpus reliability is supported by rigorous consistency checks
between transcription, annotation and feature extraction, and the requirement to
document inter-rater reliability is planned for the final release.

Ethical data management is a central pillar of the project. Anonymisation is guar-
anteed through the use of coded identifiers and the storage of sensitive information
in a protected digital archive. The process of transcription and annotation was car-
ried out by trained and monitored transcribers, in line with ethical requirements for
the handling of sensitive information and for the reproducibility of results.

Each text in the corpus is associated with essential metadata (task type, course,
year of data collection and an anonymised identifier), which allows observed lin-
guistic phenomena (errors, uses, strategies) to be correlated with specific education-
al and contextual variables (for example, initial proficiency level). The metadata
include information on the learner’s initial proficiency level, the year in which the
sample was collected and the task type. Through an anonymised alphanumeric
identifier, each production is also linked to the learner’s linguistic autobiography,
which is itself anonymised and contains detailed biographical information. This
enables researchers to connect the quantitative analysis of linguistic performance
with qualitative insights into the learner’s profile while preserving confidentiality.

The methodological reliability of NELC is further supported by the systematic
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management of metadata, which function as a bridge between linguistic data and
the educational context.

All files in the dataset are tracked in an electronic register that links transcrip-
tions, annotations, audio files and metadata in a unified document. This structure
gives researchers a synoptic view of the corpus and allows different modes of anal-
ysis. It supports in-depth case studies, including longitudinal work on an individ-
ual learner’s production history; large-scale, quantitative investigations of the full
sample through a corpus query interface; and the creation of targeted subcorpo-
ra according to specific research needs. In this way, pedagogical metadata make it
possible to stratify the analysis and to conduct internal comparisons, for example
between A2 and B1 learners or between different course formats.

3.5 Data preparation: transcription and annotation

The transcription of spoken language to be used in corpora requires careful con-
sideration, as these transcripts are the basis for all future analyses (Breiteneder et
al. 2006). Researchers must take into account their intended aims when deciding
on the level of detail with which elements of oral language are encoded in written
form (e.g. prosodic information and other paralinguistic features), while concur-
rently considering the time and resource-intensive nature of the transcription pro-
cess itself. The choice of transcription norms should also contribute to maintaining
a high level of reliability across the dataset, while being flexible enough to accurately
represent the idiosyncrasies of individual productions (for previous discussion, see
Gablasova et al. 2019).

The data in NELC is transcribed using a system inspired by that developed for
the Trinity Lancaster Corpus (Gablasova et al. 2019). This system uses orthograph-
ic transcription, adopting British standard orthography to represent the linguistic
features of learners” speech, while also accounting for paralinguistic features such
as filled and silent pauses of different lengths, and hesitations. As the productions
contained in the corpus consist entirely of recorded monologues, the transcription
system does not consider phenomena such as backchanneling, which occurs in in-
teraction between two or more speakers. Considering that nearly all informants are
L1 Italian speakers, filled pauses are transcribed using a closed set of expressions that
typically appear in Italian speech (e.g. eh, ehm instead of er; erm) in order to guar-
antee consistency and reliability across the corpus. Intrapersonal communication is
recorded using a dedicated tag for inner speech to allow for subsequent analysis of
learners’ interlanguage development. To guarantee the reliability of the corpus, each
transcription is cross-checked by trained members of the transcription team before
final approval by a native speaker of English.

Once the transcriptions receive approval, annotation takes place. This process
adds interpretative linguistic metadata to the corpus to contribute to the project’s
chosen research aims. In the case of NELC, which aims to analyse the interlanguage
development of L2 English learners with SpLDs, this metadata involves four mac-
ro-categories of tags covering phonological (e.g. vowel/consonant addition, dele-
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tion or substitution on a segmental level, word stress errors on a suprasegmental
level), lexical (e.g. word choice errors such as invented words or lexical transfer —
the telephone is on the *mensol in room A), grammatical (e.g. article, plural, or other
morphological errors — he cut a leck then he cut *itself), and syntactic processes (e.g.
omitted words, word order errors or syntactic transfer from Italian — she wears a
dress *colour red). These tags are inserted using the controlled vocabulary feature of
ELAN, which permits annotators to precisely indicate the timestamp and typology
of error identified within the above macro-categories.

In the interests of assuring both accuracy and reliability of the corpus, as well
as ease of consultation, the decision was taken to adapt the annotation system de-
veloped at the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics at the University of Louvain
(UCLEEv2; Granger et al. 2022). The tags in this system consist of codes indicat-
ing the macro-category (P for phonology; L for lexicon; G for grammar; W for
word order) combined with additional letters for specific errors (e.g. LV represents
a lexical error in choice of verb; GA a grammatical error in the use of an article). As
with the prior transcription phase, the accuracy of each annotation is checked by a
separate member of the team, before receiving final approval.

The Louvain error-tagging system was adapted for several reasons. Firstly, the
International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) for which it was developed con-
sists of written essays (Granger et al. 2020). Many of the categories were therefore
considered redundant or unlikely to be used in our spoken corpus (such as tags for
punctuation or spelling), whereas others needed to be added (e.g. for phonological
processes). To maintain accuracy across the corpus and to streamline the annotation
process, other sub-categories present in ICLE were consolidated into broader mac-
ro-categories (e.g. individual tags for verb morphology/number/voice/tense errors
were grouped under a single verb error tag). This aligned with the research team’s
intention to shift the perspective from the highlighting of ‘errors’ in speech that
deviate from a given standard (e.g. British English) to that of the description of pro-
cesses related to interlanguage development, in the attempt to reduce the stigma as-
sociated with ‘making mistakes’ experienced by many informants in the past. These
adaptations not only enhance the reliability and usability of NELC for teachers
and researchers, but also signal a shift from deficit-based ‘error’ labelling toward a
developmental description of L2 oral production by learners with SpLDs.

4. Potential benefits

In this concluding section, we outline the potential educational applications of
NELC and suggest future directions for further research development.

4.1 Educational benefits

It is our opinion that NELC could have an array of benefits for teachers, learners,
and those involved in the creation of research and teaching materials.
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For educators, NELC offers valuable insight into the typical patterns seen in the
oral productions of intermediate level learners of English with SpLDs. While much
attention has been dedicated to the reading and writing difficulties associated with
SpLDs, relatively few studies have investigated how they affect oral production in
a second language (Pérez-Litago et al. 2025). The benefits of this increased insight
are numerous. It can increase educators’ awareness and knowledge not only of the
common areas of difficulty encountered by these learners (e.g. in lexical retrieval
or with non-salient elements such as articles, prepositions, and affixes; see Kormos,
Smith 2023), but also of the strategies that they employ to overcome these obstacles
and their areas of strength. Consequently, teachers can be better equipped to adapt
their classroom practice with specific interventions and to offer additional support
where necessary, fostering a more inclusive classroom climate and promoting learn-
er motivation.

The holistic view of language proficiency offered by NELC offers numerous
concrete possibilities for use in class. Firstly, the richness of data related to common
grammatical or lexical mistakes allows educators to pinpoint the specific aspects
which appear to cause difficulties for learners (e.g. use of articles, verb/noun agree-
ment, prepositions) and to therefore better make use of the often limited amount
of classroom time available. Secondly, the spoken nature of the corpus and the pho-
nological annotations permit teachers to work on aspects related to pronunciation
with a focus on intelligibility, rather than on the imitation of a specific variety (i.c.
Received Pronunciation or standard American English). Tags related to consonant
or vowel additions, substitutions or omissions among the participants could be
cross-checked against the pronunciation features identified in the Lingua Franca
Core (Jenkins 2000) to identify the most crucial areas to work on for increased
intelligibility. The aforementioned aspects could be investigated directly by using
NELC in Data-Driven Learning (DDL) projects, encouraging students to explore
and reflect on authentic productions in a multifaceted manner.

For learners with SpLDs, this use of NELC by educators could be beneficial
on both a pedagogical and an affective level. On a pedagogical level, using NELC
in DDL-based reflective activities could support learners’ metacognitive awareness
and offer them the chance to engage in overlearning, increasing their retention
and chances for success (Reid 2019). For instance, learners could be encouraged
to reflect and identify recurring errors or effective communication strategies used
by others, before comparing these with their own performances in similar tasks.
Furthermore, the analytical nature of NELC offers learners the chance to work on
their metalinguistic competence, providing them with transversal skills that can
be employed in the study of other foreign languages. On an affective level, the in-
creased level of support and understanding from educators and peers regarding the
common obstacles faced by students with SpLDs could help to reduce or mitigate
the negative connotations that they often associate with the study of an L2 (Daloiso
2024; Kormos et al. 2009). These benefits could further be enhanced through their
direct use of NELC, which could provide learners with the opportunity to experi-
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ence productions made by other students with SpLDs, diminishing their potential
sense of isolation or difference and increasing their sense of representation and em-
powerment.

Finally, beyond the immediate instructional context, NELC represents a rich
source of data for the creation of teaching material and educational linguistics re-
search (which will be outlined in paragraph 4.2.). Using evidence from NELC, in-
structional designers can identify common areas of difficulty and construct scaf-
folded tasks that promote the development of complexity, accuracy, and fluency
in L2 English while supporting SpLD-related issues in language processing. Error
frequency data regarding vocabulary and grammar can be used in the choice and
sequencing of target constructions to include in instructional material, whereas data
linked to pauses and their immediate linguistic context could provide insight into
the areas most commonly associated with effortful language processing, allowing
for the creation of additional resources.

4.2 Future directions

NELC represents a unique resource in the field of learner corpora, as it collects
a substantial amount of linguistic data from a largely underrepresented group in
SLA research: young adult L2 learners with SpLDs. These data can inform future
research directions in SLA, corpus linguistics, and educational linguistics, some of
which we outline below.

A first line of inquiry concerns the variability of interlanguage as shaped by the
type of L2 instruction received. As discussed in Section 3.3., the linguistic data were
gathered from English courses with different instructional formats (i.c., intensive
and extensive). Preliminary findings (Daloiso, Govoni 2026) indicate an intriguing
correlation between instructional format and L2 performance, with learners in the
intensive course showing higher fluency but lower accuracy, and the reverse pattern
observed for those in the extensive course. Since this study was based on a small
sample (30 learners) and focused on a single task type, expanding both the sample
size and the range of tasks analysed will be essential to assess the generalisability of
these initial results.

A second promising research direction concerns the impact of individual learner
profiles on interlanguage. Within the broader category of SpLDs, for example, the
aforementioned study showed that the presence of comorbidity (e.g., dyslexia and
dysgraphia) negatively affects fluency. It would therefore be valuable to explore this
hypothesis further using the full range of available corpus data. Moreover, although
the educational context in which the data were collected is specifically designed
for students with SpLDs, it occasionally includes learners with other characteristics
(e.g., deafness, autism). A long-term goal of the project is to collect linguistic data
from these learners as well, thereby enabling the construction of sub-corpora for
independent analysis. While such data are likely to remain limited in quantity, they
would nonetheless represent a novel contribution to SLA.
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A third avenue of investigation addresses interlanguage development over time.
Although NELC is a cross-sectional corpus, it includes samples collected at multi-
ple points in time from the same learners through periodically administered tasks.
While these tasks are not identical, they can still offer insights into interlanguage
development over time, particularly in terms of fluency, accuracy, and complexity,
as well as the potential influence of task characteristics on these parameters. In addi-
tion, some learners occasionally re-enroll in the course after a significant time gap.
In such cases, future research may focus on longitudinal qualitative analysis of this
small but valuable subset of learners.

The research paths described above rely on internal corpus comparisons, which
are more feasible in the short term. By contrast, comparisons with corpora com-
prising L2 learners without SpLDs are currently more challenging. Spoken L2
English corpora remain relatively scarce and often differ in task design from NELC.
Creating a parallel corpus with a research design identical to NELC —comprising
interlanguage samples from learners without SpLDs but matched in age and pro-
ficiency — would therefore be necessary. However, this would be a complex un-
dertaking, not only in organisational terms, but also from a theoretical standpoint.
Such comparisons risk replicating the so-called “comparative fallacy” (Bley-Vroman
1983): just as SLA research has often been critiqued for comparing learner produc-
tions with native speaker norms, thus reflecting a monolingual and native-speakerist
bias, there is a similar danger in persistently comparing learners with SpLDs to their
peers without such diagnoses. This may reinforce a form of normativity bias, reduc-
ing the complexity of interlanguage development to the binary variable of presence
versus absence of a disorder.

In contrast, we argue that NELC’s primary value lies precisely in its potential to
support multi-level internal analyses to uncover the complex interactions between
SpLDs and other key factors (e.g., instructional format, language biography, task
familiarity) that contribute to the uniqueness, and thus the scientific relevance, of
the interlanguage profiles represented in this corpus.

References

Abe, Mariko, Yuchiro Kobayashi, Yusuke Kondo. 2024. “Capturing Chronological
Variation in L2 Speech through Lexical Measurements and Regression Analysis.” Applied
Corpus Linguistics 4 (3), 1-7.

American Psychiatric Association. 2013. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders DSM-5™ (5th Ed.). Washington DC: American Psychiatric Publishing. hetps://
psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596 (ultima consultazione 15 feb-
braio 2026).

ANVUR (Agenzia Nazionale per la Valutazione del Sistema Universitario e della Ricerca).
2022. Gli studenti con disabilita e DSA nelle universita italiane. Una risorsa da valorizzare.
https://www.anvur.it/sites/default/files/2025-01/ANVUR-Rapporto-disabilita_ WEB.
pdf (ultima consultazione 15 febbraio 2026).



THE NEURODIVERGENT LEARNER CORPUS 109

Bley-Vroman, Robert. 1983. “The Comparative Fallacy in Interlanguage Studies: The Case
of Systematicity.” Language Learning 33 (1): 1-17.

Bryant, Christopher, Mariano Felice, Ted Briscoe. 2017. “Automatic Annotation and
Evaluation of Error Types for Grammatical Error Correction.” In Proceedings of the 55th
Annual Meeting of the Association for Computational Linguistics, edited by Regina Barzilay,
Min-Yen Kan, 1 (Long Papers): 793-805, Kerville (US): Association for Computational
Linguistics.

Bonifacci, Paola, Elisa Canducci, Giulia Gravagna, Paola Palladino. 2017. “English as a
Foreign Language in Bilingual Language-Minority Children, Children with Dyslexia and
Monolingual Typical Readers.” Dyslexia 23 (2): 181-206.

Breiteneder, Angelika, Marie-Louise Pitzl, Stefan Majewski, Theresa Klimpfinger. 2006.
“VOICE Recording — Methodological Challenges in the Compilation of a Corpus of Spoken
ELE” Nordic Journal of English Studies 5 (S2): 161-187. https://doi.org/10.35360/njes.16

Butler, Katharine. 1988. “Preschool language processing performance and later reading
achievement” In Preschool prevention of Reading Failure, edited by Richard L. Masland,
Mary W. Masland, 19-51, Parkton, MD: York Press.

Cappelli, Gloria, Sabrina Noccetti eds. 2022. A Linguistic Approach to the Study of Dyslexia.
Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

Catts, Hugh W. 1986. “Speech production/phonological deficits in reading disordered chil-
dren.” Journals of Learning Disabilities 19 (8): 504-508.

Chaudron, Craig. 2003. “Data Collection in SLA Research.” In The Handbook of Second
Language Acquisition, edited by Catherine J. Doughty, Michael H. Long, 762-828, Malden
(MA): Blackwell Publishing.

Corder, Samuel P. 1976. The Study of Interlanguage. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Daloiso, Michele. 2017. Supporting Learners with Dyslexia in the ELT Classroom. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Daloiso, Michele. 2020. “Il contributo della Linguistica Educativa italiana alla ricerca sui
bisogni speciali” EL.LE 9 (2): 219-232.
Daloiso, Michele. 2024. “«Tra di noi non ¢ mai scorso buon sangue» Un’analisi cor-

pus-based delle autobiografie linguistiche di un campione di studenti universitari con DSA”
EL.LE 13 (1):73-100. http://doi.org/10.30687/ELLE/2280-6792/2024/01/004
Daloiso, Michele, Giulia Govoni. 2026. “Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency in EFL Oral
Productions of Italian Learners with Specific Learning Difficulties: Insights from the
Neurodivergent Learner Corpus” EL.LE 15(2) (in press).

Du Bois, John W. 1991. “Transcription Design Principles for Spoken Discourse Research.”
Pragmatics 1 (1): 71-106.

ELAN (Version 7.0). 2025. [Computer software], The Language Archive. Nijmegen
(Netherlands). Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics. https://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan
(ultima consultazione 15 febbraio 2026).

Ellis, Rod, Gary Barkhuizen. 2005. Analysing Learner Language. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Fisher, Evelyn L., Andrea Barton-Hulsey, Casy Walters, Rose A. Sevcik, Robin Morris. 2019.
“Executive Functioning and Narrative Language in Children With Dyslexia.” American



110 MICHELE DALOISO, MARTA GENDUSO ET ALII

Journal of speech-language pathology 28 (3): 1127-1138. hteps://doi.org/10.1044/2019_
AJSLP-18-0106

Foster, Pauline, Alan Tonkyn, Gillian Wigglesworth. 2000. “Measuring Spoken Language:
A Unit for All Reasons.” Applied Linguistics 21: 354-375.

Gablasova, Dana, Vaclav Brezina, Tony McEnery. 2019. “The Trinity Lancaster Corpus:
Development, description and application.” International Journal of Learner Corpus
Research 5 (2): 126-158. https://doi.org/10.1075/ijlcr.19001.gab

Gilquin, Gaétanelle. 2022. “Data-Driven Learning One’s Way through Constructions.”
In Cognition and Contrast / Cognition und Kontrast. Festschrift for/fiir Prof. Dr. Sabine De
Knaop, edited by Francoise Gallez, Manon Hermann, 197-210, Brussels: Presses de 'Univer-
sité de Saint-Louis.

Gotz, Sandra, Sylviane Granger. 2024. “Learner Corpus Research for Pedagogical Purposes:
An Overview and some Research Perspectives.” International Journal of Learner Corpus
Research 10 (1): 1-38.

Granger, Sylviane, Gaétanelle Gilquin, Fanny Meunier eds. 2015. The Cambridge Handbook
of Learner Corpus Research. Cambridge (UK): Cambridge University Press.

Granger, Sylviane, Maité Dupont, Fanny Meunier, Hubert Naets, Magali Paquot. 2020. The
International Corpus of Learner English, Version 3. Louvain-la-Neuve: Presses universitaires
de Louvain. hetps://dial.uclouvain.be/pr/boreal/object/boreal:229877

Granger, Sylviane, Helen Swallow, Jennifer Thewissen. 2022. The Louvain Error Tagging
Manual. Version 2.0 (UCLEEv2). Louvain-la-Neuve: Centre for English Corpus Linguistics,
UCLouvain.

Granger, Sylviane. 2021. «Have Learner Corpus Research and Second Language Acquisition
finally met?» In Learner Corpus Research Meets Second Language Acquisition, edited by Bert
Le Bruyn, Magali Paquot, 243-257. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gries, Stefan Th., Sandra C. Deshors. 2021. “Statistical Analyses of Learner Corpus Data.”
In The Routledge Handbook of Second Language Acquisition and Corpus Linguistics, edited
by Nicole Tracy-Ventura, Magali Paquot, 121-134. New York & London: Routledge.

Housen, Alex, Folkert Kuiken. 2009. “Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency in Second
Language Acquisition.” Applied Linguistics 30 (4): 461-473.

Jenkins, Jennifer. 2000. The Phonology of English as an International Language. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Katz, Leonard, Laurie B. Feldman. 1983. “Relation between Pronunciation and Recognition
of Printed Words in Deep and Shallow Orthographies.” Journal of Experimental Psychology:
Learning, Memory, and Cognition 9 (1): 157-166.

Kormos, Judit. 2017. The Second Language Learning Processes of Students with Specific
Learning Difficulties, New York/London: Routledge.

Kormos,Judit, Kata Csizér, AgnesImreneSarkadi.2009. “The Language LearningExperiences
of Students with Dyslexia: Lessons from an Interview Study,” Innovation in Language
Learning and Teaching 3 (2): 115-130, hteps://doi.org/10.1080/17501220802638306

Kormos, Judit, Anna Safir. 2008. “Phonological Short-Term Memory, Working Memory
and Foreign Language Performance in Intensive Language Learning’, Bilingualism:

Language and Cognition 11 (2): 261-271. hteps://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728908003416



THE NEURODIVERGENT LEARNER CORPUS 111

Kormos, Judit, Anne Margaret Smith. 2023. Teaching Languages to Students with Specific
Learning Differences (2 edition). Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

MacWhinney, Brian. 2019. “Understanding Spoken Language through TalkBank.” Behavior
Research Methods 51 (3): 1919-1927.

Meunier, Fanny. 2025. “Evolving Paradigms in Data-Driven Learning” In The Palgrave
Encyclopedia of Computer-Assisted Language Learning, 1-4. Cham: Springer Nature
Switzerland.

MIM (Ministero dell'Istruzione e del Merito). 2024. I principali dati relativi agli alunni
con DSA. Aa.ss. 2021/2022 ¢ 2022/2023, https://www.mim.gov.it/pubblicazioni/-/asset_
publisher/6YalFS4E4QJw/content/i-principali-dati-relativi-agli-alunni-con-dsa

Mukherjee, Joybrato, Sandra Gétz. 2015. “Learner Corpora and Learning Context.” In The
Cambridge Handbook of Learner Corpus Research, edited by Sylviane Granger, Gaétanelle
Gilquin, Fanny Meunier, 423-442. Cambridge (UK): Cambridge University Press.

Nijakowska, Joanna. 2010. Dyslexia in the Foreign Language Classroom, Bristol, Blue Ridge
Summit: Multilingual Matters. https://doi.org/10.21832/9781847692818

O’Brien, Irena, Norman Segalowitz, Joe Collentine, Barbara Freed. 2006, “Phonological
Memory and Lexical, Narrative, and Grammatical Skills in Second Language Oral
Production by Adult Learners,” Applied Psycholinguistics 27 (3): 377-402. hteps://doi.
org/10.1017/50142716406060322

Palladino, Paola, Isabella Bellagamba, Marcella Ferrari, Cesare Cornoldi. 2013. “Italian
Children with Dyslexia are also Poor in Reading English Words, but Accurate in Reading
English Pseudowords.” Dyslexia 19 (3): 165-177.

Pallotti, Gabriele. 2009. “CAF: Defining, Refining and Differentiating Constructs.” Applied
linguistics 30 (4): 590-601.
Pallotti, Gabriele. 2020. “Measuring Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency (CAF). In The

Routledge Handbook of Second Language Acquisition and Language Testing, 201-210. New
York/London: Routledge.

Pérez-Litago, Uxue, Josué M. Rojas-Guerra, Cristina Martinez-Garcfa, Paz Sudrez-Coalla.
2025. “Language Skills of Adults with Dyslexia in English as a Foreign Language: Proposal
of a Language Spontancity Deficit Hypothesis” Annals of Dyslexia 75 (2): 313-338.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-025-00326-1

Reid, Gavin. 2019. Dyslexia and Inclusion: Classroom Approaches for Assessment, Teaching
and Learning, New York /London: Routledge.

Sloetjes, Han, Peter Wittenburg. 2008. “Annotation by category - ELAN and ISO DCR;
In Proceedings of the 6th International Conference on Language Resonrces and Evaluation
(LREC’ 2008), edited by Nicoletta Calzolari, Khalid Choukri, Bente Maegaard, Joseph
Mariani, Jan Odijk, Stelios Piperidis, Daniel Tapias, Paris (France): European Language
Resources Association.

Snowling, Margaret J. 1987. Dyslexia: A Cognitive Developmental Perspective. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Sparks, Richard L. 1995. “Examining the Linguistic Coding Differences Hypothesis to

Explain Individual Differences in Foreign Language Learning” Annals of Dyslexia 45 (1):
187-214. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02648218



112 MICHELE DALOISO, MARTA GENDUSO ET ALII

Sparks, Richard L., Leonore Ganschow, Jane Pohlman. 1989. “Linguistic Coding Deficits in
Foreign Language Learners.” Annals of Dyslexia, 39: 177-195.

Stanovich, Keith E. 1986. “Matthew Effects in Reading: Some Consequences of Individual
Differences in the Acquisition of Literacy.” Reading Research Quarterly 21 (4): 360-407.
Stanovich, Keith E. 1988. The Right and Wrong Places to Look for the Cognitive Locus of
Reading Disability.” Annals of Dyslexia 38: 154-177.

WHO (Word Health Organization). 2001. ICF (International Classification of

Functioning, Disability and Health), https://www.who.int/standards/classifications/inter-
national-classification-of-functioning-disability-and-health.



