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NESSIE: Its name and the story behind it

NESSIE is the acronym for Native English Speakers' Similarly or Identically-prompted Essays. The development of NESSIE was specifically for Chinese learner English researchers who do not have access to native English speakers' written essays for contrastive interlanguage studies. In learner corpus research, LOCNESS (The Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays compiled under the leadership of Professor Sylviane Granger) is the most often cited essay corpus of native English speakers. In Chinese context, however, LOCNESS is by no means a good reference data source for contrastive interlanguage analysis in that the prompts or topics given to the LOCNESS writers are unfamiliar (e.g. salary caps, prozac: the wonder drug) or sometimes taboos (e.g. gay marriage, sex in schools, and freedom of the press) to Chinese students. Our dissatisfaction with the essay content of LOCNESS was another major reason for creating a new LOCNESS type of corpus consisting of native English speakers’ essays. The name of LOCNESS is reminiscent of the fabled Loch Ness in Scotland, and NESSIE is precisely why Loch Ness is reputed for. The association between NESSIE and LOCNESS is also a token of our tribute to the pioneering work by Professor Sylviane Granger and her colleagues. In 2013, 525 (totaling ca. 12,000 words) essays with similar prompts written by native English speakers were appended to NESSIE, thereby updating NESSIE to Version 2 (totaling ca. 30,000 words). Unfortunately, we have not obtained the permission to share the added 525 essays with academics by now. The first release described in this document is NESSIEv1.
Data collection and the composition of NESSIEv1

NESSIEv1 is made up of five groups of texts: texts collected by ourselves, from a published book, and from the other three publicly available datasets. Initially, in our collection of earliest NESSIE essays, prompts common to Chinese students were given to some native English speakers working in China. The 23 filenames beginning with Core- indicate that those essays are of this type. 202 essays written by Professor Michael Prosser and other authors in the book Sino-American Compositions of Shared Topics (Henan People's Press, 2003) were scanned, recognised, and proofread as an important supplement to the early batch of essays. The filenames of the 202 essays share the prefix Sino_US. University essays with similar prompts as those in Chinese university students’ essays in BNC, BAWE, and MICUSP by native English speakers were sampled. They can be easily located by the filename prefixes BNC-, BAWE-, and MICUSP-. The last three batches of essays are publicly available ones. The earliest 23 essays and the 202 essays from Sino-American Compositions of Shared Topics are made available in this release with signed consent or email permission from the copyright holders.

Corpus size

The corpus contains 176,578 word tokens (word definition in regular expression: [a-zA-Z0-9-]+, namely, all alphanumeric characters and hyphen are seen as part of a word token), and 12,674 word types. By any standard as to what a corpus is, a text collection of 176,578 words is nothing but a tiny little one. It is hoped that this is a good start of a bigger essay corpus of native English speakers.
Formats of NESSIEv1 corpus

The corpus is available in three formats: raw texts, CLAWS tagged texts (with C7 tagset) and raw texts with such metadata as topic, nationality of the author, years of staying in China and so on.

Web concordance of NESSIEv1

NESSIEv1 can be accessed at BFSU CQPweb (http://124.193.83.252/cqp/, User ID: test; Password: test). Frequency lists, concordance, key word lists, and salient collocates of the search word can be returned via the CQPweb system.
Copyright and dissemination

This collection of essays, namely NESSIEv1, are distributed strictly for non-commercial research and educational purposes. The copyright of the essays is with their original authors.

Citation

Xu, Jiajin. (2012). NESSIE Corpus 1st release (NESSIEv1): Native English Speakers' Similarly or Identically-prompted Essays 1st release. Beijing: National Research Centre for Foreign Language Education, Beijing Foreign Studies University.

Caveats

1. Essays in NESSIE were authored by adults instead of college students. But this would be understandable given the trade-off between studenthood and the extreme difficulty of recruiting native English writers.

2. The 202 essays collected from Sino-American Compositions of Shared Topics were prepared by four authors only. This could be an essential threat to the representativeness of sampling.
3. The corpus is very small, which means that it might be only suitable for studies on grammatical categories (e.g. modality, past tense, progressive aspect, passive voice) or grammaticalised lexis (e.g. of, in, and), because they are frequent and the incidence of such grammaticalised forms is rather constant, as it were, across different corpora, big or small.
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Appendices
Prompts of LOCNESS essays

-National Lottery

-Problems facing the Monarchy

-In vitro fertilisation - genetic engineering

-Differences between scientists like Da Vinci and Faraday and modern scientists

-Computers and the human brain

-BSE and eating beef

-French Society and Institutions

-French Intellectual Tradition

-euthanasia

-controversy in the classroom

-capital punishment

-does affirmative action work?

-yoga

-nuclear power

-values and consequences of school interaction

-pride or segregation

-surrogate motherhood

-can we afford wellness

-prozac: the wonder drug

-homosexuality

-animal testing

-prayer in schools

-praying for a miracle

-sex equality

-teenagers

-aids

-orphanages

-profit: good or evil

-freedom of the press

-sex in schools

-welfare reforms needs a return to family values

-the cost of grass

-abortion

-ethics

-would anyone care for a drink

-cheating in colleges

-O.J Simpson

-suicide

-Money is the root of all evil

-Crime does not pay

-A man / woman's financial reward should be commensurate with their contribution to the society in which they live

-Feminists have done more harm to the cause of women than good

-Adolescent suicide

-Water pollution

-Legalization of marijuana

-Homelessness

-The welfare system

-Divorce

NB: these issues are discussed from the point of view of the structural functionalist, conflict, exchange, symbolic interactionist theories

-gender roles in our society

-The Confederate Flag

-Rules and regulations

-Death penalty

-Legalization of marijuana

-Teachers deserve recognition and reward

-Salary caps

-Sex in the Media

-Euthanasia

-Gender roles, feminism, etc.

-US government

-Premarital sex

-Football

-Drinking age

-Talk shows

-Professors that don't speak English shouldn't teach English speaking students

-Welfare

-Violence on television

-Gun control

-Portrayal of women in fashion magazines

-Recycling

-The world card and its effect on Baseball

-Journalists should not reveal their sources

-Women in combat

-Rules

-Sink or Swim

-Early are drinking

-Should the Browns stay in Cleveland?

-Curfew

-Government support for the Arts

-Abortion

-Stereotyping the colours pink and blue

-Capital punishment

-The media's right to know

-Emerging women

-Legalization of marijuana

-Book banning in America

-Frivolous lawsuits

-Great inventions and discoveries of 20th century and their impact on people's lives (one per interview - computer, television, etc.)

-An Aspect of Studying Ethnic American Literature

- Who is Hamlet ?

- What is an appropriate label for Voltaire's Candide ?

-Aspects of Social Psychology: homicide, racial prejudice, formation of sound personal relationships, conformity, etc.

Prompts of NESSIEv1 essays
1. Some people say that education is a means to a secure job, while others believe education is a life long process. What is your point of view? Write a 500-word essay to argue for your point of view.

2. Computer games are very popular among children. However, some people think that computer games have produced more negative effects than positive ones on children's physical, intellectual as well as psychological development. Therefore, they suggest that effective measures should be taken to prevent children from playing them. Write an essay to state your own opinion.

3. Does modern technology make life more convenient, or was life better when technology was simpler? Write an essay to state your own opinion.

4. Education is expensive, but the consequences of a failure to educate, especially in an increasingly globalized world, are even more expensive. Write an essay of approximately 500 words on this issue to state your own opinion.

5. In the western world, if a family member has got a cancer, his/her family members must tell him/her about it frankly. If not, it would be regarded as being illegal. But in the Chinese culture, a common practice is not to tell the patient the truth. Some people think that this traditional practice must be changed along with the development of modernization. Write an essay of approximately 500 words on this issue to state your own opinion.

6. It is right that college graduates earn higher salaries than the less well-educated in the community. But they should also pay the full cost of their study. Do you agree or disagree?

7. Many people say that we have developed into a "throw-away society", because we are filling up our environment with so many plastic bags and rubbish that we cannot fully dispose of. To what extent do you agree with this opinion and what measures can you recommend to reduce this problem.

8. Many people think that work nowadays is more stressful and less leisurely than in the past. What is your opinion?

9. Nowadays men are becoming more and more greedy and selfish. We should return to older, traditional values and show respect for family and local community. To what extent do you agree or disagree?

10. Nowadays senior high school students are totally tired of various kinds of examinations given by their teachers in preparing for the future college entrance examinations. It is generally agreed that this kind of examination system has destroyed students' creative thinking abilities and hindered their all-round development. However, the views on how to remedy the situation are various. Some people suggest that this type of examination system should be abolished completely while others think the abolishment of the examination system will bring about more problems than solutions. For example, without a national entrance examination, we will have problems of privileges and discrimination. Write an essay of approximately 500 words on this issue to state your own opinion.

11. Nowadays, electronic dictionaries (E-dictionaries) have been increasingly popular among students. However, teachers think that the overuse of E-dictionaries might have more disadvantages than advantages for English learning. For example, like the use of calculator affecting the skill of calculating, reliance on E-dictionaries may lead to the deteriorating of our spelling ability. Write an essay of approximately 500 words on this issue to state your own opinion.

12. Nowadays, more and more college students rent apartments and live outside campus. Is it appropriate? State your opinion about this.

13. Nowadays, people have paid more and more attention to degree certificates. For example, in many institutions, one's promotion is primarily decided by whether one has obtained a graduate degree or not. A growing number of critics say that if this tendency goes to the extreme, young people may be misled. A degree certificate can reflect only one's academic achievements but not all abilities essential for successful career. Write an essay of approximately 500 words on this issue to state your own opinion.

14. Nowadays, we are advised by environmentalists to use electronic cards instead of paper cards for holiday greetings. However, some people think that electronic cards do not have the same flavor of paper cards and do not display the same function, either. Write an essay to state your own opinion.

15. Some people say the government shouldn't put money on building theaters and sports stadiums; they should spend more money on medical care and education. Do you agree or disagree? State the reasons for your view.

16. Some people think children should learn to compete, but others think that children should be taught to cooperate. Express some reasons of both views and give your own opinion.

17. Some people think that education is a life-long process, while others don't agree. Write an essay to state your own opinion.

18. Some people think that famous people are treated unfairly by the media, and they should they be given more privacy, while some others think that this is the price of their fame. Write an essay to state your own opinion.

19. Some people think that the animals should be treated as pets, while others think that animals are resources of food and clothing. What is your opinion?

20. Some people think the university education is to prepare students for employment. Others think it has other functions. Discuss and say what other functions you think it should have.

21. Some sport events such as the World Cup may help reduce the tension and bias between different countries and keep the peace of the world. What is your opinion?

22. The brain drain is a serious problem in developing countries. Some people think the reason for losing the most precious resources is the governments' poor policy. If the governments in the developing countries face up to the new reality, this problem can be alleviated. However, some people think that the brain drain is a universal phenomenon. No matter whatever measures the government takes, the problem of the brain drain cannot be solved. Write an essay of approximately 500 words on this issue to state your own opinion.

23. Traffic and housing problems in major cities would be solved by moving big companies, factories and their employees to the countryside. Do you agree or disagree?

24. Which skill of English is more important for Chinese learners? Some people think that we should give priority to reading in English, while others think speaking is more important. Write an essay to state your own opinion.

25. Will modern technology, such as the internet ever replace the book or the written word as the main source of information? Write an essay to state your own opinion.

26. Young people are important resources to their country. But governments may ignore some problems faced by young people in running the country. By your experience, what does the government need to do for supporting or helping young people? Show these problems and give your ideas or suggestions to solve this issue.

(The 26 topics were the ones given the 23 Core- writers.)

-A Brief Introduction to My Country's History

-A Good Teacher

-Advertisements on TV

-Advice for an Application Letter for Study in a University Program Abroad

-America as a Superpower

-Bicycles in China

-Body Language

-Can Money Buy Happiness?

-Cars

-China's Success in Winning the Bid for 2008 Olympic Games

-Christmas in My Country

-Current Traffic Problems

-Describe the Pictures of Fishing

-Dilligence

-Don't Hesitate to Say "No"

-Environmental Protection

-Fighting Terrorism

-Financial Stability and Security

-For a Better Understanding Between Parent and Child

-Friends

-Getting to Know the World outside the Campus

-Global Shortage of Fresh Water

-Globalism-- the Information Age: Advantages and Disadvantages

-Good and Bad Aspects of Mass Media

-Good Health

-Good Study Habits

-Great Leaders of My Country

-Health

-Hobbies

-Honest-- the Most Valuable Quality of a Scientist

-How I Overcome My Difficulties in Learning English (or ...)

-How to Face Up to Your Difficulties

-How to Solve Energy Crisis

-Human Rights

-Interpret the Pictures of Tobacco Consumption

-Is Change or Stability the Source of Happiness?

-Is Failure a Bad Thing?

-Is Failure a Bad Thing? CET4 Composition Topic of 1992

-Jobs for Graduates

-Letter to My Son on Why He Should Study Abroad

-Letter to Person in Charge of English Language Teaching and Future Goals

-Letter to the Newspaper Editor on the Energy Crisis

-Looking Forward to the Twenty-first Century

-Make Our Cities Greener

-Migrant Workers

-Multimedia Teaching in English

-My Government’s Responsibility for the Handicapped

-My Ideal Job

-My View on Job-hopping

-My View on So-called Promises

-On Developing Speaking Ability

-On Education

-On Making Friends

-On Reading

-Oppotunity and Success

-Practice Makes Perfect

-Punctuality

-Relations Between China and the US

-Security and Privacy in Wireless Technology

-Sports

-Stop Smoking

-Television Programs and Children

-The Best Age

-The Family and Society

-The Importance of Teamwork

-The Internet

-The Prejudice Against Women

-The Preservation of Wildlife

-The Qualities of the Cross-century Talents

-The Two-day Weekend

-The United Nations and Multilateral Relations

-The Ups and Downs of Population Growth

-The Value of Individual Development

-The Value of Love

-The Way to Success

-The World Is Getting Smaller and Smaller

-The World Population

-The WTO's Importance to My Country

-To Respect the Elderly and Love the Young

-Tourism

-Traveling

-University Life

-War and Peace in Contemporary Society

-Water Problem

-Where I Will Be Five Years from Now

-Where to live-- in the City or the Country

-Why I Like to Read Newspaper

-Why We Work

