
 
 
ESRC Doctoral Training Partnership for Wales Collaborative PhD award 
 

Usage-Based Language Learning: How it works 

The Centre for Language and Communication Research (CLCR) at Cardiff University, 
supported by the ESRC Doctoral Training Partnership for Wales (Wales DTP) invites 
applications from exceptional candidates for a fully-funded ESRC DTP collaborative PhD 
studentship. 
 
INFORMATION ABOUT THE COLLABORATIVE AWARD 
 

• Usage-Based Language Learning: How It Works 
Cardiff University, supervised by Dr Andreas Buerki, buerkiA@cardiff.ac.uk;  
https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/people/view/148384-buerki-andreas 

 
This studentship is jointly funded by the ESRC and Cardiff University and is a collaboration 
with project partner SaySomethingin, https://www.saysomethingin.com 
 
The project aims to investigate a radically usage-based approach to the learning of second 
languages (L2s), including Welsh as an L2. This topic and the basic parameters of the 
project are given, but the precise details will be decided jointly by the student, supervisor and 
collaborating partner, SaySomethingin. Usage-based theories of language and of language 
learning have become very influential over the past 15 years, including in explaining first 
language acquisition. However, its insights have not been widely applied to L2 learning 
where methodology still follows more traditional understandings of language learning. This 
project addresses this shortcoming by investigating how fully usage-based L2 learning would 
work. The project therefore represents a unique opportunity to create significant new 
theoretical insight with clear potential for practical benefit to improve L2 learning techniques. 
Consequently, the student undertaking the research has the opportunity to make their mark 
on two highly active areas of linguistic enquiry: usage-based theories and language learning. 
 
Likely research questions include 

• How practically feasible is fully usage-based L2-learning? 

• What are expected practical advantages and/or disadvantages of a usage-based 

approach, compared to traditional approaches? 

• What adjustments to usage-based theories of language beyond the domain of L2 

acquisition are suggested by findings? 

 

mailto:buerkiA@cardiff.ac.uk


The student will be based at Cardiff, but will be expected to visit the project partner 
SaySomethingin in Ceredigion on occasion for short periods of time. A contribution towards 
the costs associated with travel and accommodation will be provided by SaySomethingin. 
 
WHAT THE ESRC STUDENTSHIPS WILL COVER 
 
Studentship Awards commence in October 2020 and will cover your tuition fees as well as a 
maintenance grant (currently £15,009 p.a. for 2019/20 for full-time students, updated each 
year); and includes access to an additional Research Training Support Grant (RTSG), 
though an element of this latter fund may be ‘pooled’ and require separate applications from 
2020 onwards. There are other opportunities and benefits available to studentship holders, 
including an overseas fieldwork allowance (if applicable), internship opportunities, overseas 
institutional visits and 
other small grants. 
 
ELIGIBILITY 
 
ESRC studentships are highly competitive, and candidates should have an excellent 
academic background in the social sciences, holding a 1st or strong upper 2nd class degree; 
applications from those also holding a relevant research training Masters degree (or an 
equivalent background in research training) will be considered for a +3 award. Full awards 
(fees plus maintenance stipend) are open to UK Nationals and EU students who can satisfy 
UK residency requirements. 
 
1+3 OR +3 
 
The awards are available on either a 1+3 or +3 basis. A 1+3 studentship provides funding for 
four years (or part-time equivalent), completing a research training Masters in the 1st year, 
followed by 3 years research funding for a PhD. A +3 studentship provides funding for the 
three years PhD research study only (or part-time equivalent). Unless you have a Masters 
that included a significant component of research training you will need to take the 1+3 
route. To gauge whether your existing Masters degree would be enough for you to proceed 
directly to +3, please compare its coverage with our Masters in Language and 
Communication Research, 
https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/study/postgraduate/taught/courses/course/language-and-
communication-research-ma  
 
APPLYING 
 
The procedure for applying is laid out below. 
 
Collaborative awards involve working with a non-academic partner, already written into the 
specification. The projects associated with these awards are already partially defined in 
terms of data source, methods and broad theoretical orientation.  
 
Please read the information above that outlines the nature of the project, to ensure you have 
the necessary interests, skills and academic background for carrying out the research.  
 
Should you have any questions, please contact Dr Andreas Buerki (buerkiA@cardiff.ac.uk) 
before applying. Correspondence with and from Dr Buerki, however encouraging, does not 
guarantee you will be awarded the studentship or offered a place for PhD study. 
 
Short descriptions of the ESRC Wales DTP linguistics pathway, with short profiles of existing 
and recent funded student projects, can be found here: 
http://www.walesdtc.ac.uk/pathway/linguistics/ 

https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/study/postgraduate/taught/courses/course/language-and-communication-research-ma
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HOW TO APPLY 
 
 
A completed application form for admission to doctoral study should be submitted to Cardiff 
University via the Direct Application Service at 
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/study/postgraduate/applying/how-to-apply by the deadline of 12 
noon, 3 February 2020. Incomplete applications or applications received after this specified 
time will not be accepted. Applicants should indicate in the funding section of the PhD 
application form that they are applying for ESRC funding. Within the online PhD application 
form, you should indicate in the funding section that you are applying for an ESRC 
collaborative award. In the section marked ‘Research Project Title’ please write the title of 
this collaborative award, “Usage-Based Language Learning: How It Works”.  In the section 
marked ‘Supervisor’ please write ‘Andreas Buerki’. If you have any difficulties or queries, 
please email encap-pg@cardiff.ac.uk.  

 
Supporting documents as listed below should be sent to encap-pg@cardiff.ac.uk where they 
cannot be directly uploaded as part of the online application: 
 
Incomplete applications or applications received after the specified date and time will not be 
accepted. 
 
The application must contain the following documents: 
 
1. Covering letter: Please address this to the Director of PGR studies for the Centre for 

Language and Communication Research, Dr Gerard O’Grady. The covering letter must 
set out your reasons and motivation for applying to study at Cardiff and within the 
Linguistics pathway; your understanding and expectations of doctoral study; and a 
summary of why you consider yourself a strong candidate for acceptance onto the PhD 
programme and for the Scholarship award. The covering letter should be no more than 
two pages. Please also specify whether you wish to apply on a +3 or 1+3 basis, and if 
the former, why your existing experience exempts you from the MA year. 

2. Personal Statement:  You can use this section to provide information that supports your 
application for admission, such as relevant skills, experience, knowledge and career 
goals. Make clear your academic interests and what you have previously studied, with 
particular focus on elements relevant to the research topic of the studentship, and your 
experience a student/researcher in the area of linguistics and linguistic theory and/or 
language learning or language teaching. You may also like to indicate how you think you 
will be able to contribute to the project and how it aligns with your research interests and 
goals. 

3. References: All applications for ESRC funding require two academic references to be 
submitted in support. Candidates must approach referees themselves and include 
references with their application. 

4. Proof of English Language Competency: Applicants whose first language is not 
English must supply proof of English Language Competency (7.0 IELTS minimum for MA 
and 7.5 IELTS for entry directly onto the PhD). 

5. Curriculum Vitae: It should be no longer than two pages. 
6. A writing sample (3000 words maximum): This sample should demonstrate (post-) 

graduate level academic writing. It may be an excerpt from an academic essay or 
dissertation. Alternatively, you may include a short academic publication or an excerpt 
from such a publication. The writing sample is used to gauge your capability to reach, in 
due course, the high standards required for completing a PhD and publishing your 
research. Your writing sample should be uploaded along with your application form. 
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