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p r e fa c e

J o h n  m .  s w a l e s

University of Michigan

I have been involved in various aspects of English for Specific Pur-
poses for four decades now. Over this lengthy period, few of these 
ESP-related activities have given me as much satisfaction as the 
development and use of the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken Eng-
lish, or MICASE. On a purely personal level, MICASE led me both 
to corpus linguistics and to the study of spoken academic discourse, 
both developments providing an important and enlivening change 
of direction away from pre-occupations with written genres and 
their analysis. More generally and usefully, I have seen increasingly 
widespread use of MICASE material by students and teachers around 
the world. Equally significant has been the growing academic and 
research literature on MICASE. To my knowledge, about 30 research 
papers have been published so far using MICASE data, and a major-
ity of these have been written by people who are not based in Ann 
Arbor, but in places like Brazil, Spain, Finland and Italy. In addition, 
there are three completed doctoral dissertations based on MICASE: 
one on metaphors in University of Michigan speech (Mendis, 2004); 
one on discourse markers in MICASE and a corpus of classes recorded 
in Germany (Schleef, 2005), and one comparing native speaker and 
non-native speaker uses of conversational hedges (Santana-Wil-
liamson, 2004). Others, I believe, are «in the works». Finally, the 
number of conference presentations, using MICASE data in whole 
or in part, must now be approaching three figures.

To this growing database, we now have the splendid addition of 
this volume, wherein the reader will find that all eleven papers make 
use, in various ways, of the MICASE database. This is the first time 
that an entire collection of articles has been centrally focused on this 
particular corpus, and it is really surprising that all the contributors 
are associated with the Department of English and German Philol-
ogy at the University of Zaragoza in the region of Aragón in north-
ern Spain. «Why Zaragoza?», the reader might well ask. While I do 
not have a complete answer to this question, I do know that several 
years ago the ESP instructors in Zaragoza decided that MICASE 
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would provide a core source of spoken language materials for their 
students, mostly undergraduates taking technical and professional 
degrees. I also believe that enthusiastic advocacy for this strategy 
provided by Carmen Pérez-Llantada, one of the co-editors of this vol-
ume, was instrumental in its adoption. In consequence, an informal 
link between Zaragoza and Michigan’s English Language Institute 
was established; Rita Simpson, the MICASE Project Director, and I 
have both been to Zaragoza to offer workshops and to participate in 
meetings, while as many as six members of the Zaragoza team have 
visited Ann Arbor for a month in the summer under the auspices of 
the Morley Scholarship program.

If Zaragoza, as a precise location for this enterprise, might still be 
something of a surprise, the fact that this major research and materi-
als ESP project emanates from Spain can be much more anticipated. 
After all, in recent years, Spain has emerged on the world stage as 
an ESP powerhouse and, in terms of investigations currently being 
undertaken, it may be second to none. Today, as indeed this volume 
clearly shows, there are considerable strengths in genre and discourse 
analysis, and in applied work using a systemic functional approach.  
Spanish ESP practitioners are not only publishing locally, as in that 
excellent journal Ibérica, but internationally, as recent issues of Eng-
lish for Specific Purposes and the Journal of English for Academic Purposes 
attest. While these practitioners are often housed in traditional-
sounding departments of «filología», they go about their business, 
and speak and write about their business in ways that are fully and 
importantly representative of the «New Spain».

As the following introduction to this volume makes clear, the use 
of MICASE materials by the Zaragoza team is descriptive not pre-
scriptive. As MICASE offers transcribed samples of typical speech 
from a distant American campus, these samples can be explored, 
critiqued or modified in terms of their relevance to the local situa-
tion. In particular, Zaragozan students will find that speakers at the 
University of Michigan, however senior, do not in fact «talk like 
books», and those students will likely be heartened and encouraged 
by this realization. Since MICASE is not European, it is also neu-
trally positioned with regard to current attempts by the European 
Union to harmonize university education in response to increased 
multinational student exchanges. However, if it emerges from this 
increasingly mixed student population that certain genres, such as 
research group meetings, advising sessions, or study groups, might 
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now need to be conducted, at least in part, through the medium of 
English, then exemplars for consideration are on hand, or at least 
only a few mouse-clicks away. And in fact, preparatory work along 
these lines can already be found in a number of the papers collected 
together in this distinctive volume.

September 2005
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