
Write on the Edge:
Using DDL to support students 

writing in unfamiliar genres

Megan Bruce

Director of Combined Honours, Durham University



∂

Outline
• Project background

• Why DDL?

• FOCUS corpus

• Write on the Edge

• Chemistry

• Sport

• PGCE

• Next steps



∂

Project background

• Introduction of EAP modules in 
Foundation Centre curriculum 
to support non-traditional 
learners (mature, WP) to 
prepare for degree level study.

• Quickly discovered that 
Foundation students didn’t 
respond well to EAP methods 
which had been successful with 
NNS.

• DDL was a better fit.
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• The FOCUS (Foundation Corpus) project began in 2012;

• Grew from a need to support Foundation students’ academic language 

development;

• Now being used not only in the Foundation Centre but in other Durham 

departments and elsewhere.
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FOCUS rationale: why did we 
build a corpus?

• Students lack awareness of how best to learn new subject-specific 
vocabulary;

• Students have confidence issues related to overt teaching of grammar;

• Students needed to develop good self-study skills;

• Students wanted self-access materials to use for revision.

• These issues are also transferable to other contexts: hence rollout to other 
departments.



∂

The FOCUS project

• A corpus of “good” (2:1 or above) Durham student writings produced by UG/PG 

students across an increasingly broad range of disciplines e.g. Chemistry, Earth 

Sciences, Sociology, History, Sport, Education, Criminology, Physics, Business, 

Theology. 

• Bespoke concordancer with deliberately simple interface.

• It now contains well over 1 million words and figures. 

• Developing concordancing activities based on these corpora to allow students to 

discover more about target vocabulary/structures in context.

• Supported by HEA, RSC and Durham University funding.
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FOCUS screen shot 1
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FOCUS screen shot 2: collocation
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FOCUS screen shot 3: word cloud
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FOCUS screen shot 4: wildcard %
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Data Driven Learning

A learning situation where “the language learner is also, essentially, a 

research worker whose learning needs to be driven by access to 

linguistic data – hence the term data-driven learning (DDL)”. (Johns 

1991:2)

The learner uses data to uncover the rules behind the language while the 

teacher “provides a context in which the learner can develop strategies 

for discovery” (ibid).

Helps to develop criticality which is a crucial element of learning skills. 

Moves away from “single correct answer” towards understanding 

importance of patterns, alternatives and context.  (Gabrielatos 2005)
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Write on the Edge project

• Supporting students writing in unfamiliar genres:

• Chemistry finalists writing dissertations (extended text)

• Online prelab

• Live workshop developed by FOCUS team but delivered by Chemistry team

• Sports students writing lab reports (often without science A Levels)

• Live workshop in pilot year

• Online activities will be accessible next year

• Education (PGCE) students writing reflections

• Live workshops

• Online activities
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Chemistry activities

Online 
prelab 
diagnostic 
quiz and 
academic 
voice

Live workshop focusing on: 

• Reporting verbs
• Nominalisation
• Connectives
• Punctuation 
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Feedback - Chemistry

“Nominalisation was new to me and a skill/tool I would like to

develop to give me the right tone.’’

‘‘[I would use it] to see if certain words I write are academically

acceptable.’’

‘‘It allows me to compare the language I am using to previous

work that has received a good mark. This is useful.’’

‘‘Useful to check whether [a] chosen word is common in

dissertation[s].’’
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Chart showing student responses to the question ‘‘How useful did you 
find the activities?’’
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Would you be likely to access the corpus yourself outside the classroom?
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Sport: Physiology lab reports

• Sport students needed help to produce a lab report as they don’t 
usually have science A Levels and so no experience of this genre

• Based on issues we identified in the formative lab reports, the 
workshop that we ran to help students prepare for their summatives
focused on the following areas:

• Formality

• Use of literature

• Nominalisation

• Scientific terminology
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Terminology
Corpus used to improve understanding of key subject specific terminology.

Use and meanings of words explored in context e.g. saturated, contractility.

Common roots of words explored e.g. lactate, lactic acid, alactate
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Feedback - Sport
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Feedback - Sport

“We have noted a distinct improvement in the quality of students’ use of 
language within level one assessment, and plan to extend the corpus to 
support additional disciplines within our undergraduate programme. We are 
delighted with the learning outcomes of the FOCUS project which is a key 
element of our student support for HE transitioning!” 

(Dr Sue Bock, Director of Education, Department of Sport, Durham University)
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PGCE - Reflection

• Self-directed study assignment: lit review plus reflection

• Many PGCE students lacked a traditional academic background: 
questionnaire data showed that they lacked confidence in PG level writing.

• We designed three online activities based on analysis of the assignments and 
feedback from markers. 100% of the students evaluated the activities as 
“very useful” or “quite useful”:

Activity Very Useful (%) Quite Useful (%)

Structure/Referencing 78.57 21.43

Criticality 50 50

Reflective Practice 53.85 46.15
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Feedback - PGCE

Students commented that:

“This is a great resource and very helpful for someone like me that is returning to 
Education after a long break (and a lot of technological advances).”

“Really useful.  I hope it stays open throughout the year so I can refer back to it 
for all assignments.”

We are holding focus groups to evaluate activities further now that the academic 
year is complete.
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Next steps

• Evaluate student and lecturer feedback of the SDS 
assignment to inform future changes

• Integrate FOCUS into new Critical Scholarship in Social 
Sciences module to support CH students in understanding 
disciplinary differences.
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