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Preface

This book aims to investigate Chinese learners’ acquisition of English
collocations, focusing on two most commonly addressed issues: a) what is the
nature of learners’ representation of L2 collocations? b) what factors may shape L2
learners’ mental representation of collocations? Within the framework of the
usage-based model, we understand collocations as constructions wherein two (or
more) words show a strong tendency to co-occur, and thus are represented by
learners as lexical chunks. But the degree of chunking varies according to two
crucial factors, i.e. frequency and collocation strength. It is assumed that the two
factors jointly contribute to L2 learners’ collocation representation. In order to
achieve the research goals, two empirical studies were conducted. Study 1 drew on
a psycholinguistic technique E-prime to reveal how L2 collocations were stored
and retrieved in learners’ mental lexicon. Utilizing an on-line acceptability
judgment test, Study 1 attempted to probe into the accuracy and fluency of
learners’ recognition of target collocations. Study 2 employed an off-line graded
acceptability judgment task, which required subjects to rate the degrees of
acceptability of L2 collocations. This study intended to elicit learners’ off-line
acceptance rates of collocations.

Findings in the empirical studies have largely supported the research
hypotheses. In Study 1, three major findings have emerged. First of all, high
frequency collocations were recognized more accurately and more quickly than
low frequency collocations and non-collocations. Secondly, high collocation
strength played a facilitative role in promoting response accuracy rates and times.
Thirdly, collocation frequency and collocation strength exhibited interaction effects
in modulating the recognition of collocations. As regards the interaction between
collocation frequency and collocation strength, it was observed that when
collocations were at high-frequency level, collocation strength had a greater

magnitude of effects. That is to say, when a collocation is more frequent in the
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linguistic exposure, learners are more able to tell the internal cohesiveness of it.
When a collocation is infrequent, however, learners are less sensitive to the
association strength between the collocation elements. In Study 2, significant main
effects of collocation frequency and collocation strength were also detected. First of
all, collocations of high frequency were more readily perceived as natural English
collocations. Secondly, collocations of high association strength were judged to be
more acceptable than loosely-bound ones.

Overall, the findings of the present research show that collocations are stored
in L2 learners’ mental lexicon in a formulaic tendency. The formulaic nature of a
collocation is measured by subjects’ processing accuracy, fluency and also the
acceptance rates of it. Collocation frequency and collocation strength play
significant roles in shaping the mental representation of collocations. The more
frequent and stronger a collocation is, the more likely it will be retrieved in a
holistic way, and also, the more likely it will be perceived as genuine English
collocations. Results from the present study could further lend credence to the
usage-based approach to SLA.
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Introduction

This book brings Chinese EFL learners” acquisition of English collocations into
focus. The primary objectives of the research are two-fold: a) to probe into the
mental representations of English collocations by Chinese EFL learners, and b) to
explore factors determining the learners’ recognition and acceptance of
collocations. In this book, it is assumed that collocations are semi-fixed multi-word
units, which may be stored in the mental lexicon and retrieved in a holistic
tendency. Following the usage-based model, I propose that two major
determinants are collocation frequency and collocation strength. Revealing the
significant effects of the factors can shed light on a usage-based approach to second
language acquisition (SLA), and help us overcome some difficulties in teaching

and learning L2 collocations.

1.1 What is “Collocation”?

“Collocation” refers to the habitual co-occurrences and association at the word
level, such as heavy rain, hard evidence, soft drink, etc. It is an “aspect of lexical
cohesion which embraces a ‘relationship’ between lexical items that regularly
co-occur” (Carter, 1988: 163). As Firth put it, “you shall know a word by the company it
keeps!” (Firth, 1957: 11), we can fully understand the meaning of a word by looking
at its companies. This statement has been one of the most famous and oft-quoted
remarks in the literature of linguistic studies. In natural language use, words are
not combined into collocations randomly (Erman, 2010), but show strong
tendencies to occur in clusters (Kjellmer, 1994). The particular ways in which they

go together are a rich and important source of information about language and
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about the world we live in (Evert, 2005).

Here are some examples of English collocations.

Examples:
a strong breeze/a stiff breeze a strong wind/*"a stiff wind
a tall building/ a high building a tall boy/*a high boy
make a decision *do a decision
take advantage of... *make advantage of...
dark night/broad daylight *black night/*bright daylight

Native speakers of English tend to use a stiff breeze instead of *a stiff wind,
whereas a strong breeze and a strong wind are both idiomatic. Also, both a tall
building and a high building are natural collocations, but people only say a tall boy,
not *a high boy. It is natural to say take advantage of instead of make advantage of. It
can be seen that collocational patterns are subtle and not easily explainable,
however, adult native speakers always have a very good mastery of them
(Manning & Schiitze, 1999).

Up till now, “collocation” has been considered as a fuzzy concept. In the past
literature, based on researchers’ perspectives and domains of study, an abundance
of definitions of “collocation” have emerged. Those definitions, as will be reviewed
in Chapter 3 in details, fall into two general approaches. The first is the
Frequency-Based Approach, according to which collocations are identified based
on calculating the actual co-occurrences of words. The second one can be termed as
the Phraseological Approach, in which collocations are defined and identified
purely according to the semantic and syntactic properties. The meaning attached to
the term “collocation” depends basically on the particular application being used
for (Anagnostou & Weir, 2006). To attain a clear understanding of the term, in the
confines of the present research, the Frequency-Based Approach has been adopted
to define and identify collocations. In the present research, “collocation” is

understood as “grammatically restricted co-occurrences of at least two words,

@ Items with “*” are unacceptable word combinations.
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which have a greater-than-chance likelihood to appear in a text”.

1.2 The Importance of Studying Collocations in Second
Language Acquisition

Collocations, as a subtype of formulaic sequences (FSs), have long been going
unnoticed for decades. It is generally acknowledged that formulaic sequences
constitute the core of idiomaticity. Native speakers of a language are capable of
telling very subtle differences among a multitude ways of wording ideas, and they
could tell which expression is the most natural one and which is the odd one,
regardless of grammaticality. However, the most advanced L2 learners may fail to
achieve this “native-like accuracy” and “native-like fluency” even after years of
studying a language (Pawley & Syder, 1983). It is believed that a good knowledge
of formulaic sequences is the key to solve this problem, because learning a
language is not just a matter of knowing the rules, but also knowing a habit or a
culture (e.g. Pawley & Syder, 1983; Kecskés, 2002). Formulaic sequences are the
well-established ways of habitually expressing an idea, which embodies social
acknowledgement and background knowledge. They do not only consist of fixed
expressions, such as idioms and proverbs, etc., but also semi-fixed multi-word
units, such as collocations.

However, among all categories of conventional lexical combinations, idioms
have attracted extensive attention in linguistic theory and description (Sinclair,
2004b). They have been taken as the key to the door of a speech community and
native-like language proficiency; whereas other subtypes of formulaic sequences,
especially collocations, have been treated with considerable neglect (Bartsch, 2004).
Thus far, systematic research of collocations is new and far from exhaustive
(Bartsch, 2004). Considering that collocations are a ubiquitous phenomenon and
collocational knowledge is a prerequisite for successful communication (Nakata,
2007), and they present a severe burden for L2 learners, the present research
strongly argues that collocations deserve more attention and investigation than

what the previous literature has known.
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First of all, collocations are everywhere in natural language use. Formulaic
sequences including collocations used to be considered as a marginal
phenomenon. In recent years, however, the advent of corpus techniques has
enabled us to extract patterns of real language use. There are studies alleging that
collocations are a ubiquitous phenomenon in language structures, and collocations
make up a large proportion of multi-word expressions. For instance, the query of
UK-part of the search engine Yahoo showed that collocations are much more
frequent than idioms (Handl, 2008). Cowie (1992; cf. Pawley, 2007) searched two
articles in The Times and found that about 35 to 45 percent of all the sequences of a
given structural type consisted of restricted collocations. In a similar vein, in an
analysis of over 5,000 verb-noun combinations in a written 240,000-word corpus,
over a third of the combinations were found to be collocations (Howarth, 1996).
Kjellmer (1987: 140) also claimed that “in all kinds of texts, collocations are
indispensable elements with which our utterances are very largely made”. This
suggests that we can no longer treat collocations as a minor part in linguistic
studies.

Secondly, apart from the pervasiveness of collocations, what makes studies on
this issue necessary is that collocations are a major stumbling block in the L2
learning process. Competence of collocations belongs to native speaker’s intuition;
and for adult native speakers, communication is hardly impeded by collocational
knowledge. In stark contrast, for non-native speakers, learning collocations
remains tricky and unmanageable for quite a long time (Higuchi, 1999). It has been
substantiated that non-native speakers’ collocational knowledge largely lags
behind their general vocabulary knowledge and mastery of grammar rules, and
even very advanced learners tend to usually produce inappropriate or
unacceptable collocations (McCarthy, 1990: 13). Howarth (1996), for example,
conducted a book-length study to examine the use of conventional lexical
collocations in written academic performance in English by native and non-native
university students. Focusing on “verb+object” collocations, he found that restricted
collocations presented more problems for non-native writers than idioms did. He

observed that the collocational errors made by non-native writers led to “a lack of



