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Teachers must help learners become familiar with
these collocations and such familiarity will develop
best when the learner is consciously aware of this
tendency of words to go together. It is necessary to
mention that translators can also benefit from the
study. Since collocational problems due to lack of
good knowledge in this area are the source of many
problems in translation, translators should be made
aware of collocations and vigilantly consider their
equivalences in both L1 anc FL to improve the
quality of their translations,
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done by Hussein (1990) it was found that many
collocational errors were due to negative transfer
from L1, e. g. ‘pipe water’ instead of ‘tap water’.
Other scholars like Newmark (1988) consider
collocations as a significant problem in translation.
Newmark states that recognizing whether or not a
collocation is familiar, natural, or acceptable is one
of the most important problems in translation.

In sum, the findings rejected the Null
hypothesis and showed that Test Method and
Language Proficiency level have a significant
effect on recognition of English collocations by
Iranian EFL Learners.

Pedagogical Implications

Most teachers are familiar with the concept of
communicative competence, but they need to
become familiar with the concept of collocational
competence, as well. The findings of this research,
especially with regard to translation, revealed that
lack of collocational competence forces students
to commit grammatical mistakes. They normally
produce long utterances since they do not know
the collocations which can express precisely what
they want to say.

The findings of the present study lead to the
view (hat the main objective of vocabulary
teaching, especially at intermediate and advanced
levels, should be to increase students’ collocational
competence. Each individual word may be known
to students, but they probably do not know the
whole collocation. For example, most intermediate
students will know the words ‘hold’ and
‘conversation’, but may not know that they can
be used as one item, i.e. ‘hold a conversation’,
because they have not stored this chunk in their
mental lexicon as a single item.

Most current teaching approaches put a great
deal of emphasis on getting students to talk. This
is futile if students have not had input in chunks
which they can call on when needed. Teachers
therefore need to place a much greater emphasis

on good quality written and spoken input at lower
levels by incorporating a frequent range of lexical
phrases and using them in various exercises to
guide learners towards more fluent talking.

In addition, teachers and syllabus designers
should take into account the importance of word
combination patterns in language and their use in
teaching and learning to improve EFL learners’
accuracy and fluency. Since collocation is one of
the most important and problematic parts for EFL
learners, syllabus designers should incorporate
collocations into lessons and integrate them into
reading and writing courses. Teachers should
concentrate on this area and consider numerous
classroom strategies, activities, and exercises in
order to give students more practice with
collocation. With consideration of these points in
teaching, high frequency lexical phrases should
be taught first.

Moreover, test developers can benefit from the
present study. Since testing is somehow a kind of
teaching, and there is a mutual relationship
between them, test developers can contribute to
the progress of the students’ learning as well. By
exposing the learners to ditferent kinds of tests
(Test Method) test developers not only can
evaluate the students’ performance, but also they
can recognize the problematic areas, which
mutually help teachers to focus more on their
students’ problems.

Another relevant and quite important point in
language teaching through lexical items is the
students’ ability to find out an equivalent in mother
tongne (L1) to match a lexical item in Foreign
Language (FL). This is because most Enghish
teachers probably consider proficiency in FL as
the ability to be bilingual-using L1 and FL
appropriately and interchangecably.

Also, there are specific types of collocations
in English that cause students’ errors due to the lack
of translation equivalence between the first
language (L1) and the Foriegn Language (FL).
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teacher-made test against the Nelson standard test.
Furthermore, the Post-Hoc Scheffe test was run
to locate the exact points of differences in this
study; however, the relevant statistical tables have
been omitted upon the recommendation of the
Journal’s editorial for the sake of brevity and
simplicity.

Results and Discussion

After piloting the teacher-made tests and
estimating their reliability and validity, several
statistical analyses were performed to probe the
research question and the corresponding null-
hypothesis, formulated in this study. First, subjects
were grouped into 3 levels (High, Intermediate, and
Low) on the basis of the dispersion of Nelson test
scores around the mean of 27.27. That is, the scores
below 22 were considered as Low, the scores above
33 were considered as High, and the scores between
22 and 33 were considered as Middle groups of
language proficiency. Thus, there existed 38 Low,
39 High, and 23 Mid Proficiency Level subjects.
In order to make sure that significant differences
existed between the mean scores of the three groups
of language proficiency, a One-Way ANOVA test
was run the results of which showed that significant
differences existed between the mean scores of the
three groups of language proficiency.

After dividing the subjects into three groups of
language proficiency, the descriptive statistics of
the four test methods used by the three groups of
language proficiency was calculated. The results
showed that the highest mean score of belonged to
the high proficiency group’s performance on the
multiple-choice test and the lowest mean score
belonged to the low group’s performance on
Translation test.

In order to investigate the effect of language
proficiency on the learners’ performance on Fill-
in-the-blanks, Translation, Multiple-choice, and
Cloze tests, a multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was run. Based on the results it can
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be concluded that the subjects’ language

proficiency level has a significant effect on their

performance on the four teacher-made tests.

Next, the interaction between language
proficiency and test methods was investigated and
it was revealed that there are significant
differences among the means, which are modified
by the proficiency level of the subjects.

Based on the results, the following conclusions
can be drawn;

1. The High Proficiency group did better than the
other groups on the Multiple-choice and Cloze
lests,

2. The High Proficiency group performed better
than the Mid proficiency group on both Fill-
in-the-blanks and Translation tests.

3. The High Proficiency group performed better
than the T.ow proficiency group on all four
teacher-made tests.

4. The Mid Proficiency group performed better than
the Low proficiency group on all teacher-made
tests.

With regard to the interaction between
proficiency levels and test methods it can be
concluded that:

I. The High-Proficiency group performed better on
Cloze and Multiple-choice tests than Translation
and Fill-in-the-blanks,

2. The Mid-Proficiency group performed better on
Multiple-choice and Cloze tests than Translation
and Fill-in-the-blanks.

3. The Low-Proficiency group performed better on
Multiple-choice test than the other three tests.

Furthermore, all these proficiency groups
performed better on Multiple-choice and Cloze
tests than fill-in-the-blanks. It is worth noting that
Translation was the most problematic test method
for many of the EFL learners since there is always
interference coming from the lcarners’ mother
tongue. This is in line with the findings of some
other research studies. For example, in a study



Method

Participants

100 female EFL Learners (within the age range
of 20-30) were selected from two English institutes
in Tehran (i.e. Goftar Institute and Jahad
Daneshgahi Institute) which used the same
materials for teaching English namely Headway
series. The proficiency level of the subjects was
determined by a standard test namely Nelson
{(1976) according to which the participants were
divided into three levels: High, Mid, and Low

Instrumentation

The instruments used in this study included a
standard proficiency test (i.e. Nelson, 1976,
Advanced Level 450B) and four teacher-inade
tests. The Nelson test consisted of 50 multiple-
choice items, and it was administered to determine
the language proficiency levels of the subjects.
The teacher-made tests included a cloze test
consisting of two passages with 23 missing words
in which students were asked to choose the most
appropriate verbs (verb+noun
collocations), a multiple-choice test including 20

phrasal

questions in which the subjects were asked to
choose the most appropriate alternative, a fill-in-
the-blanks test comprising 18 questions in which
students were asked to write an appropriate noun
collocation from the given words (noun+noun),
and finally a translation test with 23 given
expressions in Persian which the subjects were
asked to translate into English. The time that was
allocated to each test was 20 minutes. It is worth
mentioning that all of the teacher-made tests were
piloted to verify their reliability and validity.

Pilor Study

In this research, a pilot study was conducted to
estimate the reliability and validity of the tests.
The tests were administered to 20 female subjects
from an English institute in Tehran (Goftar

institute). After collecting the data, item
discrimination, and item facility indices were
analyzed. The reliability of the tests was estimated
through Kudar-Richardson (KR-21) formula.

The cloze, multipled-choice, fill-in-the-blanks,
and Translation tests were validated against the
Nelson proficiency test, which was also given to
the same 20 female students. The concurrent
validity of the tests was estimated through
computing the correlation between the scores
obtained from these five kinds of tests. The
correlation coefficients between the Nelson test
and the teacher-made tests confirmed a reasonable
degree of empirical validity at 0.01 level of
significance,

Design

The dependent variable in this study was test
method which consisted of four test types, as
explained above, and the independent variable was
proticiency level. Since the researchers did not
have any control over the manipulation of the
independent variable, and also there was no
treatment, ‘ex post facto’ design was used. That
is, since there was no treatment only the degree or
type of relationship between variables, rather than
cause-and-etfect relationship, was examined.

Data Analysis

In this study, an attempt was made to investigate
the effects of the four different test methods
{(Cloze, Multiple-choice, Fill-in-the-blanks, and
Translation tests) and also the language
proficiency levels of the EFL learners (High,
Intermediate, and Low) on the recognition of
English Collocation. The statistical procedure
MANOVA (Repeated Measurement) was
employed for Data Analysis. A One-Way ANOVA
was run to make sure that a significant difference
existed between the mean scores of the three
groups of language proficiency. A Correlation
Cofficient test was also run to validate each
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listening comprehension, and rcading speed.
Collocattonal knowledge could also help students
overcome problems of vocabulary style and usage.
According to the findings obtained by The Center
for Instructional Development and Research (2000}
at Washington University, our brain tends to store
language in chunks, rather than individual words.
Thus, familiarity with collocations and the resulting
ability to make guesses about a speaker/writer’s
speech should increase a non-native speaker’s
efficiency as a listener or reader. Lewis (1993}
asserts that an important part of language
acquisition is the ability to comprehend and produce
lexical phrases as unanalyzed wholes, or “‘chunks,”
and that these chunks become the raw data by which
learners perceive patterns of language traditionally
thought of as grammar.

Empirical studies have been done on the effect
of different vocabulary test methods on learners’
performance are scarce. One such a study which
was conducted by Anderson and Freebody (1983)
on Yes/No test and conventional multiple-choice
vocabulary tests by children revealed that Yes/No
vocabulary tests are better suited as a means of
assessing their vocabulary knowledge. Their
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reasons for reaching this conclusion are: Yes/No
tests are easier (o construct: include more items;
were easier for the children to answer, and the
scores from the Yes/No tests are better predictors
ol reading ability than conventional vocabulary
tests, Furthermore, Meara and Buxton (1987 used
the same method with a group of EFL students
and found that the scores from Yes/No tests were
hetter at predicting students’ grades on the First
Certificate Examination (FCE) than the scores
FCE

performance. The purpose of their study was to

from multiple-choice  vocabulary
investigate the efficacy of administering a “spoken’
cloze test. Two versions of 50-word, every-7th
deletion cloze passages were developed: one open-
ended and the other multiple-choice. Forty-tive
ESL students were asked to successively read these
two versions aloud on tape. They were required
to supply or choose the answers for cach blank as
they proceeded. The results were scored in a
variety of ways including multiple-choice, exact-
answer and acceptable-answer scoring methods.
The results were analyzed for relative reliability
across scoring methods. Then, they were
compared to scores on the three subtests of
TOEFL, a writing sample, and a written ¢loze
passage in order to explore the relationship of
spoken cloze to other types of language tests. The
results indicate that spoken cloze is a reasonably
reliable alternative test format. The possibility of
using this format for exploring discourse strategies
is also discussed.

Based on the above review, this study aims at
scrutinizing the effect of tanguage proficiency and
test methods on the recognition of English
collocations by High, Intermediate, and Low EFL
learners. Thercfore, the following null hypothesis
is formulated:

Null Hypothesis: Test methods and language
proficiency have no cffect on the recognition of
English collocations by Iranian EFL Learners.



rancid butter and ‘spoiled’ mitk as sour milk, but
not as * sour butter or *rancid milk. A few
example of wrong word combinations that have
occurred in non-native speech are *feeble tea,
laugh broadly, *hold a burial, and *healthy

advice. {p. 292)

These restrictions may at first glance seem to
present additional learning problems to overcome,
but in fact they may be incorporated into
vocabulary study as useful aids in learning. This
1s what Nattinger (1988) has in mind when he
maintains that collocational associations assist the
learner in committing these words to memory help
in defining the semantic area of a word.
Concerning coltocational associations as memory
aids, researchers have noted that vocabulary is best
learned in context and that words which are
naturally associated in a text are more easily
learned than those having no such associations.
Related Empirical Studies
Collocation

The importance of learning collocations to
master FL. communicatively has recently attracted
the attention of many researchers. They have
studied collocations from different dimensions as

on

follows:

Bahns and Eldaw (1993) carried out an
experiment to find out whether collocations should
be taught explicitly. The result showed that
learners’ knowledge of collocations lagged behind
their knowledge of vocabulary in general. They
concluded that “learners’ knowledge of
collocations does not develop in parallel with their
knowledge of vocabulary and this may be in part
due to the fact that collocations are not taught so
learncrs do not pay attention to learning them.”
(Bahns & Eldaw, 1993, p. 109).

Hussein (1990) conducted an experiment to
measure the ability of Arab EFL learners to
collocate words correctly in English. Results

revealed that FL learners’ errors in collocation
were traceable to negative transfer, and
overgeneralization.

During the 1990s, interest in vocabulary
teaching and research increased. Nation’s (1990)
book entitled “Teaching and Learning Vocabulary”
appeared at the beginning of the decade and proved
influential in its inclusive review of research on
vocabulary while providing pedagogical guidance
through interpreting the research in terms of
classroom applications. Sinclair’s (1991) book,
*Corpus, Concordance, Collocations”, and
subsequent concordance studies have revealed
new understandings of how English words Icad
to new descriptions of the language.

Furthermore, recent developments in corpus
studies have led to major changes in language
description and have greatly expanded our
knowledge of collocations, idioms, and other
multiword units. One insight from corpus studies
is that many words collocate with other words
from a definable semantic set. The results of
corpus studies have been incorporated into recent
dictionaries such as the Coflins COBUILD English
Dictionary (1995) or the Dictionary of Selected
Collocations (Hill and Lewis, 1997).

Kjellmer (1991) studied collocational behavior
of parts of speech categories on the basis of corpus
analysis, He found that singular nouns and verb base
forms have a higher collocational tendency while
adjectives and adverbs do not. In investigating the
verb-noun collocations, it was found that verb base
forms always have higher collocating ability than
other verb forms, like past tense or third person
singular. Gitsaki (1996) also found the verb-object
type collocation to be the most difficult for second
language learners.

Findings of these studies, in general, point to
the tact that EFL learners have great problems with
the use of English collocations. In other words, an
increase of the students’ knowledge of collocations
will result in an improvement of oral skills, their
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learners. Gitaski (1996) also identifies some
factors which influence the development of
collocational ability during language acquisition,
for example frequency in the input, complexity
of the collocations, degree of L1-L2 difference,
and the order of collocational parts. For instance,
Preposition-Noun Collocations were found to be
difficult than Noun-Preposition
Collocations. More research is needed, however,

more

to strengthen and elaborate on these conclusions.

Despite the scarcity of empirical studies, it is
nevertheless generally agreed that collocational
knowledge is one of the things which greatly
contribute to the difference between native
speakers and second language learners. For
example, Kjellmer (1991} believes ‘automation of
collocation” helps native speakers to utter
sentences more fluently. Language learners, being
deficient in this automation, constantly have to
create structures and are less fluent when speaking,
Similarly, Aston (1995) notes that the use of large
fabricated items speeds language processing in
comprehension and production alike, and thus
creates native-like fluency.

McCarthy (1990) also asserts that “knowledge
of collocational appropriacy is part of native
speakers’ competence... which is based on years
of experience of masses of data” (p. 13).

Some researchers tend to see collocational
competence as a separate aspect of lexical
development in L2/FL (e.g. Bahns and Eldaw,
1993); whereas. others such as Gitaski (1997) and
Bonk (2000) locate it as an intrinsic process of
vocabulary development. However, in the general
sense that language users must put words
repeatedly together in producation, there can be
little question that collocational competence is
intrinsic to L2 vocabulary acquisition (cf. Barficld,
2002).

Learners’ Problems with Collocations

The task of learning collocations can present

both intralingual and interlingual challenges.

Collocation refers to lexical relations and word

combinations, but joining words that are

semantically compatible does not always produce
acceptable combinations. For example, 'many
thanks' is an acceptable English collocation, but

'several thanks’ is not. On the other hand,

collocations can difter from language to language,

e.g. someone who drinks a ot is 'a heavy drinker'

in English and 'a strong glass' in Greek.

In a study done by Hussein (1990}, many of
collocational errors that learners commit were
found to be due to negative transfer from L1, e.g.,
‘pipe water’ instead of “tap water’. Moreover,
Hussein states that collocations present a special
problem for linguistic description in having the
following features:

. Generally, one element in a collocation has
greater freedom of co-occurrence than the other
element(s) in a given sense (e.g. the sense of
the verb ‘adopt’ in adopt « policy is limited to
the context of a definable set of nouns (measure,
scheme, etc.), while the noun policy cun co-
occur with an almost intermediate range of
verbs: argue over, discuss, present, vote on, etc.)

2. The relationship between the elements in
collocation is mostly unidirectional not bi-
directional.

3. Collocation has an internal grammatical
structure that contributes to its meaning as a
whole (e.g. adopt a policy can be analyzed as a
sequence of transitive verbs+direct object).
According to Nattinger (1988), the meaning of

a word has a great deal to do with the words with

which it commonly associates. Bahns (1993, cited

in DeCarrico, 2001) also asserts that:

if collocational associations are not learned as
part of L2 vocabutlary knowledge, the resulting
irregularities will immediately mark the learner’s
speech or writing as deviant or odd in some way
and as decidedly non-native. Native speakers of

English, for example, refer 1o ‘spoiled’ butter as



collocation tests namely cloze, multiple- choice, fill-in-the-blanks, and translation were given to the

subjects, Next, a Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) for Repeated measurement was applied

to the data. The results showed that the F observed value for the effect of language proficiency was

194,73 a1 2- tailed and 92 degrees of freedom which at the 0.05 level was greater than the critical value

of F,i.c. 3.15. Thus, it can be concluded that test method and language proficiency level have significant

eflect on recognition of English collocation by Iranian EFL learners. The results are interpreted as

having implications for language teachers, syllabus designers and test developers (For further details,

see the section on pedagogical implications).

Kev Words: collocation, language proficiency, test methods, Iranian EFL learners.
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Introduction

The lexical approach to second language
teaching has received considerable attention in
recent years as an alternative to grammar-based
approaches (cf. Willis, 1990; Lewis, 1993, 1997;
Moudria, 2001). The lexical approach concentrates
on developing learners’ proficiency with lexis, or
words and word combinations, 1t is based on the
idea that an important part of language acquisition
is the ability to comprehend and produce lexical
phrases as unanalyzed wholes, or chunks, and that
these chunks become the raw data by which
learners perceive patterns of language traditionally
thought of as grammar (Lewis, 1993).

The texical approach makes a distinction
between vocabulary-traditionally understood as a
stock of individual words with lixed meanings and
lexis, which includes not only the single words
but also the word combinations that we store in
our mental lexicon, The advocates of lexical
approach argue that language consists of
meaningful chunks that, when combined, produce
continuous coherent texts, and only a minority of
spoken sentences arc entirely novel creations.
Furthermore, within the lexical approach special
attention is directed to collocations and
expressions that include institutionalized
utterances and sentence frames and heads. As
Lewis (1993) maintains, instead of words, we
consciously try to think of collocations, and to

present these in expressions. Rather than trying

to break things into ever-smaller pieces, there is a
conscious effort to see things in larger, more
holistic, ways.

The notion of collocation was first introduced
by Firth (1951) as part of his theory of meaning.
In Firth’s theory of meaning, there are three levels
of analysis: situational, collocational, and
erammatical. In this theory, syntagmatic relation
between lexical units or collocation plays an
extremely important role. It is at the collocational
level of analysis, intermediate between situational
and grammatical levels, that he proposes to deal
in whole or part with lexical meaning, i.e. with
part of the mecaning of the lexemes which depends
not upon their functions in particular contexts of
situation, but upon their tendency to co-occur in
texts. He asserts, for instance, that one of the
meanings of ‘night’ is its collocability with ‘dark’,
and of ‘dark’ with ‘night’.

Collocation and Language Learning
Though collocation plays an important role in
language acquisition, very few systematic studies
have addressed this issue. One recent study is by
Zhang (1993), in which a series of experiments
were conducted o explore the relationship
between the knowledge of collocation and
proficiency in writing. Zhang found that more
proficient second language writers use
significantly more collocations more accurately,
and in more diverse ways than less proficient
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Abstract

Although collocation is a pervasive feature of English and one of the most difficult and important
aspects of second language learning, it has largely been neglected by researchers and practitioners.
Therefore, the present study aimed at finding out the effect of test method and language proficiency on
recognition of English collocations by Irantan EFL learners. To provide empirical evidence for the
study the following procedures were employed. First, a Nelson test was administered to 100 participants
to determine their language proficiency levels. Based on the dispersion of the Nelson scores around
the mean, the subjects were grouped into three levels: High, Intermediate, and Low. Then, four
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