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ABSTRACT

This thesis reports on an exploratory study that analyses the use of different types of
collocations by Persian-speaking learners of English in order to provide answer to four
research questions regarding the degree of difficulty the different types of collocations cause
for Iranian EFL learners in relation to their language proficiency levels, and the negative
transfer of L collocational patterns to L, setting. For this purpose, an attempt was first made to
define collocations and to dwell on their significance in language learning. Then, the types of
errors that the learners made when producing collocations were identified and analyzed as to
their source and frequency of occurrence among Iranian EFL learners.

The data for this study came from the written productions of 72 adult Iranian EFL
learners with the female-male ratio being slightly in favour of males (37 vis-a-vis 35). At the
time of the study, all the participants had been learning English under formal instruction for at
least four years at university or two year in language learning institutes. The age of the
participants ranged from 21 to 29.

The analysis of the corpus revealed that prepositional collocations in general and verb-
preposition collocations in particular constitute the most challenging type of collocation for
Iranian learners of English. The results also indicated that collocations do not present as much
difficulty for high proficient learners as they do for less proficient ones. Moreover, each of the
6 collocational categories (i.e. verb-preposition, noun-preposition, adjective-noun, adverb-
adjective, verb-adverb and verb-noun) presented different degrees of difficulty for EFL
learners of different proficiency levels. Verb-preposition collocations, for example, were the
most problematic category for low proficient learners, while they were the least difficult one
for high proficient learners. Instead, what posed the greatest difficulty for Iranian advanced
learners of English was the choice of appropriate adjective to modify the nouns.

As far as the sources of errors were concerned, 34.4 % of errors were due to first
language interference that goes far beyond what earlier (small-scale) studies have predicted. It
also turned out that the less proficient learners tend more strongly towards isolated words
rather than multi-word units, whereas the more proficient learners prefer to use more word
combinations and ready-made constructions as a way to achieve greater fluency in the second

language.



The study ends with the discussion of the results and their pedagogical implications for
foreign language learning in Iran, most importantly the role of L;-L, differences and that of
language teachers in highlighting the collocational restrictions of the words. The research
reported in this study reveals how corpus-based analysis can shed light on the nature of
collocations and the extent to which the foreign language learners are aware of the
collocational properties of the words.

The Iranian EFL learners' rather unsatisfactory performance in different types of
collocations implies a general unawareness of the semantic range and selectional restrictions
imposed on English lexicon. This problem may stem from their habit of learning English
vocabulary as isolated words rather than in combination with other words. Thus, the teaching
of collocations inevitably needs to be integrated with the teaching of vocabulary, and the
foreign language learners need to know that not every word combination that is easily
understood can be as easily produced in English, nor in any other language. In addition, given
the empirical evidence that first language transfer is a real phenomenon that also affects
production of collocations in the second language, the selection of collocations for teaching as

well as the way a language teacher teaches them should be with reference to L;.
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CIRIAPTIER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background:

For decades teaching professionals were constantly preoccupied by how to segment the
language into pieces and specify what learners actually learn when they learn a language. Pure
and applied linguists often used to divide the language into such traditional units as sounds,
words, and rules of grammar and discourse. But since the 1930s, a number of prominent
figures have come to advise those involved in the profession against this classification and
urged English teachers to recognize that there are particular words which tend to occur in the
company of other words and that achieving language fluency depends on learning to use these
word groups. In 1933, Palmer (as cited in Kennedy, 2003) was the first to adopt the term

collocation for these recurring groups of words.

However, despite the fact that collocations (i.e. word combinations such as fragile
peace, strong economy, bitter disappointment, fast colour, harsh criticism or mass destruction)
are an important part of a native speaker competence, and the need for their inclusion in
foreign and second language teaching is widely acknowledged today (see for example
Hussein, 1990; Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hills, 1999; Nesselhauf,
2003), a considerable amount of efforts in applied linguistics research are still being
concentrated on the grammatical and phonological levels, while the lexical level does not
arouse the same degree of interest and very little attention is paid to an amazing property of
lexis, i.e. a tendency on the part of some lexical items to co-occur, otherwise known as

collocation.



In fact, until relatively recently, the true complexity of collocations was largely hidden.
Over the past two decades, however, huge developments in computerized corpus linguistics
and the availability of wide collections of text in electronic form has offered new insights into
how words or groups of words are distributed in a given language. Sophisticated software for
the analysis of first or second language corpora has allowed researchers and L, professionals
to explore more deeply the nature of collocations and in doing so, according to Kennedy,

“challenge syntax-based approaches to language description and pedagogy.” (2003, p. 469).

Wray (2002) rightly states that collocations are of particular importance for learners
who wish to achieve a high degree of competence in the second language, but they are also of
some importance for learners with less ambitious aspirations, as they not only enhance
accuracy but also fluency. However, although some suggestions on the teaching of
collocations have been made in recent years, it is largely unclear how and specially which of

the great number of collocations in a language should be taught.

To answer these questions satisfactorily, it is doubtless essential to identify the
problems that the EFL learners have in dealing with collocations. The present study aims at
scrutinizing the issue of collocations as an important, yet largely unresearched area of

linguistic competence, in Iranian EFL settings.

1.2 Statement of the Problem:

The EFL learners' language is characterized by linguistically incorrect and/or contextually
inappropriate forms and expressions. Both types of deviations are labelled 'errors' when they
result from a lack of competence in the language. But in addition to linguistic and pragmatic
deviations, the learners' interlanguage also exhibit certain forms that are linguistically and
pragmatically correct but still sound 'unnatural’ or 'strange' to a native speaker. (Emery, 1987;
as cited in Mahmoud, 2005). It is usually the case that even advanced EFL learners have
various problems with collocations in their oral or written productions. (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993;

Taiwo, 2004; William, 2000).

In terms of having difficulty with recurring groups of words, Iranian learners of

English are no exception. Even after years of foreign language study at universities or



language learning institutes, the majority of Iranian EFL learners still make collocational
errors and this is in spite of the fact that they seem to have sufficient lexical or grammatical
knowledge. Such erroneous expressions like hard question, heavy tea, fixed colour, to take fish
and to interview with, just to name a few, are not due to poor lexical or grammatical
knowledge. These problems, as Koosha & Jafarpour (2006) have rightly referred to, arise
largely from lack of collocational knowledge among Iranian EFL learners, the inadequate
emphasis given to collocational patterns in their textbooks, and the type of instructions they
receive. Moreover, the companies that words keep have not usually been a focus of teaching
and research in our country and language teachers are more accustomed to providing

definitions rather than collocations in their classroom presentations.

According to Thomas (1984, p.187), such production difficulties among EFL learners
are “hardly surprising, given the vast scope and very idiosyncratic use of lexical items and
collocations.” One level of difficulty with collocations is the apparent lack of rules. In the case
of grammar, once we know the rules we can make new, correct sentences all the time, simply
by slotting in new vocabulary in the right places. But with collocations, there are limits to the
changes we can make to the combination of words and more importantly, there are no hard
and fast rules students can turn to. Actually, according to Prodromou (2003, p. 24), “the only

rule is that there are -virtually- no rules.”

1.3 Significance of the Study:

It has recently been suggested that for the purpose of English as an international lingua franca,
"idiomaticity” (i.e. use of such prefabricated forms as idioms, collocations, proverbs,
catchphrases and clichés) places obstacles in the way of communication between native and
non-native speakers. (Seidlhofer, 2001; as cited in Prodromou, 2003) Sinclair (1991) — the
first to use corpus-based evidence - also considers idiomaticity, in all its varieties, the most
important factor in reaching 'native-like fluency'. However, although it is generally accepted
that collocations are both indispensable and at the same time problematic for foreign language
learners and they therefore should be guaranteed a proper place in second language
acquisition, especially for adult learners, learners’ difficulties with collocations have not been

investigated in detail by EFL practitioners so far.



In fact, while the field of language teaching and learning is relatively rich in studies of
foreign language learners' linguistic and pragmatic errors, research on 'strangeness' of
linguistic forms and expressions seems to be lagging behind and systematic and in-depth
analyses of Iranian EFL learners' lexical errors to determine if they produce 'unnatural’ word
combinations are relatively rare. The need for such studies stems from the fact that although
post-intermediate and advanced learners of EFL may not face structural and pragmatic
problems, their language sounds 'odd' in the eyes of native speakers of English. Therefore,
studies are needed such as that reported by Mahmoud (2005) where Arab university students'

collocation errors were analysed.

The purpose of the present study was to collect, classify and analyse the collocational
errors Iranian EFL learners made when producing collocations, to find out if knowledge of
collocations could differentiate between different levels of EFL learners' proficiency (i.e. low,
mid and high) and to determine the extent to which Iranian EFL learners' collocational
competence 1s affected by their L, thus adding one more ring to the still short chain of studies
in the area of lexis in general and the area of collocations in particular. An analysis of
collocational errors can reveal the problems that EFL learners make and the causes of these
problems in that area and help teachers, syllabus designers and EFL specialists find

appropriate ways of dealing with them in the EFL courses.

The important role that collocations play in the successful and native-like performance
of EFL learners on the one hand and the problems that Iranian EFL students have with
collocations of various types on the other, highlight the significance of the present study.
Furthermore, there is an abundant stock of word combinations in English that represent
innumerable collocations, and the mastery over them can strongly affect Iranian EFL learners'

fluency as well as accuracy in both speaking and writing.

Based on the findings of this study, some suggestions can also be made on how to
teach collocations. First, if the use of collocations comes to be highly correlated with EFL
learners' language proficiency, collocations should be considered as an important factor in
determining the overall proficiency of English students. And second, if EFL learners' L; comes
to be highly influential in the production of collocations, then not only should the selection of

collocations but also their teaching should be with reference to L.



1.4 Research Questions:

This study sought to find answers to the following questions:

1. What are the most problematic types of collocations for Iranian EFL learners? In other
words, are word combinations of all types (i.e. verb-preposition, noun-preposition, adjective-
noun, adverb-adjective, verb-adverb and verb-noun) equally difficult for Persian-speaking

learners of English?

2. Do collocations exert the same degree of difficulty for different levels of language

proficiency among Iranian EFL students?
3. To what extent is the use of collocations affected by Iranian EFL learners' L;?

4. Is there more idiomaticity (particularly the use of collocations) in the language of more

proficient EFL learners?

1.5 Limitations of the Study:

First, this study was exploratory to a large degree and, due to the lack of previous studies in
the field, the methodology could not be free of faults. Second, in this study the analysis of
learners' collocational errors was only based on their written productions. Thus, although
judging learners' collocational competence by their written productions has the advantages of
ascertaining their true mastery over the linguistic collocations and decreasing the possibility of
errors caused by factors other than their lack of competence (e.g. distraction), it has the
disadvantages of failing to weigh their “comprehension” of collocations in context and also

not reflecting their mastery over the collocations in verbal communication.

1.6 Definition of the Key Terms:

Collocations:
Collocations are not easily defined. In the linguistic literature, they are often discussed in
contrast with free word combinations at one extreme and idiomatic expressions at the other,

collocations occurring somewhere in the middle of this spectrum. Nonetheless, an agreed-



upon definition, according to Williams (2002), is that “collocation is a lexical unit consisting

of a cluster of two or three words from the same or different parts of speech.”

Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics (1992, p.62)
defines collocation as “the way in which words are used together regularly.” Based on this
definition, collocation refers to the restrictions on how words can be used together, for
example which verbs and nouns are used together, or which adverbs are used with particular
verbs or adjectives. For example, in English the verb do collocates with damage, duty, and
wrong, but not with trouble, noise, and excuse. Similarly, high collocates with probability but
not with chance. We say a high probability but a good chance. Further elaboration on the

definition of collocation will appear in chapter 2.

Corpus linguistics:
Corpus linguistics is simply the study of language through corpus-based research, but it differs
from traditional linguistics in its insistence on the systematic study of authentic examples of

language in use. (Sinclair, 1997)

Error analysis:

Error analysis is a branch of applied linguistics whose primary focus is on the evidence that
Language learners' errors provide with an emphasis on the underlying process of foreign
language acquisition. Keshavarz (1997) suggests that the field of error analysis can be divided

into two branches: theoretical and applied.

Theoretical analysis of errors concerns the process and strategies of language learning
and its similarities with first language acquisition. It also tries to decode the strategies adopted
by the learners such as overgeneralization and simplification and reach a more general

conclusion that concerns universals of language learning process.

Applied error analysis, on the other hand, concerns organizing remedial courses and
developing appropriate materials and teaching strategies based on the findings of the

theoretical error analysis.



Corpus analysis:
Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics (1992, p.88) defines
corpus analysis as “the analysis of a collection of materials that has been made for a particular

purpose, such as a set of textbooks or a sample of sentences or utterances, for their linguistic

features.”



CIRIAPTIEIR 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

2.1 Importance of Collocations:

In the past, vocabulary in general and prefabricated forms such as collocations, idioms and
clichés in particular were often given little priority in second language teaching profession, but
recently there has been a renewed interest in the nature of vocabulary and its role in learning
and teaching. Traditionally, vocabulary learning was often left to look after itself and received
only incidental attention in many language learning textbooks and language teaching
programs. Thus, although the course curriculum was often quite specific about different
aspects of teaching such as grammar, pronunciation, speaking, reading or writing, very little
specification was given to the role of vocabulary in promoting communication among non-
native or native and non-native speakers. However, the status of vocabulary now seems to be

changing.

For one thing, the notion of a word has been broadened to include lexical phrases and
routines, and it has been suggested that in the initial stages of learning these play a primary
role in communication and acquisition. In addition, access to lexical corpora has made it
possible for applied linguists to access huge samples of language in order to find out how
words are used both by native speakers and by foreign language learners. Such studies has
enabled instructors and applied linguists to identify common patterns of collocations and other

lexical phrases that are inseparable from a native speaker’s lexical competence.

Richards and Renandya (2002) consider vocabulary a core component of language

proficiency which provides much of the basis for how well learners speak, listen, read and



