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Overview

• Why we created Construxercise!
• How we created it:
• Choice of constructions
• Group efforts
• Piloting & evaluations & feedback
• Architecture of interface
• Types of exercises

• What we learned from this & our further plans
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The Russian Constructicon
(RusCon):

• Over 2200 multi-word cxns 

• Represents a major portion of the Russian 
grammar

• Cxns are organized into families and larger 
groups via multi-level annotation

• User-friendly for linguists, teachers, learners

• Searchable according to semantics, anchor 
words, syntax

• Open-source, publicly archived data

• Designed to be portable to other languages, 
reproducible

• https://constructicon.github.io/russian/

3

https://constructicon.github.io/russian/


How to get students to engage with the constructicon?
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built in 2016-2021 / 2022,
launched in September 2021

database with over 2200 Russian 
grammatical constructions

https://constructicon.github.io/russian/

built in January - June 2022,
launched in June 2022

practical exercises for students 
learning Russian 

https://constructicon.github.io/construxercise-rus/

• The exercises are aimed at the strategic groups of 57 Russian constructions
• All constructions included in the exercises are carefully described and 

illustrated in the Russian construction

https://constructicon.github.io/russian/
https://constructicon.github.io/construxercise-rus/


What is a Construxercise?

• a free and openly available digital resource
• aimed at learners and instructors of L2 Russian
• offers over 150 interactive exercises that aim to improve speaking and 

writing skills
• multifuctional:
• suitable for both classroom and self-guided study, for individual and group 

work
• can be used as either a central or complementary teaching resource
• serves the needs of mixed nonhomogeneous groups of learners (crucial for 

Norway)
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There is a gap between a constructicon and L2 
learners.
We need to bridge this gap. How?

To learn a cxn, it is not enough to read about its 
meaning and see examples of its use.

To implement the constructionist approach in Language Pedagogy:
• We need to provide teaching materials – exercises, preferably a system of exercises.
• We need to target key conversational topics that students learn.
• We need to incorporate these materials into the study curriculum.

Why we created this resource: reason 1



• A survey of 22 current students 
and alumni of the Russian 
program at UiT The Arctic 
University of Norway (Sokolova
2021)
• administered in December 2021 
• revealed that our students 

would like more modules 
devoted to practicing their 
conversational and writing skills 
as well as more instruction on 
colloquial Russian. 

Why we created this 
resource: reason 2



Distribution of cxns of 
different registers in RusCon
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• Existing textbooks in L2 Russian 
mostly prioritize a neutral register 
(Kaltseis and Stadler 2023: 63).
• Conversational practice in L2 

Russian often has a much more 
peripheral status in instruction  
(Sokolova 2021).
• Some textbooks on conversation 

in L2 Russian introduce 
constructions sporadically.

The Russian Constructicon provides extensive 
information on cxns of neutral register 
(suitable for both formal and informal 
situations) as well as colloquial cxns.



Choice of cxns: discourse constructions 
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ID Construction Illustration GLOSS
1087 inymi/drugimi 

slovami, XP/Cl
Naš korrespondent vyexal v aèroport, čtoby vzjatʹ 
intervʹju. Drugimi slovami, zadatʹ neskolʹko 
voprosov. 

IN OTHER WORDS, …

1840 k primeru, Cl/XP Vot, k primeru, mne nravitsja Merilin Monro. FOR EXAMPLE, …

1872 (i) kstati (govorja), Cl I kstati, on prišël bez podarka. BY THE WAY, …

6 (a/tak) čto nasčët XP? Čto nasčët pjatnicy? Kakie u tebja plany? WHAT ABOUT …?

2273 v-NumOrd-yx, XP/Cl Vo-pervyx, ja by xotel poblagodaritʹ svoego 
trenera.

FIRST OF ALL, …

1839 takim obrazom, Cl Takim obrazom, naša komanda za god dobilasʹ 
važnyx rezulʹtatov.

THEREFORE, …

11 (kak) po mne, (tak) Cl Kak po mne, èto eščë ne beda. AS FOR ME, …

2281 Cl, ne pravda li? Interesnyj xudožnik, ne pravda li? …, ISN’T IT?

1133 mjagko govorja, Cl On, mjagko govorja, ne podarok. TO PUT IT MILDLY, …

Clarify your point

Give an example

Add information

Introduce a topic

Structure your argument

Draw a conclusion

Express your opinion

Ask someone for their opinion

Hedge



Why discourse constructions?

simple to use 
because most of 

them are 
Clause + Modifier 

constructions

easy to learn even 
at early stages of 

L2 acquisition 

widely used and 
can express a 

variety of 
pragmatic and 

semantic nuances

can function to 
scaffold text, by 

providing 
milestones or 

control points in 
text production
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Are discourse cxns only for advanced learners?
• Russian discourse constructions are traditionally thought of as linguistic devices 

that can primarily benefit advanced L2 learners (Shekhtman et al. 2002).
• Beginners and intermediate learners are expected to focus on acquiring the 

“basics” of grammar and vocabulary instead. 
• In reality, less-advanced learners (A1–B1) are no less eager to practice their 

conversational skills than their more advanced peers. 
• Beginners and intermediates comprise the predominant category of learners and 

are likely to drop the study program altogether if they don’t get a chance to 
practice speaking. 
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We explore the benefits of teaching Russian discourse cxns 
at a relatively early stages of L2 learning (A2-B1).



Group efforts
• Both native and non-native 

perspective on Russian
• A team of 4 faculty members 

and 6 BA and MA students
• The resource is created in 

close collaboration with the 
students (generation Z) and 
reflects their preferences & 
contribution both in terms of 
content and design. 
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Methodology evolved alongside the project

• The project proceeded over 6 months.
• Stage 3: intensive weekly teamwork 

on creating exercises, 3 months, 5 
members of the team

• Each week we created a new lesson 
that was introduced in the classroom 
the following week. 
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Immediately implementing the exercises in class made it possible to pilot them, promptly 
adjust our approach, and develop an optimal structure and content of each lesson



Piloting, evaluation, feedback
• The lessons were incorporated into a BA 

course "Practical written and oral 
Russian" at UiT.
• Mixed group: 11 students from the 2nd 

and 3rd years of the Russian program. 
• L1: Norwegian and Swedish
• Most students: A2 – B1 level
• A few students: B2 or C1
• 2 advanced heritage speakers of Russian
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Our objective: provide exercises that would 
benefit students of different levels sitting 
together in a single classroom. 

• We asked the students to evaluate 
the classes devoted to constructions
• A short digital anonymous 

questionnaire: 8 statements 
accompanied with a Likert scale
• Highly positive feedback
• The students found learning cxns

interesting (100%) and useful (100%) 
and would recommend these 
exercises to other students (100%).
• Most students agreed that the 

exercises made it easier to speak 
Russian (87.5%), and gave them 
confidence to do so (87.5%).



Architecture of interface
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We used conversational topics and vocabulary that 
were part of the curriculum
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The user can preview the constructions 
included in each lesson.
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Alternatively, the users can access 
the same exercises grouped by 
Functions of the discourse cxns





Structure of a lesson:
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3 types of exercises (see next slide)

Overview table of target cxns: 5 to 6 cxns

2-3 microtexts, in which nearly every 
sentence contains a target cxn.

Main body: 
a series of 12–15 exercises 

Each lesson culminates with exercises 
that engage students in producing 

a dialogue or monologue using target cxns

Most exercises and 
texts are short. Each 
lesson takes 45 to 60 

min to complete.



We use 3 main types of exercises
• “guided-practice” exercises 

• “partly guided practice” exercises 

• “self-guided practice” exercises
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focus on linguistic properties of cxns and require 
• filling in the blanks, 
• choosing the appropriate continuation of a sentence,
• reformulating a sentence using a target cxn, etc.

ask the learner 
• to choose an appropriate cxn from a list of options or 
• to complete a sentence, etc. 

• imitate communication,
• contain problem-solving tasks inspired by real-life situations:

o participating in a job interview, 
o ordering in a restaurant, 
o explaining a health problem to a doctor,
o applying for a tourist visa, etc.

All exercises proceed from easy to more complex and 
from usage-oriented to communication-oriented.
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Discourse functions cxns to choose lexical fillers Target cxns can be 
combined into 

strategic sets, or 
templates

Such templates can be 
employed for producing 
texts of potentially any 

topic and genre



What we learned from this project
• Cxns constitute ready-to-use communicative units that can be easily employed 

as building blocks in speech production.
• Сxns can be combined into strategic sets, or templates, that make the task of 

generating any text, oral or written, much easier.
• Mastering cxns lightens the burden of language learning, since learners do not 

need to build a sentence word by word. 
• Using cxns of conversational Russian exposes students to spoken Russian and 

patterns that are actively used in everyday life and communication.

Our further plans:
• Add short explanatory video materials explaining specific cxns
• Explore various ways of visual representation of variable elements and the fillers.
• Expand the constructionist approach to the beginner level. 36
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Thank you!


