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ABSTRACT 

 

Research has firmly established that vocabulary plays a crucial role in both receptive and 

productive skills. Several studies have shown that learners who are able to use complex 

vocabulary, particularly multiword items, tend to come across as being more proficient and are 

closer to reaching native-like proficiency, both in speaking tasks (Boers, Eyckmans, Kappel, 

Strengers & Demecheleer, 2006; Strengers, Boers, Housen, and Eyckmans, 2010, 2011; 

Boers, Demecheleer, Coxhead & Webb, 2014) and writing tasks (e.g., Crowther, Dignen, & 

Lea, 2002; Dai & Ding, 2010). Researchers are thus in agreement on the benefits for L2 and 

FL learners to acquire "considerable numbers of multiword items" (Boers, 2020:143; also see 

Hatami, 2015), emphasising its status as "fundamental to the way language is used, processed 

and acquired in both the L1 and L2" (Martinez & Schmidt, 2015: 299). Formulaic language is 

thus central to communicative competence (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2004; Wray, 2002). 

According to Nation (2001:317-318), mastering language chunks in relation to fluency shows 

the benefits of focussing on formulaic language in L2 teaching. However, language learners 

seem to have difficulty especially in acquiring multiword units, collocations, lexical bundles, 

and idioms (e.g., Abel, 2003; Irujo, 1986; Kecskés, 2000). However, vocabulary is a complex 

phenomenon and it is difficult to develop a sense for multiword units (Martinez et al. 2015). As 

a result, many scholars consider teaching collocations as an integral part of teaching 

vocabulary (e.g., Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Basal, 2019; Boers & Lindstromberg, 2012; Chen, 

2011; Nesselhauf, 2003).  

 

The same applies to ESL learners at South African universities (Scheepers, 2017:109). 

Understanding what to count when identifying multiword items (MWI) to measure competence 

in this regard, is crucial in order to accurately determine a learner’s level of proficiency. In 

addition, attempts to support students in building their vocabulary adequately and appropriately 

through formal instruction must be informed by a clear definition of vocabulary. However, a 

lack of clear guidelines on what to count when identifying collocations in student writing for 

measurement purposes effectively limits research in this important area. Defining MWI can be 

challenging since such definitions depend greatly on what words or multiword items are 

understood to be, as well as what exactly is meant by knowing a word. Likewise, the results of 

a study also depend on how the object of interest – i.e., vocabulary and specifically collocations 

– is defined and assessed for the purpose of that particular study. This study aimed to define 

collocational knowledge within the framework of a psycholinguistic approach to language, with 

particular focus on form-meaning mapping. Having defined the notion of collocations within the 

context of the present study, the researcher compared the proficiency of verb-noun 



 

iii 

 

collocations of two cohorts of participants. The cohorts consisted of a control group and an 

experimental group. Following a quasi-experimental design, the two cohorts were assessed 

repeatedly using a productive version of the Vocabulary Levels Test that was adapted to 

assess collocations.  The tests were based on the Academic Collocations List (Ackermann & 

Chen, 2013) and compiled using a variety of published, peer reviewed articles. Participants 

were also required to complete writing tasks that were used to conduct a collostructional 

analysis to determine which verb-noun collocations occurred frequently in their writing, and 

whether participants made errors in their use of collocations. The experimental group received 

treatment in the form of teaching interventions based on awareness-raising techniques. The 

results from the control group were compared with that of the experimental group pre- and 

post-treatment to determine whether the techniques employed in the intervention phase 

resulted in statistically significant improvement. Results indicated that the intervention was 

successful. The results from the present study could be used to inform future research on 

measuring and teaching collocations, as well as the process utilised to select which 

collocations are necessary to teach. 

 

Keywords: awareness-raising techniques, collocations, vocabulary assessment, vocabulary 

knowledge, collostructional analysis, form-meaning mapping.  
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OPSOMMING 

 

Navorsing het onteenseglik bewys dat woordeskat ’n belangrike rol speel in beide reseptiewe 

en produktiewe taalvaardighede. Verskeie studies wys daarop dat leerders wat komplekse 

woordeskat – veral multiwoordeenhede – gebruik, geneig is om meer taalvaardig te wees en 

nader daaraan is om moedertaalvlakvaardigheid te bereik in beide mondelinge (Boers, 

Eyckmans, Kappel, Strengers & Demecheleer, 2006; Strengers, Boers, Housen, and 

Eyckmans, 2010, 2011; Boers, Demecheleer, Coxhead & Webb, 2014) en geskrewe take (e.g., 

Crowther, Dignen, & Lea, 2002; Dai & Ding, 2010). Navorsers stem saam dat dit voordelig is 

vir tweedetaal- en vreemdetaalleerders om ’n groot aantal multiwoordeenhede (Boers, 

2020:143; sien ook Hatami, 2015) aan te leer, om dit ’n fundamentele aspek is van hoe taal in 

beide ’n L1 en L2 gebruik, verwerk en aangeleer word (Martinez & Schmidt, 2015: 299). 

Formuletaal speel dus ŉ sentrale rol in kommunikatiewe bevoegdheid (Martinez & Schmidt, 

2015: 299). Nation (2001:317-318) meen dat die bemeestering van taalstukke korreleer met 

vlotheid, wat weer verder daarop wys dat dit voordelig is om op formuletaal in 

tweedetaalonderrig te fokus. Leerders blyk egter veral te sukkel met die leer van 

multiwoordeenhede, kollokasies, leksikale bundels, en idiome. Woordeskat is egter ’n 

komplekse verskynsel en dit is moeilik om ’n gevoel vir multiwoordeenhede te ontwikkel 

(Martinez et al., 2015). As gevolg hiervan beskou baie kenners onderrig in kollokasies as ’n 

belangrike deel van woordeskatonderrig (e.g., Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Basal, 2019; Boers & 

Lindstromberg, 2012; Chen, 2011; Nesselhauf, 2003). 

 

Dieselfde aspekte is relevant vir toepassing op leerders wat Engels as ’n tweedetaal aan Suid-

Afrikaanse universiteite studeer (Scheepers, 2017:109). Begrip om multiwoordeenhede te 

identifiseer om bevoegdheid te meet, is deurslaggewend om ’n leerder se vlak van vlotheid op 

akkurate wyse te bepaal. Daarby moet pogings om studente te ondersteun om voldoende 

woordeskat op te bou deur formele onderrig, onderlê word met ’n duidelike definisie van 

woordeskat. ’n Tekort aan duidelike riglyne om kollokasies te identifiseer in studente se 

skryfwerk as maatstaf, beperk navorsing in hierdie belangrike area. Om kollokasies te 

identifiseer hang grotendeels af van hoe hierdie hulle gedefinieer word, sowel as wat dit presies 

beteken om ’n woord te ken. Eweneens hang die resultate van ’n studie af van hoe dít wat van 

belang is – d.i. die woordeskat en spesifiek kollokasies – vir doeleindes van die spesifieke 

studie gedefinieer en beoordeel word. Hierdie studie poog om kennis van kollokasies te 

definieer binne die raamwerk van ’n psigolinguistiese benadering tot taal, met spesifieke fokus 

op vorm-betekenispare. Nadat die idee van kollokasies binne die konteks van die huidige 

studie gedefinieer is, het die navorser die vaardigheid van werkwoord-naamwoordkollokasies 
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vergelyk op twee groepe deelnemers. Die twee groepe het bestaan uit ’n kontrolegroep en ’n 

eksperimentele groep. Na gelang van ’n kwasi-eksperimentele ontwerp is die twee groepe 

herhaaldelik geassesseer met die gebruik van ’n aangepaste weergawe van die Vocabulary 

Levels Test wat aangepas is om die aktiewe gebruik van kollokasies te assesseer. Die toetse 

is gebaseer op die Engelse Akademiese kollokasielys (Academic Collocations List) van 

Ackermann & Chen (2013) en saamgestel deur die gebruik van verskeie gepubliseerde en 

geakkrediteerde artikels. Deelnemers is vereis om skyftake uit te voer wat gebruik is om ’n 

kollekseemanalise uit te voer om vas te stel watter kollokasies dikwels voorgekom het in hulle 

skryfwerk. Hierdie analise het ook inligting verskaf oor die tipe kollokasiefoute wat deelnemers 

gemaak het. Die eksperimentele groep het onderrigintervensie ontvang wat gebaseer is op 

bewustheidsopbrengstegnieke. Die uitkoms van die kontrolegroep is vergelyk met die 

eksperimentele groep se skryfwerk van voor- en ná intervensies. Sodoende kon vasgestel 

word of die tegnieke wat gebruik is in die intervensiefase statistiese betekenisvolle verbetering 

toon. Die uitslag het aangetoon dat die intervensie suksesvol was. Die uitslag van die huidige 

studie kan gebruik word in toekomstige navorsing rondom die onderrig van kollokasies. Hierdie 

studie bied ook insigte in die proses wat gebruik kan word om kollokasies uit te kies wat 

belangrik is om te bemeester. 

 

Sleutelterme: woordeskat, onderrigintervensie, kollokasies, kollekseemanalise, vorm-

betekenispare, assessering, bewustheidsopbrengstegnieke  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Problem statement and motivation 

 

In the last few decades, much emphasis has been placed on the importance of vocabulary in 

English as Second and/or Foreign Language (ESL/EFL) learners’ development. It has been 

established that there is a link between receptive vocabulary size (how many words a learner 

knows) and vocabulary knowledge (how well a learner knows a word), and a learner’s level of 

proficiency and their productive vocabulary use, which enables a learner to communicate 

fluently and accurately (Schmitt, 2010). Quite a number of studies have established a 

relationship between vocabulary knowledge and overall proficiency (see among others Meara 

& Buxton, 1987; Meara, 1996; Nation 1990; Nation & Beglar, 2007). Vocabulary development 

is also often parallel to the development of overall proficiency (Nation, 1990, Nizonkiza, 2011). 

Furthermore, research evidence indicates that having adequate knowledge of more complex 

structures such as formulaic sequences, proverbs, similes and collocations, helps second 

language learners to come across as being more proficient (Boers et al., 2006; Boers et al., 

2014). Particularly, knowledge and use of formulaic sequences and collocations are important 

and useful in academic discourse.  

 

Collocations can be defined as words that co-occur naturally and frequently, for example, fully 

aware and make a decision. Erman and Warren (2000) state that written discourse might 

consist of formulaic sequences by as much as 52.3%. This also applies to academic writing. 

Adequate knowledge of formulaic sequences therefore plays a vital role in overall language 

proficiency and academic achievement (Jones & Haywood, 2004). However, learning 

vocabulary in a second language (L2) is a complex process and formulaic sequences and 

multi-word units seem to take a longer time to acquire (Boers et al. 2014) and, according to 

Forsberg (2010), at times only advanced L2 learners display adequate knowledge of these 

structures. Verb-noun collocations (e.g. conduct research, draw a conclusion) seem to be 

particularly problematic (Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Barfield & Gyllstad, (ed.), 2009; Nesselhauf, 

2005). Wei also recognises that collocation is an important but undervalued aspect of 

productive vocabulary, as learners need to learn a wide variety of ways in which words 

collocate with each other (1999:1). 

 

Following the importance of collocations and their problematic nature, researchers have more 

recently focused their attention on the learning and more specifically, the explicit teaching of 
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collocations in ESL/EFL courses (Barfield, 2009; Boers et al. 2006, Webb & Kagimoto, 2009). 

Such scholars include Chan and Liou (2005), Boers et al. (2006), and Ab Manan, Jaganathan 

and Pandian (2014) to name but a few. Chan and Liou used five web-based exercises aimed 

at improving Chinese ESL learners’ use of verb-noun collocations and found that there was a 

significant increase (2005). Boers et al. (2006) compared the overall oral proficiency of a 

control group and experimental group after receiving explicit instruction on collocations, and 

the experimental group scored higher than the control group. Ab Manan et al. (2014) also used 

an experimental design to investigate the benefit of direct instruction of academic formulas 

(DIAF) in a group of students at a Malaysian university. The experimental group showed a 

significant improvement in the quality of their academic writing. While several studies have 

been done to determine the effects of explicitly teaching collocations, similar studies have not 

been attempted at universities in South Africa. However, studies at one South African university 

show that the problematic nature of collocations is evident. 

 

Studies at the North-West University focusing on productive vocabulary knowledge in 

academic writing suggest that first-year students reaching the 3000-word band, or even higher, 

still tend to fall short of expectations when it comes to productive knowledge of verb-noun 

collocations and that they are only able to master verb-noun collocations from the 2000-word 

band (Nizonkiza et al., 2013; Nizonkiza & Van Dyk, 2015). Nizonkiza and Van Dyk (2015) found 

that receptive knowledge is not problematic, while Nizonkiza et al. (2013) found that 

collocations in particular are problematic. Furthermore, research conducted at the North-West 

University using a productive collocation test and a vocabulary levels test, indicates that first-

year university students have a higher level of receptive vocabulary compared to their 

productive vocabulary in an academic context (Nizonkiza, 2016). Van Dyk et al. (2016) found 

that there is a strong correlation between the productive knowledge of collocations and 

academic literacy of first-year student taking an Academic Literacy course. The combined 

findings of these four studies suggest that it is imperative that students at the North-West 

University improve their productive knowledge of collocations to enhance their overall 

academic achievement. Thus, more explicit production-oriented teaching of verb-noun 

collocations could improve learners’ productive knowledge (Nizonkiza et al., 2013; Barfield, 

2009, Van Dyk et al., 2016). This may be done following one, or a combination of two main 

approaches to teaching collocations: the awareness-raising approach and the attention-

drawing approach (Nizonkiza, 2012). These two approaches are both based on Nation’s (2001) 

three psychological conditions for learning vocabulary: noticing, retrieving, and generation. 

Various studies have found that receptive vocabulary is often larger than productive vocabulary 

(Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Webb, 2008, among others). If this is the case, Laufer and Nation 
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(1995) suggest that it is necessary to implement instruction that would give learners the 

opportunity to put their vocabulary knowledge to productive use. According to Lee and Muncie, 

explicit target vocabulary instruction appears to scaffold learner writing, which is a central skill 

for success in academic achievement (2006:296). They also attribute an improvement in 

writing to the teacher's use of interactive elicitation of vocabulary and a writing frame, and 

specific instruction to learners to use target vocabulary. Zhong and Hirsh (2009) also found 

that students’ productive knowledge can be increased through productive classroom tasks. 

Based on the finding that the majority of Japanese English Foreign Language (EFL) learners 

focus on receptive rather than productive vocabulary learning, Al-Murthada (2014) concludes 

that it is crucial to expose learners to productive vocabulary learning strategies.  

 

This suggestion is in line with Nation (2001), who recommends that vocabulary learning 

programs should include an explicit, intentional learning component, as well as a component 

focused on maximising exposure to target vocabulary, in order to allow maximum engagement 

with the target vocabulary. Schmitt (2008) outlines Nation’s four suggested learning strands 

(meaning-focused input, meaning-focused output, language-focused learning, and fluency 

development) and suggests that this approach “gives balanced attention to learning new 

information about lexical items, and then provides for consolidation and enhancement of that 

knowledge” (p. 343).  

 

It has been established by Nizonkiza et al. (2013), Nizonkiza and Van Dyk (2015) and 

Nizonkiza (2016) that productive use of collocations are problematic at the North-West 

University’s Potchefstroom Campus. This study therefore aimed to investigate the extent to 

which controlled productive knowledge of verb–noun collocations could be improved by explicit 

awareness-raising teaching strategies for first-year students at the North-West University, 

enrolled for an ESL course aiming to improve their English language proficiency (ENLS 111). 

The purpose of the module is to develop students’ knowledge and understanding of the 

fundamentals of the English language and acquire the skills required to interpret and produce 

a text, such as an academic essay. The students taking ENLS 111 were therefore suitable 

participants for this study. The present study drew on Nation’s approach to introduce selected 

collocations to first-year ESL students, providing input and giving opportunity for productive 

use of relevant lexical items. The selection of collocations comprised all of the verb-noun 

collocations identified in the Academic Collocation List (ACL) developed by Ackermann and 

Chen (2013). To incorporate Nation’s (2001) proposed learning strands, a purposefully 

integrated blended learning approach was used for the explicit teaching instruction, specifically 

following the awareness-raising technique as outlined by Nizonkiza (2012).  
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Though South African-based studies have examined collocations (e.g. Nizonkiza et al. 2013; 

Nizonkiza & Ngwenya 2015), an intervention study specifically focusing on productive 

knowledge of verb-noun collocations is yet to be conducted in this context. Results of this study 

will be of comparative value within the international body of literature in this regard. In addition, 

the proposed methodology provides more defined insight into the productive knowledge of 

verb-noun collocations of first-year ESL students (at the North-West University) in terms of the 

strength and accuracy of the selected verb-noun collocations than what can be achieved by 

frequency counts alone. Furthermore, insight into the proposed productive oriented approach 

to teaching collocations (Nizonkiza, 2012) were gained and recommendations were made 

concerning the duration of intervention required or preferred in order to bring about a change 

in this type of knowledge; and awareness-raising techniques and tasks to be implemented for 

classroom practice to help improve learners’ ESL proficiency and academic writing. Finally, the 

study may also serve as basis for future research in continued tracking of students’ collocation 

use in ESL writing. 

 

1.2 Research goals 

 

In replicating international research, the primary aim of this study was to determine the extent 

to which ESL first-year university students’ controlled productive verb-noun collocation 

knowledge could be improved by means of explicit awareness-raising techniques targeting 

selected verb-noun collocations and maximising learner engagement with the target language.  

In order to reach the primary goal of the proposed study, the researcher attempted to answer 

the following sub-questions: 

1. What is the level of controlled productive verb-noun collocation proficiency of first-year 

ESL students at the North-West University? 

2. To what extent does intervention with explicit teaching of verb-noun collocations result 

in improving their mastery among first-year ESL students at the North-West University? 

This question is answered by determining whether 

a. there is any statistically significant difference between the results of the pre-test, 

post-test and delayed post-test of the experimental group. 
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1.3 Method of research 

 

1.3.1 Survey of scholarship 

Relevant literature on ESL proficiency, collocations, collexeme strength, vocabulary learning 

and teaching, the role of vocabulary in ESL writing skills, and measuring knowledge of 

collocations was reviewed. This included literature on vocabulary knowledge, defining 

collocations, measuring collocational strength, the current trends in vocabulary teaching, 

approaches to teaching collocations/vocabulary and the importance of accurately using verb-

noun collocations. Literature on language testing, the reliability of current tests and 

technological developments in measuring vocabulary use was also reviewed. 

 

1.3.2 Empirical research 

In this section the details of the methodology are discussed. This includes details on the data 

collection and analyses, participants of the study, the instrumentation utilised, as well as the 

procedure followed to obtain data for the present study. 

 

1.3.3 Research design 

The study followed quantitative design comprising a collostructional analysis and a two-group 

experimental design with a pre-test, two post-tests, and a delayed post-test. Data were 

collected from a non-randomized control group and experimental group, comprising 600 

participants in total in order to determine the extent to which the controlled productive 

knowledge of verb-noun collocations could be improved in first year English Second Language 

(ESL) students taking an English for Specific Purposes course (ENLS 111). For the purposes 

of the study, only quantitative data were collected to evaluate participants’ performance over a 

period of six weeks. Only quantitative data were collected to enable the researcher to 

statistically measure the performance of the participants, and accurately compare the 2017 

and 2018 cohorts. 

 

1.3.3.1 Data collection and analysis 

 

1.3.3.1.1 Participants 

The participants constituted two groups of first-year English second language university 

students enrolled for the ENLS 111 module, aiming to improve ESL proficiency, at the 

Potchefstroom Campus of the North-West University. The control group constituted the 2017 

cohort of students, and the experimental group constituted the 2018 cohort. The complete 

population, i.e. the whole group of ENLS 111 students for 2017 and 2018, were used for the 
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purpose of this study (n=624). Using a total population sampling technique allowed for deep 

insights and analytic generalisations. Relevant statistical tools were used to control for 

variance. The decision is discussed in detail and motivated in Chapter 4. 

 

1.3.3.1.2 Instrumentation 

A two-pronged approach was used to address the sub-questions. This called for different 

instruments, as discussed in detail in Chapter 4. First, a collostructional analysis was 

conducted. Second, a series of pre- and post-tests were administered. 

 

The collostructional analysis was conducted to answer research question 1. A collostructional 

analysis as designed by Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003) and Gries and Stefanowitsch (2004a; 

2004b) was employed to determine the strength of the verb-noun collocations selected from 

the ACL. This application is based on the Fischer exact test (Pedersen, 1996) and is useful for 

determining effect size in terms of the extent to which a construction is typically associated 

with a lexical item (Gilquin, 2010:195). For the purpose of this study, it was used to determine 

the strength between the verb-noun collocations selected from the Academic Collocation List 

(Ackermann & Chen, 2013) as used in ESL students’ writing. See section 4.3.1.1 for details on 

the processes followed to analyse the essays, and section 5.2.1 for an interpretation of the 

results. 

 

A series of tasks was used to track potential improvement of the controlled productive 

knowledge of ENLS 111 students over a period of six weeks. The tasks were administered on 

eFundi, an online platform used by the university, and on the same timeline in 2017 and 2018. 

Each task will have a time limit of one hour. The task series comprised a pre-test exercise (T1), 

four intermittent exercises (ti, tii, tiii and tiv), a post-test exercise (T2), a second post-test exercise 

(T3) and a delayed post-test exercise (T4). The post-test exercise was administered twice at 

three-week intervals, followed by the delayed post-test exercise which was administered early 

in the second semester (see Procedure for a timeline and 4.3.1.2 for a detailed discussion and 

motivation). 

 

These exercises were marked and served as part of general class participation only. During 

the six weeks the 2017 participants received no intervention, whereas the 2018 participants 

were exposed to explicit teaching and awareness-raising techniques as outlined by Nizonkiza 

(2012) to improve the participants’ use of verb-noun collocations. The extent of the 

intervention’s impact was then measured (see below) and conclusions were drawn concerning 
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the duration of impact needed; the success of the proposed teaching method; and implications 

for future teaching and course development. 

 

The format of the exercises, as based on Laufer and Nation’s Productive Levels Test (1999) 

which is still considered the closest instrument to a standardized vocabulary test available 

(Meara, 1996), comprised gap-filling and cloze tests. The item selection was based on the ACL 

by Ackermann and Chen (2013). The three main exercises (T1, T2, T3) had the same format, 

but different items were selected for each instance to control for student memory playing a role 

in taking the tests. Exercises (ti and tii) were administered intermittently during the intervention 

phase, aiming to collect continuous data for more careful tracking of potential improvement. 

The content of these tests varied slightly to reflect the variety of intervention techniques 

(discussed in detail in Phase 3, under Procedure).  

 

1.3.3.1.3 Procedure 

The procedure entailed three phases: the collostructional analysis, followed by the 

experimental phase and a final phase in which the final statistical calculations and comparisons 

were made. 

 

Phase 1 

Four collostructional analyses were done in order to determine the strength of the ACL verb-

noun collocations used by participants: two to determine the strength of the verb-noun 

collocations used in two essays of the 2017 cohort ESL students’ writing (unintervened); and 

two to determine the strength of the selected constructions as used in the 2018 cohort ESL 

learner writing. 

 

Collocations that measure very high in strength are typically conventionalised. For example, 

conduct research is more common and conventionalised than an expression such as make 

research. The strength of the selected verb-noun collocations in the ACL was measured to in 

participants’ essays to identify more and less conventional verb-noun collocations. The verb-

noun collocations that can be deemed highly conventional (i.e. collocate very strongly) in the 

ACL could be expected to be evident in a proficient ESL learners’ writing. The analyses were 

conducted to confirm whether participants have mastered the identified verb-noun collocations 

sufficiently.  If the strength of the same verb-noun collocations in the 2017 cohort writing 

compared well with the ACL list, the suggestion is that participants had actually mastered these 

collocations sufficiently, and in fact may not need additional instruction. This was not the case 

for the present study. The fourth analysis then served to confirm whether the explicit 
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intervention resulted in stronger verb-noun collocations of the selected items. An increase in 

strength of the selected verb-noun collocation from the 2017 to the 2018 cohort ESL student 

writing would suggest that the 2018 intervention was successful and support findings from 

literature cited. Results that compare well to that of the ACL list indicated mastery of the 

selected verb-noun collocations. These findings served to support that of the pre- and post-

tests, and informed recommendations for teaching practice. 

 

Phase 2 

This phase of the study consisted of two parts entailing the completion of the experimental 

procedure for the control group (2017) and for the test group (2018), followed by a third stage 

for data analysis. The timeline for the procedure was as follows:  

 

Table 1-1: Procedure timeline 

For both cohorts, the pre-test was administered in the first week following the university holiday 

in April to ensure a continuous period of at least 6 weeks before an examination period started. 

The procedure for each cohort is outlined below: 

 

2017 – Control Group procedure 

Data gathered during this phase served as benchmark against which to compare the effect of 

the planned interventions for the 2018 cohort. The 2017 control group procedure commenced 

in April 2017 and comprised only a series of formative tests. The pre-test (T1) for the control 

group was administered, intermittent tests ti and tii, the post-test administered twice (T2 and 

repeated T2), and the delayed post-test (T3) six weeks later. No intervention took place during 

this phase.  
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2018 - Experimental Group procedure 

This phase commenced in April 2018. The same outlined procedure was followed as in 2017, 

but with the inclusion of interventions I1 to I6. The tests were administered as in 2017 and 

according to the same timeline. 

The intervention took place over a six-week period from April to May. The purpose of the 

interventions was to introduce participants to the concept of collocations, and raise awareness 

of how collocations are used. This was achieved through explicit teaching of the selected verb-

noun collocations in class by the course lecturer, classroom activities and exercises as well as 

via the eFundi online platform available to students at the North-West University, to ensure 

optimal integration and engagement with the target language following a blended learning 

approach. The target vocabulary in each intervention was taken from the ACL as mentioned 

above. Details of the intervention phase are outlined in section 4.3.1.2. 

 

Phase 3: Statistical analysis and comparison of results 

 

The NWU Statistical Consultation Services informed the research design and process for this 

study, and provided support in conducting the relevant analyses for the study. 

 

Phase 1 analyses were conducted as described and the results will be used for supporting 

purposes here. 

 

The repeated post-test and use of intermittent exercises in addition to the pre-, post- and 

delayed post-test exercises served to increase the number of observation points to provide a 

clearer picture of any developmental pattern that may be evident between the pre-test – post-

test and post-test – delayed post-test phases. In this way reliability of the results was increased. 

In addition, it served to inform the duration required for the intervention, i.e. comparing the 

extent of development after three weeks’ intervention, and after six weeks’ intervention. 

 

In terms of analyses, variance within participants as people, as well as variance between the 

tests needed to be controlled. Hierarchical Linear Measures (HLM) Hancock & Mueller, 2010; 

Woltman et al., 2012) was applied to control for variance in the groups, with person 

dependence as the primary unit of analysis. This analysis allows for missing data and is useful 

in applications to the full survey group to ensure the intragroup and intergroup comparability. 

Woltman et al. (2012:53) explain: “HLM simultaneously investigates relationships within and 

between hierarchical levels of grouped data, thereby making it more efficient at accounting for 

variance among variables at different levels than other existing analyses”. As it was anticipated 
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for this study that the independent variable would impact the dependent variable, the effect 

size of the treatment was determined by means of Cohen’s D value (Cohen, 1988; Sink & 

Mvududu, 2010), based on the HLM averages and variance.  

 

The results for the three collostructional analyses (Phase 1) were considered in comparison to 

the results of the experimental procedure (Phase 2) in order to inform final conclusions and 

recommendations. 

 

1.4 Ethical concerns 

 

Ethical clearance was sought from the Ethical Commission at the North-West University. 

Ethical clearance was granted and the ethics number received is NWU-00592-17-S8. As this 

was an experimental study, the aim was to bring about a change in participants’ knowledge. 

Ethical implications could therefore arise and precautionary measures were taken to address 

potential issues.  

 

Participant identities remained anonymous and a coding system was used for identification 

purposes. Data was only included for those participants who had given signed consent (see 

Annexure A for the consent form that participants received). No negative impact was expected 

or incurred as the aim was to improve participants’ knowledge of controlled productive verb-

noun collocations. Furthermore, the tests were administered as class exercises and 

contributed to class participation only and did not influence semester marks. However, this 

point was not stressed to participants to ensure they take the tasks seriously, as per normal 

classroom and homework activities. In addition, all participants within respective cohorts were 

treated equally: none of the 2017 participants received the treatment, while all the 2018 

participants did, regardless of whether they have signed consent or not. Using participants 

from two year-groups provided an alternative to the problematic design of exposing one part 

of a group, or some classes in one year-group to an intervention, while withholding the 

intervention from others. Adding, revising, or removing teaching activities from one year-group 

to the next is common practice and may occur to varying degrees from one year to the next. 

Such changes could for example result from different lecturers teaching the module, selecting 

a different prescribed text, the content being revised to suit students’ needs more closely, or 

because the course is being recurricuralised.    

 

1.5 Programme of Study 
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Following Chapter 1, Chapter 2 consists of an in-depth literature review detailing the types and 

role of vocabulary knowledge in ESL proficiency and academic success, and the concept of 

collocations, collocations as part of vocabulary knowledge and its role in ESL proficiency. The 

main purpose of Chapter 2 is to conceptualise the nature of vocabulary knowledge and 

collocational knowledge, in order to inform a working definition of collocations and theoretical 

approach taken in this study. This chapter further explores the importance of form-meaning 

mapping in collocational knowledge. Chapter 3 focuses on various teaching approaches and 

techniques relevant to learning and teaching vocabulary and collocations, including explicit and 

implicit teaching, productive vs receptive oriented approaches, the four learning strands 

(Nation, 2001), and specific approaches to teaching collocations. Chapter 3 further aims to 

determine which collocations are important in ESL teaching. Chapter 4 provides an overview 

of the research design and the empirical procedures followed. In this chapter, collostructional 

analyses will be considered in detail, as well as experimental design. Chapter 5 consists of a 

discussion of the empirical findings. The conclusion and recommendations for further research 

follow in Chapter 6.  
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CHAPTER TWO: CONCEPTUALISING COLLOCATIONAL 

KNOWLEDGE 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Vocabulary has long been recognised as one of the essential building blocks of language 

learning (Boers, 2020; Horiba, 2012; Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013; Nation, 2001; Nizonkiza & 

Van den Berg, 2014), and it has been established that vocabulary is of particular importance 

when it comes to academic success (Gardner, 2013; Scheepers, 2018), and overall language 

proficiency (Iwashita et al. 2008; Meara & Buxton, 1987; Meara, 1996; Nation 1990; Nation & 

Beglar, 2007; Schmitt et al., 2011; Staehr, 2009) in both a first (L1) and second language (L2). 

Horiba (2012), in a comparative study between Chinese- and Korean-speaking L2 learners 

and L1 speakers of Japanese, noted that text comprehension was poorer in learners with 

lower-level vocabulary knowledge, and that learners “who have richer word knowledge are 

more likely to encounter more familiar words in a text” (p.108).  

 

Vocabulary is not only essential, it is also complex in that it contains lexical units that consist 

of two words or more (McCarthy, 1990:6), i.e., meaning is not necessarily confined to a single 

word. Research has firmly established that vocabulary plays a crucial role in both receptive 

(reading and listening) and productive (speaking and writing) skills. Several studies have 

shown that learners who are able to use complex vocabulary, particularly multiword items, tend 

to come across as being more proficient and are closer to reaching native-like proficiency, both 

in speaking tasks (Boers et al., 2006; Stengers et al., 2011; Boers et al., 2014) and writing 

tasks (e.g., Crowther et al., 2002; Dai & Ding, 2010).  

 

One aspect of vocabulary knowledge that has received much attention over the last two 

decades, is formulaic language. This came as a result of the work of Pawley and Syder (1983), 

Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992), and Lewis (1993), who emphasise the importance of formulaic 

sequences. Based on the evidence above, it seems that researchers are in agreement about 

the benefits for L2 and FL learners to acquire "considerable numbers of multiword items" 

(Boers, 2021:143; Hatami, 2015), emphasising its status as "fundamental to the way language 

is used, processed and acquired in both the L1 and L2" (Martinez & Schmidt, 2015: 299). 

Formulaic language is thus central to communicative competence (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 

2004; Wray, 2002). According to Nation (2001:317-318), mastering language chunks in relation 

to fluency shows the benefits of focussing on formulaic language in L2 teaching.  
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However, language learners seem to have difficulty, especially in acquiring multiword units, 

collocations, lexical bundles, and idioms (Abel, 2003; Irujo, 1986; Kecskés, 2000). Hill (2000) 

also indicates that most students lack competence in the use of collocations, despite their value 

(p.50). Recently, Nguyen and Webb (2016:331) confirmed this, reporting that Vietnamese 

learners knew about 33% of the targeted figurative collocation meaning, despite having a 

relatively high language proficiency in English. That is because vocabulary is a complex 

phenomenon and it is difficult to develop a sense of feeling for multiword units (Martinez et al., 

2015). As a result, many scholars consider teaching collocations as an integral part of teaching 

vocabulary (e.g., Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Basal, 2019; Boers & Lindstromberg, 2012; Chen, 

2011; Nesselhauf, 2003). Scheepers (2017:109) also indicates that undergraduate students at 

a South African university have difficulty with high-frequency verb-noun collocations.  

 

Attempts to support students in building their vocabulary adequately and appropriately through 

formal instruction must be informed by a clear definition of vocabulary. Likewise, having an 

adequate definition of what vocabulary knowledge entails, and understanding what to count 

when counting multiword items (MWI), is crucial in order to accurately determine a learner’s 

level of proficiency. However, defining vocabulary knowledge and, by extension, MWI, can be 

challenging, since such definitions depend greatly on what words or multiword items are 

understood to be, as well as what exactly is meant by knowing a word. The results of a study 

such as the present one also depend on how the object of interest – i.e., vocabulary and 

collocations in particular – is defined and assessed for the purpose of that particular study. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the notion of vocabulary knowledge and MWI in order 

to present a working definition to inform the present study. The chapter is divided into three 

main sections. Section one provides a discussion of the nature of vocabulary knowledge and 

the dimensions of knowing a word, and distinguishing vocabulary size and depth (deep-word 

knowledge). Receptive and productive knowledge are also explored in relation to vocabulary 

size and depth. Various definitions of vocabulary knowledge are taken into consideration in 

order to conceptualise vocabulary knowledge. Section two aims to define collocations and 

collocational knowledge, and investigates the importance of collocations as part of vocabulary 

knowledge and in English Second Language (ESL) teaching. Section three explores the 

concept of the mental lexicon and form-meaning mapping in relation to vocabulary and 

collocational knowledge in order to inform a clear definition for the purpose of the present study 

and its methodology. 
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2.2 What is a word? 

 

Before the concept of word knowledge can be defined, the following question must be 

answered: What exactly is a word? 

Words are defined on different levels. They can be defined as tokens (items) or types. Tokens 

amount each word in a text, and repeated words are counted each time they are used (Biber 

et al, 2002; Schmitt, 2000). For example, the sentence The children are playing on the 

playground, contains seven tokens (items), because there are seven individual words. 

Counting tokens enables language teachers and researchers to determine the number of 

words in a text. Words can also be defined as types. Here the focus is on the number of 

different words, and repeated words are counted only once. For example, the sentence The 

children are playing on the playground contains six types of words, and ‘the’ is only counted 

once. However, there is not always consensus on what constitutes a different word type 

(Treffers-Daller et al., 2016:306) and this poses a challenge when it comes to determining the 

size of a learner’s vocabulary. The crucial question to ask in this instance is whether words 

such as play and playing would fall into the same category. In other words, do derivatives and 

inflections of words count as items related to the same word or different types of words.  

 

There have been many developments in this particular area of research over the last few 

decades. Research shows that morphological knowledge is crucial for developing learners. 

Nagy et al. (1991), for example, found that knowledge of morphological structures, specifically 

derivational affixes, still develop into readers’ teenage years (p.15). Several researchers 

(Engber, 1995; Laufer, 1991; Jarvis, 2002) include inflected forms of a word as a tokens of the 

same type. Others (Durán et al., 2004) adopt the same view, but exclude fused forms such as 

fell (past tense of fall) as separate types. Durán et al. (2004) exclude fused forms because they 

do not add to lexical diversity. In contrast, Yu (2010) considers all inflected forms as different 

types, while Laufer and Nation (1995) include all inflected and derivational forms of a word as 

a word family unit up to Level 3 of Bauer and Nation’s (1993:254) scale (including affixes such 

as -able, -er, -ish, -less, -ly, -ness, -th, -y, non-, and un-). Table 2.1 below provides a brief 

overview of Bauer and Nation’s (1993) word families scale. Level 1 is not included, since “every 

different form is counted as a different word, so develop, develops, etc. are all different words 

at Level 1” (Bauer & Nation, 1995:254, authors’ italics). 
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Word families 

2 

develop 
develops 
developed 
developing 
 

wood 
wood’s 
woods 
wooded 
 

bright 
brighter 
brightest 

3 

developable 
undevelopable 
developer(s) 
undeveloped 
 

woody 
woodiest 
woodier 
woodiness 

brightly 
brightish 
brightness 

4 

development(s) 
developmental 
developmentally 
 

  

5 

development-wise 
semi-developed 
anti-development 
 

wooden 
 

brighten 
 

6 
redevelop 
predevelopment 
 

anti-wood 
 

 

Table 2-1: Additions to a word family at different levels of inflection and affixation (Bauer & 

Nation, 1995:254) 

 

While establishing the number of tokens and types a learner is able to distinguish can give an 

indication of variation in L2 learners’ vocabulary, such counts provide little evidence of the 

extent or depth of a learner’s vocabulary knowledge (Schmitt, 2001:2). 

 

In order to determine learner vocabulary proficiency, word families are taken into consideration. 

Word families include a base word (or root) and all its inflections, and its most common 

derivatives, which means that, although words have “different orthographic (written) shapes, 

they are closely related in meaning” because they have the same root (Schmitt, 2001:2). 

Schmitt (Ibid.) uses the following example to illustrate:  

 

Walked, walking and walks are inflections of the root word walk. However, if the affixes 
change the word class of a stem, the result is derivative. Thus stimulative (adjective) and 
stimulation (noun) are derivates of stimulate (verb). 

 

Word families then consist of words that are similar in meaning, with derivatives belonging to 

different classes of lexical words. It is important to note that different words can only be 

included in a word family if they have the same base form. For example, words such as 

spectate and special are not related because spec is not a root word, but special and specialise 

form part of the same family, just as spectate and spectator do. Should a learner know the 
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word family of a certain number of words, it provides a more accurate indication of that learner’s 

knowledge of vocabulary. Bauer and Nation (1993:253) suggest that,  

 

the important principle behind the idea of a word family is that once the base word or 
even a derived word is known, the recognition of other members of the family requires 
little or no extra effort. 

 

Having discussed the types of words a learner can know, the next question is whether knowing 

a word entails either: a) a learner simply passively recognises a word and the meanings 

associated with it, or b) a learner being able to actively use that word and all, or at least most, 

of its associated meanings. The following section considers the notion of receptive and 

productive knowledge in relation to vocabulary size and depth. 

 

2.3 Vocabulary knowledge 

 

Lexical competence is multidimensional (Larsen-Freeman, 2007; Read, 2004), and – due to 

the complexity of vocabulary acquisition, learning, and development – several definitions have 

been put forward in an attempt to define what exactly vocabulary knowledge entails. Nation 

(2013) recognises that “words are not isolated units of the language, but fit into many related 

systems and levels” and therefore “there are many degrees of knowing” a word (p.44).  

 

This idea has its roots in the theory that vocabulary knowledge can be separated into two 

dimensions, namely breadth and depth. Breadth of knowledge relates to the size of a learner’s 

vocabulary and is concerned with how many words a learner knows, while depth (or deep-

word knowledge) refers to how well a learner knows a word (Anderson & Freebody, 1981:20). 

Vocabulary size and depth are closely related, as there is a causal relationship between how 

many words a learner knows and the quality of language they are able to produce. Depth, 

however, is more dependent on breadth and a learner may recognise or understand many 

words receptively, but remain unable to produce them accurately and appropriately. Receptive 

vocabulary knowledge precedes productive vocabulary knowledge (Nation, 2013), and 

receptive learning and use are considered to be easier than productive learning and use (Ellis 

& Beaton, 1993; Nation, 2013). Results from studies measuring receptive vocabulary 

knowledge therefore cannot be assumed to be indicative of productive vocabulary knowledge 

(Siyanova-Chanturia, 2017:292-293). 
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2.3.1 Receptive vs productive vocabulary knowledge 

 

Receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge are defined in terms of what are considered 

receptive and productive language skills (Nation, 2001; Palmer, 1921). Reading and listening 

are categorised as receptive skills where a learner uses a passive vocabulary in order to 

comprehend language input, whereas writing and speaking require active use of language in 

order to produce output (Laufer, 1998a; Meara, 1990a; Palmer, 1921) – hence the term 

productive knowledge. According to Nation (2001:24-25), receptive vocabulary use involves 

“perceiving the form of a word while listening and reading and retrieving its meaning,” whereas 

productive vocabulary use “involves wanting to express meaning through speaking and writing, 

and retrieving and producing the appropriate written or spoken form”. Productive knowledge 

can further be divided into two types: controlled and free. Laufer and Nation (1999) define 

controlled productive knowledge as “the ability to use a word when compelled to do so by a 

teacher or researcher, whether in an unconstrained context such as a sentence-writing task, 

or in a constrained context such as a fill-in task where a sentence context is provided, and the 

missing target word has to be supplied” (p.37). Free productive knowledge is defined as “the 

ability to use a word at one’s free will” (Ibid.).  

 

It is important to note that several terms have been used to refer to receptive and productive 

knowledge (cf. Meara, 1990a; Corson, 1995; and Lee & Muncie, 2006). Meara (1990a) 

distinguishes active and passive vocabulary in terms of word association. For Meara (1990a) 

words are connected in networks of association: passive vocabulary “consists of items which 

respond only to external stimuli; active vocabulary does not require an external stimulus, but 

can be activated by other words” (p. 153). Meara (1992:69) further argues that, because of 

these associations, L1 and L2 should view vocabulary as a structure, instead of a collection of 

individual words. While there is certainly merit to Meara’s (1990a, 1992) arguments, Nation 

(2001:47; 2013:38) criticises this view, stating that “language use is not only associationally 

driven, but, more basically, is meaning driven.” He argues that “being able to actively name an 

object using a second language (L2) word can be externally stimulated by seeing the object 

without necessarily arousing links to other L2 words” (Ibid.). 

 

Corson (1995) also refers to passive and active knowledge. However, Nation (2013:38) argues 

that Corson’s (1995) view of vocabulary knowledge is determined by use, and not by degree. 

For Corson (1995: 44-45), passive vocabulary includes active vocabulary as well as three other 

types of vocabulary: words that are only partly known, low-frequency words that are not readily 

available for use, and words that are avoided. According to Corson (1995), then, a speaker of 
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a language might have knowledge of words that they do not use, because there is no 

motivation to. For example, a speaker might know the meaning of a curse word while at the 

same time choosing not to use it. 

 

Each of the views discussed above have different implications for both vocabulary teaching 

and testing. While vocabulary teaching and testing are discussed in detail in Chapter 3, it is 

important to note at this stage that the distinction between receptive and productive knowledge 

(as well as free and controlled productive knowledge) is crucial when measuring a learner’s 

vocabulary knowledge.  

 

Receptive and productive knowledge are not only measured differently (Lee & Muncie, 2006), 

but results also have different implications in terms of what can be said about a learner’s 

comprehension and use of a word. For example, in the event that a vocabulary test (whether 

it be to assess receptive or productive knowledge) has an item that is considered a curse word, 

a learner might opt not to answer the question (Corson, 1995). The results would then indicate 

that the learner does not know the word, except if they explicitly indicate that they did not want 

to provide an answer. Meara’s (1990a; 1992) word association view also poses challenges in 

terms of testing. Meara and Fitzpatrick’s (1999) Lex30 test, for example, is used to assess free 

productive vocabulary knowledge by assessing whether test-takers are able to produce words 

that are associated with the test item. While this test is also discussed in more detail in Chapter 

3, it is necessary to mention the effect that Meara’s (1990a; 1992) shortcomings might have 

on results here. Target items’ associations are pre-selected and might not include all possible 

associations of each item. For example, the word baggage will have different associations in 

different contexts, and importantly, for different test-takers. One person might associate travel 

with baggage, while another might think of emotional issues.  

 

For the purpose of the present study, Nation’s (2001; 2013) view of vocabulary knowledge is 

adopted, since this view – like Meara’s (1990a; 1992) – takes into account that “words are not 

isolated units of the language, but fit into many related systems and levels” (Nation 2013:44). 

It also asserts that “there are many degrees of knowing” a word (Ibid.) and that knowledge of 

a word is not only determined by whether a learner uses a word, but whether or not a learner 

knows the meaning of a word. In order to further explore this view, it is necessary to define 

vocabulary size and depth as they are linked to receptive and productive knowledge. The 

following two sections explore these terms in order to conceptualise vocabulary knowledge. 
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2.3.2 Vocabulary size 

 

Research on vocabulary size dates back to the 1920s with authors such as Thorndike (1924, 

cited in Nation, 2013:528), and Seashore and Eckerson (1940) emphasising the importance of 

vocabulary size for understanding written texts. While vocabulary size has been used to 

accurately predict L2 learners’ proficiency levels and academic performance in South Africa 

(Nizonkiza et al., 2013; Scheepers, 2016) and abroad (Meara & Buxton, 1987; Meara, 1996; 

Nation 1990; Nation & Beglar, 2007), there is no consensus on how large a vocabulary is 

sufficient to enable learners to communicate effectively, because there is no consensus on the 

size of the English lexicon is (e.g. Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Goulden et al., 1990).  

 

In addition, while it might be useful to determine the number of words in a language, words do 

not function in single units or in isolation. Goulden et al. (1990) found that Webster’s Third New 

International Dictionary (1963) contained 54 000 word families, excluding proper names and 

alternative spellings. It is unlikely that native speakers know all these word families, and so 

ESL learners cannot be expected to learn the entire English vocabulary (Schmitt, 2001). The 

question is: How many words should a proficient learner know to be considered proficient? 

 

Laufer (1997) established that the threshold for minimum comprehension when reading a text 

is knowledge of 95% of the words in that text. This translates to approximately 3 000 word 

families. However, more recent research indicates an even higher threshold for sufficient 

comprehension at 98-99% (Hu & Nation, 2000). This percentage amounts to 8 000 to 9 000 

word families (Nation, 2006).  

 

While an adequate vocabulary size is necessary for receptive tasks, productive tasks require 

deep -word knowledge as learners are required to not only understand language input, but also 

to provide comprehensible output. This requires a learner to fully know a word family and to be 

able to use each word in a word family accurately within different contexts. This entails 

accurately using words that frequently co-occur with items in a word family. For example, a 

learner should possess knowledge of collocates that occur with each word. The word run, for 

example, collocates in the following ways: run to, run into, run in. In the first instance, you run 

to someone for help. The second example could be used to indicate that you’ve run into trouble 

or that you’ve run into someone, i.e., went to a place and saw a person you know there by 

chance. Here, it is also important to distinguish between the negative and positive connotations 

that run into has in different contexts. The last example could be used to say that something is 

common in a particular situation, for example, red hair runs in my family.  
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Seashore and Eckerson (1940) argue that a learner’s vocabulary size is dependent on 

individual learner differences, which, according to Anderson and Freebody (1981:82-84), could 

include general knowledge and mental aptitude. Anderson and Freebody (ibid.) distinguish 

three views that attempt to explain the causal relationship between vocabulary size and 

language use. These ideas include the instrumentalist view, the aptitude view, and the 

knowledge view.  

 

The instrumentalist view assumes that good vocabulary knowledge enables good reading 

comprehension. The aptitude view states that a learner’s mental abilities would affect all areas 

of learning, and therefore also the size of their vocabulary because they are able to learn vast 

quantities of words. The knowledge view states that word knowledge plays a crucial part in 

vocabulary size. An example would be if a learner has knowledge of aviation, it would be easier 

for that learner to learn new words within a context where aviation is discussed. Mezynski 

(1983:255) later suggests that all three of these views must be combined to enable a learner 

to use language effectively. This is known as the access view. Mezynski (1983) argues that 

language skill is dependent on how easily a learner can access known vocabulary, and so 

language fluency is taken into account for the first time. This fluency of use could be linked to 

vocabulary size, but more importantly, with deep-word knowledge. If a learner knows a word 

such as tolerate, but does not know its derivatives tolerable and tolerant, the learner has limited 

knowledge of the levels on which tolerate can function and thus would not be able to use, 

and/or potentially understand the derivatives. In order to assess whether a learner knows a 

word, they should be able to use it to communicate optimally within various contexts. This 

requires deep-word knowledge. The following section is devoted to exploring this concept in 

detail. 

 

3.2.3 Deep-word knowledge 

 

As discussed in the previous section, the number of words a learner knows could give an 

indication of receptive vocabulary knowledge, but it does not give any indication of the level of 

that knowledge. Hulstijn (2002:12) distinguishes lower- and higher-order language knowledge, 

arguing that lexical units represent stable form-meaning mapping, combining lower-order 

formal representations with higher-order cognitive representations. Thus, knowing a word is 

central to communicating complex concepts in various contexts. It is here where deep-word 

knowledge is essential, and how it is defined is fundamental to an understanding of overall 

linguistic development in L1 and L2 (Elgort & Nation, 2011:89). Nation (1990) identifies several 
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types of word knowledge that could indicate that a learner knows a word on different levels. 

These types include meanings of words, the written form of a word, the spoken form of a word, 

the grammatical behaviour of a word, collocations of the word, the register, associations, and 

frequency of a word. For example, a learner should know which verb tense is the correct one 

to use within a given context (grammatical behaviour). A learner should also know which words 

are not appropriate in a certain situation that requires a more formal register, for example, the 

difference between the words give and provide. These types can further be divided into three 

different categories, namely form, meaning, and use, depending on whether a word is 

understood receptively or used productively (Nation, 2013:48). See Table 2.2 (Nation, 

2013:49), which illustrates the different types of word knowledge related to vocabulary depth. 

 

The form of a word has to do with the way in which a word is written or pronounced. In terms 

of receptive skills, this would mean that a learner can recognise the word form in written or 

spoken input. Using word forms accurately on a productive level would mean that a learner 

knows how to spell and pronounce a word in order to produce comprehensible output. It is also 

here where knowledge of word families is important. For example, a learner should know the 

difference between the words tolerant and tolerable in order to communicate meaning 

accurately and appropriately in context. Should a learner not fully know the difference between 

those two words, communication could be hindered, or the learner could be misinterpreted. 

For example: 

1. The boy is naughty, but tolerable means that even though the boy is naughty, his 

behaviour can be endured. 

2. The boy is tolerant means that the boy is able to endure or accept something he might 

not agree with.  

 

In terms of meaning, learners should be able to understand the input they might receive in 

written or spoken form, and infer from the context of the input which meanings are associated 

with a word and which are not, in that communicative context. A learner should then also be 

able to use that word within different contexts to convey various meanings that might be 

associated with that word. For example, should a word be a homograph of another (a word 

that is spelt the same, but pronounced differently and has another meaning), a learner should 

be able to discern which meaning to associate with a word based on the context. An example 

of such a word would be bass, which could mean a freshwater fish or a low-pitched sound, and 

the meaning would depend on the context and pronunciation. 
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Form 

spoken 

R What does the word sound like? 

P How is the word pronounced? 

written 

R What does the word look like? 

P How is the word written and spelled? 

word parts 

R What parts are recognisable in this word? 

P What word parts are needed to express meaning? 

Meaning 

form and 
meaning 

R What meaning does this word form signal? 

P What word form can be used to express this meaning? 

concepts and 
referents 

R What is included in the concept? 

P What items can the concept refer to? 

associations 

R What other words does this word make us think of? 

P What other words could be used instead of this one? 

Use 

grammatical 
functions 

R In what patterns does the word occur? 

P In what patterns must we use this word? 

collocations 

R What words or type of words occur with this one? 

P What words or type of words must we use with this one? 

constraints 
on use 

R Where, when and how often would we meet this word? 

P Where, when and how often can we use this word? 

Table 2-2: What is involved in knowing a word? (Nation, 2013:49) 

The word referring to a freshwater fish is pronounced /bas/, while the one referring to a low-

pitched sound is pronounced /beɪs/. If a learner truly knows the meaning of a word, they could 

also be expected to produce synonyms and antonyms for that word without difficulty, or refer 

to it collectively, as in the following examples: 

i. The bass seemed to like the new bait. Fish were pulling at the rods all along the 

riverbed. 

ii. While he strummed the bass, she was hitting the top notes like an expert soprano. 

iii.  Ha! Slapping, the ketchup of the bass world!  (Randy Jackson) 
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iv. Johnny played guitar; Jenny played bass (Pop goes the World by Men Without 

Hats) 

 

In i, bass is a type of fish, and the substitution of the word fish for bass is clear. In ii, bass refers 

to a musician playing bass guitar which is signalled by the word strummed, while a female 

musician is singing in a high voice. Bass and soprano are juxtaposed, but they are not used 

as direct opposites, because the meaning in context is different. Example iii is another 

reference to musical bass, but in this case, bass does not necessarily refer to a bass guitar, 

but rather to the bass music line, which could also be interpreted by drums, a bass violin or 

bass clarinet. In example iv, we have two guitar players distinguished by the reference to guitar 

and bass. 

 

Usage of a word concerns a deeper level of understanding, as a learner should know which 

words can co-occur with certain vocabulary items, for example, knowing that they should say 

make a decision and not do a decision. In order to master this level of word knowledge, a 

learner must know the grammatical functions a word can serve, as well as grammatical 

constraints of using it. Consider for instance: 

 

v.  A decision has to be made. 

vi.  They have to make a decision. 

vii.  A decision he must make. 

viii.  She a decision must make. 

 

Both v and vi are grammatical and commonly used, while vii is also grammatically correct, 

though used mainly for emphasis. However, viii is ungrammatical, though apparently not that 

much different to iii, apart from the position of the sentence subject in relation to object and 

verb. 

 

Form, meaning, and use have been associated with what Nation (1990, 2001) respectively 

calls precise word knowledge, comprehensive word knowledge, and network word knowledge. 

For the purposes of this study, it is argued that vocabulary knowledge would develop from 

precise to comprehensive knowledge, until finally reaching network word knowledge. These 

assumptions posited by Nation (1990, 2001) follow from proposals by Richards (1976), 

Anderson and Freebody (1981) and Mezynski (1983). 
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For example, Richards (1976:83) suggests eight assumptions that cover various aspects 

of what knowing a word entails. These relate to Nation’s (2013:49) categories. These 

assumptions are: 

1. Native speakers’ vocabulary knowledge continues to expand throughout their adult 

life (as opposed to grammatical competence which is relatively stable); 

Furthermore, a learner should know: 

2. the probability of encountering a word/lexical item in speech or print; 

3. the limitations on the use of a word; 

4. the syntactic behaviour of a word; 

5. the underlying form of a word and its possible derivations; 

6. the network of associations between a word and other words in the language; 

7. the semantic value of a word; 

8. the various meanings associated with a word. 

 

While Richards’ (1976) and Nation’s (1990, 2001) assumptions have formed the cornerstones 

of how vocabulary knowledge is defined, some researchers have critiqued the role these 

assumptions have played in defining vocabulary knowledge (cf. Meara, 1996a; Henriksen, 

1999).  

 

An important point of criticism offered by Meara (1996a), Henriksen (1999), and Meara and 

Wolter (2004) is that, while these aspects provide a general description of what lexical 

competence entails, the grouping of knowledge components and learning processes is 

random, which indicates the need to “discuss the nature of and interrelationships among 

various aspects of lexical competence and learning and production processes” in order to 

develop “a unified theoretical construct of lexical competence and a model of vocabulary 

development” that aims to be more precise and standardised (Henriksen, 1999:304). 

Furthermore, Meara (1996a:46) notes that Richards’ (1976:83) assumptions serve as a useful 

checklist to determine what it means to know a word, but it is difficult to practically test each 

item on the list when dealing with a large lexicon. These assumptions relate to features of 

individual words only, and can therefore not be used to make assumptions regarding a person’s 

entire vocabulary when assessing vocabulary knowledge.  

 

In this regard, Meara (1996a:46) recognises Nation’s list as an improvement on Richards'. 

Nation's (1990, 2001) list extends Richards' assumptions in that it considers how each item is 

related to receptive and productive knowledge. However, what seems to be lacking is guidance 

toward operationalising the construct of vocabulary knowledge. No model is presented, for 
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example, to show how the features relate to one another or how they interrelate across a 

lexicon network (see Meara, 1996a:47, as discussed below). 

 

Nation’s (1990; 2001) approach still leaves much to be desired in terms of the process of 

learning a word, and this makes determining when word knowledge develops from receptive 

to productive knowledge challenging. It is also problematic when it comes to testing vocabulary 

knowledge. Meara and Wolter (2004:86-87) point out that the notions put forward by Richards 

(1976) and, subsequently, by Nation (1990; 2001; 2013) do not account for vocabulary 

development. Using the items on Richards’ (1976:83) list and Nation’s (1990; 2001, and later 

2013:49) table, does not allow for many test items, and therefore limits the results one can 

obtain. It is therefore necessary to not only be concerned with the different types of word 

knowledge to determine when a word is known, but also with the quality of that knowledge in 

terms of associations between words.  

 

In order to test this quality, Meara (1996a), Meara and Fitzpatrick (1999), and Meara and 

Wolter (2004) propose determining how a learner’s vocabulary is structured or organised in 

terms of how one word might be associated with other words. Meara states that there is a need 

for a “characteristic that is able to distinguish between someone who has a large vocabulary 

because they have just learned a long list of words, and someone whose vocabulary is more 

structured than that” (Meara, 1996a:46-7). This is related to Richards’ (1976:83) idea of 

network associations between an individual word and other words in a language, but Meara 

(1996a:47) suggests developing a model of exactly how “words are associated [and] the 

properties of the networks that these associations form”. That would involve placing a word at 

the centre of a “complex web of associations for native English speakers, some paradigmatic, 

some syntagmatic, some situational, some emotional, but all of them contributing in different 

ways to the meaning” of that word (Ibid.). 

 

Following Meara’s (1996) distinction between vocabulary size and organisation, Henriksen 

(1999) develops a more comprehensive definition that takes into account the complexity of 

language learning, especially learning lexical items. Henriksen (1999) argues for a third 

dimension of vocabulary knowledge, namely the receptive-productive continuum. According to 

Henriksen (1999), receptive vocabulary knowledge can be defined as the kind of knowledge a 

learner needs to understand input in the form of reading or listening, while learners need 

productive vocabulary knowledge in order to produce comprehensible output when speaking 

or writing. Henriksen (1999:304) proposes three dimensions of vocabulary knowledge: (a) 

partial-precise knowledge, (b) depth of knowledge, and (c) a receptive-productive dimension. 
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The partial-precise dimension is related to vocabulary size as defined by Meara (1996a) and 

Nation (1990). The second dimension, depth of knowledge, generally refers to Read’s (1993) 

notion of “quality of the learner’s vocabulary knowledge". As mentioned, vocabulary knowledge 

is multi-faceted and multidimensional. Henriksen (1999) expands on this idea by distinguishing 

paradigmatic, syntagmatic, and analytic relations of a word. Paradigmatic relations refer to 

synonyms and related meanings of a word, while syntagmatic relations refer to collocations of 

a given word, and are related to Nation’s (1990, 2001, 2013) idea of comprehensive word 

knowledge. An example of a syntagmatic relation is knowing the combination make a decision 

instead of saying do a decision. Syntagmatic relations are the focus of this study. 

 

 

 

 

Henriksen’s (1999) view is supported by more recent research. Jiang suggests that knowing 

an L2 word includes knowing “semantic differences from its L1 translation and other 

semantically related L2 words” (2004:427). Both Jiang (2004) and Hulstijn (2002) suggest that 

lexical knowledge goes beyond merely knowing how a word changes form in different contexts; 

knowing a word can be conceptualised as having pragmatic knowledge and sociocultural 

competence. Erman, Lundell and Lewis (2016:111-112) emphasise that high levels of 

language proficiency are closely linked with high levels of idiomaticity: "Being highly proficient 

in a language means not only knowing how to combine words according to their selectional 

and morpho-syntactic restrictions but also knowing what linguistic expressions in what 

situations and contexts" (2016:111). This has been found to be the case in several studies (see 

Columbus, 2010; Ellis et al., 2008).  

 

Thus, knowing a word entails placing a word within a broader context of society and knowledge 

of the world, human attitudes, beliefs and their social behaviour in a given language community 

(Elgort & Nation, 2011:91). Sinclair (2004:173) notes that learners should be able to make 

connotational connections between lexical items, for example, the verb cause often occurs in 

Figure 2-1: The lexical space: dimensions of word knowledge and ability (Daller et al., 2007:7) 
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a negative context, such as cause an accident. He refers to this as semantic prosody. Daller 

et al. (2007:7) also emphasise the importance of viewing a learner’s vocabulary knowledge as 

a three-dimensional lexical space, recognising different aspects of knowing a word as 

presented in Figure 2.1. 

 

The horizontal axis represents lexical breadth, or vocabulary size, to indicate how many words 

a learner knows, regardless of how well they know them. This is associated with receptive 

knowledge, and relates to form and meaning as introduced by Nation (2001). The vertical axis 

is concerned with lexical depth and resembles how much a learner knows about a word, 

including comprehensive and network word knowledge. Lexical depth would then include 

associations, grammatical functions, collocations and limitations to how a word can be used 

(Nation, 2001; Richards, 1976). The horizontal and vertical axes each represent elements of 

traditional assumptions about vocabulary knowledge.  

 

However, the final axis represents fluency, indicating “how readily and automatically a learner 

is able to use the words they know and the information they have on the use of these words” 

(Daller et al., 2007:8). It is here where a learner’s lexical competence is put to use, and where 

the transition between receptive knowledge and productive knowledge becomes clear. This 

transition is especially important when dealing with collocational knowledge because 

collocations play a crucial role in reaching native-like proficiency (cf. Boers et al., 2006; Boers 

et al., 2014; Martinez & Schmidt, 2015; Boers 2020). In order to better understand this 

transition and the role of collocations in vocabulary knowledge, section 2.6 explores the 

concept of collocations; considers collocational knowledge as it relates to vocabulary 

knowledge; and investigates how to go about identifying which collocations that must be taught. 

 

2.4 Collocational Knowledge 

 

It has been established that knowing many multiword units is essential for language fluency 

because it reduces processing effort and therefore language is more readily available. This is 

especially true of collocations (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Boers et al., 2006; Nesselhauf, 2003, 

2005), since learners who are competent in using them generally come across as being more 

proficient and native-like (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Boers et al., 2006:2-3; Crossley et al., 2015; 

Erman et al., 2016; Hsu & Chiu, 2008; Keshavarz & Salimi, 2007). Nation (2013:84) notes that 

collocations indicate patterns in language and being aware of those patterns can reduce the 

learning burden of certain words. However, like vocabulary knowledge, collocations and other 

multiword units are difficult to define and identify (Henriksen, 2013:30). Henriksen (2016:29) 
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provides an overview of formulaic sequences, which include chunks of lexical items such as 

idioms (we’ll cross that bridge when we get there), figurative expressions (break a leg), 

pragmatic formulas (see you soon), discourse markers (give me a minute), lexicalised sentence 

stems (as a result of this…), and collocations (heavy rain, strong wind). 

 

Defining formulaic sequences is difficult because they are diverse and serve different purposes 

(Schmitt & Carter, 2004:3). Collocations form part of a larger group of expressions that are also 

called formulaic sequences (see Erman et al, 2016) and multiword items (Martinez et al. 2015; 

Siyanova-Chamturia, 2017; Wray, 2002). Schmitt and Carter (2004:3) note that formulaic 

sequences can be used to “express a message or idea, functions [such as declining 

assistance], social solidarity, and to transact specific information in a precise and 

understandable way”. A wide range of terminology has been used to refer to these expressions, 

such as prefabricated units, prefabs, phraseological units, (lexical) chunks, multiword units, 

collocations, conventionalised forms, and prefabricated routines (Nesselhauf, 2005:1; Wray 

2002:9), to name but a few. For the purposes of this study the term collocation will be used as 

a subset of formulaic sequences. 

 

Several definitions of collocations have been suggested. Nesselhauf (2005:1) describes them 

as expressions that are “made up of more than one word and are lexically and/or syntactically 

fixed to a degree” (Nesselhauf, 2005:1). Wray (2002:9) defines formulaic language as  

 

a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other elements, which is, 
or appears to be, prefabricated: that is, stored and retrieved whole from memory 
at the time of use, rather than being subject to generation or analysis by the 
language grammar. 

 

For the purposes of the present study, only collocations will be considered as a category of 

multiword units that function as a one unit that contains meaning. Defining the term collocation 

has proven difficult because various definitions have been proposed over the last several 

decades. These definitions all subscribe to one of three views of collocation: the frequency-

based approach, the phraseological approach, or more recently, a combination of the two 

(Granger and Paquot, 2008; Nesselhauf, 2005). 

 

2.4.1 The frequency-based approach 

 

The frequency-based approach started developing with Firth in the 1950s, and was later 

expanded by Halliday (1966) and Sinclair (1991). According to this view, collocation is “the 
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occurrence of two or more words within a short space of each other in a text” (Sinclair, 

1991:170) and when words “co-occur more often than their respective frequencies and the 

length of the text in which they appear would predict” (Sinclair 1974:21), they are seen as 

significant collocations. In other words, not all words that co-occur within a short span can be 

categorised as important combinations of words. For example, many nouns would co-occur 

with article or determiners (the+n or my+n), but that co-occurrence in itself does not mean that 

the+n is a collocation.  

 

Halliday (1966, cited in Halliday, 2002:168) introduced concepts used to describe collocations 

such as ‘node’ (the main word in a collocation), ‘collocate’ (words that co-occur with the node), 

and ‘span’ (the distance between the node and the collocate). Sinclair (1991:170) later 

proposed that the optimal span is approximately four words to the left as well as to the right of 

the node. According to the frequency-based approach, “the degree of likelihood of two words 

co-occurring in a corpus within a given span of discourse can be quantified through one of the 

available measures of collocational strength such as the mutual information (MI) score” (Boers 

& Webb, 2018:78). The higher the score, the more likely words are to co-occur. 

 

2.4.2 The phraseological approach 

 
There has been some disparity in terms of how collocation within the frequency-based 

approach is understood. This is largely due to how researchers define what constitutes a word, 

and whether derivations and inflections of a lexical item are considered individual forms, and 

therefore each collocate that occurs with each different form would be a collocation in its own 

right (Nesselhauf, 2005:13). However, if collocations are considered to be a relationship 

between lexemes of a given lexical item, “a strong argument, he argued strongly, the strength 

of the argument, his argument was strengthened would all be considered instances of the 

collocation” (Nesselhauf, 2005:13, author’s emphasis). 

 

It stands to reason then, that frequency alone cannot be used to identify collocations. The 

second approach to collocations is the phraseological approach with Cowie and Howarth as 

its main proponents (Nizonkiza et al., 2013:167). Cowie (1998:145-146) considers collocations 

as a kind of word combination that is different from idioms and what he calls ‘free 

combinations’, and he is concerned with the syntactic function of collocations and their 

constituents, as well as transparency and substitutability. Transparency refers to whether or 

not the combination of words has a literal or non-literal meaning, whereas substitution refers 
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to “whether and to what degree the substitution of the elements is restricted” (Nesselhauf, 

2005:14).  

 

Cowie (1994) distinguishes four types of word combinations: free combinations, restricted 

collocations, figurative idioms, and pure idioms. Free combinations include combinations such 

as drink water or eat food. All elements in the combination have literal meanings, and 

substitution is specified on semantic grounds, while restricted collocations have at least one 

element with a non-literal meaning. In terms of substitution, the limitations are arbitrary and 

only some substitution is possible. For example, the combination perform a task is possible, 

so is complete a task, but not make a task. Figurative idioms on the other hand are 

combinations that have figurative meaning, but literal interpretations. An example would be 

do/make a U-turn and substitutability is seldom possible. Pure idioms such as take the bull by 

the horns leaves no room for substitutability and the combinations are purely figurative.  

 

For the purposes of this study, only restricted collocations with limited substitutability were 

considered. This decision was made based on evidence that these collocations seem to be 

easier for learners to acquire. According to Lesniewska (2006:98), fixed multiword units (e.g., 

idiomatic expressions) may be less problematic for learners than multiword units with subtler 

restrictions, such as collocations. Howarth (1998:42) notes that the challenge with collocations 

lies in the fact that some combinations are free, and some are restricted. Furthermore, 

collocations are challenging because they are not entirely ‘free’, but not absolutely ‘fixed’ either 

(Howarth, 1998:160). 

 

The phraseological approach requires that all elements of a collocation are syntactically 

related, and therefore only some combinations are possible. However, the restriction placed 

on collocations once again depends on the approach taken. Hausmann (1997, cited in 

Nesselhauf, 2005:17) only considers combinations that “appear in a pre-defined set of 

syntactic relations” such as adjective-noun, verb-noun, adverb-verb, and adverb-adjective 

combinations. Hausmann also “only allows the combination of two lexical elements” and would 

not allow prepositions to be part of those combinations (Nesselhauf, 2005:17).  

 

This introduces an important distinction made by Benson, Benson and Ilson (1997) between 

grammatical and lexical collocations. Lexical collocations are usually limited to collocations 

consisting of lexical words: nouns, (main) verbs, adjectives and adverbs, whereas grammatical 

collocations include lexical words as well as functional words such as prepositions. They also 

include combinations with a that clause and the to + infinitive.  
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For this study, the focus is on lexical collocations. Below is a summary of the lexical 

collocations listed by Benson et al. (1997:xxxi-xxxiv):  

1. L1: verb-noun/pronoun for example, inflict a wound, set a record; 

2. L2: verbs essentially meaning to eradicate/nullify in combination with a 

noun, for example, reject an appeal. These collocations are also known as 

EN collocations. 

3. L3: adjective-noun combinations, for example, strong tea or a sweeping 

generalisation. These collocations also include nouns that are used as 

adjective, for example, house arrest. 

4. L4: noun-verb collocations where the verb names an action characteristic 

of the person or thing designated by the noun, for example, blizzards rage 

and adjectives modify. 

5. L5: collocations that indicate a unit that is associated with a noun, for 

example, a pack of dogs. 

6. L6: adverb-adjective collocations that would include hopelessly addicted or 

utterly disappointed. 

7. L7: verb-adverb collocations. Examples are apologise humbly or affect 

deeply. 

 

However, for the purposes of this study, lexical collocations L1 and L2 will be combined to only 

form a single category: verb-noun collocations. The motivation for combining L1 and L2 from 

the list above comes from Nesselhauf’s (2003) definition of collocations, specifically related to 

verb-noun collocations.  

 

Central to Nesselhauf’s (2003) definition is the notion of a classification of combinations called 

restricted sense, taking into account the arbitrary constraints on verb-noun combinations. This 

relates to Cowie’s (1994) distinction of free combinations, collocations, and idioms. In each of 

these categories, combinations are more or less restricted and substitution of elements of the 

combinations is not possible to the same degree. Nesselhauf (2003) applies this idea 

specifically to verb-noun collocations, stating that in a combination, the verb is “the basis for 

the distinction of free combinations and collocations” because “if the sense in which the verb 

is used is restricted, the combination is a collocation (rather than a free combination)” (p. 226).  

 

A potential problem related to verb-noun collocations is that verb forms often consist of phrasal 

verbs that include prepositions, for example, bear down on something/someone, and excluding 

those combinations because they contain prepositions could lead to a less comprehensive 
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picture of verb-noun collocations as a whole. To illustrate, consider the verbs see, watch, and 

look. The word see can be combined with most nouns, such as see a car, see a person, see a 

movie. All of these combinations are possible with watch, but there is a restriction to some 

degree because of the semantic properties of watch. However, in the case of look, the verb 

has to be followed by a preposition, for example, look for [something]. Here, Henriksen’s (2013) 

definition of collocations provides some guidance. She defines collocations as “frequently 

recurring two-to-three word syntagmatic units which can include both lexical and grammatical 

words” (p. 30). This view also allows for a combination of the frequency-based and 

phraseological approaches.  

 

In other words, given the complex nature of collocations, it seems reasonable to include lexical 

units that have a statistically significant re-occurrence rate, and those units should be 

semantically and syntagmatically related to form meaning in a particular context. This is 

especially important, since several studies have found that verb-noun collocations in particular 

are challenging for L2 learners, both in spoken and written language (e.g. Barfield, 2003; Bonk, 

2001; Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Nesselfhauf, 2003; Nizonkiza et al., 2013, Nizonkiza, 2017; 

Revier & Henrisksen, 2006; Webb & Kagimoto, 2010) and there seems to be a need to address 

this issue further and focus more on explicitly teaching verb-noun collocations. Following these 

findings, the present study focusses only on verb-noun collocations.  

 

2.4.3 The combined approach 

 

The third approach to identifying collocations is a combination of the frequency-based and 

phraseological approach to both defining and extracting collocations from texts. As discussed, 

the frequency-based approach to identifying collocations could pose a challenge in that 

combinations could be identified that have no semantic relation or syntactic meaning (see 

section 2.4.1). However, the phraseological approach alone also falls short when it comes to 

identifying collocations. Given the complex nature of collocations as part of a larger group of 

multiword units, one cannot rely on linguistic intuition alone in terms of restrictedness of word 

combinations. In recent years, researchers have turned to a combination of frequency-based 

corpus data extraction and the phraseological approach. An example of such a study includes 

Al-Thubaity and Baazeem (2017), who developed a collocation extraction tool (Musaheb) for 

Modern Standard Arabic. Musaheb is able to extract n-gram collocations that can be limited to 

a 2-gram language model, but the collocates of specific word types may also be extracted to 

up to 15 positions from the node. In addition, it also allows the user to choose one of eight 

different collocation strength measures to create a collocation list (Al-Thubaity & Baazeem, 
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2017:25-26). An extraction tool such as this one addresses what is lacking in the frequency-

based as well as the phraseological approach, as it uses both statistical data and syntactic and 

semantic relations to determine the likelihood of a word combination being a collocation. While 

it does not eradicate the possibility of an extraction tool identifying a node and collocate that 

are not true collocations, it does contribute to the field of teaching collocations in a significant 

way. Information extracted from collocations tools such as Musaheb have played a role in 

creating dictionaries (Kallas et al., 2015), data-driven language learning (Rahimi & Momeni, 

2012), second language acquisition (Demir, 2017), and computational linguistics (Schultz & 

Wilker, 2016), to name a few. These extraction tools have enabled researchers to accurately 

identify collocations that are most frequently used and, therefore, most relevant for teaching.  

 

Thus, the present study follows the combined approach to identify and define collocations. It 

adopts the definition presented in the Oxford collocations dictionary for students of English 

(2009) that collocations are “common word combinations such as 'bright idea' or 'talk freely' – 

[that] are the essential building blocks of natural-sounding English”. However, according to 

Paquot and Granger (2012:136), collocations are “lexically constrained combinations that allow 

for limited substitution within a particular grammatical construction (e.g. verb-object, adverb-

adjective, or adjective-noun)”. There are also constraints in terms of register and context. On 

the one hand, researchers cannot fully rely on extraction tools used to identify collocations 

based on frequency only. On the other hand, they cannot fully rely on the phraseological 

approach, since human error could play a significant role in misidentifying collocations. For 

example, the words play a video game might co-occur frequently, but might not be a collocation 

per se, while play a role, is a recognised collocation in various registers. Thus, it is necessary 

to take a more theory-based approach to the combined approach on defining and identifying 

collocations. 

 

The combined approach also ties in with the psycholinguistic approach to language acquisition, 

which focusses on the “cognitive processes that support the acquisition and use of language” 

(De Bot & Kroll, 2010:124). In other words, it is assumed that language use involves cognitive 

processes that draw from various faculties of the human brain to attach abstract meaning to 

the physical form and sound of language. The cognitive processes relevant for vocabulary 

development and use are 1) how words are recognised receptively and 2) how abstract thought 

is turned into lexical items that form meaning, and are then used productively. In order to 

explain this process, one can apply Levelt’s ‘Speaking’ model (1989, 1999). While Levelt’s 

(1989; 1999) focus is on speaking, and this study is concerned with written language, both 
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these skills are categorised as productive language skills (see section 2.3.1). The basic 

principles of the ‘Speaking’ model are therefore relevant.  

 

The model aims to describe this process in three components of processing (Levelt, 1989:11). 

First, a language user ‘conceptualises’ a communicative intention which is turned into 

something that can be expressed linguistically. The second component is the ‘formulator’. This 

component entails single words and meanings that are turned into sentences. These 

sentences are translated into sounds by the articulator, which is the third component. This 

process is of particular importance with regard to vocabulary, “especially as language 

production is largely lexically based” (De Bot & Kroll, 2010:126). According to Levelt (1989), 

formulation processes are lexically driven (p.181). When language is produced, lexical items 

have to be selected from what is known as a mental lexicon. The mental lexicon includes all 

aspects of a word: meaning, syntax, phonology, and morphology. Below is an illustration of 

Levelt’s (1989:182) depiction of the mental lexicon of a lexical item. 

 

 

 

Accessing information about a lexical item in order to use it to express meaning, entails 

accessing all aspects of knowing the word and ‘activating’ that knowledge. Through this 

activation, syntactic procedures are triggered and that, in turn, leads to sentence formation. 

For sentences to be formed and produced, items in the mental lexicon have to be activated on 

two levels: the lemma and the lexeme. According to Levelt (1989), “semantic information in a 

lemma specifies what conceptual conditions have to be fulfilled in the message for the lemma 

to become activated” (p.189), while the morphological and phonological structures of the 

mental lexicon are “composed of smaller lexical elements… [T]he process by which the 

speaker retrieves this information…suggests the existence of a multi-level organization of 

word-form properties” (p.284). This is known as the lexeme. 

Meaning Syntax

PhonologyMorphology

Figure 2-2: Internal structure of the mental lexicon. (Adapted from Levelt, 1989:182) 
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Thus, the lemma refers to the meaning of a lexical item and the lexeme categorises that lexical 

item according to its morpho-phonological properties. For the purpose of this study, the 

researcher adopted a psycholinguistic approach, and focussed on form-meaning connections. 

The researcher therefore adopted this approach in both proposed teaching intervention 

strategies, and data collection and selection. Since meaning is the main focus of this study, 

certain errors that participants might make are accepted as correct. For example, all of the 

statements below will be accepted: 

1. Yesterday I made a decision. 

2. Yesterday I make a decision. 

3. Yesterday I making a decision. 

4. Yesterday I makes a decision. 

 

The argument for accepting all these statements as correct is that each sentence contains the 

word make as a verb. It could be argued that each participant is able to recognise the 

associative meaning between the words make and decision. Thus, all inflections of the verb 

form will be accepted. However, should a participant use a derivative of the verb or misspell a 

word and inadvertently use a completely different word, that item will not be accepted. For 

example, if the word paid (pay) is misspelled as payed, the item will not be counted.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

The aim of this chapter is twofold. On the one hand, it defines vocabulary knowledge in order 

to inform a definition of collocations. This is done by determining 1) what a word is; 2) when a 

word is known; and 3) the dimensions of knowing a word. Receptive and productive knowledge 

are defined, and the importance of developing the receptive-productive continuum is 

emphasised in relation to developing fluency. Accordingly, a combination of Henriksen’s (1999) 

and Nation’s (2013) view was used to inform the definition of vocabulary knowledge for the 

purpose of this study.  

 

On the other hand, the aim is to determine the most effective way to identify collocations, since 

they are a crucial aspect of overall language proficiency and processability. It is established 

that vocabulary knowledge entails knowing words on a pragmatic and syntagmatic level which 

includes being able to use words within restricted contexts. Therefore, the definition of 

collocations adopted for the present study relies heavily on a combination of the frequency-

based and phraseology approach, as set out in Henriksen (2013:30).  
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In short, the researcher’s definition of vocabulary knowledge and collocations may be 

summarised as follows: in order to fully know a word, a learner must know that a word can 

function on various levels, depending on the context. A word may take on various forms such 

as having inflections or derivations, and these forms have limited functions and meanings. In 

terms of collocations, learners should be aware that the limitations on usage of words are not 

only determined by grammatical structure of language, but also by syntagmatic form-meaning 

connections. These connections are not automatically known but learnt as receptive 

comprehensible input becomes productive comprehensible output.  

 

While it is not possible to address the full vocabulary of a group of learners, researchers can 

focus on areas that have proven to be problematic. As discussed in 2.4.2, verb-noun 

collocations seem particularly difficult for second and foreign language learners. Thus, the 

present study focusses on the controlled productive use of verb-noun collocations within an 

academic context. Chapter 3 aims to address this issue by discussing the teaching and testing 

of vocabulary, with a particular focus on collocations. 

  



 

47 

 

 

CHAPTER 3: TEACHING AND ASSESSING VOCABULARY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

As established in Section 2.1, there is a causal link between vocabulary knowledge, overall 

language proficiency (see Meara & Buxton, 1987; Meara, 1996; Nation, 1990; Nation & Beglar, 

2007) and academic success (Gardner, 2013; Scheepers, 2016) in both L1 and L2 

performance. Chapter 2 further explored different types of word knowledge, distinguishing size 

and depth, and receptive versus productive knowledge (Corson, 1995; Laufer, 1998; Lee & 

Muncie, 2006; Meara, 1990a; Nation, 2001; 2013; Palmer, 1921). This distinction is especially 

important when aiming to determine how well a learner knows and can use a word or phrase, 

specifically in relation to collocations (Boers et al., 2006; Boers et al., 2014). While vocabulary 

plays a pivotal role in language use, it has been established that learners often lack the ability 

to fully comprehend language and effectively utilise it because of low levels of word knowledge 

(Horiba, 2012:108). Consequently, the current research is concerned with the role of formal 

instruction to improve vocabulary knowledge.  

 

For the purpose of the present study, this chapter provides an overview of strategies that have 

been employed to teach and test knowledge of lexical items, especially in relation to 

collocations. Various strategies are considered to determine the most effective one for teaching 

multi-word units in an attempt to inform the empirical component of the present research. This 

chapter, therefore, addresses the sub-question of the role that instruction plays in vocabulary 

learning and acquisition, as well as the teaching strategies that could be employed to teach 

vocabulary – and specifically collocations – most effectively. The chapter is divided into three 

sections: the first section outlines form-focussed and meaning-focussed instruction, section 

two explores strategies employed in teaching vocabulary with a specific focus on collocations, 

while section three addresses key issues in the kinds of tasks utilised to test knowledge of 

vocabulary and collocations. The chapter concludes with an outline of the theoretical stance 

taken in relation to the instruction and assessment of collocations used to inform the 

methodology of the present study. 
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3.2 Form-focussed vs meaning-focussed instruction 

 

Against the backdrop of Krashen's distinction (1981; 1982; 1985) between learning and 

acquisition, the role of formal instruction was debated extensively (see e.g. Ellis, 1996; Li, 2010; 

Norris & Ortega, 2000). If it is assumed that only unconsciously acquired language can be 

spontaneously retrieved, it stands to reason that formal instruction cannot have an effect on 

language acquisition, as it takes place through naturalistic exposure to meaning-focussed 

communication. According to Savingnon (1983:vi), learners learn language automatically as a 

result of “the opportunity they are given to interpret, to express, and to negotiate meaning in 

real-life situations.” The assumption that language acquisition occurs naturally is strengthened 

by Krashen’s input hypothesis (1981; 1982; 1985), which assumes that a learner will acquire 

language forms through comprehensible input, and through what he termed ‘i+1’. Krashen’s 

argument stems from the assumption that acquisition of a second language follows the same 

natural order as that of a first language, and that learners need input that provides examples 

of language forms that naturally develop in sequence of one another. Acquisition then takes 

place when a learner understands language containing ‘i+1’, and this will happen automatically 

when communication is successful (cf. e.g. Alahmadi, 2019). "Acquisition requires meaningful 

interaction in the target language – natural communication – in which speakers are concerned 

not with the form of their utterances but with the messages they are conveying and 

understanding" (Krashen, 1989:22). 

 

While research on Second Language Acquisition (SLA) in the 80s and early 90s challenged 

the importance and relevance of instruction in language acquisition and learning (see Felix, 

1981; Krashen, 1982, 1985; Prabhu, 1987; Schwartz, 1993), the effectiveness of formal 

instruction in second and foreign language learning is no longer contested (Ellis, 2001; Nassaji, 

2016; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Spada, 1997). The idea that attention to form should be an 

integral part of language classrooms within a communicative context “developed as a reaction 

against a communicative approach which advocates the exclusive use of meaning-focussed 

activities in language classrooms” (Nassaji, 1999:385-386). Thus, there was a need to 

incorporate formal instruction into an approach that was initially only meaning-focussed. 

Nassaji (1999) states that theoretical perspectives on language learning and teaching have 

since changed and that “[n]ew perspectives advocate a principled, form-focussed approach to 

L2 learning, arguing that a totally message-based approach is inadequate for the development 

of an accurate knowledge of language” (p.386). This shift was informed by various proponents, 

including Schmidt (1990; 1992), whose Noticing Hypothesis suggests that language learning 
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is a conscious process during which learners are aware of the forms of linguistic features in 

the input they receive. Swain (2000) argues that learners who make an effort to communicate 

their messages effectively develop second language proficiency better than those who do not. 

Other researchers found that, while learners who did not receive any instruction on 

grammatical forms scored high on comprehension and fluency, they did not achieve high levels 

of accuracy (Harley & Swain, 1984; Lapkin et al., 1991; Alahmadi, 2019).  

 

The key difference between communicative language teaching (CLT) and earlier methods of 

teaching is how language use is viewed. Savignon (2006:673) notes that in CLT, “it is the 

engagement of learners in communication [that allows] them to develop their communicative 

competence.” This is in contrast to earlier views that focussed on communication without form.  

 

Howatt (1984:279) distinguishes between a weak and a strong interpretation of CLT: 

 

The “weak” version… stresses the importance of providing learners with opportunities to use their 
English for communicative purposes and, characteristically, attempts to integrate such activities 
into a wider program of language teaching… The “strong” version of communicative language 
teaching, on the other hand, advances the claim that language is acquired through 
communication, so that it is not merely a question of activating an existing but inert knowledge of 
the language, but of stimulating the development of the language system itself. If the former could 
be described as “learning to use” English, the latter entails “using English to learn it".  

 

However, Savignon (2006:676) notes that it is a common misconception that CLT is strictly 

meaning-focussed, since it  

 

does not exclude metalinguistic awareness or conscious knowledge of rules of syntax, discourse, 
and social appropriateness... CLT is properly seen as an approach or theory of intercultural 
communicative competence to be used in developing materials and methods appropriate to a 
given context of learning. 

 

Regardless of whether one adopts a strong or weak version of CLT, it is important to recognise 

that the reference to "form" should not necessarily be understood to mean grammatical form 

only, and that there are various ways of incorporating focus on form. Ellis (2016:408) states 

that ‘form’ can refer to lexical, grammatical, and pragmalinguistic properties of language. Form-

focussed instruction is not only concerned with grammatical forms, but can be expanded to all 

aspects of vocabulary as well (Laufer & Girsai, 2008:695). Consequently, the notion is 

considered here to contextualise the focus of this chapter.  
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Two main distinctions have been made with regard to types of form-focussed instruction (FFI): 

Focus on Form (FonF) (Long, 1991:44) and Focus on Forms (FonFs) (Long & Robinson, 1998). 

Long (Ibid.) defines FonFs as the structural and synthetic approach to language teaching 

where learners’ exposure to language is isolated and de-contextualised. This type of instruction 

“assumes that the target L2 forms can and need to be taught one by one in a sequence 

externally orchestrated according to linguistic complexity” (Norris & Ortega, 2000:420). A 

learner’s attention is drawn to “formal properties of a linguistic feature which appears to cause 

trouble on that occasion, is learnable given the learner’s internal developmental state, and is 

likely to be useful in future communication” (Ibid.). However, Spada (1997), Williams (2005) 

and Ellis (2001; 2015; 2016), among others, expand on the definition of FonF. Doughty and 

Williams (1998b:4), for example, distinguish between FonF and FonFs by stating that: 

 

Focus on formS and a focus on form are not polar opposites in the way that ‘form’ and ‘meaning’ 
have often been considered to be. Rather a focus on form entails a focus on the formal elements 
of language, whereas focus on formS is limited to such a focus, and focus on meaning excludes 
it… the fundamental assumption of focus-on-form instruction is that meaning and use must be 
evident to the learner at the time that attention is drawn to the linguistic apparatus needed to get 
the meaning across. (Authors’ italics) 

 

Nation (2001; 2007; 2013) prefers to use the term language-focussed learning, as this 

eliminates the assumption that the focus should only be on grammatical aspects of language, 

and allows for independent learning in contrast to assuming that this process can take place 

through instruction only. This means that language-focussed learning includes all aspects of 

language. This would include levels of vocabulary knowledge that relate specifically to 

collocational knowledge, as discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

The role of FFI within the context of CLT has therefore been reassessed and L2 FFI is 

considered to be potentially effective "if it is provided appropriately” (Nassaji, 2016:35). Nassaji 

(1999:386) notes that more recent perspectives of CLT “advocate a principled, form-focused 

approach to L2 learning, arguing that a totally message-based approach is inadequate for the 

development of an accurate knowledge of language”. The present research therefore departs 

from the assumption that L2 FFI is potentially valuable to improve vocabulary and collocational 

knowledge. In turn, such knowledge is likely to support ESL proficiency development. 

 

More recently, however, the focus has shifted to which FFI is most beneficial (Nassaji, 2016) 

and how FFI can be successfully integrated into a communicative setting. These questions are 

considered to inform the present study.  
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Nation (2001; 2007; 2013) recommends equally incorporating four strands in language courses 

that contribute to creating an optimal learning environment, given that certain conditions are 

met. These strands can be implemented to aid learning all features of language, including 

vocabulary. Similar cases have been made regarding vocabulary instruction, specifically when 

dealing with technical vocabulary and collocational knowledge (see Nation, 2001, 2013; 

Nizonkiza, 2012; Nizonkiza et al., 2013; Nizonkiza & Van de Poel, 2019). In language-focussed 

vocabulary learning and teaching, learners’ attention can be drawn “to lexical items (single 

words and multi-word units) within a communicative task environment, if these lexical items 

are necessary for the completion of a communicative, or an authentic language task” (Laufer 

& Girsai, 2008:695). Spada (1997:82) also suggests that FFI is most beneficial to SLA when it 

is incorporated in a communicative setting, and the four strands suggested by Nation (2001; 

2007; 2013) allow for this to be done effectively in vocabulary teaching. 

 

The progression from purely meaning-focussed teaching to integrated meaning-focussed and 

form-focussed teaching has led to much research on the effects of formal vocabulary 

instruction (Allen, 1983; Gairns & Redman, 1986; Nation, 1991; 2001; Lewis, 1997), the 

assessment of vocabulary (Meara & Buxton, 1987; Nation, 1990; 2001; 2007; Read, 1997; 

2000; Meara et al., 2007), and the validity and efficacy of tests used to assess vocabulary 

knowledge (Fitzpatrick, 2007; Meara, 2005; Richards & Malvern, 2007; Van Hout & Vermeer, 

2007). Each of these aspects is discussed in the remainder of this chapter, along with an 

outline of the four strands of language courses (Nation, 2001; 2007; 2013) to be applied in 

vocabulary teaching. 

 

3.3 Vocabulary Teaching Strategies 

 

As far as vocabulary-teaching strategies are concerned, two main approaches have been 

adopted to implement form-focussed instruction: explicit and implicit teaching techniques 

(Nassaji, 2016). Within these categories, FFI instruction can either be isolated or integrated, 

deductive or inductive. While other strategies, such as input enhancement (see White, 1998; 

Williams & Evans, 1998; Lee, 2007; Winke, 2013), processing instruction (PI) (see Banati, 

2005; VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993; VanPatten & Oikkenon, 1996), interactional or corrective 

feedback (Locktman, 2002; Lyster & Mori, 2006; Nassaji, 2015; Oliver & Mackey, 2003), 

consciousness-raising tasks (Nassaji & Fotos, 2010), or incidental FonF (Loewen, 2003; Ellis 

et al., 2001) have been utilised to teach form, each of these can be placed within the broader 

framework of the approaches and categories listed above, and they can be both explicit and 

implicit. Table 3.1 illustrates FFI techniques on a matrix, showing where they can be placed in 
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terms of the approach and category they fall under. As illustrated, almost every strategy, 

whether isolated or integrated, deductive or inductive, can be both explicit and implicit. 

 

This section first provides definitions of the strategies mentioned above, as well as a brief 

overview of studies that have investigated the effects of various types of instruction in both 

linguistic and lexical features of ESL and EFL learners. Focus is then directed to explicit and 

implicit strategies employed specifically in vocabulary teaching, including general vocabulary 

and collocations. The section concludes with a synthesis of strategies employed in the present 

study in an attempt to improve first-year university ESL learners’ productive knowledge of 

academic verb-noun collocations. 

 

 Explicit Implicit 

Isolated Interactional/corrective feedback Interactional/corrective feedback 

Integrated Input enhancement 
Processing instruction 
Interactional/corrective feedback 

Input enhancement 
Interactional/corrective feedback 

Inductive  Incidental FonF 

Deductive Input enhancement Input enhancement 

Table 3-1:  Matrix of vocabulary teaching approaches and strategies 

 

3.3.1 Explicit vs implicit teaching and feedback strategies 

 

Scott (1990:779) defines an explicit approach to teaching grammar as one that “insists on the 

value of deliberate study of grammar rule in order to recognise linguistic elements efficiently 

and accurately", while an implicit approach “suggests that students should be exposed to 

grammatical structures in a meaningful and comprehensible context in order that they may 

acquire, as naturally as possible, the grammar of the target language”. In other words, explicit 

teaching strategies draw learners’ attention to consciously learning language forms, while 

implicit learning can occur through repetition without deliberate effort on the part of the learner.  

 

Many studies have investigated whether explicit strategies are more effective than implicit 

strategies and vice versa. For example, Scott (1989) compared two groups of French learners 

and found that the group receiving short-term explicit teaching on relative pronouns and the 
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subjunctive outperformed the group that received implicit teaching on a written test. They did 

not, however, outperform the group receiving implicit instruction on an oral test. Carroll, 

Roberge and Swain (1992) as well as Carroll and Swain (1992) examined the effects of 

corrective feedback, with the latter study indicating that explicit corrective feedback performed 

better than other feedback groups. De Graaff (1997) also found that explicit instruction assisted 

the acquisition of morphologically and syntactically complex features of an artificial language 

in 56 Dutch undergraduate students. In a meta-analysis of 49 studies published between 1980 

and 1998, Norris and Ortega (2001) found that, compared to implicit FFI, explicit FFI was more 

beneficial and had lasting effects. In a 2012 study, Nazari also found that explicit teaching 

strategies have a better effect on improving the EFL learners' productive use of the present 

perfect tense than implicit strategies in elementary level adult learners. Tasks in Nazari’s 

(2012) study included direct explanation of grammar rules, target-item extraction from 

sentences, completing exercises, and translation (p. 158). There are several other studies that 

show similar results when explicit teaching or feedback strategies were compared with implicit 

strategies (e.g. Alanen, 1995; Robinson, 1996; Laufer & Girsai, 2008; Spada & Tomita, 2010).  

 

In summary, the discussion of implicit and explicit teaching strategies presented here suggests 

that explicitly teaching language elements is most beneficial for the improvement of learners’ 

language knowledge and use. In the next section, integrated and isolated teaching strategies 

are considered.  

 

3.3.2 Integrated vs Isolated teaching and feedback 

 

Spada and Lightbown (2008) draw a distinction between isolated and integrated FFI. They 

define isolated FFI as “the provision of instruction in lessons whose primary purpose is to teach 

students about a particular language feature” (p.187). This could be to prepare a learner for a 

communicative task when “the teacher believes that students are unlikely to acquire the feature 

during communicative activities without an opportunity to learn about the feature in a situation 

where its form and meaning can be made clear” (Ibid.). In contrast, integrated FFI “occurs in 

classroom activities during which the primary focus remains on meaning, but in which feedback 

or brief explanations are offered to help students express meaning more effectively or more 

accurately within the communicative interaction” (Spada & Lightbown, 2008:187). In other 

words, explicit instruction only occurred in the feedback section of tasks, and not during input. 

The results of this study indicated that both isolated and integrated instruction were beneficial, 

depending on the language feature being learned, the learner characteristics, and the learning 

conditions. Spada and Lightbown (2008:200) note that isolated instruction might be more 
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beneficial in a setting where learners share the same L1 and need to overcome similar 

problems brought on by L1 interference, whereas integrated instruction could be more useful 

in helping develop fluency and automaticity.  

 

Furthermore, in a study investigating the effects of integrated and isolated FFI compared with 

incidental vocabulary learning of adult intermediate proficiency students, File and Adams 

(2010) found that both instructional strategies resulted in improvement. Valeo (2013) compared 

the effects of meaning-focussed, content-based instruction versus FFI, with results indicating 

that – while both strategies resulted in improvement – FFI seemed to benefit learners more. 

 

Both integrated and isolated teaching strategies can be used in implicit and/or explicit language 

teaching. Based on the brief discussion presented here, it is evident that research results vary 

as to which one is more beneficial. However, the varying results may also be attributable to the 

fact that different types of language elements were targeted. This could suggest that integrated 

and/or isolated teaching strategies may be more useful to improve some aspects of language 

than others. Hence, it could be argued that the nature of different aspects of language should 

be taught differently. For example, grammatical structure and vocabulary might not be equally 

effective if the same teaching strategy is employed. The present study aims to improve 

controlled productive collocational knowledge through explicit integrated strategies, since 

these have been shown to be more beneficial than implicit isolated strategies. 

 

3.4 Vocabulary learning and teaching strategies 

 

As with general language instruction, vocabulary instruction can be divided into implicit or 

explicit learning and teaching activities (Hulstijn, 2001:266). Incidental (or implicit) vocabulary 

learning has been defined as “learning without an intent to learn, or as the learning of one 

thing, for example vocabulary, when the student’s primary objective is to do something else” 

(Laufer & Hulstijn, 2010:10), whereas intentional/deliberate learning involves actively learning 

a word in order to make a connection between the form and meaning of a target word (Hulstijn, 

2003:360). Various studies (mentioned below) have found that the average retention rate of 

intentional vocabulary learning is higher than that of incidental learning (Hulstijn, 2003; Schmitt, 

2008), and that intentional learning triggered both the representational and functional aspects 

of lexical knowledge (Elgort, 2011). According to Biemiller and Boote (2006), for example, 

explicit instruction of vocabulary-building strategies is most effective as it may extend the 

learning process beyond the classroom.  
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Researchers have also advocated the need for teaching collocations explicitly as part of 

vocabulary instruction, and have explored techniques to achieve this (see Barfield & Gyllstad, 

2009; Laufer & Girsai, 2008; Nizonkiza, 2012; Nizonkiza et al, 2013; Van Dyk et al., 2016). 

While the value of employing explicit vocabulary teaching strategies is largely uncontested, 

there are limitations to a purely explicit learning and teaching environment (Schmitt, 2000). 

Moreover, the question that remains to be answered is how best to teach vocabulary, and 

perhaps more importantly, which lexical items to teach. This is especially important when 

dealing with technical and subject-specific vocabulary, as well as collocations.  

 

As mentioned in Section 3.1, Nation (2001; 2007; 2013) suggests implementing a language 

course that includes four different strands in order to ensure optimal learning of language 

features, including vocabulary. These strands are meaning-focussed input, meaning-focussed 

output, language-focussed learning, and fluency development. Each of the strands utilises 

different teaching and learning strategies that focus on developing both receptive and 

productive skills. The purpose of the following section is to outline the objectives of each strand 

in terms of the teaching and learning of vocabulary and collocation, and to outline strategies 

that have been successfully employed to teach vocabulary and collocations. 

 

3.4.1 The four strands 

 

Nation (2001; 2007; 2013) suggests including various aspects of language learning and 

teaching techniques to provide a framework in which learners are provided with “an appropriate 

balance of opportunities for learning” (Nation, 2007:2), focussing on both receptive and 

productive skills. Each strand (meaning-focussed input, meaning-focussed output, language-

focussed learning, and fluency development) is dependent on every other strand in the 

framework; none of the strands can function in isolation. Each strand is discussed in turn below. 

 

3.4.1.1 Meaning-focussed input 

 

Learning through meaning-focussed input is mostly incidental, and constitutes input through 

listening and reading. Studies have shown that incidental acquisition of new vocabulary is 

possible through reading in both an L1 (Freebody & Anderson, 1983; Nagy et al., 1985) and 

L2 (Horst, 2005; Zahar et al., 2001). Nagy et al. (1985) note that native speakers learn most 

vocabulary through natural incidental exposure, as they have ample opportunity to do so. This 

is not the case for ESL/EFL learners. In order for incidental vocabulary learning to take place 

in ESL/EFL, Nation (2002:38) suggests meeting three requirements:  
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First, the unknown vocabulary should make up only a very small proportion of the tokens, 
preferably around 2 per cent… Second, there needs to be a very large quantity of input, preferably 
one million tokens or more per year. Third, learning will be increased if there is more deliberate 
attention to the unknown vocabulary through the occurrence of the same vocabulary in the 
deliberate learning strand of the course. 

 

Learners should be exposed to aural input that meets these three requirements. Nation 

(2007:3) notes that “[t]ypical activities in this strand include extensive reading, shared reading, 

listening to stories, watching TV or films, and being a listener in a conversation”. In terms of 

FFI strategies, input enhancement would also be useful to ensure that learners are exposed 

to target vocabulary through both extensive and intensive reading activities. Hulstijn (2001: 

275) suggests that retention of new information is determined by the quality and frequency of 

information processing activities such as “elaboration of a word’s form and meaning, plus 

rehearsal”.  

 

However, in order for incidental vocabulary learning to be possible, extensive reading is 

essential (Schmitt, 2000; Nation, 2001) to ensure that learners are repeatedly exposed to 

unknown words. When exposed to written input, L2 learners must know approximately 98% of 

running words of a text for them to guess word meanings from context (Hirsh & Nation, 1992; 

Hu & Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006; Schmitt et al., 2011).  

 

While extensive reading can result in incidental vocabulary learning, this is not always the case. 

Scheepers (2008), for example, investigated the effect of an extensive reading programme on 

the vocabulary of grade 7 learners. Results indicated that learners showed a lack of vocabulary 

knowledge, even at the end of the study, suggesting that reading input alone is not sufficient, 

and that explicit vocabulary instruction is necessary in order to develop vocabulary knowledge. 

 

There is evidence that collocations can be learned incidentally. Webb et al. (2013) investigated 

the effects of repetition on the learning of collocations on Taiwanese university EFL students. 

Participants were simultaneously exposed to 18 collocations while reading and listening to 

graded readers. Participants were exposed to one of four versions of readers containing 

varying encounters of the collocations (1, 5, 10 and 15). Receptive knowledge was assessed 

in a four-part test immediately following the reading and listening sessions. The tests assessed 

knowledge of receptive and productive, as well as receptive and productive meaning of the 

target collocations. Webb et al. (2013) found that exposing participants to collocations 15 times 

in a graded reader resulted in higher retention of new collocations. However, as the study did 
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not include a pre-test of participants’ productive lexical knowledge, the interpretation of the 

results is limited. Macis (2008) conducted a similar study to determine whether lexical 

knowledge of the figurative meanings of duplex collocations (collocations with both a lexical 

and figurative meaning (Macis & Schmitt (2017)) could be enhanced by reading a semi-

authentic novel that contained 38 target items. The study examined the meaning-recall level 

and how repetition affected lexical knowledge by conducting one-on-one interviews, a pre-test, 

post-test and delayed post-test. While results showed that each participant’s knowledge of the 

target collocations was enhanced, the results were not always statistically significant.  

 

While collocations (and other multi-word units) fulfil basic communicative and social needs 

(Wray, 2002:175), as well as communicative functions (Warren, 2005), Henriksen (2013) notes 

that “some collocations are not salient and therefore not noticed as readily as other units by 

the L2 learner” (p.41). Ying and O’Neill (2009:185) suggest that L2 learners might not notice 

collocations in input because they lack awareness of collocations as lexical units. This is also 

true for learners who are fairly advanced (Henriksen & Stæhr, 2009). This suggestion is 

supported by Das Neves Seesink (2007).  

 

Based on a case study investigating the effect of teaching academic vocabulary collocations 

on the writing development of six students in an Intensive English Programme, Das Neves 

Seesink (2007:161) found that the concept and its importance had to be explained to learners 

to clarify the concept. Nizonkiza and Van de Poel (2019:15) also suggest that, while formulaic 

language is believed to be implicit in nature and should be taught implicitly, sufficient exposure 

to target language in L2 or foreign-language contexts is not possible, and therefore explicit 

teaching is necessary. A case has therefore been made for explicitly teaching collocations and 

other dimensions of formulaic language (cf. Lewis, 1993; Barfield, 2009; Barfield and Gyllstad, 

2009; Henriksen, 2013; Nizonkiza et al., 2013; Van Dyk et al., 2016).  

 

Based on this discussion of meaning-focussed input as an aspect of vocabulary and 

collocational learning, it can be suggested that only meaning-focussed input could result in 

learning vocabulary, specifically collocations. However, while studies have shown that 

incidental learning is possible, it is less effective than deliberate learning. The following section 

considers the effect that meaning-focussed output might have on vocabulary and collocation 

knowledge. 
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3.4.1.2 Meaning-focussed output 

 

The objective of this strand is to provide opportunity for learners to produce language in order 

to “develop their knowledge of language through speaking and writing activities where their 

main attention is focused on the information they are trying to convey” (Nation, 2001:2). These 

activities are useful in learning vocabulary as they help learners focus on words they may not 

have to focus on when listening or reading. Such activities “include talking in conversations, 

giving a speech or lecture, writing a letter, writing a note to someone, keeping a diary, telling a 

story and telling someone how to do something” (Nation, 2007:4). Nation (2002:39) also 

suggests three ways in which vocabulary enhancement can take place in this strand: 

 

First, activities can be designed, such as those involving the use of annotated pictures or 

definitions, which encourage the use of new vocabulary. Second, speaking activities involving 

group work can provide opportunities for learners to negotiate meanings of unknown words 

with each other… Third, because the learning of a particular word is a cumulative process, 

using a partly known word in speaking or writing can help strengthen and enrich knowledge of 

the word. 

 

Other productive activities could include tasks where learners provide interactional and 

corrective feedback to their peers. The kinds of activities used in both meaning-focussed input 

and output strands depend on the context and type of vocabulary that is learnt. For example, 

the activities would be different in an academic context where subject-specific vocabulary is 

used.  

 

Laufer and Nation (1995) suggest that it is necessary to implement instruction that would give 

learners the opportunity to put their vocabulary knowledge to productive use. According to Lee 

and Muncie, explicit target vocabulary instruction appears to scaffold learner writing, which is 

a central skill for success in academic achievement (2006:296). They also attribute an 

improvement in writing to the teacher's use of interactive elicitation of vocabulary and a writing 

frame, and specific instruction to learners to use target vocabulary. Zhong and Hirsh (2009) 

also found that students’ productive knowledge can be increased through productive 

classroom tasks. Based on the finding that the majority of Japanese English Foreign Language 

(EFL) learners focus on receptive rather than productive vocabulary learning, Al-Murthada 

(2014) concluded that it is crucial to expose learners to productive vocabulary learning 

strategies. In a systematic statistical synthesis of the effects of output stimulus tasks on L2 
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incidental vocabulary learning in 12 studies, Haung (2010) found that using output stimulus 

tasks to learn vocabulary was more beneficial than a read-only input approach.  

 

However, productive vocabulary knowledge often lags behind receptive knowledge in relation 

to general vocabulary (Laufer 1998; Webb 2008) and academic vocabulary (Zhou, 2009). 

There is a need for language-focussed learning – in this instance, with an emphasis on 

vocabulary learning. The following section explores language-focussed vocabulary learning. 

 

3.4.1.3 Language-focussed learning/Deliberate vocabulary learning 

 

According to Nation, language-focussed learning “involves the deliberate learning of language 

features such as pronunciation, spelling, vocabulary, grammar and discourse” (2007:6; also 

see Spada, 1997, and Norris & Ortega, 2000). This strand focusses mainly on improving 

receptive skills to result in better output. Nation (2001, 2002) identifies four main strategies that 

could result in learning vocabulary, and by extension, collocations, viz. guessing from context, 

deliberately studying word cards, using word parts, and dictionary use. These and other 

strategies have been used in experimental studies (see Fordyce, 2014; Loewen, 2015; Nassaji, 

2009; Nassaji & Fotos, 2010) to teach vocabulary explicitly.  

 

In one example, Almari and Rogers (2018) compared the effects of written vs visual instruction 

and timing of word-recognition activities on the retention of academic vocabulary in seventy 

Arabic learners of English. Their results showed that explicit teaching is more beneficial than 

implicit-only conditions, and that using visual aids in that condition, while pre-teaching target 

vocabulary, is more effective than using written input and post-teaching vocabulary items. 

Szudarski (2012) compared the effect of implicit and explicit strategies on the acquisition of 

verb-noun collocations through reading-only vs. reading followed by treatment. Participants 

were EFL learners and were assigned to one of the groups. Participants in the reading-only 

group were exposed to target collocations by reading texts in which each new collocation was 

repeated 6 times. The reading-plus-treatment group completed the reading exercises, but were 

also asked to complete vocabulary activities that focussed explicitly on collocational patterns. 

Sessions occurred once per week for three weeks, and lasted 45 minutes. The collocational 

knowledge of the reading-only treatment group improved significantly in terms of verb form 

recall and verb form recognition, but not in overall collocation form recall.  

 

Some of the strategies mentioned in this section can be applied to teaching formulaic language. 

For example, learners could be exposed to meaning-focussed input by means of various 
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reading activities, as well as tasks that require meaning-focussed output. However, a general 

approach to teaching vocabulary such as those discussed in 3.4.1.2 and 3.4.1.3 are not 

necessarily the best approaches to teaching specific vocabulary such as collocations. Granger 

and Meunier (2008) and Nizonkiza and Van de Poel (2014), among others, state that the main 

questions in teaching collocations is not whether to teach them explicitly, but how to teach 

them effectively and, as mentioned earlier, which items to teach. Collocation teaching 

strategies are discussed in more detail in section 3.4.1.5.  

 

3.4.1.4 Developing fluency 

 

The final strand of a language-teaching course is aimed at developing fluency. This strand 

should include reading, listening, speaking, and writing, and should aim to help learners “make 

the best use of what they already know” (Nation, 2007:7). In other words, learners are exposed 

to language and content that they are largely familiar with. Nation (2002:43) notes that the 

“conditions needed for fluency development involve a large quantity of familiar material, focus 

on the message and some pressure to perform at a higher than normal level”.  

 

Fluency activities can be divided into two main approaches: the first approach relies mainly on 

repetition of reception or production of the same material, and the second approach relies on 

activities that require learners to make connections and associations with words that they 

know.  

 

Studies of fluency development in both first (Kuhn & Stahl, 2003) and second language readers 

(Chung & Nation, 2006) have shown to be beneficial. Kuhn and Stahl (2003:17) found that 

activities focussed on improving fluency has a positive effect, and that these assisted activities 

were more effective than unassisted activities. For second language readers, Chung and 

Nation (2006) found that timed activities were beneficial in assisting learners to improve 

fluency. Fluency development activities typically follow the 4/3/2 technique, where activities 

are repeated in decreasing time frames (four minutes, then three minutes, then two) and 

studies have shown that fluency as well grammatical accuracy and complexity increased (see 

Arevart & Nation, 1991; Nation 1989). 

 

Despite evidence that fluency development is beneficial, Nation (2007) notes that fluency 

development is often neglected in language courses “possibly because it does not involve the 

learning of new language items and thus is not seen as moving the learners forward in their 

knowledge of the language” (p.8).  
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3.4.1.5 Considerations for collocation teaching strategies 

 

As mentioned in section 3.4.1, it is crucial that a balanced approach is taken when 

implementing the four strands to enable learners to notice vocabulary items, retrieve the 

different levels of word knowledge in input and output tasks, and finally, to generate meaningful 

communication. Nation (2001:401) provides a table to summarise the four strands of a 

language course, as well as the conditions needed for learning and examples of activities: 

 

Strand  Conditions for learning Examples of activities 

Meaning-focussed input 1. Focus on the message 
2. Include a small number 

of unfamiliar items 
3. Draw attention to the 

new items 

1. Extensive graded 
reading 

2. Listening to stories 
3. Working with familiar 

content 

Language-focussed learning 1. Focus on language 
features 

2. Do deliberate repeated 
retrieval of items 

1. Learning from word 
cards 

2. Grammar exercises 
3. Read difficult text 

Meaning-focussed output 1. Focus on the message 
2. Include a small number 

of new items 

1. Communication 
activities 

2. Research and write 

Fluency development 1. Focus on the message 
2. Work with completely 

familiar material  
3. Work at a higher than 

normal speed 
4. Do a large quantity of 

language use 
 

1. Repeated reading 
2. Repeated speaking on 

familiar topics 
3. Graded reading 

Table 3-2: The four strands of a language course (Nation, 2001:401) 

 

As indicated in section 3.4.1.3, collocations can be taught within the same framework, but 

results are not always significant. Van Dyk et al. (2016) suggest adopting a productive-oriented 

approach to teaching collocations. This may be done following one, or a combination of two 

main approaches to teaching collocations: the awareness-raising approach and the attention-

drawing approach (Nizonkiza, 2012). Ying and O’Neill (2009:184) suggest teaching 

collocations through the AWARE-approach. They define it as 

 

a process-oriented learning approach, [that] is based on two central beliefs: One is that learning 
will be more effective if learners are made aware of language and language learning at three 
levels: noticing the particular language features that they need to learn, developing an awareness 
of learning strategies, and a metacognitive awareness of reflecting on their learning process and 
content. The other central belief is that effective learning is more likely to take place when learners 
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see the significance of learning what they learn and are given opportunities to exhibit what they 
have learned. 

 

The attention-drawing technique (Peters, 2009) is based on similar theoretical idea. However, 

this technique differs from the AWARE approach in that it only draws attention to lexical items 

or collocations through highlighting the items in a text. The key in both approaches is to make 

learners aware of collocations that they do not know, and to actively engage them in learning 

more about those items. This can be achieved by combining techniques suggested by Nation 

(2001; 2002) and activities aimed at awareness raising. Nizonkiza (2017), for example, 

achieved positive results when using the awareness-raising technique and an adapted version 

of McCarthy and O’Dell’s (2005) collocation web model as intervention techniques to teach 

verb-noun collocations to students majoring in English at a university in Burundi, ultimately, 

improving collocational knowledge results in developing fluency. However, Nizonkiza and Van 

de Poel (2019:17) state that, while “the role of collocations in L2 teaching and learning contexts 

has been widely acknowledged” and “the calls to explicitly teach collocations are increasing in 

number”, a gap that still needs to be bridged is which collocations to teach. 

 

The AWARE-approach draws from psycholinguistic principles. The focus is on three main 

levels of language awareness (Ying & O’Neill, 2009:183):  

1. Noticing, which Schmidt (1992) considers the initial level of awareness of specific 

linguistic features of language input. Schmidt and Frota (1986) claim that learners who 

“notice most learn most” (p.317). This is critical for the next stage. 

2. Cognitive awareness – on this level, cognitive strategies are employed to allow for deep 

processing and internalising of noticed language features (Ying & O’Neill, 2009:183). 

Following this stage, learners may reach the final stage of language awareness: 

3. Metacognitive awareness – Little (1997) defined this higher level of awareness as an 

awareness that learners reach when they “develop a psychological relation to their 

learning content and process” (p.94). Hence, the learner has more control over 

language learning and use. 

 

According to Ying and O’Neill (2009:184), the learner is central in each of these dimensions as 

they notice the importance of the linguistic features they are learning, are actively involved in 

the learning process, and can make use of cognitive strategies and develop metacognitive 

awareness of both the content and learning process to make their learning more effective. 

Similar results were obtained in Barfield (2009). 
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Another popular approach to teaching collocations is psycholinguistic in nature and suggests 

teaching collocations as intact units rather individual items. Proponents of this approach argue 

that presenting learners with collocations as individual items poses a challenge at the time of 

assembling them for productive use in speaking or in writing (Boers et al., 2014a; Boers et al., 

2017; Boers & Lindstromberg, 2008; 2009; Boers et al., 2014b; Boers et al., 2012; Wray, 2002).   

 

Boers et al. (2014b) investigate the reasons for slow L2 collocation acquisition. They identify 

lack of attention and lack of exposure in a short time as two main factors that hamper 

collocation acquisition in L2 learners (ibid., p.45-49). Another factor that hinders acquisition is 

failing to retain collocations once they have been learned (ibid., p.50). Their study comprised 

of 36 undergraduate language major taking English as a foreign language. Participants were 

exposed to a set of 22 collocations through dictation twice, and asked to write down the 

collocations. Results showed that participants experienced difficulty retaining the collocations 

that they were exposed to incidentally. Boers et al. (2014b: 56) note that there are many 

impediments that contribute to learning collocations. These include learning new word strings 

and noticing collocations. Furthermore, “when learners do notice collocations, they still face 

the task of retaining them in memory” (Ibid. p.56). 

 

3.4.1.6 Which collocations should we teach? 

 

While it is apparent that collocations and other formulaic sequences are crucial to L2 

proficiency and success, what is not apparent are which items to teach and test. Even though 

structures such as verb-noun collocations have been identified as particularly problematic 

(Nesselhauf, 2003), it is still difficult to determine which verb-noun collocations to teach.  

 

In an attempt to overcome the problem of finding the ‘right’ words to teach, researchers and 

teachers have for decades been attempting to establish which vocabulary items to teach. As a 

result, several word lists have been compiled based on the vocabulary items identified as 

important, especially for L2 learners. These lists include the General Service List (West, 1953), 

the University Word List (Xue and Nation, 1984), Coxhead’s Academic Word List (1998) and 

the New Academic Word List (AWL) (Coxhead, 2000). These lists have been utilised by 

learners and teachers, and they have been used to inform pedagogy. The AWL (Coxhead, 

2000) is one of the most widely used lists in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) (Akcermann 

& Chen, 2013:235).  
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Various methods have been used to identify items on each list, and, for the first few lists at 

least, word frequency was the main criterion. Items were taken from relevant sources such as 

academic journals and textbooks to ensure that the items were suitable for an academic 

register. However, these lists only focus on single-word items; lists containing multi-word units 

were considered only as recently as 2009, with Durrant (2009) considering an academic 

collocation list, and Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) compiling an Academic Formulas List 

(AFL). Martinez and Schmitt (2012) compiled the PHRASE list in an attempt to narrow the 

scope of previous lists, such as the AFL (Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). The Academic 

Collocation List (ACL) (Ackermann & Chen) was finally developed in 2013. 

 

Whereas traditional approaches to collocation research relied on expert intuition to identify 

collocations (Ackermann & Chen, 2013; Boers 2020; Martinez & Schmitt, 2012), more recent 

approaches combine both phraseological and frequency-based approaches (as discussed in 

Chapter 2). The nature of multi-word units and collocations means that items could not be 

selected merely on how frequently one or both (in the case of collocations) occurred. The 

frequency of recurrence of both words as a word combination had to be considered. This 

means that computational and statistical analyses are necessary to provide an accurate 

depiction of which multi-word units are used in academic writing.  

 

Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010) compiled a list of the most frequently used academic formulas, 

using “target corpora of academic discourse [that] included 2.1 million words each of academic 

speech and academic writing” (2010:491). Texts from various disciplines were included in the 

corpus. Upon identifying the most frequent n-grams, a Mutual Information (MI) test narrowed 

the results down to only significant combinations of words. MI is a statistical measure “designed 

to assess the degree to which words in a phrase occur together more frequently than would 

be expected by chance” (Simpson-Vlach, 2010:493). MI was used to eliminate phrases that 

were not useful. For example, the most frequent n-gram identified by frequency only was on 

the other, while with MI it was due to the fact that. The n-gram on the other cannot be used on 

its own, even if it was a frequent n-gram in the corpus. Similarly, Martinez and Schmitt (2012) 

used selection criteria that “revolved around high frequency, meaningfulness, and relative non-

compositionality” (p. 304). In other words, the list consist of phrases that are frequently 

encountered by L2 learners, are meaningful, and whose meanings are not fixed. 

 

Ackermann and Chen (2013) relied on statistical measures (MI score and t-score) and expert 

review to compile the ACL. Items were identified using the written component of the Pearson 

International Corpus of Academic English (PICAE). Ackermann and Chen (2013:237) define 
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collocation as “a single word that tends to co-occur in the span of ± 3 words from the reference 

word, co-occurring at least five times in total across at least five different texts with a Mutual 

Information score of at least 3 and a t-score of at least 2”. The initial list was refined by 

identifying items that met the criteria. The first list contained more than 130 000 entries, which 

were reduced to 2 468. The review and refinement process included eliminating combinations 

that were not lexical collocations through part-of-speech tagging (POS-tagging). Items were 

manually vetted by the researchers to exclude entries that were linguistically incomplete, 

combinations with a high degree of fixedness, adverbs referring to time of frequency, common 

transparent adjectives, concrete geographical references, and combinations that are often 

hyphenated. 

 

The next step in refining the list was to have it reviewed by experts to determine which items 

had to be included and excluded. Two main considerations were 1) Whether the entry could 

be regarded as an appropriate collocation for teaching and/or learning purposes, and 2) 

Whether the collocation was pedagogically relevant. 

 

The next step was systemisation, where the following changes were made to each collocation: 

1. Listing collocations in their base form; 

2. Harmonising entries that appear in British and American English, with British English as 

the preferred form; 

3. Adding definite and indefinite articles to verb + noun collocations in line with dictionary 

conventions; 

4. Adding optional copula be to adverb + verb past participle combinations if they could be 

used as a predicate; 

5. Adding dominant prepositions to collocations. 

 

The ACL is a useful list when teaching collocations in academic writing and has been used to 

identify some of the most important collocations. It is also the list that was used as a starting 

point for the present study because it is currently the only list of its kind. However, the 

researcher suggests that there are several points of critique that could be raised with regard 

to the process followed as well as the final list. The process followed to compile the list was 

not sufficient for the purposes of this study, as the collocates suggested for each word are too 

limited. The benchmark for optimal span is about four items to the left and right positions of the 

node (Sinclair, 1991). The author argues that there are several structures in language that 

could result in the node and its collocate being moved further apart. For example, the passive 

voice in English allows for the noun to be moved further away from the verb, and it will also 
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change the position of the noun in relation to the verb, i.e. the noun will move from the right to 

the left of the verb. If a sentence contains an embedded clause that separates the node and 

the collocate, the span will increase as well. For example, a collocation such as make a 

decision could occur in a sentence like This was a decision that he struggled to make. In this 

case, the node and collocate are more than four positions apart. Therefore, it could be argued 

that a span of three would not be sufficient to identify all possible collocations in a corpus, as 

it is below the benchmark. Despite having considered possible shortfalls in the compilation of 

the ACL, it is currently the most complete list available for the most frequently occurring 

academic collocations. Therefore, for the purpose of the present study, the ACL was used as 

a starting point; it identifies the most frequent verbs and (most) of their noun collocates.  

 

In their study, Nizonkiza and Van de Poel (2019) aimed to identify the most frequent 

collocations as a possible starting point. Their results showed that, of the eight categories of 

lexical collocations (as discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.4.2), adjective-noun and verb-noun 

collocations are the most frequent. They do, however, recommend a thorough assessment of 

all types of collocations (Nizonkiza & Van de Poel, 2019:23). Several studies have been 

conducted in order to improve receptive and/or productive knowledge of collocations, including 

evaluating the effects of spacing techniques (Farvardin, 2019), video captioning (Teng, 2019) 

and presenting and organising collocations (Akpinar and Bardakçı, 2016). However, similar 

studies have not been conducted in a South African context. The present study therefore aims 

to contribute to research by determining the effects of awareness-raising teaching techniques 

on the controlled, productive use of verb-noun collocations of first-year university students on 

the Potchefstroom Campus of the North-West University in South Africa. 

 

This section has provided an outline of teaching strategies that can be employed to teach 

vocabulary – both implicitly and explicitly, integrated or in isolation, or inductively and 

deductively. Four major components of language teaching were also explored: meaning-

focussed input, meaning-focussed output, deliberate vocabulary learning, and fluency 

development. Each of these components plays an integral role in improving vocabulary 

knowledge. Based on the discussion presented, it is evident that each of the components is 

essential for improving vocabulary knowledge. Learners need to be exposed to meaningful 

input in order to produce meaningful output. Meaningful input can be supplemented with 

deliberate learning and teaching of target items, while meaningful output forms part of the 

activities necessary to develop fluency. One aspect that remains to be explored in this chapter 

is how to test vocabulary and collocational knowledge. The following section provides a 

detailed discussion of vocabulary assessment. 
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3.5 Assessing Vocabulary Knowledge 

 

Over the last 30 years, the assessment of vocabulary knowledge has received much attention 

in SLA research (Webb & Sasao, 2013), and various tests have been designed to assess this 

knowledge (Sasao & Webb, 2017). The formats of these tests range from gap-fill exercises, 

multiple-choice tests, and tests that require test-takers to match words with their correct 

meaning (Read, 2000). Multiple-choice tests and matching tests have been especially useful 

because they are easy to write and score, and they are time effective (Read, 2000). Tests that 

are well formulated can be used to accurately measure learner’s levels of reading 

comprehension, vocabulary size, progress over a period of time, and to point out weaknesses 

in a learner’s knowledge (Read, 2000:3). The purpose of this section is to provide an overview 

of vocabulary assessment, considering the following factors: a) the need for assessing 

vocabulary knowledge, b) fundamental issues with vocabulary assessment, c) measures used 

to assess vocabulary, and d) the validity of the measures used. These factors will be discussed 

in the sections that follow to identify the most suitable collocation assessment practices in order 

to inform the methodology of the present study. 

 

3.5.1 The need for assessing vocabulary 

 

As outlined in 2.1, vocabulary knowledge is essential for effective communication, and there 

are many aspects to knowing a word. As researchers’ understanding of lexical knowledge and 

competence expanded, tools used to test this competence developed. Measuring vocabulary 

size has been a longstanding area of research, and is useful for both native speakers and 

second language learners. Read (2007:107) states that “since vocabulary size is closely 

associated with reading comprehension ability, vocabulary tests have traditionally had a 

significant role in research on reading development and in literacy programmes.”  

 

Read (2000:3-4) distinguishes two major approaches to assessing vocabulary knowledge: the 

discrete-point approach, and the communicative approach. The discrete-point approach 

“involves designing tests to assess whether learners have knowledge of particular structural 

elements of language”. Discrete-point tests assess learners’ knowledge of particular word 

forms, structural patterns, phonological differences between words, etc. However, this 

approach has been criticised, and the validity of tests that fall within this stream, has been 

questioned. Read (2000:3-4) identifies five major criticisms against this approach: 1) Scores of 

these tests cannot be used to make a general statement about a learner’s vocabulary; 2) Since 

these tests focus on single structures and meanings of single words, they cannot be used to 
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accurately determine a learner’s overall proficiency; 3) Standard discrete-point tests assess 

receptive rather than productive knowledge; 4) The context in which words are used is not 

taken into consideration because they are tested in isolation; and 5) Learners can compensate 

for lack of lexical knowledge in communication situations by guessing meaning from context.  

 

Along with developments in the understanding of language competence and communicative 

language teaching (CLT), the communicative approach to language testing became dominant 

(Read, 2007:106). A learner’s ability to successfully complete a particular task became a 

means of assessing various aspects of language competence, including vocabulary knowledge 

(see Bachman and Palmer, 1996; McNamara, 1996). Bachman and Palmer (1996:68) 

identified two main components of testing language ability. The first component is language 

knowledge, which includes knowledge of vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, and spelling. 

The second component, strategic knowledge, entails the ability to use that knowledge 

effectively and accurately to communicate. This framework addresses some of the main 

criticisms against the validity of discrete-point tests, as it considered both organisational and 

pragmatic knowledge.  

 

Organisational knowledge includes grammatical knowledge and textual knowledge, i.e. how 

utterances and texts are organised. Pragmatic knowledge includes functional knowledge and 

sociolinguistic knowledge, i.e. how organisational knowledge is related to communicative goals 

within a particular context. However, even though Bachman and Palmer’s (1996:68) framework 

drew attention to communicative ability, vocabulary knowledge is categorised as an aspect of 

grammatical knowledge, and not tested separately. Vocabulary knowledge in and of itself is 

essential to overall language proficiency, and much research has been dedicated to defining 

the multifaceted and complex nature of vocabulary knowledge (Richards, 1976; Nation, 1990, 

2001; Meara, 1996; Henriksen, 1999).  

 

Chapter 2 further showed that lexical knowledge is dimensional (Meara, 1996; Henriksen, 

1999), comprising size, depth, and receptive-productive knowledge. It is thus necessary to 

treat vocabulary as a separate aspect of language knowledge that contributes significantly to 

strategic knowledge. As such, measuring vocabulary knowledge specifically has become 

common practice and essential in determining language proficiency, with tests designed to 

assess size and/or depth (cf. Daller et al., 2007; Meara, 2002; Nation, 1983; Nation, 1990; 

Nation & Beglar, 2007; Nation & Laufer 1995, 1999; Read, 1993; 1998; 2000; Zareva et al., 

2005, among others). Examples of tests that have contributed greatly to research and 

development of vocabulary assessment include the Eurocentres Vocabulary Size Test (EVST) 
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(Meara & Jones, 1988) the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) (Nation, 1990; Schmitt et al., 2001), 

Read’s Word Associates Test (WAT) (1993; 1998), Paribakht and Wesche’s Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale (VKS) (1997), and the Academic Word Levels Test (AWLT) (Webb & Sasao, 

2013). However, certain aspects of vocabulary assessment remain problematic. The following 

section deals with fundamental issues in vocabulary assessment, and considers factors such 

as test design and validity, whether the test is designed to assess size or depth, and receptive 

or productive knowledge. The Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT), Word Associates Test (WAT), 

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS), and the Academic Word Levels Test (AWLT) are 

considered. These tests have been most widely used, are well established, and have been 

designed to measure what students know about words (Webb & Sasao, 2013:263).  

 

3.5.2 Fundamental issues in vocabulary assessment 

 

One of the major factors that contribute to the complexity of vocabulary assessment is 

determining whether to test size or depth, and whether the focus is receptive or productive. 

This decision depends mainly on the reason for testing, which again influences the test design. 

In this section, tests to assess size and depth are discussed separately to provide a clear 

outline of test design, validity, and to provide examples of studies that have incorporated each 

of the tests. These tests are discussed separately because they are used to assess different 

aspects of vocabulary knowledge. Vocabulary size tests count the number of words a learner 

knows, while vocabulary depth tests aim to determine how well a learner knows a word. In 

other words – can the learner use a word accurately on different levels? 

 

3.5.2.1 Measuring vocabulary size 

 

A vocabulary size test typically requires a large sample of words from word frequency lists, and 

test-takers are required to indicate whether or not they know the meaning of the target words. 

One such test is the VLT (Nation, 1983, 1990).  

  

The VLT was designed for classroom use to enable teachers “to develop a suitable vocabulary 

teacher and learning programme for their students” (Read, 2000:118). Test items include word-

definition matching, where test-takers are expected to match words to their definitions. The 

test consists of five parts, each measuring knowledge of vocabulary within a frequency band: 

2000, 2001-3000, 4001-5000, and 9001-10 000 word families, and words from the University 

Word List. Schmitt et al. (2001) made useful improvements to the original version of the test, 

such as increasing reliability by increasing the number of items for each level from 18 to 30. 
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Coxhead’s  Academic Word List (2000) was used to evaluate academic vocabulary knowledge. 

Test-takers were not required to complete the entire test, because the scores are assigned for 

each individual level of the test and, as a result, accurate assumptions can be made about a 

learner’s vocabulary size. Webb and Sasao (2013) note that the highest level of frequency not 

mastered would give an indication of where vocabulary learning should be focussed.  

 

Read (1988) aimed to determine the validity of the VLT by analysing the results produced by 

81 students (ranging from low-intermediate to advanced) taking a three-month intensive 

English course for academic purposes. The test was administered shortly after the beginning 

of the course, and test results showed a consistent pattern of declining scores from the highest 

to the lowest frequency level. Similarly, Beglar and Hunt (1999) produced a revised version of 

the VLT at the 2000-word and University word levels to assess Japanese learners’ English 

vocabulary knowledge. Results confirmed that the test is a valid measure to estimate 

vocabulary size.  

 

While the VLT has proven to be a valuable tool to accurately measure vocabulary size (Read, 

2000), there are certain limitations. Webb and Sasao (2013:265) suggest that there are two 

major limitations: the test does not include a 1000-word level, and the lists used for the 

frequency levels are outdated. They motivate the first limitation by emphasising that the 

“relative value of vocabulary is a function of frequency; words that are encountered and used 

more often have greater value to learners because they will have a greater impact on 

comprehension and production” (Ibid). Secondly, they emphasise that the General Service List 

(West, 1953) was used to create the first 2000-word level, while frequency criteria from 

Thorndike and Lorge (1944) and Kučera and Francis (1967) were used to create the lists for 

the 3000, 5000, and 10 000-word levels.  

 

In order to address these limitations, the New Vocabulary Levels Test (NVLT) was developed. 

The NVLT includes only 1000, 2000, 3000, 4000, and 5000-word levels, since words from each 

of these levels have been proven most useful, especially for second language learners. The 

word lists were created by Nation (2012) and items on the lists were derived using two sets of 

criteria. The 1000 and 2000-word lists were compiled using a greater proportion of spoken than 

written text to ensure that the high frequency words were suitable for courses designed for 

teaching English as a foreign language. The 3000 to 5000-word lists were compiled using word 

frequency rankings from the British National Corpus (BNC) and the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English (COCA). Further, the NVLT does not include a measurement of academic 

vocabulary for two reasons: first, Schmitt et al.’s (2001) version of the VLT is a valid measure 
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of the Academic Word List and, second, a separate Academic Word Levels Test (AWLT) has 

been developed (Webb & Sasao, 2013). The AWLT aims to provide a more valid measure of 

knowledge of academic vocabulary, drawing from Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List 

(AWL). The AWL consists of 10 sublists. The AWLT consists of only five levels, simultaneously 

measuring two sublists. This ensures a manageable learning goal of 120 words for a course 

and it “provides a practical tool that can be used to measure progress in learning the AWL” 

(Webb & Sasao, 2013:268). These tests could be useful to measure receptive collocational 

knowledge, but they are not necessarily an option for assessing productive collocational 

knowledge.  

 

While tests that consist of word-definition matching mainly measure receptive knowledge, 

Laufer and Nation (1995; 1999) aimed to measure productive vocabulary knowledge by 

developing the Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP). The 1995 study saw the initial application of 

the LFP to measure learner’s ability to use words in their own speech and writing, in order to 

calculate the relative percentages of high and low-frequency vocabulary, as well as academic 

vocabulary. Laufer and Nation (1999) used a sentence-based gap-filling test consisting of the 

target items on the VLT to measure relative size of receptive and productive vocabulary. The 

format of this test allows for the testing of collocations as well as general vocabulary 

knowledge, because it can be utilised to test deep-word knowledge and vocabulary size. In 

terms of collocations, the test can be adjusted in such a way that nodes and their collocates 

can be assessed by requiring participants to fill in either of the two components. For example, 

to assess knowledge of verb-noun collocations, the following format could be used: 

 

Q: The engineer had to co___ research before she could start the project. 

A: The engineer had to conduct research before she could start the project. 

In this example, a clue as to what the node (verb) is, is provided, while the noun collocate is 

used to provide additional information, and in itself is also a clue. 

 

A major consideration with the tests discussed above is that they are mainly used to measure 

vocabulary size. In other words, they accurately measure whether or not a learner knows a 

word, but not the quality of that knowledge. This poses problems when aiming to assess 

productive vocabulary proficiency, which is essential for academic success. Alternative testing 

methods are necessary in order to do so. The next section details ways of testing vocabulary 

depth. 
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3.5.2.2 Measuring vocabulary depth 

 

Read (2007:113) states that “compared to [the] robust initiatives to develop and apply various 

tests of vocabulary size, there has been rather less progress in measuring quality (or depth) of 

vocabulary knowledge”. There seems to be consensus among researchers that more attention 

should be paid to this aspect of vocabulary assessment. Nizonkiza and Van den Berg (2014), 

for example, argue that focussing on size alone “means that vocabulary knowledge is being 

investigated and measured in terms of only one part of a whole” and that this emphasis “poses 

problems for validity in terms of construct-underrepresentation” (p.46).  

 

In an early attempt to address this long-standing issue, Read (1983; 1998) developed the Word 

Associates Test (WAT). The WAT was an important innovation in vocabulary assessment, as 

it provided a means to measure knowledge of multiple aspects of vocabulary knowledge to 

determine how well words are known, instead of only requiring test-takers to know form-

meaning connections of words. Test-takers are presented with cue words and eight words to 

choose from to identify which words are related to the cue word. Four of the eight words are 

correct associations, and learners are expected to select the correct items. The WAT also 

measures meaning-knowledge based on synonyms (Gyllstad & Schmitt, 2019), and has been 

applied widely in second language research. For example, Qian (1999) compared results from 

the VLT and the WAT to determine size and depth respectively, and found that the WAT 

accounted for a significant amount of the variance in reading comprehension scores. Bogaards 

(2000) reviewed work on the measurement of depth and reported on a study investigating the 

validity of using a simplified version of the WAT (Meara’s Euralex French Tests).  

 

While research on vocabulary depth has proven valuable, much is lacking in terms of 

measuring (productive) knowledge of more complex form-meaning connections such as multi-

word units and collocations (Webb & Sasao, 2013:270). Gyllstad and Schmitt (2019) note that 

“there is still no consensus on the best ways to measure FL [formulaic language] and no test 

which has been recognized as a standard measurement” (p. 175). According to Gyllstad and 

Schmitt (2018), factors that contribute to the problems associated with assessing formulaic 

language are 1) “formulaic language is made up of numerous disparate categories, which all 

have their own particular characteristics” (p. 175), and 2) there are a large number of formulaic 

sequences. They also state that “[t]hese two factors work against both the identification of the 

target population and the representative sampling of items from that population” (Gyllstad & 

Schmitt, 2018:175). The two sections that follow discuss 1) studies aimed at identifying 
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collocations to teach (and, by extension, assess), and 2) measures that have been employed 

to assess collocational competence. 

 

3.5.3 Measuring productive collocational competence 

 

There have been attempts to measure collocational knowledge and determine the rate of 

acquisition of collocations in ESL/EFL learners, but to date no standardised test has been 

developed. While various research methods have been used to investigate L2 learners’ 

collocational knowledge, use and development, some challenges remain. 

 

In terms of measuring collocational competence, Biskup (1992), for example, found that EFL 

learners with an L1 (Polish) that is more distant from English made fewer collocational errors 

than learners whose L1 (German) was closer to English. Nesselhauf (2003) confirmed these 

findings in a study that examined verb-noun collocation errors made by advanced learners – 

L1 interference seemed to account for a large proportion of errors (p. 235). Laufer and Girsai 

(2008) found that explicitly contrasting L1 and L2 collocations in translation activities seemed 

to minimise L1 interference on learner’s use of collocations. Siyanova and Schmitt (2008) have 

identified three general elicitation tools utilised to collect data from learner production: 1) online 

written and oral tasks; 2) offline elicitation tools such as productive translation tasks (Biskup, 

1992; Webb & Kagimoto, 2011), cloze tests (Durrant, 2008; Revier, 2009; Prentice, 2010) and 

association tasks, and receptive multiple-choice and judgement tasks (Gyllstad, 2007; Barfield, 

2009; Fitzpatrick, 2012); and 3) online reaction tasks (Columbus, 2010; Millar, 2011; Wolter & 

Gyllstad, 2011). Webb and Kagomoto (2011) found that collocations that share the same 

collocate seem to be easiest to learn, because fewer word associations need to be memorised. 

 

Webb and Sasao (2013) suggest that the AWLT could be adapted to measure collocational 

knowledge and compare scores to more traditional tests of form-meaning connection. The 

WAT (Read, 1993; 1998) has also been used to test collocational knowledge. However, 

Gyllstad, Vilkaitė and Schmitt (2015) suggest that the multiple-choice format inevitably leads 

to problems, as test-takers could guess the answers without knowing the correct combinations. 

Furthermore, the test can accommodate only a limited number of target items.  

 

Three tests that are quite similar in design are the COLLEX and COLLMATCH (Gyllstad, 2009), 

and the Discriminating Collocations Test (DISCO) (Eyckmans, 2009), all of which use a 

recognition format to test receptive collocational knowledge. The COLLEX and COLLMATCH 

tests “were designed to measure advanced Swedish learners’ (upper secondary school and 
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university) receptive recognition knowledge of English verb+noun word combinations” 

(Gyllstad & Schmitt, 2019). The tests were developed and administered to create assessments 

that are reliable and produce valid scores (Gyllstad, 2007). The COLLEX test uses a three-

option, multiple-choice format that contains 50 English word combinations in a 

decontextualised format, and test-takers have to select the item that is frequent and natural. 

The COLLMATCH test is a yes-no test that specifically assesses collocational knowledge. 

Test-takers must judge whether or not a word combination is frequent and natural in English. 

COLLMATCH test items are also decontextualised. Gyllstad (2007) administered both these 

tests along with the VLT to 307 participants, and found that both collocation tests produced 

very similar scores, and the scores also correlated with the VLT scores.  

 

Eyckmans (2009) administered the DISCO test, which required test-takers to identify two-word 

combinations that are English idiomatic expressions. The test was based on a receptive 

vocabulary size test. This was a longitudinal study, which measured English proficiency and 

phrasal knowledge by administering pre and post-tests in an instructional setting amounting to 

60 hours of input-driven instruction. Results indicated that both oral proficiency and phrasal 

knowledge improved, suggesting that “the cognitive processes involved in taking the test – 

distinguishing salient Verb + Noun combinations from non-salient ones – relate to the learner’s 

set of stored mental representations that are ready for productive use” (p.150). 

 

Revier’s (2009) CONTRIX differs from COLLMATCH, COLLEX and DISCO, in that Revier 

(2009) claims that it assesses aspects of productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations, even 

though the test employs a receptive format. Test-takers are required to select items to fill three 

gaps in a sentence. The combinations that need to be selected in each case comprise a verb, 

an article, and a noun. Revier (2009) argues that the test assesses productive knowledge 

because “test takers must not only create (i.e., produce) meaning by combining lexical 

constituents, but they must also grammatically encode the noun constituent for determination” 

(p. 129). However, Gyllstad and Schmitt (2019) argue that “the initial pilot only investigated 

differences in scores between learners of different proficiency levels, and differences in scores 

between transparent, semi-transparent, and non-transparent collocations” and, therefore, 

“there was no evidence that the test provides an indication of productive collocation mastery 

as an independent construct” (p. 179). 

 

Finally, Martinez’s (2011) PHRASE test uses four-option multiple-choice format, containing the 

target item, and a short, non-defining sentence to provide context. Items are taken from a 

PHRASE List (Martinez & Schmitt, 2012), and test-takers should complete the gaps in a 
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sentence by using the options provided. Gyllstad and Schmitt (2019) argue that, since items 

are taken from a finite list, the “percentage correct on the test can be interpreted as the 

percentage known on the whole PHRASE List” (p. 181). This implies that scores can be 

interpreted in relation to overall size, unlike scores achieved for COLLEX, COLMATCH or 

DISCO. Thus, “future tests of FL [formulaic language] may need to focus on much more 

constrained, and thus identifiable, subsets of FL, in order to make the resulting scores more 

meaningful” (Gyllstad & Schmitt, 2019:181). 

 

Henriksen (2013:44) notes that, while these studies have been valuable, comparing the results 

is problematic for various reasons. There are multiple study aims and approaches, and different 

aims mean that different research instruments are utilised (Ibid.) In addition, Given the fact that 

collocations are defined differently (as discussed in Chapter 2), and developing a standardised 

tool to measure collocations would be subject to consensus among researchers. Therefore, 

while measurement tools such as COLLEX, COLLMATCH, DISCO and PHRASE are available, 

the present study made use of more conservative tools to measure the development of 

controlled productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations of first-year students taking an 

English for Specific Purposes course at North-West University. An adapted version of the 

Vocabulary Levels Test was used, with a multiple-choice cloze test format and gap-fill items 

with the first one or two letters provided. Participants were presented with sentences that 

contain verb-noun combinations. The verb or noun is missing in each sentence, and test-takers 

had to fill in the correct word based on the context of the sentence.   

 

3.7 Conclusion 

 

This chapter established the need for explicitly teaching collocations as part of vocabulary in 

L2 learners. Various vocabulary-teaching strategies were discussed from the four strands 

suggested by Nation (2001; 2007; 2013).  

 

However, studies indicated that, while strategies to teach general vocabulary might prove 

valuable when teaching multi-word units, the nature of formulaic language lends itself to being 

taught differently. The AWARE approach was identified as the most effective way to explicitly 

teach collocations.  

 

This chapter also investigated various vocabulary-knowledge assessment tools to identify the 

most appropriate tool with which to measure productive collocational knowledge. As 

mentioned, research on vocabulary depth has proven valuable, but much is lacking in terms of 
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measuring (productive) knowledge of more complex form-meaning connections. Furthermore, 

there is no consensus on how to measure productive use of formulaic language. While tests 

such as COLLEX, COLLMATCH, DISCO, and PHRASE have shown to be useful in testing 

collocational knowledge, these tests have not yet been standardised or fully validated, and 

further research is necessary.  

 

The present study therefore used a productive version of the VLT to measure development of 

collocational knowledge in first-year university students receiving integrated explicit treatment. 

Several studies have utilised some version of the VLT in an attempt to measure productive 

collocational knowledge. One such study was conducted by Nizonkiza (2017). Nizonkiza 

(2017) aimed to improve academic vocabulary of English majors at the University of Burundi 

taking a course built on a collocation-based syllabus, in an attempt to improve academic writing 

abilities. The awareness-raising approach (Ying & O’Neill, 2009) as well as an adapted version 

of McCarthy and O’Dell’s (2005) Collocation Web Model were used to teach collocations. 

Collocation knowledge was measured using Nizonkiza’s (2014) collocation test, which is based 

on Laufer and Nation’s (1999) VLT. Participants completed pre and post-tests, and open writing 

tasks. Results indicated that the scores obtained for the post-test were significantly higher, and 

that overall academic writing skills and productive knowledge of collocations improved. The 

present study utilised strategies similar to those of Nizonkiza (2017) to improve controlled 

productive use of verb-noun collocations. The AWARE approach was utilised in various ways 

to aid in teaching collocations. The main focus of the teaching strategies were to enable 

participants of the study to notice verb-noun collocations, engage with content that enhanced 

learning processes, and allow learners to actively engage with the content in order to create a 

deeper level of awareness of the significance of the content. The researcher also used the 

format of the VLT (Laufer & Nation, 1999), because it allows for measurement of productive 

collocational knowledge, as suggested in section 3.5.2.1. 

 

The next chapter, Chapter 4, provides details on the methodology of the present study.  
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CHAPTER 4: METHOD OF RESEARCH 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter provides a detailed description of the research method followed to determine the 

extent to which first-year university students’ controlled productive knowledge of verb-noun 

collocations could be improved by means of explicit teaching. An overview of the empirical 

process is provided here. The empirical process was completed in three phases to address 

the three research questions. Each of phases is discussed in detail below. 

 

The aim of this study was to determine the extent to which first-year university students’ 

controlled productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations could be improved by means of 

explicit teaching. To determine this, the following sub-questions were posed: 

1. What is the level of controlled productive verb-noun collocation proficiency of first-year 

ESL students at the North-West University? 

2. To what extent does intervention with explicit teaching of verb-noun collocations result 

in improving their mastery among first-year ESL students at the North-West University? 

This question is answered by determining whether 

a. there is any statistically significant difference between the results of the pre-test, 

post-test and delayed post-test of the experimental group. 

 

This study followed a quantitative design comprising, firstly, a collostructional analysis and, 

secondly, a two-group quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test and delayed post-

test. Data were collected from a non-randomised control group and experimental group 

comprising 624 participants in total in order to determine the extent to which the productive 

knowledge of verb-noun collocations could be improved in first year English Second Language 

(ESL) students taking an English for Specific Purposes course (ENLS 111). For the purposes 

of the study, a quantitative design was considered appropriate in order to evaluate participants’ 

performance over a period of six weeks. Performance was measured after a six-week period 

because this timeline allowed for continuous intervention during one semester while 

participants completed vocabulary assessments.  

 

4.2 Participants 

 

The participants constituted two groups of first-year English second language university 

students enrolled for the ENLS 111 module, aiming to improve ESL proficiency, at the 
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Potchefstroom Campus of the North-West University. The control group constituted the 2017 

cohort of students (n=349), and the experimental group constituted the 2018 cohort (n=275). 

The complete population, i.e. the whole group of ENLS 111 students for 2017 and 2018 was 

used for the purpose of this study. Using a total population sampling technique allowed for 

deep insights and analytic generalisations. Relevant statistical tools were used to control for 

variance. These will be discussed in more detail below where relevant. 

 

4.3 Data collection and analyses 

 

A two-pronged approach was used to address the sub-questions. This required different 

instruments to collect various forms of quantitative data. The selection is discussed and 

motivated below. 

 

4.3.1 Instrumentation 

 

First, a collostructional analysis was conducted. Second, a series of pre and post-tests was 

administered. Finally, a statistical analysis was conducted to determine whether the 

intervention received by the 2018 cohort had an effect on their productive knowledge of verb-

noun collocations. The methods and instrumentation utilised to address each of these 

questions are discussed in separate sections below. 

 

 

4.3.1.1 Q1: What is the level of controlled productive verb-noun collocation proficiency of first-

year ESL students at the North-West University? 

 

A collostructional analysis, as designed by Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003) and Gries and 

Stefanowitsch (2004a; 2004b), was employed to determine the strength of the verb-noun 

collocations selected from the ACL. This application is based on the Fisher exact test 

(Pedersen, 1996) and is useful for determining effect size in terms of the extent to which a 

construction is typically associated with a lexical item (Gilquin, 2010:195). This first step was 

included in order to ascertain to what degree participants could use verb-noun collocations 

freely within an academic context. Participants were not specifically instructed to use certain 

verb-noun combinations, and therefore the collostructional analysis could provide an objective 

perspective of what knowledge participants had of verb-noun collocations that they indeed 

used. A higher collocational strength between a verb and a noun would indicate that many 

participants had mastered the use of the construction, and that intervention may not be 
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necessary for that particular item. This step thus has the advantage of aiding researchers in 

identifying which verb-noun collocations might be problematic and identify them as items that 

need to be taught more explicitly.  

 

For the purpose of this study, the collostructional analysis was used to determine the strength 

between the verb-noun collocations selected from the Academic Collocation List (Ackermann 

& Chen, 2013) as used in ESL students’ writing. In total, there are 112 verb-noun collocations 

on the ACL. The verb ‘have’ and its inflections were not included in this analysis because it 

was mostly used as an auxiliary verb in participants’ texts. All the other 111 verbs were included 

and were present in at least one group of texts. In order to analyse participants’ writing, the 

researcher followed the procedure below: 

a) First, students were instructed to write two short essays during the course of the 

semester. The essays were between 400-600 words long, and had to be written in 

an academic register. These essays were submitted in MS Word format on an online 

platform at the NWU (eFundi) on two occasions, with both cohorts submitting one 

essay before taking any of the tests, and one after the first post-test had been 

completed. Both cohorts were restricted to writing about the following topics:  

1. Argue for or against the following statements: 

i. Fake news is problematic.  

ii. Social media should be regulated by the government. 

iii. Marijuana should be legalised for private use. 

 

Providing specific topics meant that verb-noun combinations were limited. In other 

words, the researcher could not expect to find all of the verb-noun collocations in 

student writing, and this would not necessarily be an indication that participants did 

not have knowledge of those collocations. For example, there might be a higher 

likelihood of encountering collect data than perform a task. This is a limitation to the 

study. However, limiting the possible combinations could provide an indication of 

the vocabulary size and proficiency of the groups in the sense that it could indicate 

that not all participants were on the same level. This was especially apparent with 

errors that participants made. For example, with the verb change typical collocates 

would be an attitude, or a perception, but one participant used the phrase change 

someone’s conception*. Errors such as these indicate more serious issues with 

vocabulary knowledge, especially if found in many texts. These errors as well as 

the most problematic verbs are discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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b) The texts were collected by the researcher to create a corpus for each essay. There 

were four corpora in total: two for the control group (CG_SE1 and CG_SE2) and 

two for the experimental group (EG_SE1 and EG_SE2). The essays were then 

edited to ensure that: 

1. All personal participant details were removed; 

2. All reference lists were removed in order to have an accurate word 

count of the written essays, and no unnecessary details that could 

affect the collostructional analysis; 

3. The essay files were renamed using the coding mentioned above. 

For example, a participant’s essays from the 2017 cohort were 

renamed CG_SE1_001 and CG_SE2_001. 

c) For the same reason stated under ii), spelling errors were corrected. The 

corrections included changing American English spelling to British English spelling. 

Should two words such as specialise and specialize appear in the corpus, the 

programme used to analyse the texts would count the words as two separate 

words, and this would affect the word count, making the corpus seem larger than 

it actually was.  

d) Next, in order to create a corpus for each group of essays, the researcher 

converted the texts from MS Word to TXT format and uploaded the files to 

Wordsmith Tools version 6 (Scott, 2011). Wordsmith was then used to create a 

wordlist to retrieve an accurate word count for each corpus. This is crucial because 

the precise frequencies are necessary for each of the verbs and nouns for which 

the collostructional strength needed to be determined. 

e) After the wordlists were created, the ACL (Ackermann & Chen, 2013) was used to 

search for verbs used in participants’ writing, and a list was made of the relevant 

nouns that were used with the verbs. In this instance, ‘relevant’ means that the 

noun had to be suitable to the academic register. In other words, if a participant 

used an expression such as play a game, ‘game’ would not be included in the 

analysis. However, in cases such as play a part or play a role, both nouns were 

used because they are appropriate within the context. 

f) Once all the relevant nouns were extracted, a list was compiled in MS Excel-format. 

In this document, two distinctions were made with regard to the noun frequencies. 

First, the frequency of the noun as it occurs with the verb in question and, second, 

the frequency of the noun within the corpus as a whole. This enables researchers 

to determine how frequently the noun co-occurs with a particular verb compared 
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with how frequently it co-occurs with other verbs as well. Below is an image of the 

MS Excel file. 

 

 

Figure 4-1: MS Excel file (accept) 

 

In Figure 4.1, Column A represents the noun that occurred with accept, Column B 

shows the frequency of the noun in the entire corpus, and Column C indicates how 

many times the noun co-occurred with accept. 

 

g) After the MS Excel-document is complete, it is converted to an MS DOS Formatted 

file. The file is then ready to be analysed using the Fisher-Yates exact test 

(Pedersen, 1996) in order to conduct a collostructional analysis using a software 

programme called R (The R Foundation for Statistical Computing, 1997-). This 

programme was used to conduct a collostructional analysis as designed by 

Stefanowitsch and Gries (2003) and Gries and Stefanowitsch (2004a; 2004b), and 

the collostructional strength was determined for each noun and the verb it co-

occurred with. This procedure was repeated for each corpus and the results were 

compared in order to determine the initial proficiency of the first-year students at 

the NWU taking the ESP course. Below are two figures (4.2 and 4.3) to show the 

MS DOS TXT input and TXT output files, along with an explanation of the process 

to measure collostructional strength. 

 

 

    Figure 4-2: MS DOS TXT input file (accept) 
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   Figure 4-3: R TXT output file (accept) 

 

Figure 4.3 indicates the results of the collostructional analysis of the word accept in the control 

group’s first essay. The topic of this essay was Fake news is problematic. In the table, there 

are six columns that are important for interpreting the results of the current study. These are 

1) words, 2) word frequency (word.freq), 3) observed frequency (obs. freqs), 4) expected 

frequency (exp. freqs), 5) relation and 6) collostructional strength (coll.strength).  

 

The first column, words, indicates which words were used with accept. Results show that 

advertised, truth and lie co-occur with accept in the student data. The second column, word. 

freq, shows how many times the word occurred in the corpus. The word 'advertised' occurs 14 

times. The third column, obs. freq, gives an indication of how many times the word occurred 

with accept. Advertisement occurred only once with accept in this particular corpus. The fourth 

column, exp. freq, indicates how many times the word is expected to occur with accept, based 

on the Fisher-Yates exact calculation. The fifth column, relation, shows that there is an 

attraction between the words, because the observed frequency is higher than the expected 

frequency. If the observed frequency is lower than the expected frequency, it would indicate 

that there is a repulsion rate between the words. Gries et al. (2005) explain this phenomenon 

as follows: "[fall] is significantly repelled by the intransitive-motion construction because it 

occurs in this construction less often than expected on the basis of pure chance” (p. 647). This 

indicated that the words are not expected to co-occur. While the repulsion strength could 

indicate errors, it could also indicate that combinations are not frequent in the corpus, even if 

the combination is correct. This results in the collostructional strength – the last column. The 

higher the score, the stronger the relation between the words. In this case, accept shows a 

high attraction rate to advertisement, and a low attraction rate to lie. 

 

The results of this section of the study are discussed in Chapter 5.  
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4.3.1.2 Q2: To what extent does intervention with explicit teaching of verb-noun collocations 

result in improving their mastery among first-year ESL students at the North-West 

University? 

 

In section 3.4.5.1, Considerations for Collocation Teaching Strategies, two cognitive 

approaches to teaching collocations were discussed. These approaches were the attention-

drawing technique (Bishop, 2004; Laufer & Gersai, 2005; Boers et al., 2006) and the 

awareness-raising approach (Ying & O’Neill, 2009). For the present study, the awareness-

raising approach was utilised by employing strategies used in studies that had previously 

shown successful retention of collocations. 

 

The teaching intervention used in the present study constituted three steps and took place 

during allotted teaching time for the module ENLS 111. After each step, participants provided 

their answers, and the researcher as well as other participants provided feedback. 

 

1. Reading exercise to identify verb-noun collocations 

Participants were provided with texts from Speed Readings for ESL Learners 3000 

BNC (Millet, 2017). This source was written by the Victoria University of Wellington’s 

School of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies. It contains twenty 400-word 

passages, each of which is followed by ten comprehension questions. This source was 

selected based on two criteria: 1) The ACL (Ackermann & Chan, 2013) consisted of 

verbs from the 3000-word frequency band; and 2) the nouns on the list mostly fell into 

the 4000-word frequency band. According to research, university students should be 

able to comprehend 4000-5000 word families in order to understand lectures at 

undergraduate level (see Nation, 2006; Schmitt 2008, 2010). In a study investigating 

the size of students’ vocabulary, Nizonkiza and Van Dyk (2015) found that students at 

the North-West University mostly had a large enough vocabulary to enable academic 

success. However, a percentage of the participants did not reach the minimum 

requirements in terms of productive vocabulary falling in the 2000- and 3000-word 

bands. Nizonkiza and Van Dyk (2015) suggest graded readers to improve vocabulary 

comprehension (p.165). 

 

Once participants of the present study were provided with a text from Millet (2017), they 

were given 10 minutes to read the text. They were then asked to write down any 

expressions that they thought were verb-noun collocations. Examples of verb-noun 

collocations were provided as a guideline. 
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2. The collocation web model 

The second part of the intervention exercises consisted of an adapted version of 

McCarthy and O’Dell’s (2005) collocation web model. The researcher identified verbs 

from each passage that were included in the ACL to use as a starting point for the 

exercise. The node was placed in the centre of the web model, and participants were 

asked to fill out nouns that could be considered collocates, based on clues that were 

provided. See figure 4.4 below for details. 

 

 

Figure 4-4: Example of collocation web model used in interventions 

 

3. Productive writing exercise 

Step three of the exercise involved a short productive writing task in which participants 

had to choose two collocations and write down a sentence for each. This final step was 

included to enable participants to practise using the verb-noun collocations productively 

in a controlled exercise. 

 

This intervention was repeated six times. It was evident during the first intervention that 

participants were not aware of the concept ‘collocation’, and most of the time was used to 

explain the concept. Even after an explanation and examples, it became apparent during the 

second intervention that participants still struggled with the concept. Participants could not 

identify collocations, and some identified phrases that were parts of sentences that did not 

contain any collocations. For example: has a mixed economy, are exported to 90 countries, 

and find new places. It was thus necessary to adjust the initial teaching invention to increase 

Figure : Web model of 
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exposure to and awareness of collocations. The researcher introduced additional materials 

such as collocations dictionaries, online dictionaries, and corpus data to illustrate what 

collocations are. The fundamental teaching approach (awareness-raising) was the same 

throughout the intervention phase, but the presentation of the content varied slightly based on 

learning styles, such as visual learning styles and more analytic learning styles. This enabled 

the researcher to ensure interventions that could be more pedagogically sound in that they 

accommodated a greater number of participants’ learning styles. An example of one of the 

intervention exercises can be found in Annexure B. 

 

To gauge the extent to which intervention may have resulted in collocations development, the 

following question was answered: Is there any statistically significant difference between the 

results of the pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test of the experimental group? 

 

To this end, the productive version of the Vocabulary Levels Test (Laufer & Nation, 1999) was 

used. This test is discussed in detail in section 3.5.2.1, and was used to assess participants’ 

progress over a number of weeks. The test items were selected from published and peer-

reviewed articles from a variety of academic fields that included Economic, Agricultural, 

Educational, Legal, Health, and Communication Studies. Published articles were used in order 

to ensure that the test items were based on authentic language output. Most of the participants 

taking the course were enrolled in the School of Communication Studies and the Law Faculty. 

Participants would therefore have been exposed to these registers and would have been 

required to use the registers accurately. A complete list of articles used for the tests is available 

on request. This phase of the study consisted of two parts entailing the completion of the 

experimental procedure for the control group (2017) and for the test group (2018), followed by 

data analysis. The timeline for the procedure was as follows:  
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Table 4-1: Testing timeline 

 

For both cohorts, the pre-test was administered in the first week following the university holiday 

in April to ensure a continuous period of at least 6 weeks before exams started. 

 

2017 Control Group procedure 

Data gathered during this phase served as benchmark against which to compare the effect of 

the planned interventions in the following phase.  

This phase commenced in April 2017 and comprised only a series of formative tests. The pre-

test (T1) for the control group was administered, intermittent tests (ti, tii, tiii and tiv) and the post-

test was administered twice (T2 and T3). The delayed post-test (T4) six weeks later. No 

intervention took place during this phase.  

 

2018 Experimental Group procedure 

This phase commenced in April 2018. The same outlined procedure was followed as in 2017, 

but with the inclusion of interventions I1 to I6. The same exercises were administered as in 

2017 and according to the same timeline. 

 

The repeated post-test and use of intermittent exercises in addition to the pre-, post-, and 

delayed post-test exercises served to increase the number of observation points to get a 

clearer picture of any developmental pattern that may be evident between the pre-test, post-

test, second post-test, and delayed post-test phases. In this way, reliability of the results was 

increased. In addition, it served to inform the duration required for the intervention, i.e. 
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comparing the extent of development after three weeks’ intervention, and after six weeks’ 

intervention. 

 

In terms of analyses, variance within participants as people, as well as variance between the 

tests needed to be controlled. Hierarchical Linear Measures (HLM) (Hancock & Mueller, 2010; 

Woltman et al., 2012) were applied to control for variance in the groups, with person 

dependence as the primary unit of analysis. This analysis allows for missing data and is useful 

in applications to the full survey group to ensure the intragroup and intergroup comparability. 

Woltman et al. (2012:53) explains: “HLM simultaneously investigates relationships within and 

between hierarchical levels of grouped data, thereby making it more efficient at accounting for 

variance among variables at different levels than other existing analyses”. As it was anticipated 

for this study, the independent variable affected the dependent variable, and the effect size of 

the treatment was determined by means of Cohen’s D value (Cohen, 1988), based on the HLM 

averages and variance. The results of the rests are discussed in detail in Chapter 5. 

 

The results of the constructional analysis and the two-group quasi-experimental design with a 

pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test were also considered carefully. Inferences were drawn 

based on the findings achieved in the preceding stages described above. These inferences 

and recommendations are discussed in Chapter 5. This information serves to motivate and 

guide future classroom practices related to teaching collocations, as well as future research on 

the matter. 
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CHAPTER 5: PRESENTATION AND INTERPRETATION OF 

RESULTS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter a detailed account of the findings of the present study is provided. The structure 

of this chapter follows that of section 4.3, addressing each of the research questions 

separately, along with the findings that resulted for that phase of the study. 

 

The aim of this study was to determine the extent to which first-year university students’ 

controlled productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations could be improved by means of 

explicit teaching. To determine this, the following sub-questions were posed: 

1. What is the level of controlled productive verb-noun collocation proficiency of first-year 

ESL students at the North-West University? 

2. To what extent does intervention with explicit teaching of verb-noun collocations result 

in improving their mastery among first-year ESL students at the North-West University? 

This question is answered by determining whether 

a. there is any statistically significant difference between the results of the pre-test, 

post-test and delayed post-test of the experimental group. 

 

This study followed a quantitative design comprising firstly a collostructional analysis and 

secondly a two-group quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test and delayed post-

test. Data were collected from a non-randomised control group and experimental group 

comprising 624 participants in total in order to determine the extent to which the controlled 

productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations can be improved in first year English Second 

Language (ESL) students taking an English for Specific Purposes course (ENLS 111). For the 

purposes of the study, only quantitative data were collected in order to evaluate participants’ 

performance over a period of six weeks for both groups.  

 

5.2 Interpretation of results 

 

A two-pronged approach was used to address the sub-questions. Results of the 

collostructional analysis are reported and discussed first. Then the results are reported and 

discussed for the of pre-, post- and delayed post-test administered. Finally, the results are 
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reported for statistical analysis conducted to determine whether the intervention received by 

the 2018 cohort had an effect on their productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations. 

 

5.2.1 Collostructional analysis of participants essays 

 

Q1: What is the level of controlled productive verb-noun collocation proficiency of first-year 

ESL students at the North-West University? 

 

To answer Question 1, a collostructional analysis as designed by Stefanowitsch and Gries 

(2003) and Gries and Stefanowitsch (2004a; 2004b) was employed to determine the extent to 

which participants in the study had mastered the verb-noun collocations selected from the ACL 

(Ackermann & Chen, 2013) before the intervention and could master the verb-noun 

collocations after the invention phase. The intervention phase is discussed in detail in sections 

4.3.1.2 and 5.2.2. 

 

The collostructional analysis is based on the Fisher-Yates exact test (Pedersen, 1996), which 

is useful for determining effect size in terms of the extent to which a construction is typically 

associated with a lexical item (Gilquin, 2010:195). This first step was included in order to 

ascertain the degree to which participants freely mastered the verb-noun collocations on the 

ACL within an academic context. The results of the analyses provided insight into which 

collocations participants could master, and what types of errors were made. This information 

is potentially valuable to inform future interventions aimed at the kinds of difficulties that first 

year students may encounter with mastering verb-noun collocations. The essays for both 

cohorts were edited and analysed according to the method discussed in section 4.3.1.1 in order 

to compile a list of verb-noun collocations used by participants based on the 112 verb-noun 

collocations on the ACL. The analysis and the editing process of the essays indicated that 

participants typically made the following types of errors: a) using an informal academic register 

instead of a formal or academic register; b) using verbs as nouns; c) using words with similar 

meaning in the same sentences with the same verb (as part of the same clause); d) verb tense 

and agreement errors; and e) using incorrect noun collocates with verbs. A complete list of 

these errors can be found in Appendix F, but some examples are discussed here. While errors 

a), b), and d) were found throughout participant writing, they were not limited to verbs used in 

the analyses and show a broader picture of the writing of the participants used in the study. 

However, errors c) and e) were identified in the case of the verbs that were analysed and 

indicate a specific problem area with the use of verb-noun collocations for these cohorts. Each 

type of error is briefly discussed below. 
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a) Incorrect register 

Results indicated that participants showed a preference to more informal vocabulary. 

Some examples of a) include expressions such as ‘find a way’ as opposed to ‘find a 

means’. Similar errors occurred with nouns such as money vs profit and money vs 

income, as well as measures vs rules. In certain cases, the collostructional analysis of 

the second essays, which were written after the intervention had taken place, indicated 

that participants started using more formal expressions, particularly in the case of ‘make 

money’ and ‘make a profit’. More participants used ‘profit’ as the preferred collocate 

with make to indicate financial gain than before the intervention. This could signal a 

greater awareness and attentiveness to using the more formal phase which is more 

appropriate in the academic context. 

 

b) Using verbs as nouns and vice versa 

The collostructional analyses also showed that participants in the study had great 

difficulty with nominal derivational suffixes. In other words, they did not know which 

suffixes to add to a word to turn it into a noun. For example, participants used 

expressions such as ‘leads to a reduce in corruption’ (participant EG238) and ‘If the 

Government succeeds in regulating social media it will make a mock of our Democracy’ 

(participant CG172) instead of ‘lead to a reduction’ and ‘make a mockery’. Participant 

CG_002 also used the word comfusement in the sentence ‘Not only was this 

information wrong, it spread like wild fire, causing heavy confusement’. When referring 

to the publishing process, a participant used the phrase ‘the publishment of something’. 

Publishment is used in a very particular context when referring to a printed work that is 

for sale or when referring to the act of publishing a text and would not typically be used 

within the context of publishing a news article, for example, and was inappropriate for 

the context of the essay. 

Other verb/noun errors included using the words ‘affect’ and ‘effect’ interchangeably as 

a noun or a verb. This was also the case for the words belief vs believe and extent vs 

extend. Examples from the data include ‘it will effect people’, and ‘they belief 

something’. Participant CG_36 used the sentence ‘people sometimes belief in the 

madness that is been spread’.  
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c) Using words with similar meaning 

Errors included using expressions such as ‘to gain financial or political gain’, or ‘gain 

attraction’ instead of ‘gain attention’. Both examples illustrate uncertainty as to the 

meaning and use of the problematic lexical items. In the former example, the word gain 

is repetitively in both verb and noun form. Should the adjectives financial and political 

be removed, the phrase would be to gain gain. This is a problematic combination and 

the noun gain more likely collocates with the verb to achieve One would rather say 'to 

achieve financial and political gain' or 'to gain financially and politically'. In the latter 

case, the verb draw would have been better suited with attention. This example shows 

that there is not a clear understanding of the difference in meaning between attention 

and attraction. Another example from the data ‘is to make a fortune of profit’ where 

profit and fortune have similar meanings within the particular context, but fortune is less 

formal than profit in an academic context.  

 

This phenomenon could indicate that participants lack knowledge of the meaning of the 

words that they used, and that they have difficulty identifying synonyms or near-

synonyms of those words.  

 

d) verb tense and agreement errors 

Results from the analysis also showed that participants had difficulty using verbs 

correctly as they made errors related to verb tenses and agreement. Some examples 

from participants’ texts include the following: something is been given; have/has 

became; news is been provided; that been said (that being said); and everyone has 

went through it. For example, participant EG124 used the phrase ‘misinformation can 

be reduces to people or community’. Participant CG_36 also made verb errors (as well 

as errors listed under c). An example is ‘people sometimes belief in the madness that 

is been spread’. A complete list of these errors are presented in Appendix E. 

 

e) incorrect noun collocations 

In order to provide a detailed discussion of errors related to incorrect noun collocations, 

the verbs make and cause are discussed in detail below. 

 

The ACL contains 112 verb-noun collocations. Each of the verbs were analysed in all four 

corpora that were compiled using participant essays. Of the 112 verbs, make and cause 

yielded the most verb-noun collocations and contained many of the errors discussed above 

and illustrated below. Even though only two of the verbs are discussed as a way of exemplifying 
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the errors that participants made, summaries of the analyses of all 112 verbs are available on 

request. Below, a table is provided for each of the two verbs – make and cause – following the 

same format as Figure 4.3 (section 4.3.1.1). The nouns of each table are organised 

alphabetically. The items that are printed in bold indicate noun collocates that are erroneously 

used with make and cause. These erroneously used noun collocates also allow the researcher 

to identify items that should most likely be included in an intervention course, because there 

are several errors of the same verb-noun collocation across both cohorts. This indicates that 

participants did not know the construction before the intervention, and continued to have 

difficulty with the construction upon completion of the intervention phase. In this way the 

collostructional analyses provide insights as to which collocations should be taught more 

explicitly. This is a key question in current research (see section 3.4.1.6 for a detailed 

discussion). 

 

Below, Tables 5.1 and 5.2 are discussed simultaneously in order to illustrate the method used 

to compare results from both cohorts. The collostructional strength is significant at 1.3. 

However, for the purpose of this study all collocates that occurred with the verbs were included. 

The main consideration for these analyses was not whether participants used verb-noun 

collocations that were significant according to the method employed, but to identify all the 

collocates that were used. Therefore, collocates with a collostructional strength below 1.3 were 

also included. Based on these results, inferences could be made with regard to the noun 

collocates that participants mastered, the type of register participants preferred to use in their 

writing, as well as errors that occurred. 
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Table 5-1: Summary of collostructional analysis of MAKE 
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Table 5-2: Summary of collostructional analysis of CAUSE 
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5.2.1.1 Discussion of MAKE and CAUSE 

 

As mentioned in the introduction of this section, the items in bold are nouns that do not typically 

occur with the verb make.  

 

 For many of these nouns, the observed frequency in the corpus is lower than the expected 

frequency based on the data provided in terms of the overall frequency of the noun, and how 

many times it occurred with the verb. This results in a repulsion (compare Gries et al. 2005:656; 

646), even though the collostructional strength is high. In other words, there is a very low 

likelihood of these words co-occurring (see section 4.3.1.1 for a detailed discussion). The 

results can apparently be attributed to the fact that these were instances where participants 

used the verb-noun erroneously. For instance, one example that surprised the researcher was 

an error in the CG_SE1 and EG_SE1 group, viz. ‘make information’. This error only occurred 

once in both of the mentioned corpora, and in the essay on Fake news is problematic. In the 

same essay, one participant in CG_SE1 (CG_98) used the expression ‘malicious articles are 

made to cause dismay’. Here, the make was used instead of write. These are examples of 

error e, because the incorrect noun collocate was used with make. 

 

The most common error made by participants from both cohorts is ‘make a conclusion’. This 

is another example of using the incorrect noun collocate with make (i.e. error e). The noun 

conclusion would more frequently be used with the verbs draw and reach, and less frequently 

with come to. However, while this error occurred in all four of the corpora, it occurred less 

frequently in the second essay of each cohort. The control group (CG) did not receive specific 

instruction on how to use the word conclusion with appropriate verbs. However, the control 

group did encounter instances of verb-noun collocations including conclusion in the test 

exercises that were used as the main source for statistical analysis to determine whether there 

was an improvement in the experimental group. This could indicate that participants learned 

the correct combination implicitly through exposure to the test items.  

 

By implication, erroneously used noun collocates such as these allow the researcher to identify 

items that should most likely be included in an intervention course, because there are several 

errors of the same verb-noun collocation across both cohorts. In other words, participants have 

not mastered these items. Similar examples from Table 5.1 are damage, research, study, and 

survey. To illustrate further, research and study are discussed.  
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Results from the 2017 cohort show that fewer participants used the expression ‘make research’ 

than in previous accounts. In essay 1 (CG_SE1) research occurred 90 times in the corpus as 

a whole, and was used with make four times. In essay 2 (CG_SE2) research occurred 31 times, 

but only co-occurred with make once in that corpus. Results also showed that a participant in 

the experimental group used the expression ‘make a study’ after the intervention phase. 

Participants were not only exposed to the verbs that study is a collocate to in interventions, but 

also in the test items throughout the study. Items such as this one are crucial to take notice of, 

because it can inform the selection of verb-noun collocations to teach in future interventions. It 

is, however, necessary to note here that many of these nouns showed a repulsion to make. In 

other words, the words are not likely to co-occur and occurred in combination with make less 

frequently than expected. These kinds of errors could indicate that participants have difficulty 

making the form-meaning connection of the collocation on a syntagmatic level with these 

particular items (see section 2.3.3 for a detailed discussion).  

 

Results indicate that the experimental group preferred more formal nouns to collocate with 

expressions related to income. For example, in both essays, the control group preferred to use 

‘make money’ instead of ‘make a profit’. This is not the case with the experimental group. In 

the last essay of the EG-cohort, only ‘make a profit’ and ‘make revenue’ are used, instead of 

the less formal ‘make money’. This indicates that some participants became more aware of the 

academic register throughout the study.  

 

However, a common error made by participants from both cohorts was using words with similar 

meaning in the same sentence or phrase – i.e. tautology. For example, ‘make a fortune of 

money/profit’. The expression ‘make comments and remarks’ was also present in the corpus. 

This was also evident with cause. Corpus analyses showed that participants often used 

expressions such as ‘cause havoc and drama or chaos’. This indicates that participants are 

not familiar with synonyms of nouns such as havoc and chaos, especially when informal 

vocabulary is used in conjunction with formal vocabulary. This error also occurred with the 

word address. Participants often used expressions such as ‘address a problem or issue’. 

Another example is ‘change a view and opinion’ – these words are close synonyms and the 

repetition is unnecessary. It does not serve to clarify or add essential information. 

 

The tables above indicate that numerous noun collocates were correctly used with make and 

cause. However, throughout both corpora, some frequent errors occurred where participants 

used the incorrect form of a word. For example, one participant in the CG-cohort used ‘make 

a mock of online users’ instead of the correct form ‘mockery’. This kind of error also occurred 
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with cause in the expression ‘cause distraught’ instead of the correct ‘cause distress’. These 

types of errors indicate that participants have difficulty distinguishing verbs and nouns (and 

other parts of speech), and this is quite a common error in first years taking the ENLS 111 

course1. These types of errors could be one of the reasons why verb-noun collocations in 

particular (for this group) are difficult to master. 

 

The aim of this section was to address the question as to the extent of collocational 

competence of the 2017 and 2018 cohorts. The collostructional analysis provided insight into 

what participants knew in terms of verb-noun collocations. Results confirmed that verb-noun 

collocation are problematic, at least for the population in question. Several types of errors were 

highlighted, and examples of the most common errors were provided. Based on the results of 

the analyses, the conclusion can be reached that a collostructional analyses of participant 

writing could provide insight into the level of their collocational knowledge, but more crucially, 

it provided insight into the frequent errors as well as items that consistently proved to be 

challenging for participants. A collostructional analysis would therefore be a useful tool to utilise 

in teaching interventions focussed on collocational knowledge. Results from the present study 

can be used as a starting point to design awareness raising techniques to help first-year 

university students master verb-noun collocations that are suitable to the academic context. 

 

5.2.2 Teaching intervention: Experimental group 

 

Q2: To what extent does intervention with explicit teaching of verb-noun collocations result in 

improving their mastery among first-year ESL students at the North-West University? 

 

In section 3.4.5.1, Considerations for Collocation Teaching Strategies, two cognitive 

approaches to teaching collocations were discussed. These approaches were the attention-

drawing technique (Bishop, 2004; Laufer & Gersai, 2005; Boers et al., 2006) and the 

awareness-raising approach (Ying & O’Neill, 2009). For the present study, the awareness-

raising approach was utilised by employing strategies used in studies that had previously 

shown successful retention of collocations using this approach. 

 

Each exercise in the teaching intervention used in the present study constituted three steps 

and took place during allotted teaching time for the module ENLS 111. After each step 

 
1 This observation has been made by the researcher who has been teaching the course for several 

years. 
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participants provided their answers, and the researcher as well as other participants provided 

feedback. Initially, the researcher allowed 30 minutes of the allotted class time to complete 

each intervention exercise, dividing each phase into intervals of 10 minutes. 

 

1. Reading exercise to identify verb-noun collocations 

In this section, the details of the reading exercises used in the interventions are discussed. 

 

Participants were provided with texts from Speed Readings for ESL Learners 3000 BNC (Millet, 

2017). Each text consisted of 400 words, followed by ten comprehension questions (See 

Appendix C for a list of references to the reading passages and Appendix D for the questions). 

During this stage of the intervention exercises, it became apparent that participants 

experienced several difficulties. Part of the ENLS 111-course focussed on comprehension and 

reading strategies. Initially, participants were given 10 minutes to scan through each text, after 

which they were asked to identify and write down verb-noun combinations that seemed 

significant within an academic context (See Annexure C for examples. The verb-noun 

collocations are marked in bold). Participants were given an example of what such a 

combination might look like, for example make a decision. They were then asked to read 

through the text more carefully a second time and revise their list. After identifying possible 

significant expressions, participants provided feedback and the verb-noun collocations that 

were present in the text were discussed during the session. This enabled participants to identify 

possible errors. 

 

During this phase of the exercise, it became apparent that participants needed more than 10 

minutes to scan through the texts (often up to almost 20 minutes). This resulted in a longer 

intervention session during class time overall. During this phase, it also became apparent that 

participants had difficulty identifying verb-noun combinations as a whole, and had very little 

knowledge of verb-noun collocations that are common and occur frequently in speech and 

writing. Below is an example of the expressions that were identified in some of the intervention 

exercises: 
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Figure 5-1: Examples of verb-noun combinations identified by participants 

 

While some of the examples in Figure 5.1 are relevant (meet needs, sell products), most of the 

examples provided by participants are incorrect. For example, mixed economy is an example 

of an adjective-noun collocation, and (within the context of the text) exports increasingly is an 

incomplete phrase. In most cases, the examples provided are random sections of clauses 

found in the text. For details on the text, please consult Appendix D. 

 

2. The collocation web model 

The second part of the intervention exercises consisted of an adapted version of McCarthy and 

O’Dell’s (2005) collocation web model (See Appendix C for the list of references to reading 

texts). For each intervention, the researcher selected three verbs that were present in the text 

and created a collocation web model. The node was placed in the centre of the web model, 

and participants were asked to fill out nouns that could be considered as collocates, based on 

clues that were provided. Below is a diagram that was provided in one of the exercises that 

were based on the same text as the example answers given by participants in Figure 5.1. The 

answers of one of the participants are also provided as an example. Feedback was provided 

by both the participants and the researcher to identify as many verb-noun collocations that 

were possible with a particular verb.  
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Figure 5-2: Collocation Web Model and example answers 

 

In Figure 5.2, items a-c are correct. Items d and e are incorrect. Participants were explicitly 

instructed to complete the Collocation Web Model using academic vocabulary, and ensuring 

that they would be able to use the expression in a sentence that has clear meaning. The 

combination face a dog is highly unlikely to occur at all except in a very particular context in 

which a person might be confronted with an aggressive dog, and therefore even less likely to 

occur in academic writing. The same is true for face distance. 

 

In figure 5.3, the verb/noun errors discussed in section 5.3.1 are evident. This figure shows the 

answers to the web model illustrated in figure 5.2, as well as the sentences that were produced 

by the participant.  

 

 

Figure 5-3: Examples of participant answers to collocation web model and productive writing exercise 

 

In this example, the participant had difficulty distinguishing face as a verb and a noun in some 

instances. Item d) the participant used the expression ‘face a drawing’. From the example 

sentences it is evident that the participant misinterpreted the meaning of face in this exercise, 

based on the sentence This is the coolest face drawing I have ever seen. This was a common 

occurrence in the intervention exercises. However, there are instances where this participant 
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formed correct verb-noun collocations, such as ‘face a problem’ and ‘face a challenge’. This is 

also evident from the three other sentences in which the collocations are used accurately. 

 

5.2.2.3 Productive writing exercise 

 

Step three of the exercise involved a short productive writing task in which participants had to 

choose two collocations that they had already come up with during step two of the exercise 

and write down a sentence for each. Participants were asked to use two of the collocations 

they provided in the collocation web model in separate sentences. This final step was included 

to enable participants to practise using the verb-noun collocations productively in a controlled 

exercise. This also enable the researcher to gain a better understanding of how participants 

used the expressions in productive language. Since there were multiple verbs in each text, 

participants were allowed to use any of the verbs with their correct collocates. Below is an 

example of the answers provided by the same participant as in Figure 5.2. 

 

 

Figure 5-4: Example sentences in productive exercise 

 

In Figure 5.4, the participant used the collocations ‘meet needs/criteria’ and ‘face a 

problem/difficulty’ correctly. Figure 5.2 illustrates that the participant could correctly identify and 

produce some verb-noun collocations with face.  

 

These types of errors gradually decreased in number during the intervention period.    

This intervention was repeated six times, with one exercise each week. It was evident during 

the first intervention that participants were not aware of the concept ‘collocation’, and the 

researcher used most of the allocated time explaining what collocations are to the participants. 

Even after an explanation and examples, it became apparent during the second intervention 

that participants still struggled with the concept. Participants could not identify collocations, and 

some identified phrases that were parts of sentences that did not contain any collocations. For 

example: has a mixed economy, are exported to 90 countries, and find new places. There are 

similar examples in Figure 5.1. It was thus necessary to adjust the initial teaching invention to 

increase exposure to and awareness of collocations.  
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The researcher introduced additional materials such as collocations dictionaries, online 

dictionaries, and corpus data to illustrate what collocations are and how they are used. 

Participants were instructed to consult an online dictionary and an online collocation dictionary 

to complete step two of the intervention exercise. This enabled participants to investigate which 

nouns are commonly used with particular verbs that they encountered in the exercises and 

provided an opportunity to be exposed to examples of sentences in which the collocations were 

used. The researcher also showed participants examples of verb-noun collocations found in 

concordances in COCA (Corpus of Contemporary American English, Davies, 2008- ). This also 

enabled participants to be exposed to authentic language input that included examples of verb-

noun collocations. These techniques were employed in order to facilitate the initial intervention 

exercise design and focussed on increasing awareness of verb-noun collocations. 

 

At this stage, it might be useful to discuss errors made by participants in the tests overall. 

Participants made errors similar to those discussed section 5.2.1. Common errors included 

verb-tense errors and word choice errors. For example, several participants used the 

expression ‘payed attention’ instead of ‘paid attention’. In this instance, the error was not 

accepted as correct because payed and paid have different meanings, and payed is not merely 

a spelling error. From the test results it was also evident that the word face proved difficult for 

participants. Many participants could not identify the nouns that should have been used with 

the word, and in the case where face was the missing item in a test, participants had difficulty 

with verb tenses and concord 

 

At this point in the study it was not yet evident whether the intervention phase had a significant 

effect on the participants’ controlled productive use of verb-noun collocations. In order to fully 

address this question, data from the tests had to be analysed. The next section therefore 

focusses on the results of the test data. 

 

5.3.2 Discussion of the controlled productive test results 

 

For this study, it was deemed important to examine the extent to which test results were 

significant and thus give an indication of collocations development because of intervention. 

The following question guided the analysis: Is there any statistically significant difference 

between the results of the pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test of the experimental group? 
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A productive version of the Vocabulary Levels Test (Laufer & Nation, 1999), discussed in detail 

in section 3.5.2.1 was used to assess participants’ progress over a number of weeks. Below, 

the results of the pre-test, post-test 1, post-test 2, and delayed post-test (30 items) and the 

shorter tests between interventions (15 items) are discussed respectively. 

 

5.3.2.1 Results for the pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test 

 

Each of the tests consisted of 30 items, divided into two types of questions. The bulk of the 

test constituted a gap-fill exercise in which participants were required to fill in the missing noun 

based on the verb provided in a sentence. Section two of the test constituted a cloze-test 

design. The motivation for the selection of this type of test is discussed in detail in section 3.5.3, 

Measuring productive collocational competence.  Participants were provided with a paragraph 

with missing items, and were given a multiple-choice question to select the most appropriate 

missing item to complete the passage. These tests are provided in Annexure D. Below are the 

results of these tests for both cohorts. 

 

Group    Test Mean 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

CG Pre-test 17.12 16.584 17.662 

Post-test 1 15.16 14.568 15.765 

Post-test 2 17.00 16.314 17.696 

Delayed post-test 19.46 18.421 20.502 

EG Pre-test 15.93 15.189 16.670 

Post-test 1 14.29 13.594 14.992 

Post-test 2 17.63 17.015 18.257 

Delayed post-test 23.24 22.567 23.927 

Table 5-3: Means of pre-test, post-test 1, post-test 2, and delayed post-test on verb-noun 

collocations 

 

Table 5.3 above shows the results of the pre-test, post-test 1, post-test 2, and delayed post-

test. The CG and the EG achieved a means of 17.12/30 and 15.93, respectively on  the pre-

test. Both groups have comparable means, which is also the case for post-test 1 with the CG 

and EG achieving means of 15.16 and 14.29 respectively. The means remain seemingly 

comparable on port-test 2, with a slight advantage for the EG, with a mean of 17.63, compared 

to CG’s mean of 17.00. While this is a rather small difference, it does indicate a steady 

improvement over time, especially when comparing the size of the cohorts, and the overall 

performance of the EG at the end of the intervention. While this difference is rather small, it 

became larger on the delayed post-test in which the EG cohort scored a significantly higher 

mean (23.24 compared to 19.46). 
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This is more clearly visible in Figure 5.5 below. In the graph, the bold line indicates the results 

for the control group, while the light dotted line indicates the results for the experimental group. 

 

 

Figure 5-5: Pre-test, post-test 1, post-test 2, and delayed post-test results 

 

The significance of these results was tested using SPSS (Bonferroni, 1936), and the results 

are presented in Table 5.4 below.  These differences were statistically significant for the post-

test at the 0.05 level, as reported in the column 'Mean Difference (I-J)'. 

Test 
Mean 
Difference (I-J) Std. Error df Sig 

1 CG EG 1.193* 0.467 1356.374 0.011 

EG CG -1.193* 0.467 1356.374 0.011 

2 CG EG 0.874 0.469 1353.344 0.063 

EG CG -0.874 0.469 1353.344 0.063 

3 CG EG -0.631 0.474 1356.012 0.183 

EG CG 0.631 0.474 1356.012 0.183 

4 CG EG -3.786* 0.634 1376.485 0.000 

EG CG 3.786* 0.634 1376.485 0.000 

 Table 5-4: Mean difference with Bonferroni correction 

 

Furthermore, when determining Cohen’s value (1992) for the mean difference between the two 

cohorts, results showed that the difference was statistically significant and that the EG-cohort 

improved in their use of verb-noun collocations gradually.  
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Test Effect size 

Pre-test 0.26 

Post-test 1 0.19 

Post-test 2 0.14 

Delayed post-test 0.82 

Table 5-5: Cohen’s (1992) effect size on the mean difference between CG and EG 

 

From Table 5.5, it is evident that the effect size between the pre-test and the delayed post-test 

is significant. While the difference between the CG and EG effect size is small for the pre-test, 

with 0.26, that of 0.82 for the delayed post-test indicates a large difference, therefore making 

it statistically significant. 

 

Mean scores were also compared within each cohort to track possible changes. Results are 

presented in Table 5.4. The means of each test were compared in a two-way calculation, and 

indicated that the mean difference in each case was consistent. In other words, the CG and 

EG results were compared in one calculation, and the inverse was compared in a separate 

calculation and the results were similar in each case. As presented in Figure 5.5, the means 

of the CG pre-test and delayed post-test are 17.1 and 19.5 respectively. However, the EG 

results of the same tests are 15.9 and 23.2. These mean scores along with the statistical 

analyses indicate that there was a significant improvement in the controlled productive 

knowledge of verb-noun collocations in this particular group. 

 

The same measures were applied to the shorter intervention/intermittent tests (see section 

4.3.1.3 for a detailed discussion) and yielded the results presented in Tables 5.6, 5.7 and 5.8. 

The tests are available in Annexure E. Table 5.6 indicates the mean scores of each test. The 

intermittent tests were named as follows: ti, tii, tiii and tiv. 
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Group    Test Mean 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

CG Ti 8.60 8.31 8.89 

Tii 9.27 8.98 9.57 

Tiii 6.57 6.25 6.89 

Tiv 7.59 7.28 7.90 

EG Ti 7.78 7.46 8.10 

Tii 9.13 8.80 9.47 

Tiii 6.08 5.76 6.39 

Tiv 7.46 7.11 7.81 

Table 5-6: Means of ti, tii, tiii, and tiv on verb-noun collocations 

 

The significance of these results was tested using SPSS (Bonferroni, 1936), and the results 

are presented in Table 5.7 below.  

Test 
Mean Difference 
(I-J) Std. Error df Sig 

ti CG EG 0.82 0.22 1629.592 0.00 

EG CG -0.82 0.22 1629.592 0.00 

tii CG EG 0.14 0.22 1666.170 0.53 

EG CG -0.14 0.22 1666.170 0.53 

tiii CG EG 0.49 0.23 1694.002 0.03 

EG CG -0.49 0.23 1694.002 0.03 

tiv CG EG 0.13 0.23 1729.117 0.57 

EG CG -0.13 0.23 1729.117 0.57 

Table 5-7: Mean difference with Bonferroni correction (ti, tii, tiii, tiv) 

However, when applying statistical measures determining Cohen’s value (1992) for the mean 

difference between the two cohorts, the results indicated a much lower effect size for ti, tii, tii, 

and tiv, as is evident in Table 5.8. 

 

Test Effect size 

ti 0.33 

tii 0.06 

tiii 0.20 

tiv 0.05 

Table 5-8: Cohen’s (1992) effect size on the mean difference between CG and EG (ti, tii, tiii, 

tiv) 
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Figure 5-6: Results for ti, tii, tiii and tiv 

 

From the results in the tables above and in Figure 5.6, it is evident that there is not a significant 

difference between the CG and EG performance in the intermittent tests. However, the EG 

performed poorer than the CG in both ti and tiii. A possible reason for this could be that the EG 

initially had difficulties grasping the concept of verb-noun collocations, and therefore had 

difficulties completing the tests accurately. In the following section common errors that 

occurred in the test results are discussed. 

 

5.3 Conclusion 

 

Based on the results discussed above, it can be concluded that: a) the pre-test results of the 

CG and the EG show that there is little difference between their controlled productive use of 

verb-noun collocations. While the results for post-test 1 and post-test 2 are not significant, the 

results for the delayed post-test show that the EG performed significantly better than the CG 

in retaining knowledge of verb-noun collocation after an intervention period of six weeks. From 

the results it is evident that the intervention exercises to raise awareness of the use of verb-

noun collocations was successful.  

 

Given the duration of intervention in this study —six weeks— and the results obtained, 

especially the statistically significant differences on post-test 2, it might be interesting to reflect 

on the question of the length of intervention needed to achieve sustained improvement in 

controlled productive verb-noun collocation knowledge. Addressing such a question requires 
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further research, but the absence of a significant difference between on post-test 1 compared 

to the statistically significant difference on post-test 2 is an indication that a longer intervention 

could potentially lead to bigger gains and possibly sustained improvement. While the present 

study does not answer this question, it lays a solid foundation for addressing it and 

recommends it for further research.  

 

The researcher therefore suggests that the time of exposure to collocations during an 

intervention session is another important variable that should be carefully considered. This was 

an issue, and a serious limitation, in the present study.  

 

One of the limitations experienced was a time limit during which interventions could take place. 

The ENLS 111-course is not designed to specifically teach collocations. The researcher had 

limited time available during allotted class time, and this proved to be challenging. Participants 

experienced difficulty with understanding the concept of collocations, and their reading speed 

affected the exercises in that the researcher had to spend more time than initially planned on 

the reading section of the intervention exercises. However, the results indicated than even 

limited explicit exposure to awareness-raising techniques improved controlled productive 

collocational knowledge and that that knowledge was retained well. 

 

The results of this study can be used to inform and guide future classroom practices related to 

teaching collocations, as well as future research on the matter. This is discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 6. 

 

As presented in the above sections, all the questions examined in this study have been 

answered. The results of the study indicated that participants taking a first-year ESL course 

had an average level of mastery of academic verb-noun collocations. The control group 

mastered verb-noun collocations at 57% in the pre-test, and 65% in the delayed post-test. 

However, the experimental group initially scored an average of 53% for the pre-test, compared 

to 77% for the delayed post-test. Throughout the study, their knowledge increased and issues 

such as informal vocabulary use seemed to improve with participants from the EG group 

showing a greater tendency to use formal vocabulary in their writing. 

 

After results of the constructional analysis and the two-group quasi-experimental design with 

a pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test were considered, the researcher can confidently 

conclude that the study was successful, and that the explicit teaching of verb-noun collocations 

through the use of awareness-raising techniques is recommended to improve the controlled 
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productive knowledge of collocations among first-year university students. While this study is 

not exhaustive and has limitations, it is believed these results can be used to inform and guide 

future classroom practices related to teaching collocations, as well as future research on the 

matter. This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

This study aimed to measure improvement in first-year ESL university students’ productive 

knowledge of verb-noun collocations through integrated productive-oriented teaching 

strategies. To conclude this study, this chapter synthesises the main aspects discussed in the 

preceding chapters, and evaluates the outcome of the study, discusses its limitations, and 

makes recommendations for further research. 

 

6.2 Measuring improvement in first-year ESL university students’ productive knowledge 

of verb-noun collocations through integrated productive-oriented teaching 

strategies 

 

It has been established that vocabulary is of particular importance when it comes to academic 

success and overall language proficiency in both a first (L1) and second language (L2) – see 

section 2.1. Research has also firmly established that vocabulary plays a crucial role in both 

receptive (reading and listening) and productive (speaking and writing) skills (section 2.1). 

However, vocabulary is complex because meaning is not necessarily confined to a single word, 

and lexical units can consist of two words or more. As discussed in section 2.1, these multi-

word items often fall under the category of formulaic language and is considered central to 

communicative competence. Mastering language chunks lessens the cognitive load of 

processing an L2 and improves fluency as language is more readily available. This suggests 

the benefits of focussing on formulaic language in L2 teaching. Collocations are particular 

patterns in language and being aware of those patterns can reduce the learning burden needed 

to learn them. 

 

However, as discussed in Chapter 2.1, formulaic language, especially collocations, is difficult 

to master. As a result, many scholars, including the present researcher, consider teaching 

collocations as an integral part of teaching vocabulary (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Basal, 2019; 

Boers & Lindstromberg, 2012; Chen, 2011; Nesselhauf, 2003). Despite the importance of 

collocations, they are difficult to define and therefore often difficult to teach. The challenges 

identified in 3.4.1.5 and 3.4.1.6 motivated the present research.   

 

Chapter 2 therefore focussed on defining vocabulary knowledge as well as defining 

collocations conceptually in terms of their significance for the present study. It also considered 
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the role of receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge. In this regard, the first conclusion 

that was drawn was that knowing a word entails placing a word within a broader context of 

society and knowledge of the world, human attitudes, beliefs and their social behaviour in a 

given language community (Elgort & Nation, 2011:91; see section 2.3.3). Sinclair (2004:173) 

notes that learners should be able to make connotational connections between lexical items, 

for example, the verb cause often occurs in a negative context, such as cause an accident.  

 

The second conclusion drawn in regard to what it means to know a word, is that a single 

approach cannot be used to identify collocations due to their complex nature (see section 

2.4.1). Three main approaches have been employed in recent decades: the frequency-based 

approach, the phraseological approach, and a combination of the two. All three of these 

approaches have value, but not one is comprehensive enough for the purpose of defining 

collocations for the present research. Consequently, the researcher concluded that a combined 

approach is best suited to identify collocations for the purpose of this study (see section 2.4.1). 

 

The researcher conceptualises the notion of collocation as follows to inform the present 

research: in order to fully know a word, a learner must know that a word can function on various 

levels, depending on the context. A word may take on various forms such as having inflections 

or derivations, and these forms have limited functions and meanings. In terms of collocations, 

learners should be aware that the limitations on usage of words are not only determined by 

grammatical structure of language, but also by syntagmatic form-meaning connections. These 

connections are not automatically known but learnt as receptive comprehensible input 

becomes productive comprehensible output.  

 

Since learners often lack the ability to fully comprehend language and effectively utilise it 

because of low levels of word knowledge, current research (see White, 1998; Williams & 

Evans, 1998; Locktman, 2002; Oliver & Mackey, 2003; Lyster & Mori, 2006; Lee, 2007; Ellis et 

al., 2010; Nassaji & Fotos, 2010, Winke, 2013; Nassaji, 2015;) is concerned with the role of 

formal instruction to improve vocabulary knowledge. Chapter three therefore discussed various 

aspects of teaching and assessing vocabulary knowledge. The purpose of Chapter three was 

to determine the role that instruction plays in vocabulary learning and acquisition, as well as 

which teaching strategies could be employed to teach vocabulary – and specifically 

collocations - most effectively. Various vocabulary-teaching strategies were considered in 3.4 

and results of several studies indicated that the most effective approach is an integrated 

approach in which vocabulary is taught explicitly (see 3.3). In terms of teaching collocations, a 
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review of literature indicated that the AWARE-approach was identified as the most effective 

(section 3.4.1.5). 

 

Vocabulary assessment has also received much attention in recent decades, specifically 

assessing collocational knowledge. Various assessment methods were considered in 3.6. This 

review revealed that a productive version of Laufer and Nation’s (1999) Vocabulary Levels 

Test is a reliable method to assess controlled productive vocabulary knowledge. Laufer and 

Nation (1999) used a sentence-based gap-filling test consisting of the target items on the VLT 

to measure relative size of receptive and productive vocabulary. The format of this test allows 

for the testing of collocations as well as general vocabulary knowledge, because it can be 

utilised to test deep-word knowledge and vocabulary size. In terms of collocations, the test can 

be adjusted in such a way that nodes and their collocates can be assessed by requiring 

participants to fill in either of the two components. Therefore, the format of this test was adopted 

for the pre-test, post-test and delayed post-test, as well as for all the intermittent tests, 

employed for the purpose of the present research. 

 

Having defined vocabulary knowledge conceptually and identified an appropriate format for 

measuring this knowledge, the researcher operationalised measures to explore the controlled 

productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations of first-year students at the North-West 

University empirically.  

  

As a first step, the initial productive collocational knowledge was determined by utilising 

collostructional analyses. The details of the analysis are discussed in section 4.3.1.1 to address 

research question 1 - What is the level of controlled productive verb-noun collocation 

proficiency of first-year ESL students at the North-West University? Results as reported in 

section 5.2.1 revealed which collocation items participants could use well, and which word 

combinations were challenging. The analyses also allowed the researcher to determine 

whether there was any difference in vocabulary use after teaching intervention took place, as 

per results reported in 5.2.3. 

 

In order to answer research question two, awareness-raising teaching interventions followed, 

and were crucial in determining whether it was possible to achieve a statistically significant 

difference between the control group and the experimental group, based on the results of the 

pre-test, post-test 1, post-test 2, and the delayed post-test, as reported in 5.2.3. The specific 

teaching technique was therefore successful in improving collocational knowledge. However, 

a variety of approaches were used to raise awareness of collocations, and the researcher could 
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not only rely on a single method for in this study. See sections 4.3.1.2 and 5.2.2 for a detailed 

discussed on the methods used. The researcher can therefore conclude that employing a 

single awareness-raising method in a teaching intervention might not be the best practice, 

especially if participants do not have knowledge of the concept or importance of collocations. 

 

The results of the study indicate that it is indeed possible to improve the controlled productive 

collocational knowledge of first-year students at the North-West University through integrated, 

explicit teaching of verb-noun collocations. These results were achieved by employing 

awareness-raising techniques that included exercises that required both receptive and 

productive skills (discussed in sections 3.4.1.5 and 4.3.1.2). These exercises included reading 

texts in an attempt to identify verb-noun collocations in each text, completing gap-fill exercises 

to ascertain whether participants could provide noun collocates for verbs encountered in the 

texts, and sentence-writing exercises to encourage productive use of those verb-noun 

collocations. 

 

However, these results cannot be generalised beyond the context of this study. Limitations to 

the study and recommendations for further research are therefore discussed in section 6.3. 

 

6.3 Limitations of the study and recommendations for further research 

 

In this section several limitations are discussed, and recommendations are made for further 

research. 

 

Firstly, these results cannot be generalised or applied to first-year students at every university 

in South Africa. The participants were limited to students at the Potchefstroom Campus of the 

North-West University. However, the study could be replicated in any ESL course taken by 

first-year university students in South Africa. 

 

This resulted in very limited instruction opportunity, because the ENLS 111-course did not 

include collocations as part of the syllabus. In other words, the time of exposure to collocations 

during an intervention session is an important variable that should be carefully considered. 

This was an issue, and a serious limitation, in the present study because the ENLS 111-course 

is not designed to specifically teach collocations. The researcher had limited time available 

during allotted class time, and this proved to be challenging. Participants experienced difficulty 

with understanding the concept of collocations, and their reading speed affected the exercises 

in that the researcher had to spend more time than initially planned on the reading section of 
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the intervention exercises. It is the researcher’s belief that the results could have been different 

should ideal conditions be met.  

 

With regard to the testing phase, some limitations included the participation of participants. 

The tests were not compulsory, and participants could therefore opt not to complete them. This 

resulted in missing data items for some of the participants. It also resulted in participants not 

taking the tests seriously and rushing through the tests. Collocations and vocabulary 

development were not part of the official course, and this resulted in many participants not 

completing the tests as diligently as they completed other assessments. While this may not 

have affected the results of the study because of measures taken during the data analysis 

process —for example, allowing for missing data and to ensure intragroup and intergroup 

comparability (see section 4.3.1.3) — it might benefit the teaching of collocations if they were 

an integral component of the course. Replicating the current study in such a setting might yield 

different results.  

 

Another suggestion for further research is therefore to replicate the study in a context in which 

collocations form an integral part of the course design, and compare the results to the current 

study. Furthermore, the current study adopted an integrated approach wherein different 

techniques were combined, which makes it impossible to determine the relative contribution of 

each of them. For the purpose of modelling the teaching of collocations, it might be interesting 

to conduct sub-studies that implement one technique at a time and therefore compare their 

contribution. This could help determine which technique that may be more efficient and the 

extent this is the case. 

 

Based on the errors that were made by participants (discussed in section 5.2 and 5.3), further 

investigation into the word forming process of ESL learners might prove useful. Webb and 

Sasao (2013) developed an Academic Word Levels Test (AWLT) that could be useful in 

combination with the methods used in the present study. Webb and Sasao state that the test 

“provides a practical tool that can be used to measure progress in learning the AWL” 

(2013:268). Using assessment techniques that focus specifically on the development of 

vocabulary knowledge on different levels provide researchers with a clear view of specific 

problem areas in vocabulary knowledge. The AWLT focusses on the development of 

morphological knowledge and could provide insights into learner vocabulary that were 

identified with the collostructional analyses of the present study. This would better inform 

teaching techniques and which vocabulary items (or aspect of deep-word knowledge) 

researchers and teachers should pay special attention to. 
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In section 3.4.1.6, the researcher identified which existing word list would be most useful to 

inform the selecting of verb-noun collocations that are necessary to include in formal 

instruction. The Academic Collocation List (ACL, Ackermann & Chen, 2013) was selected. This 

list was selected because it was the most recent and most complete list at the time of this 

study. 

 

However, the researcher identified possible drawbacks to using this list. Ackermann and Chen 

(2013:237) define collocation as “a single word that tends to co-occur in the span of ± 3 words 

from the reference word, co-occurring at least five times in total across at least five different 

texts with a Mutual Information score of at least 3 and a t-score of at least 2”. The process 

followed to compile the list was not sufficient for the purposes of this study, as the collocates 

suggested for each word are too limited. The benchmark for optimal span is about four items 

to the left and right positions of the node (Sinclair, 1991). It is the opinion of this researcher 

that a more complete list should be compiled. There are several structures in language that 

could result in the node and its collocate being moved further apart. For example, the passive 

voice in English allows for the noun to be moved further away from the verb, and it will also 

change the position of the noun in relation to the verb, i.e., the noun will move from the right to 

the left of the verb. If a sentence contains an embedded clause that separates the node and 

the collocate, the span will increase as well. It might therefore be necessary to widen the span 

when compiling a list, to ensure more accurate and comprehensive data. Furthermore, the 

ACL was limited in the number of noun collocates provided with each of the verbs. Searches 

in other corpora such as COCA Academic (Davies, 2008-) yielded more combinations with the 

same verbs. In order to accurately identify which items are most useful and relevant to teach 

based on the frequency of those items, several corpora need to be taken into account to 

compile a new list that is more comprehensive. 

 

6.4 Discussion of results 

 

After a brief overview of the results from this study and related limitations and suggestions for 

further studies presented above, this section offers a discussion of the results especially in 

relation to previous research.  

 

With the first research question, this study has demonstrated that common verb-noun errors 

made by ESL learners can be identified through a collostructional analysis. The analysis also 

provided insight into which combinations participants had already mastered before 
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intervention. Moreover, the analysis proved useful to measure improvement of the use of 

collocations over a period of time. 

 

With the second research question about the extent to which intervention leads to measurable 

gains in controlled productive knowledge of collocations, this study shows that controlled 

productive knowledge of collocations improved among ESL students at North-West University 

following intervention. This result supports previous findings, for example Barfield (2009) and 

Webb and Kagimoto (2009, 2011) in a Japanese context, Laufer and Girsai (2009) in an Israeli 

context, Nizonkiza (2017) in a Burundian context, Ying and O’Neill (2009) in a Chinese context, 

that reached similar conclusions. This study extends these previous findings to a South African 

context, which is its merit. It can therefore be concluded that awareness-raising teaching 

techniques are efficient and should be recommended for teaching collocations. 

 

With the third research question, the researcher was able to quantify the overall improvement 

of the experimental group. From the results it was evident that the teaching interventions 

employed were successful, and that measurable improvement was indeed possible. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

 

This study aimed to measure whether it would be possible to improve the controlled productive 

knowledge of verb-noun collocations of first-year ESL university students through the use of 

integrated productive-oriented teaching strategies. The study contributes to current research 

on collocations in that it addressed a well-researched area of vocabulary knowledge, and 

sought to provide a solution to a known problem, i.e. that ESL and EFL learners have difficulty 

learning and using collocations, specifically verb-noun collocations. Through collecting data in 

the form of essays and test scores, and through utilising explicit awareness-raising teaching 

methods, the following conclusions can be reached. 

 

Test scores and statistical analyses indicate that first-year university students’ controlled 

productive knowledge of verb-noun collocations could be improved through explicit awareness-

raising techniques. This further establishes that explicit teaching techniques are beneficial for 

vocabulary acquisition, and are specifically beneficial when teaching verb-noun collocations. 

The results of the present study therefore contribute to the field in solidifying the foundation 

towards modelling the teaching of collocations in order to achieve sustained collocational 

knowledge. The study further contributes to the question of which collocations to teach (section 
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3.4.1.6) in that the researcher was able to identify possible areas in which participants were 

lacking in collocational knowledge through the collostructional analyses (see section 5.2.1). 

 

Therefore, the techniques used in this study could be used for further research and can be 

recommended for developing teaching tools in university courses to improve mastery of 

collocations. 
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ANNEXURE B: INTERVENTION EXERCISE (EXAMPLE) 
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ANNEXURE C: EXAMPLE TEXT – INTERVENTIONS 
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ANNEXURE D: PRE-TEST, POST-TEST 1 AND 2, DELAYED 

POST-TEST 
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ANNEXURE E: TI, TII, TIII, TIV 
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ANNEXURE F: PARTICIPANT ERRORS 
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