
CHAPTER THREE

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN AND RESULTS

The Subjects
The subjects for this study are 30 senior high school 

students at National Tainan Second Senior High School, who

had taken English as a mandatory course for five years.

These students, coming from similar educational

background, learned how to write English compositions 
in order to prepare for the Joint College Entrance

Examination, which has set up English composition as a 

requirement. In order to'discover the relationship between 

their proficiency and knowledge in collocations, they were 

divided into two groups of 15, based upon their academic 
performance in the previous academic year. One of the 
groups were the students with an English grade higher than

the average score of 73 (out of 100) for the past one 

year; the other group consisted of the students with a 

grade lower than the average of 73.

The Data

The data, including 150 English compositions with 
five different topics, was collected during ten days in 

December, 2003. Written as one part of the test within 30

minutes, these compositions may reflect the subjects'

24



interlanguage knowledge in their spontaneous production of 

the collocations, when there is no way for them to turn to 

help from dictionaries, teachers or reference books, etc.

Identifying Collocational Errors

The British National Corpus was first used to 

identify and check the subjects' collocational errors

and then these errors were classified into lexical

collocations and grammatical collocations according to

Benson, Benson, and Ilson's Collocation Classification

System (1986), .

The following examples from the writings of the 

subjects illustrated’ how the British National Corpus was

used as a tool for the identification and checking of the

collocational errors.
1. A suspicious collocational error was found in one 

of the subjects' compositions: "We don't have to wear big 

jacket" in which the adjective "big" collocates with the 

noun "jacket" in an unusual way.

2. Next, the British National Corpus was used to 

search for the phrase but the phrase "big jacket" was not
found in it.

3. However, several examples popped out with the

word "jacket" in the corpus, for example:
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(1) The phone call finished, Jack Stone buttoned up his 

heavy jacket and stood in the darkened box, peering 

through the windows at the desolate streets around

him.

(2) For Diana, a heavy tweed jacket for draughty Balmoral

would be a snip.

(3) He is tired of competing with my friends and their 
heavy leather jackets.

4. Then, the appropriate adjective to collocate with

"jacket" was found: it should be "heavy" instead of

"big".

After the collocational errors were identified

according to British National Corpus, these errors

were classified into either grammatical or lexical
categories, according to Benson, Benson, and Ilson's 
Collocation Classification System (1986) . Lexical 

collocations consist of nouns, verbs, adjectives, and

adverbs while a grammatical collocation is a phrase 

consisting of a dominant word (noun, adjective or verb) 

that requires a proposition or grammatical structure such

as an infinitive or a clause. In other words, a lexical
collocational error usually has something to do with the 

word choice (such as "commit suicide", "pay the bill"), 

while a grammatical collocational error has something to
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do with grammatical structures such as infinitive, clause

or preposition (e.g. "enjoy reading", "be aware of the 

thief"). The following table shows how Benson, Benson, and 

Ilson's Collocation Classification System classifies the

collocational errors:

Table 11. Benson, Benson, and Ilson's Classification 
System and Collocation Patterns

Type Definition Examples
LI V+N (creation) Compose music
L2 V+N (nullification) Reject an appeal
L3 Ad j+N (or) N+N Strong tea; aptitude 

test
L4 N+V Bees buzz
L5 N of N (unit) A bouquet of flowers
L6 Adv+Adj Keenly aware
L7 V+Adj Appreciate sincerely
L8 -conj - Last but not least
G1 N+Prep An argument about
G2 N+To infinitive A fool to do it
G3 N+That clause An agreement that 

she would represent 
us

G4 Prep+N In advance; on (the) 
alert

G5 Adj +Prep Be angry at
G6 Adj+To infinitive He is likely to be 

late.
G7 Adj+That clause She is afraid that 

she would fail the
exam.

G8 (1) Verbs with two objects 
(an indirect object 
and a direct object)

A. V+ direct
obj ect+to+indirect 
obj ect=V+indirect 
object +direct 
obj ect
B. V+ direct

A. sent it to 
him=sent him a 
book

B. describe it to 
him

C. bought a shirt 
for him=bought 
him a shirt

0. forgive them
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obj ect+to+indirect 
object (do not 
allow the dative 
movement 
transformation)
C. V+ direct 
obj ect+for+indirect 
obj ect=V+indirect 
object +direct 
object
0. V+Object One 

+Object Two

their sin

G8 (2) Verbs which form a 
collocation with a 
specific preposition

1. V+ prep++object
2. V+object+prep+ 
obj ect

D. reflect on the 
past year

D. based their 
conclusions 
on the facts.

G8 (3) Verbs which are 
followed by "to 
infinitve".

E. V+to infinitive
H. V+object+to 

infinitive

E. He decided to
come.

H. She asked me 
to come.

G8 (4) Verbs that are 
followed by an 
"infinitive without 
to"

F. V+infinitive w/o 
"to"

I. V+object+infiniti 
ve w/o "to"

F. We must go.

I. We let the 
children go to 
the park.

G8 (5) Verbs that are 
followed by a second 
verb in "ing".

G. V+V-ing
J. V+object+v-ing
K. V+a possessive 
and V-ing

G. They enj oy 
watching TV.

J. I caught them 
stealing apples.

K. This fact 
justifies Bob's 
coming late.
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(3) The Number of Each Type of Collocational Errors
An analysis of subjects' collocational errors in 

each category showed that some types of errors were more

frequent and may have created the highest degree of 

difficulty for the subjects. The following table 

demonstrated the number of each type of■collocational 

error found in this study.

Table 12. Number of Each Type of Collocational Errors 
Found in this Study

Error
Type

Error Pattern Number of 
collocational
errors

L3 ADJ + N 98
LI V + N 92
G4 Prep + N 41

G8 (7)
SVO to be C
S V 0 C
SVC (adj or N)

35

G8 (4) S V bare inf.
SVO bare inf.

28

G8 (2)
S V prep. 0 
(or) SVO prep. 0

27

G8 (3) S V to inf.
S V 0 to inf.

25

L7 V + adv 24

L4 N + V 23

L6 Adv + adj 21

G8 (6)
S V that clause
S V wh-clause

12
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G5
Adj + prep 11

G1
N + prep 10

G8 (5)
S V V-ing
S V 0 V-ing
S V possessive 
v-ing

9

G3 N + that clause 4

G6 Adj + to infinitive 4

G8 (1) Verbs with two objects 
S V 0 to 0
S V 0 0
S V 0 for 0
S V 0 0

4

L2 V + N(nullification) 4
L8 ~conj~ 3

G7 Adj + that clause 2

G8 (8) S V adverbial 2
L5 N of N 2
G2 N to infinitive 1

L3 type of collocation (adj+N), in which the subjects 

chose an inappropriate adjective to collocate with a noun,
is the most common lexical collocational error. For
example, subjects wrote:

(a) The street is *busy traffic, and the air pollution

is bad.

(b) Because of its cold, I have *a sweet sleep.
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(c) Everybody is *powerful shopper, looking around

everywhere.

These errors showed how learners used literal, word-

for-word translation of Chinese to communicate in English. 

With regard to(a), for example, the Chinese phrase for

"heavy traffic" is "fanmang de jiantong" (busy traffic). 

These examples demonstrated strong evidence of language

transfer or interlingual interference from their first
language.

LI(V+ N) collocational error ranked as the second

most frequent lexical errors that subjects have made in

their writings. Examples include the following:

(d) When I *get a mistake, I will, not *say a lie even

if the teacher would angry.
(e) I *open the computer whenever I go home.

These errors also resulted from language transfer 

from their native language. In Chinese, the word "computer" 

co-occurs with the verb "kai", which means "open" in

English. The noun "lie" co-occurs with the verb "sho",

which is translated as "say" in English. The transfer 

strategy "reflects the learners' assumption that there is a 
one-to-one correspondence between their LI and L2" (Farghl

& Obiedat, 1995, p.34). Because of lacking collocation
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knowledge, EFL learners tend to rely on LI in L2

communication.

Other examples show how subjects may use synonyms 

to substitute for appropriate collocations, such as "* the 
river shore" instead of "the river bank," "*an easy 

reason" instead of "a simple reason." The strategy to 

use synonyms, or paraphrasing, is considered as an "escape

hatch that helps communication proceed"(Huang, 2000, 

p.117). When learners acquired more collocation knowledge, 
they would use fewer paraphrases in their L2 production.

According to the classification and the frequency of 

each type of errors produced by the subjects, a hierarchy 

of difficulty thus can be established (see figure 1 & 2). 

The type of errors with the highest frequency is the most 
difficult type for the learners.
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Figure 2 Graph of Hierarchy of Difficulty in Collocations

The result showed that adjective-noun (L3) and verb- 

noun (LI) lexical collocations ranked the highest in the 

hierarchy of difficulty. This finding is similar to 
Gitsaki's(1996) study, which also found that the verb- 
object type of collocation is the most difficult for 
second language learners. G2(N + to infinitive) and L5 (N 

of N). are ranked as the least frequent collocational error 

types, which could either be- due- to "avoidance" strategy 

or because subjects have mastered these patterns., Evidence

showed that L5 collocations, such as "a swarm of bees" or
"a bouquet of flowers", were substituted by the subjects
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for "bees" and "flowers" only, While the subjects were not 

familiar with the usage of "a swarm of", "a bouquet of", 

they simply try to avoid it. Of the 150 compositions, G2 

pattern was the least frequently made pattern (1 only).

The subject wrote:

(f) Going to school is the best way *to learning
knowledge.

Being unfamiliar with the sentence pattern, EFL 

learners may have attempted to avoid using the 

collocations that are different from those of the target 

language. For example, Schachter (1974) found that Chinese
and Japanese EFL learners made fewer errors in the use of

relative clauses than did Persian or Arabic learners,

which might be due to the fact that Chinese and Japanese 

learners have the tendency to use them less frequently.

Persian and Arabic relative clauses are structured in a

similar way to those of English, whereas Chinese and 
Japanese languages have no corresponding sentence 
structures as relative clauses. Similarly, Taiwanese EFL

learners may overuse simple sentences to avoid the use of 

relative or noun clauses in complex sentences. This helps 

to explain why G2(N+ to infinitive), G3(N+ that clause) 

and G7(adj + that clause) were found as the least frequent 
grammatical collocational errors in this study.
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(4) Other Sample Collocational Errors Found 
in this Study
Some other examples of each type of collocational

errors are presented here in order to illustrate the 

typical errors that Taiwanese EFL learners made in their 

writings. The following table showed some of the lexical

collocational errors that have been found in this study.

Table 13. Typical Lexical Collocation Errors Found in 
this Study

Error
Type

Error Pattern I11-formed 
Sentence

Suggestions
for
Improvement

1. LI V+N
(creation)

If you meet any 

trouble and you 
don't know how 
to do, just 
smile.

If you have 

any trouble 

and you don't 
know what to 
do, just 
smile.

2 . L2 V +N
(nullification)

We will lose 

many

interesting

things

happening in 
school.

We will miss 

many

interesting

things

happening in 
school.

3 . L3 Adj + N We don't have 
to wear big 

jacket.

We don't have 
to wear heavy 

jacket.

4 . L4 N+V In summer, many 

flowers open 

and grow.

In summer, 
many flowers 

bloom and 

grow.

5 . L5 N of N When we work in 
a company, 
there maybe

When we work 
in a company, 
there may be a
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have a great 

number of 

trouble.

lot of 

troubles.

6 . L6 Adv + adj 1 would rather 
feel little 

cold than feel 
hot.

I would rather 
feel a bit 

cold than feel 
hot.

7 . L7 V + adv As a result, I 
very like 

summer.

As a result, I 
like summer 

very much.

8 . L8 ~ conj ~ The season I 
like best is 
fall. Because 
the weather in 
fall is not too 

hot and not too 

cold.

The season I 
like best is 
fall, because 
the weather in 
fall is 
neither too 

hot nor too 

cold.

L2 collocations, such as "reject an appeal",

"withdraw an offer", or "break a code", which consist
of a verb meaning eradication or nullification and a

noun, were one of the least frequent produced lexical

collocational errors. L4 lexical errors, such as "*the

flowers open" instead of "the flowers bloom", shows how 

simple collocations may be difficult to EFL learners. In
Chinese, the noun "flower" co-occurs with the verb "kai",
which means "open"; however, in English, the word "flower"

collocates with the verb "bloom". Such errors were

attributed to negative transfer from their native language.
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In addition ,to this, the strategy of avoidance was also 

adopted by the subjects, in which they avoided unfamiliar 

patterns, such as "a flock of sheep," "a herd of buffalo,"

etc. Being unaware of collocational restrictions made the 
subjects employ various strategies to deal with

collocations.

The following table presents some of the grammatical 

collocational errors found in this study.

Table 14. Typical Grammatical Collocation Errors Found 
in this Study

Error
Type

Error .
Pattern

Ill-formed
Sentence

Suggestions for 
Improvement

1. G1 N + 
prep

We should not take 
the internet as a 
substitute of 

going to school.

We should not take 
the internet as a 

substitute for 

going to school.

2 . G2 N + to
V

Going to school is 
the best way to 
learning 

knowledge.

Going to school is 
the best way to 
acquire knowledge.

3 . G3 N +
that
clause

I like the feeling 
which everything

full of power. .

I like the feeling 
that everything is

full of power.

4 . G4 Prep +
N

In four seasons, I Of the four

like summer most. seasons, I like 
summer most.

5 . G5 Adj + 
prep

You should be 

responsible 

what you have 
done.

You should be 
responsible for 

what you have, done .

6 . G6 It is + 
adj +

The test is not 
fair; it is more

The test is not 
fair; it is easier
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to V easily to cheat. to cheat.

7 . G7 Adj +
that
clause

My father was 
worry about my 
dealing would 
bring trouble, 
even not in 
purpose.

My father was 
worried that 

my behavior, though 
not on purpose, 
would bring 
trouble.

The difficulty in grammatical collocations for the 

subjects seems to be mostly seen in their lack of 
knowledge of how different words are combined into lexical 
chunks. Mastering G3 (N+ that clause) and G7 (adj + that 

clause) collocations, for example, is essentially the 

mastering of very complex sentences with noun clauses. When 

there is no direct translation equivalent in the subjects' 

first language, learners will find it difficult to produce 
these collocational patterns.
(5) Subjects' Deficient Knowledge of Collocations

The current study suggests a significant lack of 

knowledge of English collocations in these Taiwanese EFL 
subjects, which is much in line with previous research.

For example, Bahns & Eldaw (1993) found that their 

subjects' knowledge of collocations lags behind their 

knowledge of vocabulary in general. Similarly, Shei &

Pain (2000) conducted an experiment, showing that the

Chinese speakers' English collocation knowledge is
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significantly inferior to that of European language

learners of English, which is in turn significantly

inferior to that of native speakers of English. The 

conclusion suggested that the Chinese learners of English

need extra help in mastering English collocations. The 
reason why EFL learners generally lack collocation 

knowledge may be due to the fact that "collocations have 

been largely neglected in EFL instruction and that

learners are therefore not aware of collocations as a

potential problem in language learning" (Bahns & Eldaw, 

1993, p.108).
Due to the lack of collocation knowledge, EFL 

learners may resort to the strategy of using longer 

expressions with a lot of grammatical devices to convey 
the message that a native speaker would rather express

with a precise lexical phrase or a collocation. For 

example, an EFL learner, being unfamiliar with the 
expression "heavy smoker", might construct a sentence 
like "Mr.Wang is a man who smokes a lot of cigarettes"

instead of the shorter and more natural one: "Mr. Wang

is a heavy smoker". The discrepancy shows how collocation 

knowledge contributes to the difference between native 

speakers and second/foreign language learners.
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My analysis of the collocational errors has revealed 

the subjects' difficulties in acquiring the knowledge of 

collocations, thus uncovering the strategies that they 

have used to deal with problems. It also provides an 

understanding of the processes they went through to 
attain English collocations. Such an understanding would 

shed light on approaches for teaching collocations. 

Therefore, in the next chapter, the final chapter, I 
will make brief conclusions of my studies and provide 
some suggestions of collocation-teaching for language

instructors.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CONCLUSIONS AND PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

After analyzing the subjects' collocational errors 
in their writings, it was found that more lexical 

collocational errors were'made than grammatical

collocational errors, which indicated that lexical

collocations posed more difficulties for the subjects. 
Additionally, more collocational errors were made by the 
low performance group than the high performance group, 

which suggested that these subjects' collocational 

competence correlated with their general English 

proficiency. L3 (Adj + N) and LI (V + N) were the most 

common collocational errors that the subjects have made, 
which suggested that these two types may have posed the 
greatest problems for them. The results of this current

study suggest that language transfer may rank as a main

strategy that EFL learners have used to deal with their 

difficulties with the collocations. Lacking collocational 

knowledge, these learners relied a number of times on

their first language resources and thus do better in those 

collocations that have LI equivalents than those that do 
not. Therefore, positive language transfer occurred when

there is a one-to-one correspondence between LI and L2,
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whereas negative transfer occurred when LI does not

correspond to the target collocations in L2.

Suggestions for Language Instructors

The analysis of collocational errors reveals the

difficulty that EFL learners have encountered in
acquiring English collocations, which would prove valuable 
and would enable language instructors to identify effective 

ways of promoting collocational competence in their

learners. Since EFL learners rely on various strategies 

to deal with collocations, the language instructors may 
consider encouraging positive transfer and at the same time 

warn the learners against negative transfer by way of

"their awareness of the transfer phenomena and their

abilities to dwell on the collocational similarities and

differences between LI and L2"(Farghal & Obiedat, 1995, 

p.321) . For example, instructors may introduce the 
adjectives "strong" and "weak" by pointing to the 
similarities between LI and L2, and then relate the English 

usage of these two words in physical strength (like "strong 

man" and "weak man") to the strength of drinks (like 

"strong tea" and "weak tea"). Thus the frequent literal use 

of "heavy tea" and "light tea" from Taiwanese EFL learners
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can be avoided. EFL learners will then realize that they

should be aware of the collocational restrictions when

they are learning English.

When learners acquire a new lexicon, they are

actually learning its cultural connotations, semantic

fields and collocational restrictions. Thus when it comes

to. learning the target language, EFL learners need to 

"explore the meaning-range and collocational restrictions 

of high-frequency lexical items" (Huang, 2000, p.125). In 

this sense, EFL learners can most effectively acquire 
lexical items by giving full attention to collocations or 

chunks of words, rather than predominantly to single, 

isolated words. Additionally, learners' understanding of 

collocations does not necessarily imply satisfactory

productive knowledge of collocations. Their collocational 
competence will not progress with the development of their 
vocabulary knowledge (Biskup, 1992,; Bahns & Eldaw, 1993) . 

Therefore, collocations should be explicitly taught with 

emphasis on the restricted type and on learners' productive 

knowledge.

While the importance of teaching collocations has 
been recognized, not all of the tens of thousands of 
collocations should be learned. Focus needs to be placed on 

building learners' consciousness of how certain words

48



combine with each other, so that they are able to continue 

developing their collocational competence after they leave

the EFL class. For instance, according to the hierarchy of 

difficulty that has been established in the previous 

chapter, L3 type (Adj+N) and LI type(V+N) were identified

as the most frequent collocational errors and thus these

EFL students seem to have most difficulties with these two

types. Special attention should be focused on L3 and LI

types in EFL classes.
When teaching collocations, language instructors need

to compare and contrast similar collocations in the LI and

L2, which may allow EFL learners to "associate their mental 

images of the LI collocations with the L2 counterparts"

(Huang, 2000, p.126). It also would be useful to point out 
the different lexical items used in the parallel 
collocations in English and learners' LI by presenting a

variety of examples. EFL learners then can attend to the

lexicon-semantic distinctions between the two languages
and reduce errors caused by LI interference.

Since collocation knowledge can not be acquired

heuristically, explicit collocation instruction becomes
necessary in EFL classes. To implement the collocation

instruction, language instructors might want some tips in

their language teaching:
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1. Present the new word in its collocational form by-

giving a meaningful context for the word instead of

teaching it in isolation. Also, draw students' attention

to adjacent words of that new word in a sentence.

2. Raise students' awareness of the different types of

collocations, especially for LI and L3 types, which are the 

most frequent collocational error types in the writings.

3. Explain to the students the collocational

restrictions of synonymous words. This could give a

more complete picture of how collocational meaning is 

presented in entries.
4. Design some activities and exercises to familiarize 

students with the concept of collocations. For example, 

language instructors could design an interview as one part 
of curriculum, encouraging students to discuss collocations

with native English speakers.

5. Introduce useful tools to students, such as collocation
dictionaries or online corpora. Examples are British 
National Corpus and the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken 

English, both of which are freely available on the 

internet. The training of learners in dictionary and on

line use will move them away from dependence on teachers 

towards autonomy and self-instruction.
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More specifically, the following activities are 

suggested:

(A). Sentence making activity:

Encourage students to:

(1) Read the collocations and examples of the words that

you select.
(2) Raise questions about collocational meaning that

baffles them.

(3) Make one sentence with each collocation without

looking at the examples.
(4) Write down their sentences on the board so that both
the teacher and students can comment on them.

Also, the instructor could encourage students to use 

the same approach to make sentences at home. Additionally, 

students could be encouraged to keep a vocabulary notebook 
to log new collocations. Once or twice a week, the language 
instructor might want to ask some of the students to write 
on the board the sentences they have made at home. 

Alternatively, students could take turns introducing words

which are taken from their notebooks to discuss in the

classroom. This activity is helpful in that students will 

verbalize, hear and comment on what they have written, 
reinforcing their learning and sharpening their critical

thinking skills.
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(B) Role play activity:

Alternatively, language instructors may incorporate 

role-play as part of the curriculum, creating a 

communicative setting in order to enhance EFL students' 

communicative competence as well as familiarize students 
with collocational usages. For instance, the teacher could 

first introduce topics pertaining to collocational meaning, 

and then divide students into several groups, in which 

members are encouraged to brainstorm their own scripts, 

bringing in at least five collocations in their dialogues. 

Additionally, the teacher could facilitate discussion of 
associations of these collocations by way of video-taping, 

making this form of meaning available to students.

Limitations of the Current Study

The current study has the following limitations:

1. All the subjects are the third-year senior high school 
students from National Tainan Second Senior High School. 

They are not randomly sampled from all the senior high 
schools in Taiwan. Therefore, the results of this study 

may not be generalized to all of the senior high school

students in Taiwan.

2. The data collected was limited in a short period of time 

thus, it can only reflect the subjects' linguistic
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performance at that period of time. Also, the subjects' 

learning factors while they are writing compositions are 

not taken into consideration, such as being fatigue,

nervous, and distracted, etc.

Suggestions for Future Research 

Future researchers investigating collocations may

consider the following ideas:

1. This study aimed at examining collocational errors to 

explore the subjects' collocation knowledge. Future 

research may investigate the effects of explicit 

collocational instruction on students' writing, listening, 

speaking and reading proficiency. So doing will give us a 

clearer understanding of how the collocational instruction 

affects EFL students' linguistic performance in their 
language learning.
2. Further research may consider collecting larger data 
samples, such as the composition test from the Joint 

College Entrance Examination, or the composition from the

TOEFL test. The subjects' linguistic performance in the 

particular situation- will reflect their collocation 

knowledge in a more truly way.
3. The issue of contrastive performance of learners from
different LI background is worth discussing. It would be
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useful to explore the degrees of LI interference for EFL 

learners from diverse LI backgrounds. More data should be 

collected pertaining to learners' use of collocations in 

their LI and English in order to determine how cultural 

and linguistic background or-individual characteristics

influence learners' performance.
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