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As English is increasingly used among speakers for whom it is not a first language, that is, as a lingua franca (English as a Lingua Franca, ELF), it is crucial to secure access to reliable data that captures its important properties.  How should we go about securing relevant data in this area of language use, with a particularly high degree of variability and unpredictability? Corpus methods are arguably the best alternative to exploring new areas of language use. Yet they require a good database if they are to yield good answers. Given that speech in authentic interaction is arguably the best kind of data for investigating what is going on in ELF, data collection is taxing on resources: spoken data is hard to collect and transcribe, and non-native speech poses extra challenges.  It is therefore important to focus corpus compilation sharply so as to keep the effort tolerable while getting the most out of the data. This paper draws on the experience of compiling and analysis of the first ELF corpus, comprising academic speech (ELFA: www.eng.helsinki.fi/elfa/elfacorpus). It will tackle issues of selection, relevance, and meaningful approaches to searching and analytical methods.

