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中文摘要 

搭配詞在過往的研究已被認為是成功的學術英文寫作的要點之一，這個論點

對學習者特別重要的原因有一: 如學習者將搭配詞正確地使用於學術英文寫作

時，將意味著學習者對學術英文有深刻了解以及有所認識。研究指出，學習者使

用搭配詞的方式與母語者有所不同，但對於研究學習者在學術英文上之搭配詞使

用錯誤卻尚無較多文獻。 

有鑑於此，本文旨在分析台灣碩士生在學術英文中之錯誤動名詞搭配詞。因

搭配詞在不同學科下會有所不同，所以本文特別挑選兩個學科來討論學習者錯誤

動名詞搭配詞，此二學科為:應用英語以及英語教學。本文以三個研究問題為論

文主軸。第一個問題在於辨認出在應用英語以及英語教學碩士論文裡，常見的錯

誤動名詞搭配詞。第二問題在於發掘台灣學習者的錯誤動名詞搭配詞之錯誤類別。

第三問題而是探討學習者之錯誤動名詞搭配詞背後造成的可能原因。 

以便於回答上述研究問題，本文使用兩個大型語料庫，該語料庫為學習者碩

士論文語料庫，以及參照語料庫。學習者碩士論文語料庫是由 Yang 在 2015 年建

構而成。該語料庫包含 494 篇碩士論文，分別來自 10 間不同的應用英語以及英

語教學研究所。另一方面，參照語料庫則是包含兩個來自 COCA 與 BNC 之學

術子語料庫。學習者碩士論文語料庫以及參照語料庫的大小分別為一千一百萬字

與十二億字。至於研究工具，則是使用線上查詢系統 (Sketch Engine)來搜尋錯誤

動名詞搭配詞。 

本文經比對學習者碩士論文語料庫以及參照語料庫後，發現總共有 171 項、

1171 筆的錯誤動名詞搭配詞。將所有的錯誤動名詞搭配詞依照錯誤類型分類後，

可以大約概括分成四種錯誤類型，此四種錯誤類型分別為: 動詞錯誤、名詞錯誤、
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介係詞錯誤或遺失，以及搭配詞不存在。142 項(946 筆)錯誤動名詞被歸類於錯誤

動詞；16 項 (124 筆)為錯誤名詞；6 項(36 筆)為介係詞錯誤或遺失；7 項 (75 筆)

為搭配詞不存在。除此四大錯誤分類外，因錯誤動詞數眾多，三種類型之錯誤動

詞也可在本研究中發現:同義動詞錯誤(62 項、443 筆)、短語動詞錯誤 (2 項、8

筆)、其他動詞錯誤 (78 項、495 筆)。 

於錯誤成因之分析下，七種錯誤成因也概括解釋所有 171 項錯誤動名詞搭配

詞。第一項錯誤成因是母語影響-直接翻譯，共有 95 項(608 筆)錯誤動名詞搭配

詞直接由母語翻譯為英語。第二錯誤成因母語影響-分類別錯誤 (split category)包

含 10 項 (88 筆) 錯誤動名詞搭配詞。第三錯誤成因為同義詞混淆，有 39 項 (261

筆) 錯誤搭配詞為同義詞選錯誤。第四錯誤成因是錯誤類比，有 9 項 (38 筆) 錯

誤搭配詞被歸類於此成因。第五錯誤成因是語意過度延伸，包含 7 項 (40 筆) 錯

誤搭配詞。第六錯誤成因是拼字類似，有 9 項 (52 筆) 錯誤搭配詞因拼字類似而

造成學習者混淆。最後，有 1 項 (39 筆)為動名詞皆錯誤。 

本文研究結果顯示，台灣學習者對在學術英文搭配詞中，錯誤動詞的頻率最

高，表示台灣學習者在搭配詞中，動詞選擇最為困難，尤其是針對同義詞的選擇，

對學生來說更加容易造成混淆。另外，根據錯誤成因研究結果顯示，母語負面影

響為造成錯誤搭配詞的主要原因，需要學習者多加注意。研究者最後依據實驗結

果，建議學術英文教學者將常見錯誤動名詞納入教學，並提醒學生母語與英語間

的差異。 

 

關鍵字: 錯誤搭配詞、動名詞搭配詞、語料庫分析、學術寫作 

 



III 
 

Abstract 

Collocation has been recognized as the key to successful academic writing. This 

fact is especially true for learners because it signifies that learners are prepared and 

well-acquainted with the culture of academic writing. Several studies have reported the 

differences of collocational use by advanced learners and native speakers, however, the 

literature for learner miscollocations in academic writing is few. 

As a result, this study aims to investigate verb-noun miscollocation in master 

theses by Taiwanese EFL learners. Since collocations are highly discipline-specific, two 

disciplines were chosen in this study, namely, Applied Linguistics and English Teaching. 

There were three research questions governing this present study. The first question is 

to identify the common miscollocations made by Taiwanese master students in Applied 

Linguistics and English Teaching. The second question is to uncover the type of errors 

made by learners most. The last question is to investigate the possible causes of the 

miscollocations found in the academic prose. 

To answer the aforementioned research questions, two corpora, a learner corpus 

and a reference corpus, were utilized in this study. The learner corpus, which was 

composed of 494 master theses from 10 different Applied Linguistics and English 

Teaching programs in Taiwan, were compiled by Yang (2015). On the other hand, the 

reference corpus contained two academic subcorpora from BNC and COCA. The sizes 

of the learner and reference corpus were 11 million and 1.2 billion words respectively. 

As for instruments, an online query system, Sketch Engine, was adopted to identify 

target nouns and miscollocations.  

Altogether, 171 miscollocations with a total frequency of 1171 tokens were 

discovered in the research. All miscollocations were categorized into four main error 

types: misused verb, misused noun, misused or missing preposition, and combination 
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non-existent. 142 types (946 tokens) of miscollocations were categorized as misused 

verb; 16 types (124 token) were misused noun; 6 (36 tokens) types were misused or 

missing preposition and 7 (75 tokens) types of collocations were non-existent. For the 

first type, misused verb, three patterns of misuse were also detected, which were, 

synonymous verb, phrasal verb and other verb. The number of miscollocations of these 

three sub-types were 62 types (443 tokens), 2 types (8 tokens), and 78 types (495 

tokens). 

The analysis of causes yield seven possible explanations for miscollocations, L1 

transfer-direct translation, L1 transfer-split category, misused synonym, false analogy, 

overgeneralization, approximation and others. 95 types (608 tokens) of miscollocations 

were influenced by a direct translation from Chinese. 10 types (88 tokens) of 

miscollocations were labeled as L1 transfer-split category. 39 types (261 tokens) of 

miscollocations were caused by selecting the wrong synonyms. 9 types (83 tokens) of 

miscollocations were false analogy. 7 types (40 tokens) of miscollocations contained 

verbs/nouns that were used over-extensively. 9 types (52 tokens) of miscollocations 

were categorized in approximation, and 1 type (39 tokens) of miscollocation had both 

erroneous nouns and verbs. 

Several interesting findings were observed. First of all, according to the result of 

error types, misused verbs was the most common error type in this study, indicating that 

proper verb usage poses the most difficulty for learners. Most of the misused verbs were 

also caused by confusion of synonymous verbs. Secondly, echoing with previous 

studies, there were several verbs that often baffled learners, such as gain, get, obtain, 

attain and reach. Lastly, based on the analysis of possible causes, the high frequency of 

miscollocation under L1 influence suggested that first language played a crucial role in 

learner collocations. Several pedagogical implications and future research directions 
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were also raised at the end of this thesis. 

 

Keywords: miscollocation, Verb-Noun collocation, corpus analysis, academic writing 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Collocation, prefabricated lexical patterns of a reoccurring nature, has been 

recognized as one of the fundamental components of the English language. Previous 

research found out a large portion of English speakers’ language, both written and 

spoken, is made up of recurring lexical patterns (Biber & Conrad, 2005). Therefore, 

ways to mastering reoccurring, prefabricated clusters have attracted the interest of 

scholars in language learning research (Arnaud & Savignon, 1997; Bahns & Eldaw, 

1993; Biskup, 1992; Durrant & Schmitt, 2009; Fan, 2009; Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; 

Granger, 1998; Gyllstad, 2005; Howarth, 1998; Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Nesselhauf, 

2003, 2005; Panahifar, 2013; Peacock, 2012; Wang & Shaw, 2008). 

For foreign language learners, mastering the use of collocation is especially crucial 

since it might positively influence the process and outcome of language learning. 

Nesselhaul (2005) stated several advantages of collocation for language learners, 

namely reducing mental effort and reaching native-like fluency. First of all, utilizing 

collocation reduces mental effort when producing language (Nesselhaul, 2005:2). 

According to Schmitt (2000), the human brain can only store a limited amount of 

information in real time due to the small capacity of short-term memory. In order to 

accelerate processing information, some “frequently-used lexical chunks” would be 

stored in long-term memory and be retrieved when needed. Retrieving lexical chunks 

from long-term memory does not require on-line cognitive effort to decode individual 

word meaning, indicating that more cognitive effort can be used to make sense of new 

information. Such psycholinguistic phenomenon is beneficial for non-native English 
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speakers because they need extra mental effort to process English compared to native 

speakers (Nesselhaul, 2005).  

The other major advantage of collocation is that it aids learners in speaking and 

writing more native-like (Fan, 2009; Howarth, 1998; Laufer & Waldman, 2011; 

Nesselhauf, 2003, 2005). In a set of naturally produced utterances by native speakers, 

there are some words that tend to appear together in a phrase, while others, which are 

equally acceptable grammatically, sound odd (Wray, 2002). In a study done by Biber, 

Conrad and Reppen (1998), for example, the phrase “large number” was found to be 

more commonly used than “great number”. If learners are able to produce such 

prefabricated and idiomatic phrases adequately, the language they produce will be less 

awkward and more native-like. Based on the advantage and features of collocation 

above, it has been acknowledged that collocations are crucial linguistic patterns for 

foreign learners to acquire. 

In the setting of English for Academic Purpose, proper usage of collocation might 

determine whether the piece of work is successful or not (Wu, Chang, Mitamura, & 

Chang, 2010). One prominent characteristic of academic writing is that precise word 

choice and clear statements should be emphasized throughout the entire work. Unlike 

other registers such as fiction, news or political speeches, where ambiguity is allowed, 

any sign of obscurity might come across as immature writing (Howarth, 1998). Hence, 

collocation usage in academic prose should be as precise as possible to be able to 

convey the author’s message without confounding the readers. Howarth (1998) also 

advocated the indispensability of collocation in academic writing, stating “conventional 

collocations are essential for effective communication, and their use by non-native 

writer is a clear sign that these learners have made an essential adjustment to the 
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academic culture they are entering in” (p. 186). In other words, it is mandatory to gain 

a clear understanding of collocation to be able to compose a successful academic prose. 

Even though the importance of collocation has been long established, foreign 

language learners still have difficulty with producing conventionally acceptable 

collocations (Ferraro, Nazar, Ramos, & Wanner, 2014; Granger, 1998; Howarth, 1998; 

Nesselhauf, 2003). Since collocations do not entirely follow syntactic and semantic 

rules, and word substitution is allowed, learners were often found to produce 

collocational mistakes. (Fan, 2009; KUO, 2009; Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Nesselhauf, 

2003, 2005). For instance, Nesselhaulf (2003) reported that V-N collocations with less 

restrictions often troubled learners more than ones that did not allow substituting 

elements in the collocation. Furthermore, the phenomenon of making collocational 

mistakes seems to be prevalent among learners of all English proficiency levels. Laufer 

and Waldman (2011) pointed out that compared to intermediate and basic learners, 

advanced learners produced more varieties of collocations, but made more mistakes as 

well. Given the previous findings, learners might have a deficiency with producing 

collocations and the causes might be far more complicated than general vocabulary 

problems. 

 

1.2 Motivation of the Study 

Several studies were dedicated to learner difficulty of collocation in academic 

settings (Chang, Chang, Chen, & Liou, 2008; Durrant, 2009; Howarth, 1998; Wu et al., 

2010). The results all suggested that learners possess limited knowledge of native-like 

collocation, and they tend to overuse some high-frequency collocations. These studies 

made insightful discoveries in learner collocation, however, the conclusions mostly 
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focused on the underuse/overuse behavior of learner collocation. There is an urgent 

need to look into learner miscollcoation in academic settings as well. The work of 

Woolard (2000) revealed that one useful way to raise learner awareness of collocation 

is to direct his or her attention towards the collocation error he or she produced. Lewis 

(2000) also claimed that it is equally important for EFL learners to know what is wrong 

as to what is correct. Hence, there is a necessity to investigate miscollocation to help 

raise collocational awareness in learners, and as a result, improve the learner’s academic 

writings. 

Aside from the need to investigate miscollocation in the academic setting, another 

research niche that is worth delving into is the discipline-specific collocation error. As 

pointed out by Yang (2015), collocations in academic prose can be topic or genre-

specific, and therefore studies should further identify collocations that appear in 

individual fields of study exclusively. Ward (2007) compared lexical characteristics of 

undergraduate textbooks in chemical, civil, electrical, industrial, and mechanical 

engineering, concluding that complex noun phrases found in the engineering text is 

highly discipline-specific. For instance, “gas +” collocation is a typical phrase in 

chemical engineering. Some examples were also provided by Hyland and Tse (2007), 

such as communicative competence in applied linguistics, situated learning in 

education, and social constructivism in social science, echoing the fact that collocations 

in academic prose are subject-specific (Hyland & Tse, 2007:247). For foreign language 

learners in applied linguistics, in order to enhance academic collocational knowledge, 

it is essential to understand and be capable of using discipline-specific collocations 

correctly. As Bhatia (2002) proposed, "Students interacting with different disciplines 

need to develop communication skills that may not be an extension of general literacy 
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to handle academic discourse, but a range of literacies to handle disciplinary variation 

in academic discourse" (p. 27). To sum things up, based on the observations above, 

investigation on miscollocation in applied linguistics academic writing is warranted.  

Although the above studies yield interesting results, cautious approaches might 

need to be taken with analyzing the data. One limitation of past miscollocation studies 

is that the amount of data and the size of the corpus used is relatively limited. The 

learner miscollocation study by Nessehaulf (2005) is one of the most comprehensive 

analysis to date. She investigated behaviors of learner collocations in the German 

component of ICLE with corpus extraction techniques. The corpus, comprising 154,191 

words, were carefully tagged and modified to fit the purpose of the research. Howarth 

(1996), on the other hand, also manually examined verb-noun miscollocation by non-

native speakers with different first languages. The corpus utilized in his study is roughly 

about 22,000 words. Despite the thorough investigations of both studies setting the 

ground for all subsequent collocational research, the corpus size can still be expanded. 

The miscollocations extracted provided evidence to improve our understanding of 

learner colloaction error; however the collocation errors found were rather limited (Lin, 

2010). As Liu (2013) stated, the larger the corpus is, the more significant the examples 

that could be discovered to increase the validity of the final results. 

To sum it up, three ways to improve learner collocational research in academic 

settings are investigating learner miscollocation, targeting the research in a specific 

discipline, and increasing the size of the corpus. In order to further understand the 

phenomenon and causes of EFL learners’ collocation use, there is a need for employing 

a corpus with a larger size to look into learner collocation errors in discipline-specific 

academic prose. 
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1.3 Purpose of the Study 

This present study aims to investigate common miscollocation in academic prose 

by Taiwanese EFL learners. One specific academic field, applied linguistics, was 

chosen since this paper hopes to shed light on discipline-specific learner miscollocation. 

The reason for choosing academic prose in applied linguistics specifically was because 

according to Durrant (2009), the vocabulary needs of students from Arts and 

Humanities are characteristically different from students in other disciplines. Hence 

there is a special need to investigate academic texts in such disciplines alone.  

In terms of the type of collocation examined, verb-noun (V-N) collocation was the 

main focus of this study. Liu (1999) indicated that verb-noun (V-N) collocation is the 

most difficult type of collocation that troubled learners. Research was conducted on 

Taiwanese learner miscollocation using English Taiwan Learner Corpus (English TLC), 

233 out of 265 lexical miscollocations were found out to be V-N collocation. Nessehaulf 

(2003) also pointed out that the wrong choice of verbs was the most common mistake 

made by learners. The subtle differences between semantically similar verbs usually 

caused confusion. Therefore, a thorough investigation on V-N collocation might 

facilitate learners with understanding their major issues with collocations in academic 

writing in order to produce a piece of academic writing of a higher quality. 

Another purpose of this study is to adopt an efficient tool to extract suspicious 

miscollocations automatically. Previous methods of extracting V-N miscollocations 

mostly consisted of manually extracting all V-N collocations, followed by verifying all 

V-N collocations with BNC and dictionaries (Howarth, 1998; Laufer & Waldman, 2011; 

Nesselhauf, 2003). This method ensured that every V-N collocation was examined and 

it also eliminated the chance of selecting non V-N collocation accidentally. However, 

 



 

7 

 

the process of extracting V-N miscollocations might be time-consuming, and the 

involvement of subjectivity in the process might make some of the decisions to be open 

to discussion. To overcome the problems mentioned above, this study utilized a more 

efficient method of miscollocation extraction by comparing a large non-native corpus 

directly to BNC and COCA academic components via Sketch Engine, an online corpus 

query engine. First adopted in collocation study by Liu (2013), Sketch Engine was 

originally designed to create a profile of grammatical relations a word is in (Kilgarriff, 

Rychly, Smrz, & Tugwell, 2004). However, through the function of Sketch Diff, it was 

possible to investigate how a word behaves in two different corpora. Aside from 

adopting a more efficient method of miscollocation extraction, this study also utilized 

one of the largest Chinese learner academic corpus to date, which was compiled by 

Yang (2015). With a large corpus and powerful corpus query engine, it was hoped to 

provide some interesting yet insightful conclusions for the research field of L2 learner 

collocation. 

 

1.4 Definition of Key Terms 

1.4.1 Verb-Noun collocation 

In the lexical collocation definition developed by Benson, Benson and Ilson (1986), 

lexical collocation consist of nouns, adjectives, verbs, and adverbs. One type of lexical 

collocation is formed by a lexical verb and a noun as object, which was referred in this 

present paper as verb-noun collocation.  

1.4.2 Miscollocation 

Based on previous research (Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Nesselhauf, 2003, 2005; 

Wang & Shaw, 2008), a collocation were judged as unacceptable if the collocation: 
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cannot be found in dictionaries (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, the Collins 

COBUILD English Dictionary, The BBI Dictionary of English Word Combinations, and 

Oxford Dictionary of English Idioms), found less than 10 hits in BNC, not being 

accepted by native speakers. This present paper followed a similar line of judgement, 

and referring to a collocation as miscollocation if the collocation did not appear in 

BNC/COCA academic subcopora, not being found in BNC, and not being accepted by 

one native English speaker. 

 



9 
 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

    This chapter reviewed previous studies on ESL/EFL learners’ collocations. The 

review started out discussing three different notions of collocations which were adopted 

in previous research. The second part of this chapter summarized some difficulties EFL 

learners might have when producing collocations, especially in academic writings. The 

third part emphasized on the types and causes of miscollocations found in learners’ 

writings. Lastly, this section ended with the aim and research questions answered in this 

present study. 

 

2.1. Notion of Collocation 

Collocations, also known as formulaic sequences, prefabs, or chunks, are one of 

the major lexical competences of second-language learners. There has not been a clear-

cut definition for collocation due to its complexity (Fan, 2009). Three broad definitions, 

namely phraseological tradition, frequency-based view and grammatical categorization, 

can be discovered in previous research (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009). Three notions were 

discussed in details below. 

2.1.1 Phraseological View of Collocation 

The core of phraseological view is the paradigmatic and associative relationship 

between the lexical items in one collocation. Unlike frequency-based view, which 

emphasizes on frequency, phraseological view is more concerned with the fixedness 

and substitutability of the lexical items. 

 Cowie (1981) first approached the phraseological notion of collocation and 

defined collocation “a composite unit which permits the substitutability of items for at 

least one of its constituent elements” (P. 224). He further raised two parallel 
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explanations that governed the notion of collocation. Firstly, in one collocation, one 

item was used in a figurative sense. For instance, in the word combination, explode a 

bomb was defined as free-combination since all of the lexical items were used in their 

literal meaning. However, explode a myth, was categorized as collocation because the 

word explode was used in the sense of “to prove something is wrong”, which is different 

from its original meaning, “to burst”. The figurative sense of explode restricted the 

object-nouns following behind it. Only a small handful of words could be attached 

behind it, such as theory, idea, notion (Cowie, 1981, P.226). Aside from determination 

of collocates by the figurative sense of one lexical item, the second explanation can be 

viewed from the other way around. The context, on the other hand, might trigger the 

figurative meaning of one element. Cowie claimed that, “a single item in a figurative 

sense is determined by a limited set of items used in a literal sense” (P. 226). Taking the 

word combination explode a myth as an example again, explode was only interpreted 

figuratively in the literal context of myth, notion, idea, theory. There might not be other 

context which triggered the figurative sense of explode. 

Howarth (1996) followed Cowie’s work and purposed that the meaning of 

collocation was not completely figurative as a whole. There was still evidence that each 

component contributed to the meaning of collocation individually. Only one component 

was in its “specialized” sense and thus made the word combination had figurative sense. 

For instance, foot the bill (collocation) and fill the bill (idiom), even though foot was 

not in its literal sense (as in the meaning of “pay”), the semantic meaning of foot can 

still be extracted from the collocation. However, the semantic sense of fill the bill was 

one inseparable unit. To make the definition of collocation more precise, there were 

three conditions in which the lexical item was considered specialized (Aisenstadt, 1979): 

1. With a narrow, specific meaning. E.g., Shrug ones shoulder (Howarth, 1996, 
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P. 39) 

2. Having a figurative, secondary meaning. E.g., File an application 

3. Delexicalized meaning. E.g., Catch fire 

Imagining a scale of semantic transparency and specialized sense of lexical items in a 

one word combination, the more narrow, specific or delexicalized the sense of the word 

is, the more restricted such a combination might be. 

Nesselhaulf (2005) expanded Cowie’s viewpoints and defined collocation as 

“words that habitually occur together with restriction of substitutability and relative 

transparency of meaning” (Nesselhaulf, 2005, P. 2). She established a term named 

“restricted sense” to explain the semantic restriction in a verb-object-noun collocation. 

Based on the degree of restrictedness of lexical items in one collocation, a continuum 

of idiomaticity was presented free of restriction on one side (free combination) and fully 

restricted on the other (idiom). Two criteria were also developed to determine the degree 

of restrictedness:   

1. The sense of verb is so specific that it only takes a small range of nouns 

following behind it. 

2. All semantically and syntactically acceptable nouns cannot be used with a 

specific sense of verb. 

On the basis of restrictedness, three categories of word combinations were therefore 

further developed, free combination, collocation, and idiom. In free combination, all 

items were used in an unrestricted sense (e.g., want a car), whereas in collocation, the 

verbal item was restricted and only took a small set of nouns as collocates (e.g., dial a 

number). As for idioms, both verb and noun in the word combination were used 

restrictedly, not allowing any kind of substitution (e.g., sweeten the pill). In short, as 

long as either one of the criteria or both were observed in the verbal component, such a 
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combination was then classified as collocation. Similar to Cowie’s (1981) definition of 

collocation, Nesselhaulf (2005) also had an underlying concept that nouns behaved the 

same in both free combination and collocation, but verbs behaved differently.  

Nesselhaulf’s analysis of word combination clarified the hazy definition of collocation 

by using verb as the core of classification for collocation. 

2.1.2 Frequency-based View of Collocation 

A Frequency-based definition considers collocation as a set of words within a 

certain distance appearing frequently (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Fan, 2009). 

Pioneering work under this tradition can be traced back to Firth’s study (1957). He 

proposed “collocability” within collocation, using the example “dark night” to 

demonstrate that the meaning of “night” is complete when combined with the word 

“dark”. In other words, the meaning of a word is more intact with the presence of other 

supplementary words which it has collocability with. Furthermore, the meaning of 

collocation cannot be simply predicted from each component in the collocation lexically. 

The meaning of collocation, as Firth argued, should be “an abstraction at the 

syntagmatic level” (P. 196). 

Halliday (1966) followed Firth’s concept of collocation, and expanded his concept 

by introducing the following terms: node, collocate and span of collocation. Node is 

the primary word in the collocation. Collocate is the frequently co-occurring word and 

span is the environment where collocate would appear. In Halliday’s view of collocation, 

predictions of lexical items can be made since some co-occurring items appear “greater 

than chance” (P.156). 

Discussing collocation from a statistical approach, Sinclair (1991) combined ideas 

from both Firth and Halliday, and defined collocation as “the occurrence of two or more 

words with a short space of each other in the text” (P.170). Two types of collocation 
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were distinguished by Sinclair based on the definition above, which were, casual 

collocation, and significant collocation. Significant collocations could be distinguished 

by the higher frequency of co-occurring word combinations when compared to the 

respective frequencies of each word in a given length of text (Jones & Sinclair, 1974). 

For instance, the word combination “the club” might be a casual collocation instead of 

a significant collocation because “the” occurs more often than the word combination 

the club. However, join club, on the other hand, could possibly be a significant 

collocation. In this present study, Sinclair’s definition was adopted and the frequency 

of word combinations was the key to decide whether the targeted collocation is 

acceptable or not. 

Table 2.1. Definition of Collocation Types by Jones and Sinclair (1974) 

Collocation Type Definition Example 

Casual  Frequency of word combination < Frequencies each word. The club 
Significant  Frequency of word combination > Frequencies each word. Join club 

 

Later in his study, Sinclair (1991) made an observation that a lexical item which 

appeared most frequently in general had a less clear and more opaque meaning. To put 

it in another sense, the more frequent lexical item was “delexicalized” and more 

difficult to analyze or explain. Based on this observation, Sinclair presented two types 

of collocation: upward collocation and downward collocation. Upward collocations 

included words that tend to collocate with lexical items of higher frequency than itself, 

whereas downward collocations consisted of words that collocated with words with 

lower frequency. To distinguish upward and downward collocate statistically, Sinclair 

proposed that the frequency of collocate should be plus or minus 15% of the frequency 
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of the node1. Using the word back as an example, upward collocates were down, from, 

into, at, and downward collocates were arrive, bring, behind, again. The former type 

of collocations were often used as grammatical frames; on the other hand, the latter type 

of collocations denoted more semantic sense (Sinclair, 1991, P.116). Sinclair’s 

statistical definition of collocation provided insights of the “lexical realization of the 

situational context” (Moon, 1987, p22). 

Table 2.2. Definition of Upward/Downward Collocation by Sinclair (1991) 

Collocation Definition Example 

Upward 
words collocating with lexical items with higher frequency than 
itself 

Back from 

Downward 
words collocating with lexical items with lower frequency than 
itself 

Bring back 

 

2.1.3 Grammatical Categorization of Collocation 

Different from the frequency tradition and phraseological view, grammatical 

categorization of collocation did not tend to define collocation from a semantic aspect. 

The BBI dictionary of English Word Combinations (Benson, Benson, & Ilson, 1987) 

presented two categories for collocation, grammatical collocation and lexical 

collocation. Grammatical collocation was described as a word combination with a 

“dominant word” (usually contained the core meaning of collocation) which was 

followed by a preposition or a clause (Benson et al, 1987, P. XIX). A typical 

grammatical collocation might be decide on. Lexical collocation, however, only 

contained nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. In contrast to grammatical collocations, 

grammatical words could not be seen in lexical collocations. Benson et al. (1987) 

further divided lexical collocation into seven sub-categories (L1 to L7): verb + 

                                                        
1 For instance, if the frequency of node is 100 times in English, upward collocate should appear at least 
115 times, and downward collocates should appear less than 85 times. 
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noun/pronoun (prepositional phrase), verb + noun, adjective + noun, noun + verb, 

noun1 + of + noun2, adverb + adjective, verb + adverb (Examples see Table 2.3) 

Table 2.3. Sub-categorizations of lexical collocations (Benson et al., 1987) 

Collocation Type Grammatical Structure Example 

L1 verb + noun/pronoun (prepositional phrase) set a record 
L2 verb + noun break a code 
L3 adjective + noun strong tea 
L4 noun + verb blood circulates 
L5 noun1 + of + noun2 a school of whales 
L6 adverb + adjective closely acquainted 
L7 verb + adverb apologize humbly 

 

Some differences between L1 and L2 was that verbs in L1 denoted a sense of creation 

and/or activation, such as make an impression, whereas L2 collocation consisted of 

verbs which had a meaning of eradication and/or nullification, like demolish a house. 

Based on this classification of collocation, this present study intended to look into L1 

and L2 types of collocation. Grammatical collocations were not included in the research 

 

2.2 Advanced ESL/EFL learners’ Difficulties of Collocation 

Due to the importance of collocation in language learning, a large amount of 

studies were carried out to investigate the features and patterns of learners’ collocation 

(Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009; Biskup, 1992; Durrant, 2009; 

Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Granger, 1998; Gyllstad, 2005; Laufer & Waldman, 2011; 

Nesselhauf, 2003, 2005; Panahifar, 2013; Peacock, 2012; Wang & Shaw, 2008). It was 

discovered that ESL/EFL learners did not possess enough collocational knowledge in 

general (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Biskup, 1992; Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Granger, 1998; 

Gyllstad, 2005; Howarth, 1998; Nesselhauf, 2003). Bahns & Eldaw (1993) utilized 

translation and fill-in-blank methods to examine the relationship between general 
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knowledge of vocabulary and collocation use. Using noun as node and verb as collocate, 

Bahns & Eldaw selected 15 V-N collocations to investigate collocational knowledge of 

58 German advanced learners. The result suggested that learners were more likely to 

make mistakes in collocation production than they are with general vocabulary 

production. Bahns & Eldaw later concluded that learners’ problems of collocation were 

far more complicated than simple general vocabulary issues. Possible causes could be 

attributed to not being aware of potential difficulty of collocation.  

By delving into productive knowledge of collocation, Farghal and Obiedat (1995) 

used fill-in-the-blank tests to investigate learners’ coping strategies when encountering 

unfamiliar collocations. Overall analysis showed that both junior and senior college 

students were deficient in collocation, therefore four strategies were used for lexical 

simplification, namely voidance, transfer, synonymy, and paraphrasing. Among the 

four skills, synonym was used most frequently, and thus Farghal and Obiedat (1995) 

later claimed that learners were unaware of “collocational restrictions of lexical items” 

(P. 321). Learners were also unable to acknowledge collocation as prefabricated 

patterns in which random substitution of words were not allowed. 

Discussing collocational development and difficulties at different proficiency 

levels, Gitsaki (1997) investigated how 275 Greek junior high school students made 

use of collocation in composition, blank-filling and translation tasks. Students were 

divided into three groups: post-beginning, intermediate, post-intermediate. Results 

suggested that the accuracy of both lexical and grammatical collocations were low with 

the beginning level learners. Gitsak (1997) explained that lexical collocations were 

relatively shorter than grammatical collocations and therefore beginning level students 

tend to memorize lexical collocation as unanalyzed chunks. Learners were also found 

to have more problems with grammatical collocations containing prepositions because 
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of L1 interference.   

Aside from studies using traditional elicitation techniques, some studies resort 

to corpus technology and analyzed learner collocation with large amount of texts. With 

help of computer software, comparison among native and non-native corpora provides 

more insights into collocation problems learners might encounter. In a corpus-based 

study done by Granger (1998), International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) was 

utilized and investigated how -ly adverb + adjective (e.g., perfectly natural) collocation 

were used by French learners. ICLE is a computerized corpus containing EFL writings 

from all over the world. Comparing French components of ICLE (251,318 words) and 

the native corpus (234,514 words), Granger used text retrieval software to extract all 

words ended with –ly and manually deleted the words that did not serve a semantic 

purpose of intensifier. The result demonstrated that learners underused booster 

amplifiers (e.g., highly) compared to native English speakers, and furthermore, 

overused two particular amplifiers, completely, totally, which Granger referred as “safe 

bets”. With an underdeveloped sense of collocation restriction, learners tended to 

underuse native-like collocation and overuse collocations which were not typical in 

English. 

Laufer & Waldman (2011), on the other hand, discussed collocations used in 759 

argumentative essays by basic, intermediate and advanced level of Israeli students. 220 

nouns appearing at least 20 times were extracted from the native corpus. V-N 

collocations were then selected in both corpora, and checked with BNC, dictionaries, 

and natives for their validity. Laufer & Waldman found out that all learners produced 

significantly less collocation than native speakers regardless of proficiency level. In 

terms of collocation error, advanced learners made more mistakes than other levels of 

learners, even though advanced learners, at the same time, had the most amount of 
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collocation produced. They later claimed that the reason for such a high ratio of 

collocation error (one third of all collocation produced) was that learners processed 

individual words in the word combination, instead of prefabricated patterns. 

2.2.1 Advanced EFL learners’ Difficulties of Collocation in Academic setting 

Turning to learners’ collocational use in academic writings, several studies 

(Durrant & Schmitt, 2009; Howarth, 1998; Li & Schmitt, 2010; Yang, 2015) 

investigated the difference of collocation use between native and non-native speakers. 

Shared findings suggested that the use of collocations in academic setting deviated from 

native norms of collocational use.  

Howarth (1998) conducted research on V-N collocations of academic writings by 

non-native speakers. The native corpus contained texts extracted from LOB corpus and 

published texts in sociology, education and law (240,000 running words), whereas 10 

sets of graduate school assignments from non-native speakers in applied linguistics 

were collected to compile a non-native corpus (25,000 running words). The total 

amount of 5300 V-N collocations from native corpus and 1200 collocations from non-

native corpus were extracted by using a list of high frequency verbs. All collocations 

were checked with BB1 Combinatory Dictionary of English and Oxford Dictionary of 

Current Idiomatic English and three levels of restrictedness of word combination (free 

combination, collocation, and idiom) were identified. Results found out that 

conventional collocations and idioms found in non-native corpus were 25 % of the 

entire corpus, relatively lower than the native norm (38%), indicating that learners had 

a lower level of knowledge of collocation. Other findings also showed that less 

restricted collocations were found in the non-native corpus, and more unacceptable 

collocation produced by non-native postgraduate learners. Howarth suggested that 

learners lacked of awareness of appropriately deploying lexical items in collocation. 

 



19 
 

Using methodologies which take advantage of frequency, Durrant and Schmitt 

(2009) intended to find out how non-native learners make use of word combinations in 

academic writings. They studied adjective-noun and noun-noun collocations by 

ESL/EFL learners of different L1 and collected two lengths of text (short, long) to form 

four corpora: NS long, NNS long, NS short, and NNS short. A native speaker corpora 

consisted of long texts from Prospect magazine and academic essays by students in 

Applied Linguistics and short texts extracted from LOCESS corpus. NNS corpora, on 

the other hand, contained long texts from British, Turkish academic essays, and short 

texts from Bulgarian subcorpus of ICLE. A total of 10,839 collocationss from the 96 

texts and only 1,355 was produced by non-native speakers (12%). Two main findings 

were raised. First, non-native writers tend to use less low-frequency (found less in five 

times in BNC) collocations than native writers. The pattern was consistent in both short 

and long texts, however, the trend seemed to be more prominent in longer texts. 

Secondly, taking t-score and MI value into account, non-native learners showed a 

greater reliance on strong collocations (high t-score), but underuse collocations with 

low MI value in comparison with native speakers. The result of this study indicated that 

productions by non-native speakers showed a degree of conservatism, and hence they 

rely on collocations that were common in English 

Li and Schmitt (2010) conducted a longitudinal study with learner’s development 

of collocation learning. With a similar thought from Durrant and Schimtt (2009), Li and 

Schmitt also utilized a frequency tradition to investigate collocational behaviors by 4 

Chinese postgraduate students studying at the University of Nottingham. To understand 

the improvement of collocation learning overseas, a total of 32 essays and 4 

dissertations were collected from the four subjects during one academic year. All 

adjective-noun collocations were then extracted from learner corpus (150,000 words). 
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The result showed that 299 types of adjective-noun collocation were identified, and 

among all, only 41% were classified as frequent and strongly-associated. Li and Schmitt 

suggested that learners are more inclined to use collocations with high t scores and low 

MI scores, they also used certain collocations respectively. As for the development of 

collocational use, little improvement was discovered in numbers of robust collocations 

in their academic writings. 

Employing a semi-automatic method, Yang (2015) investigated adjective-noun 

and verb-noun collocations by Taiwanese postgraduate students in Applied linguistic. 

Using large academic corpora, she compared the collocational behavior in theses by 

Taiwanese students with those in published research papers. The sizes of the 

postgraduate corpus and the published author corpus were 11.7 million and 11.8 million 

respectively. Yang used 29 most frequent core nouns as a baseline and extracted verbal, 

adjective collocates from both corpora via Sketch Diff function built in Sketch Engine. 

All extracted adjective-noun and verb-noun collocations were then examined manually 

to exclude collocations which contained verbs that can be widely collocated with many 

words (e.g., consider and regard). A log-likelihood test was later conducted to clarify 

the underuse and overuse behaviors of learner collocations. The findings showed that 

published authors’ adjective-noun and verb-noun collocation repertoire was richer than 

Taiwanese. Low type-token ratio of V-N/A-N collocations in Taiwanese postgraduate 

theses indicated an ill-balance knowledge of academic collocation. Due to a smaller 

collocation repertoire, Taiwanese learners were also found to be overly dependent on a 

few collocations they feel comfortable using. 
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2.3 Collocation Error by Advanced EFL learners 

Collocational mistakes by EFL learners have been highly researched in order to 

understand the difficulties that learners might have when producing collocations. A 

common finding from previous collocational studies pointed out that learners were not 

aware of collocation restrictedness (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Fan, 2009; Granger, 1998; 

Howarth, 1998; Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Nesselhauf, 2003, 2005; Wang & Shaw, 

2008), and thus they tended to make mistakes. Studies on miscollocation took a step 

further and analyzed the types (Nessehaulf, 2003; Wang & Shaw, 2008) and the causes 

(Liu, 2013; Wu, Chang, Mitamura, & Chang, 2010) of miscollocations. 

Liu (2002) investigated verb-noun miscollocations produced by Taiwanese high 

school and college students via analyzing English Taiwan Learner Corpora 

(EnglishTLC). EnglishTLC was a one-million-word database built for a web-based 

writing environment named IWill, which allowed learners to upload their essays and for 

teachers to correct the essays. To correct the essays on IWill, teachers were provided 

some comment tags such as, wrong phrase, word verbs, etc, to insert in parts of essays 

which were written incorrectly. By searching the comment tags in IWill, Liu was able 

to extract possible miscollocations. After extracting the miscollocations, she further 

searched the words which were marked as incorrect repeatedly through the KIWIC 

function. The rationale behind this method was that if a word was judged as incorrect, 

it might also pose difficulty for other learners. 265 miscollocations were extracted with 

this method. Further analysis revealed that a high portion of 82% of the miscollocations 

were verb-noun collocations and over 95% of all the verb-noun miscollocations were 

from an incorrect use of verbs. The result suggested that learners had difficulty in 

selecting the correct verbs in verb-noun collocations. Liu also hypothesized that there 

might be relationships between wrong verbs and their correct counterparts which could 
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be detected through semantic investigation of the verb pairs (wrong verb paired with 

the correct one). An analysis of synonym, troponin, and hypernym was then utilized to 

investigate all the semantic-related collocational errors. The findings showed that 

synonym relation of the verb pairs troubled learners the most. 

Adopting German sub-corpus of ICLE, Nessehaulf (2003) examined restricted 

verb-noun collocations from 32 argumentative essays from German-speaking 

university students of English. Word combinations were divided into free combination, 

restricted collocation, and idioms in terms of the restrictedness in the combination. 

Nessehaulf first extracted all V-N collocations in the corpus manually, and classified 

word pairs based on their restrictedness. In order to determine the acceptability of 

collocation in English, dictionaries and native speakers’ judgement were adopted. In 

total, 1072 verb-noun combinations were extracted from the corpus and near a quarter 

of the combinations (255 out of 1072) were judged to have at least one mistake. 

Regarding distribution of mistakes between free combination, collocation and idiom, 

collocation had the highest rate of error. This finding indicated that collocations posed 

the greatest difficulty for German learners, especially the ones that verbal component 

allowed a wider range of nouns as object (i.e., less restricted). The underlying 

assumption was that learners were too “creative” and had not taken collocational 

restrictedness into consideration. L1 influence was also, on the other hand, accountable 

for 45% of the mistakes, making it the major factor of learner collocational error. 

Nessehaulf also listed out 9 types mistakes in collocations:  

 



23 
 

Table 2.4. Types of mistakes in collocation (Nesselhauf, 2003). 

Type Example 

Wrong choice of verb *carry out races (hold race) 
Wrong choice of noun *close lacks (close gaps) 
Combination exists but not used correctly *take notice (to notice) 

Combination does not exist 
*hold children within bounds (show 
children where the boundaries lie) 

Preposition of a prepositional verb missing, 
present though unacceptable 

*fail in one’s exam (fail one’s exam) 

Preposition of a noun missing, present though 
unacceptable. 

*raise the question about (raise question) 

Article or pronoun missing, present though 
unacceptable 

*get the permission (get permission) 

Noun used in singular instead of plural or vice 
versa 

*pass one’s judgement (pass judgement) 

Syntactic structure wrong *make sb. friends (make friends with sb.) 
 

Emphasizing L1 background as one major factor of learner collocation error, Wang 

and Shaw (2008) compare collocations produced of high frequent verbs written by 

Swedish-speaking learner of English (SSLE) and Chinese-speaking learners of English 

(CSLE). Each corpus was of the same size, 100 essays of 200 words. They first 

lemmatized all selected verbs and searched for noun collocates in a ± 5 word span. 

Inspired by Nessehaulf (2003), Wang and Shaw categorized all word combinations into 

free combination, collocation and idiom. Combinations were counted as correct if they 

appeared in the BBI dictionary and at least 5 texts in BNC. If any ambiguity between 

the dictionary and BNC emerged, a native speaker was inquired for the accuracy of 

such a combination. Regarding the type of error of SSLE and CSLE, the result showed 

that mistakes were similar despite the differences in the L1 background. In lexical 

choice, both SSLE and CSLE made frequent mistakes with the verb do and make. The 

error, on the other hand, found in restricted collocation was mainly unacceptable 
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determiners, which stated by Wang and Shaw, dictate the variability of collocation. The 

following is the type of collocation error found in this study. 

Table 2.5. Types of collocation error (Wang & Shaw, 2008). 

Type Example 

Verb choice error *take the problem (solve the problem) 
Noun choice error *have their lines (have their strategies) 
Lexical error: adjective *do some protecting work 

Grammatical error: noun plurality 
*have more equipments (have more 
equipment) 

Grammatical error: determiner 
have limited supply of (have a limited 
supply of) 

Grammatical error: preposition *take heed to (take heed of) 
Grammatical error: syntactic structure *do favor to ( do sb. a favor) 

Grammatical error: adverb form 
*have a full functional sanitation (have a 
fully functional sanitation) 

Semantic error: correct collocation doesn’t make 
sense 

*have the ability to worry about it 

 

Aside from categorizing the types of miscollocations, some studies investigated 

the possible causes behind learners’ collocational errors. Liu (1999) studied the 

miscollocations found in compositions produced by Taiwanese undergraduate students. 

The researcher collected 94 compositions, 127 examination papers and extracted 

collocations manually. Utilizing the definition of lexical collocation presented by 

Benson, Benson and Ilson (1986), Liu (1999) discovered that errors were found mostly 

in L1 type (verb + noun/pronoun). He further analyzed the errors and proposed seven 

possible causes: 
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Table 2.6. Causes of miscollocation (Liu, 1999) 

 

Cause Explanation Example 

Overgeneralization 
It is a process which learners tend to use a structure in places it does not apply, 
making it follow a regular pattern. 

*I am worry instead of I am 
worried 

False analogy 
Learners having incorrect understanding of the rules, and therefore make 
erroneous structures that stand outside of the rules 

*Ask you a favor is not a good 
application of verb+object+object 

False concepts 
It describes learners’ lack of knowledge of a pattern, so they tried to apply the 
rules of a known structure 

*do plans instead of make plans 

Misuse of synonym 
Learners not being aware of the restrictions in a fixed expression and therefore 
choose the wrong synonym. 

*Broaden your eyesight instead of 
broaden your vision 

Negative transfer L1 influences the target language use *Drink soup instead of eat soup 

Word coinage 
Learners have a small range of vocabulary, and therefore, in order to 
communicate their thoughts, they concoct a new word. 

*See sun-up instead of see the 
sunrise 

Approximation 
Misapplication of words occurs, because of the orthographic resemblance 
between words,  

*Release my pressure instead of 
relieve my pressure 
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Wu, Chang, Mitamura, & Chang (2010) focused on L1 interference of 

collocational errors and investigated the miscollocations produced by Taiwanese EFL 

learners. They argued that learners’ misused and correct verbs (presented as verb pairs) 

might share similar or identical meaning in Chinese. In order to test such a hypothesis, 

they investigated the verb pairs extracted by Liu (2002) to see if there was any trace of 

L1 interference at work. Two concepts regarding L1 interference were adopted, split 

category and direct translation. Split category, as defined by Wu et al., was that two 

words in one language can only be translated into one term in another language. For 

instance, verbs “create” in “*create a song” and “compose” in “compose a song” have 

the same translation in Chinese, “創作”. Learners who might not know the collocational 

restrictions and the differences between the two verbs might be influenced by their first 

language and produce a miscollocation, “*create a song”. As for direct translation, it 

occurred when learners translated the Chinese word directly into English even if the 

meaning of two words were completely different. Such a concept could be illustrated 

in one miscollocation commonly found in writings by Taiwanese learners, “*eat 

medicine”. Since the action of having medical substance in Chinese is “吃”, for learners 

who were not familiar with its English counterpart “take (medicine)”, they might 

incorrectly translate “吃藥” directly to “*eat medicine”. The result supported their 

hypothesis and indicated that at least 84% of the miscollocations from Liu’s study (2002) 

could be explained by L1 interference. For verb pairs which were in the same semantic 

relation (misused and correct verbs were synonym), a great portion of 94% of 

miscollocation were under the influence of L1. The result indicated that L1 was one of 

the major cause of miscollocations produced by Taiwanese learners. 
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2.4. The Present Study 

The studies reviewed in 2.2 and 2.3 all pointed out that appropriately using 

collocation poses a great difficulty for advanced ESL/EFL learners. Due to their limited 

knowledge in both lexical usage and collocational restrictions, learners, in general, 

produce a smaller amount and variety of collocations than native speakers do. In 

academic writings, learners tend to underuse native-like collocations, or overuse less 

restricted collocations, indicating that collocational problems are far more complex 

than possessing a small range of vocabulary and noticing the collocational restrictions. 

In terms of miscollocation, learners’ greatest difficulty lies in correctly choosing verbal 

component of collocation. Other problems such as L1 interference hinders learners 

from producing proper collocation. 

    Despite the studies above provides abundant insights of Advanced ESL/EFL 

learners collocational deficiency, there are still some room for improvement. For 

starters, to the researcher’s best knowledge, studies dedicated to EFL learners' 

miscollocation specifically in academic English has yet been conducted. Since in 

academic writing, being capable of writing precisely is the key to successful writing, it 

would be beneficial for both learners and teachers to list out collocations which are 

difficult to learners, along with causes behind them.   

Secondly, except for Yang (2015), manual extraction of collocation was utilized 

by most of the collocational studies reviewed above. However, manual extraction was 

only feasible if the corpora sizes were small. If a larger corpora were used, maual 

extraction might not be the ideal method to extract miscollocation.  To set this present 

study apart from previous collocational research, an online query system, Sketch 

Engine, was used to extract miscollocations automatically. As claimed by Liu (2014), 

extracting miscollocations via Sketch Engine minimized laborious work of filtering out 
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targeted collocations, and the system also “displayed a precise comparison between the 

language use of native speakers and that of EFL learners in an efficient manner” (Liu, 

2014, P. 89). 

    To better understand learners’ problems of V-N collocation in academic English 

as well as causes behind them, this present study aims to investigate V-N 

miscollocations in Taiwanese master theses in Applied Linguistics. A list of collocation 

errors was also provided in hope to facilitate instructors locating problems most learner 

would encounter in academic writings. The following research questions were 

answered in this research: 

1. What are the types miscollocation found in Taiwanese master theses in 

Applied Linguistics?  

2. Among the types of miscollocations found in Taiwanese master theses in 

Applied Linguistics, which type of miscollocation is made by learners the 

most? 

3. What might be the causes that miscollocations attribute to? 
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Chapter Three:  Methodology 

This chapter contained three sections. The first section of this chapter explained 

the composition of the two corpora in this study, MTC and COCABNCacademic. The 

second part introduced the tools used to extract V-N collocation, Sketch Engine. The 

final part of this chapter disclosed the procedure of extracting core nouns and 

identifying verb-noun miscollocations. 

 

3.1 Corpora used in this study 

3.1.1 Master Theses corpus 

In order to investigate the miscollocations produced by Taiwanese graduate 

students, a large learner corpus compiled by Yang (2015) was used in this present study. 

Yang (2015) compiled a learner corpus of 11 million words, selecting a total of 494 

master theses from 10 Applied Linguistics/ English Teaching programs in Taiwan 

published between years 2003-2012. Since advanced academic writing courses were 

required for students in the Applied English and English Teaching program, the quality 

of the writings should be high enough for investigation. With a large corpus size and 

fairly homogeneous quality of master theses, it is safe to conclude that collocational 

errors found in the results can be generalized as common errors that most Taiwanese 

postgraduate students in AL/English Teaching programs might produce. To ensure 

other influential factors that might affect the results, such as the writers’ first language 

and the format of the theses, only theses written by Chinese native speakers were 

selected. Details of Master Thesis corpus were listed in Table 3.1 (adopted from Yang, 

2015, P. 26). 
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Table 3.1. Details of Master Thesis Corpus (Yang, 2015) 

Universities No. of Text No. of Running Word 

National Changhua University of Education 84 2,077,235 
National Chiao Tung University 28 671,611 
National Chiayi University 12 290,496 
National Chung Chen University 68 1,709,833 
National Chung Chi University 14 359,937 
National Kaohsiung Normal University 128 2,911,090 
National Pingtung University of Education 28 631,985 
National Taiwan Normal University 60 1,474,036 
National Taiwan University of Science and Technology 26 577,760 
National Tsing Hua University 46 1,019,019 

Total 494 11,723,002 
 

3.1.2 Reference Corpus: COCABNCacademic 

To extract possible miscollocations, two large reference corpora were used in this 

study, COCA and BNC. COCA is a large, balanced, American English corpus, 

consisting of 520 million words from five different genres (spoken, fiction, magazine, 

newspaper, academic journals). BNC, on the other hand, is a 100-million-word British 

English corpus containing a large variety of texts, ranging from university essays and 

fiction to spoken business or government meeting records. Since this present study 

focused on collocations in academic texts, subcomponents of academic texts in COCA 

and BNC written subcorpus were subtracted and compiled into a COCABNCacademic 

corpus (1.2 billion). The reason of choosing BNC written subcorpus was to balance out 

the amount of texts using American English and British English. It is also crucial to 

point out that the size of COCABNCacedmic was 10 times larger than the master theses 

corpus. Using large and representative corpora, such as BNC and COCA, could not 

only save manual labor of removing any mis-tagging, but also ensure the credibility of 

the collocation search results 
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Table 3.2. Comparison of Master Thesis corpus and COCABNCacademic corpus 

Corpus No. of Running Word 

MTC 
COCABNCacademic 

11,723,002 
125,430,426 

 

3.2 Instrument 

Sketch Engine, developed by Kilgarriff and his colleagues (2004), is a commercial 

corpus query system featuring multiple ready-for-use corpora and functions for 

analyzing lexical, grammatical aspects of words. This systems is famous for its 

selection of up to 300 pre-load tagged corpora in different language for multiple types 

of linguistic research (e.g., language teaching, diachronic analysis, etc.) Sketch Engine 

also includes a thesaurus search engine, corpus similarity comparison, and terminology 

extraction function. 

 Different from other corpus query software, Sketch Engine is more feasible for this 

study due to its part of speech (POS) selection of a word. It allows users to set POS of 

a searched lemma and then generates a one-page summary of collocates, arraying them 

with frequency and different grammatical features. This function is advantageous for 

collocation research since it saves manual work of selecting only verb-object-noun from 

other grammatical forms of collocations. Aside from the search for certain POS, the 

other advantage of this platform is its multi-functionality (Yang, 2015). Users are able 

to view word sketch (a word’s collocates in different grammatical relations), create 

wordlists and build a customized corpus (Kilgarriff, Rychly, Smrz, & Tugwell, 2004). 

Other functions such as concordance is built into the collocation search result, which 

allows researchers to examine concordance lines directly without much trouble. 

Because of the multiple functions provided by this platform, Sketch Engine was 

therefore chosen as the instrument for this present study. 
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In this study, two functions, Word list and Sketch diff, are utilized to retrieve 

possible collocation errors produced by Taiwanese EFL learners. In the Word list 

function, a list of nouns can be created based on frequency, which is vital for researchers 

to select nouns for further investigation of collocation. Figure 3.1 below illustrates the 

interface of the Word list function. 

Figure 3.1. Word list function 

 

Word list function was an efficient tool for extracting target noun because it 

automatically generated part of speech of all the words on the frequency list. The 
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traditional way of sorting out nouns was to examine concordance lines of each word on 

the list one by one and selected target nouns manually. This method was relatively time-

consuming and might not be suitable for this present study. Sketch Engine solved this 

issue by adding “lempos” search onto the platform (see Figure 3.1), in which POS 

tagged at the end of each lemma (in the form of lemma-POS, e.g., “test-n” or “read-v”), 

making noun retrieval an easier task. MTC word list result is shown in Figure 3.2 below. 

 
 

Figure 3.2. Word list of Master Thesis Corpus 

 

Another function used in this Sketch Engine is Sketch Diff. Sketch Diff was 
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originally used for investigating how two near-synonyms (e.g., big, large) behave 

differently in one set of data. In this study, sketch diff was used to detect how a word 

was used differently in two sets of data, namely MTC and COCABNCacademic corpus. 

In previous studies on collocation error by L2 learners (Fan, 2009; Laufer & Waldman, 

2011; Nesselhauf, 2005), V-N collocations were extracted manually and cross-

examined with dictionaries and large English corpus (e.g., BNC, COCA) to detect error. 

This method might not be applicable in research using large corpora since extracting 

all the verb-noun collocations manually might be labor-intensive and time-consuming. 

Therefore, by comparing collocates of a noun found in MTC and COCABNCacademic 

corpus automatically with Sketch Diff function, possible collocation error can be found 

within seconds. Figure 3.3 illustrates using Sketch Diff function to search collocates of 

the lemma “feedback” in COCABNCacademic corpus and MTC 

Figure 3.3. Interface of Sketch Diff function 
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A summary of collocates of a searched lemma categorized in different part of 

speech was shown in the search result. The summary was composed of 47 blocks, each 

representing a specific POS usage of collocates. Since this present study investigated 

verb-noun collocations, the block of “object-of” was used as an example below. Each 

block was highlighted with five colors: green, bright green, white, bright red, and red. 

Green highlighted collocates were found only in COCABNCacademic which indicates 

that such word combinations were only used by native speakers (e.g., solicit feedback). 

A bright Green highlight indicated that collocates were found in both sub-corpora but 

more usage was found in the COCABNCacademic corpus. White highlighted 

collocates meant that such collocates were found both in COCABNCacademic corpus 

and MTC, but that the frequency of collocation occurrence in both corpora were fairly 

equal (e.g., deliver feedback). As for collocates with bright red highlighting, the 

frequency of such collocates were found to be more in MTC than in 

COCABNCacademic corpus. Collocates highlighted in red indicated that such 

collocates were only found in MTC (e.g., make feedback), which was the focus of this 

present study. The hypothesis was that collocations that were only found in Taiwanese 

master theses had a tendency of mis-use, and thus required further validation of 

accuracy.  
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Figure 3.4. Sketch Diff result of “feedback” in two corpora 

 

3.3 Data Extraction and Analysis 
In order to examine verb-noun miscollocation by Taiwanese learners, a list of 

nouns in MTC was first extracted as the guideline for searching miscollocation. 

Secondly, each target noun was searched via Sketch Diff function to extract any possible 

miscollocation. Lastly, dictionaries and judgements from one native speaker were 

utilized to verify the accuracy of each possible miscollocation. The following section 

illustrated the procedure of target noun selection, miscollocation extraction and the 

analysis of miscollocation in detail. 
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3.3.1 Noun Selection 

Since the aim of this study was learners’ use of collocation, a list of nouns was 

generated from Master Thesis Corpus with Word list function. Lempos search was 

selected to accelerate the process of selecting nouns. Proper nouns and acronyms were 

excluded from the noun list manually. The target noun selection of this study was 

different from that of Yang’s study (2015) and Laufer & Waldman’s study (2011), who 

selected nouns appearing in both the learner and reference corpus. There were two main 

reasons for selecting nouns only from the MTC corpus. First, although nouns found in 

both the learner and reference corpus guarantees key-ness and high frequency in the 

English language as a whole, it does not necessarily mean that those nouns are prone to 

be used incorrectly by L2 learners. Using such a noun list to locate collocation errors 

in a learner corpus might end up with less results. On the other hand, if selecting nouns 

from both MTC and COCABNCacademic corpus, nouns that had less frequency in the 

reference corpus would not appear on the noun list. However, less frequent nouns were 

possibly the ones that might be problematic for learners. To thoroughly extract all V-N 

collocation error, whether nouns had high frequency or not, should all be examined. 

Based on the aforementioned reasons, a list of nouns was retrieved solely from the MTC 

corpus. 

As for the cut-off point for selecting nouns, nouns that appeared over 500 times 

were retrieved for further analysis. Different from how other studies suggested a higher 

frequency cut-off in normalized data (Biber, Corad & Cortes, 2004; Yang, 2015), a 

lower cut-off ensured most of the problematic verb-noun collocation were chosen. The 

other reason for adopting 500 times as a cut-off was that the counts of erroneous verbal 

collocates of nouns appearing less than 500 times were not enough. The noun list served 

as a baseline for retrieving verbal collocates. 
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3.3.2 Miscollocation Extraction 

After the target nouns were selected, each noun was searched for with the Sketch 

Diff function in SKE to draw out verbal collocates in the MTC corpus. A collocation 

was determined to be unacceptable if such collocation could only be found in the MTC 

corpus. Therefore, verbal collocates that were marked as red from the “object_of” block 

were extracted. To explain the miscollocation extraction procedure in a concrete 

example, the targeted noun, “progress” was chosen here for further explanation.  

After the target noun, “progress”, was selected, it was entered into the search box 

of sketch diff to extract the verbal collocates. Verbal collocates in the red section of the 

“object_of” block were then examined to collect the erroneous verb-noun combinations. 

As shown in Figure 3.5, two columns with numbers on the right of the verbs, 

represented the number of hits found in the COCABNCacademic and MTC corpus. The 

numbers on the right were hits found in the MTC corpus and thus were inspected. Next, 

all concordance lines of verbal collocates appearing in the red section of the “object_of” 

block were then examined to ensure that mis-tagging was not included in the result. By 

clicking on the numbers, the page was then directed to the concordance lines of the 

target nouns and the selected verbal collocate (See Figure 3.6). 
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Figure 3.5. Sketch Diff result of target noun “progress” in two corpora 

 

 

Figure 3.6. Concordance lines of miscollocation “reach progress” 
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Aside from miscollocation, “reach progress”, other verbal collocates in red block 

were also examined in concordance lines one by one. Other collocations that were 

judged as wrong by the native speaker were: improve progress (3 hits), obtain progress 

(5 hits) and gain progress (20 hits). Another example, “word”, also posed difficulty to 

learners (See Figure 3.7). Using the same method mentioned above, several 

miscollocations, “Consult word”, “meet word”, “reinforce word”, and “absorb word”, 

were also found to be possible miscollocations. Based on these example, it was clear to 

see that even advanced English learners had difficulty in producing acceptable 

collocations in academic writing.  

 

Figure 3.7. Suspicious verbal collocates of the targeted noun “word” in MTC corpus 
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Despite Sketch Engine automatically extracting verb-noun collocations, some 

inevitable mis-tagging might still occur, for instance, listening comprehension (See 

Figure 3.7). Listen in –ing form did not function as verb in this collocation, hence, such 

collocations were judged as mis-tagging and removed from the results. Aside from 

excluding mis-tagging from the results, miscollocations with less than three counts in 

the MTC corpus were excluded as well. Miscollocations appearing less than three times 

might be writing idiosyncrasies and could not be regarded as common mistakes. 

 

Figure 3.8. Concordance lines and frequency counts of “listening comprehension” 

To sum it up, the following guidelines were adopted to exclude all unqualified 

miscollocations. 

1. Mis-tagging: Verbs function as adjective to modify nouns. 

2. Miscollocation appearing less than three times. 

3. Compound nouns as object of verb (e.g. achieve “reading comprehension”) 
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4. Terminology (e.g. input hypothesis) 

All possible verb-noun miscollocations extracted from Sketch Engine were listed 

with one example sentence and were further searched in a larger reference corpus, BNC. 

If possible miscollocations were not found in BNC, such collocations were then marked 

and checked by one native speaker of English. If the collocations were noted as 

erroneous by the native speaker, they were then regarded as miscollocations and were 

further analyzed. Correction of each miscollocations were provided with the help from 

the native English speaker. Two dictionaries, Oxford Collocations Dictionary and The 

BBI Combinatory Dictionary of English, were also used to facilitate correcting 

miscollocations without altering the learners’ intended meaning. 

 

3.3.3 Error types and causes of Miscollocations 

To answer research question one, a list of error types (cf. Table 3.3) was generated 

based on the lists by Nessehaulf (2003) and Wang & Shaw (2008) reviewed in section 

2.3. It is important to point out that this present study used a large amount of academic 

writings, whereas data used Nessehaulf (2003) and Wang & Shaw (2008) did not belong 

to a specific genre. Hence, error type found in this present study might be slightly 

different from their result. The following list was used mainly as reference to classify 

miscollocations found in MTC corpus.  
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Table 3.3. Types of Error (Nesselhauf, 2003; Wang & Shaw, 2008) 
Type of Error 

Wrong verb choice 
Wrong noun choice 
Wrong syntactic structure 
Wrong noun plurality 
Preposition of a prepositional verb missing, present though unacceptable 
Preposition of a noun missing, present though unacceptable. 
Combination not exist 
Combination exist but used incorrectly 

 

As for the causes of errors, an adopted version of Liu’s (1999) lists of causes of 

errors was used to facilitate the process of analyze the possible causes. Different from 

Liu’s research, this present study investigated L1 influence in more details by 

subcategorizing “negative transfer” in Liu’s list to “split category” and “direct transfer”, 

as shown in Table 3.4 below. 

Table 3.4. An adopted version of Liu’s (1999) list of Miscollocation causes 
Cause 

Overgeneralization 
False analogy 
False concepts 
Misuse of synonym 
L1 transfer: split category 
L1 transfer: direct translation 
Word coinage 
Approximation 
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Figure 3.9. Flow chart of data extraction 
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Chapter Four: Result and Discussion 

This chapter presented and discussed the result of this study. In the first section, 

overall statistical data was presented, followed by discussion on error types of 

miscollocation found in the research. In the second section, the most frequent misused 

verbs made by Taiwanese learners were analyzed. The third section contained analysis 

on several possible causes of learner miscollocations. Finally, this chapter ended with 

some insights of this study. 

 

4.1 Overall Result and Error Types 

With the utilization of Sketch Engine, there were 897 nouns with frequency above 

500 times were extracted. Each noun were entered into Sketch Diff function to check if 

any erroneous verbal collocates existed in MTC. Altogether, there were 127 target 

nouns found to have at least one erroneous verbal collocates. Each suspicious 

miscollocation was then examined via BNC and also by one English native speaker 

consultant. Altogether, 171 patterns of verb-noun miscollocations were found with a 

total frequency of 1171 instances.  

Table 4.1. Overall statistical data of miscollocation 

No. of target nouns No. of Verb-noun 
miscollocation pattern 

No. of Verb-noun 
miscollocation instance 

127 171 1171 

 

To answer research question one, there were three main types of error which can 

be observed from the result, misused verb, misused noun, and combination non-existent. 

The above miscollocation patterns were determined based on the collocations listed 

from Oxford Collocations Dictionary, Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary (4th 

Edition), and the consultation from one native English speaker. Since the meaning of 
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collocation is highly context-dependent (i.e., the meaning changes in different context), 

the context that the collocations were in was the main criterion of identifying 

miscollocation. After the suggested corrections of each miscollocation were listed, 

collocational errors and corrections were compared in order to determine the type of 

error that each miscollocation belonged to.  

The error type, Misused verb, consisted of verb-noun miscollocations containing 

semantically or grammatically unacceptable verb, which was judged based on writers’ 

intended meaning. On the other hand, misused nouns error type, were composed of 

miscollocations which had at least one semantically unacceptable noun. The last error 

type, combination non-existent, containing miscollocations which cannot be 

categorized in any of the error types above. One recognizable feature of the 

miscollocation in this category was that the miscollocation would still remain 

inappropriate even if the verb or noun was replaced. Such miscollocations signaled that 

there might be more complex problems than just misused verbs or nouns. In order to 

keep the intended meaning, possible corrections of the miscollocations under this error 

type might simply be a completely different collocation denoting the same meaning. 

Table 4.2 shows the patterns and instances of miscollocations of each error type. 

Table 4.2. Patterns and Instances of Miscollocation of each Error Type 

Error Type 
No. of miscollocation 

pattern 
No. of miscollocation 

instance 
Misused verb 148 (86.6%) 982 (83.9%) 

Misused noun 16 (9.3%) 124 (10.6%) 

Combination non- 
existent 

7 (4.1%) 65 (5.5%) 

Total 171 1171 
 

According to table 4.2, misused verb was the most pervasive error throughout the 

studies. Similar to the statement claimed by Liu (2002), verbs were considered the 
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major problem learners had when producing collocations. In his study, over 95% of the 

error could be attributed to an incorrect use of verb, whereas in this study, a surprisingly 

high percentage of 83% of the miscollocations were caused by deviant verbs. 

Nesselhauf’s study (2005) presented a relatively lower percentage of deviant verbs 

(47%), however, she also acknowledged the fact that verbs remained troublesome for 

advanced learners. 

The second highest error type was misused noun. Over 9% (16 patterns) of the 

miscollocations had at least one unacceptable noun. The result was not too surprising, 

considering noun is one of the major components dominating the meaning of the 

collocation. In Nesselhauf’s (2003, 2005) and Wang & Shaw’s study, nouns were also 

problematic to learners, preceded only by verbs. In this study, miscollocations with 

inappropriate nouns were mostly deviant choice of nouns, other errors such as missing 

prepositions of prepositional nouns or noun plurality were not found in the corpus. 

Discussion regarding misused nouns would be explained in next section. 

Aside from inappropriate verbs and nouns, miscollocations that were non-existent 

were another issue found in the result. This error type was also commonly produced by 

advanced learners, reported in Nesselhauf’s study (2005). 7 patterns of miscollocations 

with an instance of 65 fell under this category, with a total percentage of 4%. 

To sum up, the overall data suggested that advanced foreign language learner had 

difficulty with producing correct verb-noun collocations in academic writing, and 

selecting, using the right verbs was their biggest issue. A more detailed analysis of each 

collocation pattern was discussed in the following section. 

 

4.2 Analysis of Verb-Noun Miscollocations of Types of Errors 

The following section discussed the errors of the most common miscollocations in 
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each error type, as well as the possible corrections. All miscollocations in the three 

types of errors would be analyzed, namely, misused verb, misused noun, and 

combination non-existent.  

4.2.1 Misused verb 

Liu (2002) claimed that wrong verbs would be related to their correct counterparts 

semantically. Therefore in this present study, all miscollocations were compared with 

the suggested answers, and three aspects in misused verb error type were discovered in 

the result, synonymous verbs, phrasal verbs, misused or missing preposition, and other 

verbs. Synonymous verb means that the verbal collocate in the miscollocation was 

inappropriate and the acceptable counterpart was the synonym of the inappropriate one. 

Phrasal verbs, as its name suggested, means that the erroneous verb is a phrasal verb. 

Misused or missing preposition, on the other hand, means that the preposition of the 

prepositional verbs was misused or missing. The category of other verb was composed 

of miscollocations that did not fall under the previous two categories. Table 4.3 shows 

the patterns and instances of miscollocations in each aspect of misused verb. 

 

Table 4.3. Overall Statistical Data of Miscollocation 

Aspect of Misused verbs No. of pattern No. of instance 
Synonymous verb 62 (43.7%) 443 (46.8%) 
Phrasal verb 2 (1.4%) 8 (0.8%) 
Misused or missing 
prepositions 

6 (3.5%) 36 (3%) 

Other verb 78 (54.9%) 495 (52.4%) 
Total 148 982 
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4.2.1.1 Synonymous verbs 

There were in total 62 patterns (443 instances) of miscollocations found with an 

incorrect synonymous verb. Result showed that over a third of the erroneous verbs 

occurred due to selecting the wrong synonym, suggesting that even advanced learners 

might have difficulty understanding the subtle differences between two semantically 

similar words. All 62 patterns of synonymous verb errors were presented below. 

Table 4.4. Misused Verb Error Type: Synonymous Verbs 

 Miscollocation Misused verb Suggested synonym Freq 
1. meet unknown word meet come across 46 
2. reach comprehension reach achieve 35 
3. modify error modify correct 32 
4. get better achievement get obtain 20 
5. adjust their learning adjust adapt learning strategy 18 
6. manipulate a strategy manipulate utilize/employ 13 
7. compose an article compose write 13 
8. revise an error revise correct 12 
9. meet several conflicts meet run into / find 12 
10. attain comprehension attain obtain 10 
11. comprehend question comprehend understand 9 
12. compose a draft compose write/create 9 
13. instruct writings instruct teach 8 
14. join the interview join attend 7 
15. comprehend the speech comprehend understand 7 

16. 
probe the possible 
influence 

probe investigate 7 

17. enlarge the knowledge enlarge increase 6 
18. join the research join participate in  6 
19. forfeit their attention forfeit lose 6 
20. scrutinize the relationship scrutinize examined 6 
21. manipulate the function manipulate using 6 
22. advance their competence advance improve 6 
23. accomplish the thesis accomplish finish 6 
24. join this task join participate in  5 
25. finish the content finish complete 5 
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26. obtain the chance obtain get 5 
27. present the caption present display 5 
28. meet unknown vocabulary meet come across 5 

29. 
accomplish any 
requirement 

accomplish fulfill 5 

30. repair failure repair fix 5 
31. request learner request ask 4 
32. comprehend the test comprehend understand 4 
33. attain data attain obtain 4 
34. administrate interview administrate administer 4 
35. attain idea attain obtain 4 
36. better the quality better improve 4 
37. keep a habit of keep maintain 4 
38. compose their portfolio compose construct 4 
39. employ the categorization employ make use of 4 

40. 
upgrade their English 
competence 

upgrade improve 4 

41. refine the note refine edit 4 
42. separate syllable  separate divide into 4 
43. better their teaching better improve 3 

44. 
manipulate receptive 
vocabulary ability 

manipulate 
utilize receptive 
vocabulary skills 

3 

45. eradicate their error eradicate eliminate 3 
46. attain feedback attain obtain 3 

47. 
manipulate the online 
program 

manipulate use 3 

48. activate interaction activate initiate 3 
49. realize the reason realize understand 3 
50. attain suggestion attain receive 3 
51. lower their interest lower decrease 3 
52. revisit memory revisit recall 3 
53. realize the message realize understand 3 
54. obtain confidence obtain gain 3 
55. join entrance exam join attend 3 
56. accomplish homework accomplish complete / do 3 
57. employ games employ make use of / play 3 
58. conduct a portfolio conduct construct 3 
59. employ multimedia employ make use of 3 
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60. disturb the teaching disturb interrupt  3 
61. build the association build form 3 
62. modify their prediction modify revise 3 
 Total   443 

 

As shown in Table 4.4, the miscollocation, *meet unknown word, was the most 

frequent miscollocations with a misused synonymous verb, with a frequency of 46 

instances. The other four most common miscollocations under this error type were: 

*reach comprehension, *modify error, *get better achievement, and *adjust their 

learning. 

Judging from the results, most of the miscollocations might have been produced 

because of learners being unable to fully grasp the meaning of the verbs. Despite the 

resemblance of two synonyms, the subtle differences between the synonyms only 

allowed certain verbs to appear in a certain context. One example can be seen in the 

miscollocation *modify an error. A more acceptable synonymous counterpart suggested 

by a native speaker was correct. The following example shows one of the concordance 

lines of *modify the error: 

“The teacher placed a stress on the error, ‘ARE' to provide a more salient 

clue for the leaner to modify the error.” 

Based on the above concordance line of *modify the error, the intended meaning of this 

collocation was to “make something wrong to accurate”. According to Oxford 

Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, from here on out referred to as OALD, (Hornby & 

Wehmeier, 1995), modify was defined as, “to change something slightly”, which might 

not be the best fit for the context. 

The miscollocation, *meet unknown word, on the other hand, had the highest 

frequency in MTC (46 instances). The intended meaning of this miscollocation was to 

“encounter or run into unfamiliar words while reading”. However, the verb meet was 
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not the best choice in this case. As defined by Cambridge English Dictionary, meet is 

“to see and talk to someone for the first time”. It usually takes someone or living things 

as object. Taking the target noun word as an object is quite unacceptable to a native 

speaker’s ear. On the other hand, there are cases where meet is used with lifeless objects 

such as schedule. But the meaning of meet the schedule might be changed to “fulfil, 

satisfy, or achieve to requirement”. In order to keep the intended meaning, come across 

was the suggested correction for this miscollocation. 

Another misused verb that baffled learners was in the miscollocation, *compose 

an article. This collocation was deemed incorrect because of the limited context in 

which compose is usually used. The verb compose means to “write something with a 

lot of care and thought” (OALD). It is frequently used with the nouns letter, speech, 

poem, and music. In this case, *compose article might sound unnatural to a native 

speaker's ears; however, the verb write did not have the context limitation mentioned 

above. Such subtle differences might be confusing for learners. This verb pair, compose 

and write, was also reported to be difficult for Taiwanese learners because of first 

language transfer, which was explained in detail in a later section of this chapter. 

Besides not fully understanding the meaning of the verbs, some deviations, 

concerning synonymous verbs, which were made by learners, were caused by the subtle 

connotation of certain verbs. One example found in this study was manipulate. The 

miscollocation, *manipulate a strategy, having a frequency of 13 instances, was the 

third most common miscollocation under the misused-synonymous-verb error type. 

The word manipulate was defined as influencing something or someone in a dishonest 

way (OALD). Therefore, the word manipulate is commonly used within a context of 

expressing a sense of disapproval; however in this case, negative connotation was not 

necessary in all the cases found in MTC. A more acceptable correction would be utilize 
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or employ a strategy.  

 

4.2.1.2 Phrasal Verb 

Table 4.5. Misused Verb Error Type: Phrasal 

 Miscollocation Misused noun Suggested correction Freq 
1. cast effect on cast on have on 5 
2. cast impact on cast on have on 3 
 Total   8 

 

There were only two patterns of miscollocations found in MTC having 8 instances 

in total. The possible reason why so few miscollocations with phrasal verbs were found 

was that phrasal verbs are usually used in informal registers, such as conversations or 

prose, according to Darwin & Gray (1999). Since MTC is composed of entirely master 

theses, it is not surprising that only a few misused phrasal verbs were found. 

*cast effect on and *cast impact on were the two patterns of miscollocations found, 

and they were both examples of the phrasal verb cast….on. The phrasal verb is mostly 

seen with doubt or aspersion, for instance, to cast doubt on. According to Nesselhauf 

(2003, 2005), idioms such as cast doubt on are fixed expressions and little substitution 

of the components is allowed. If the components in fixed expressions were replaced, 

such expressions might be considered wrong or inappropriate. Despite the fact that 

semantically and grammatically *cast effect on and *cast impact were correct, the 

collocations might still be recognized as incorrect by native English speakers. After 

examining the concordance lines, have…on was a better alternative provided by 

COCABNCacademic and the native English speaker consultant. 

4.2.1.3 Misused or missing preposition 

39 miscollocations with deviant prepositions were found in MTC. Six patterns of 
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miscollocations lacked prepositions for prepositional verbs. One pattern of 

miscollocation misused a preposition. There was no deviation found with prepositional 

nouns. 

Table 4.6. Misused or Missing Preposition Error Type 

 Miscollocation Misused prep Suggested correction Freq 
1. search information missing for search for 12 
2. participate the activity missing in participate in 8 
3. respond the questionnaire missing to respond to 7 
4. draw literature missing on draw on 3 
5. compensate weakness missing for compensate for 3 
6. pose difficulty on misuse on pose to 3 
 Total   36 

 

The first miscollocation with deviant preposition use is *search information. The 

word search can be used as both a transitive and intransitive verb; however, the meaning 

might be changed. To search means to examine a particular place, whereas to search 

for means to carefully look for something. At first glance, the collocation itself, search 

information might not seem to be wrong. However, after examining the full context, it 

is clear that the preposition for was missing in the miscollocation *search information. 

“Online resources promoted learner independence by allowing the tutees to 

search information during tutoring and to solve particular problems by 

themselves.”  

In the above example, the writer were trying to describe that tutees looked for 

information to solve the problem. Information here did not mean a particular place, but 

it rather meant the things that tutees look for. As a result, a preposition was needed in 

this example. 

The second collocation on the list was *participate the activity. Eight instances 

were found with this miscollocation. OALD defines participate as “to be involved in an 
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activity”, and it is only used as an intransitive verb. Different from search, the meaning 

of the verb does not vary with or without a preposition. This miscollocation could be 

counted simply as a grammatical mistake, possibly due to the fact that the writers did 

not understand the correct usage of participate. The situation was also similar with the 

miscollocation *compensate weakness. Compensate was documented as an intransitive 

verb in the OALD, requiring a preposition for before the object. Therefore, 

*compensate weakness could be classified as a grammatical mistake as well 

4.2.1.4 Other verb 

Miscollocations under this error type had at least one misused verb. Verbs that 

were categorized under this type have no unified connections between misused verbs 

and their correct counterparts. Each miscollocation was examined on a case-by-case 

basis. The result showed that over 64 % of the miscollocations with misused verbs fell 

under this category. There were 92 patterns of miscollocations with a frequency of 651 

instances found in MTC (cf. Table 4.6). 

 

Table 4.7. Misused Verb Error Type: Other Verbs 

 Miscollocation Misused verb Suggested correction Freq 
1. induce the rule induce formulate 38 

2. consult the word consult 
look the word up/ 
consult dictionary 

36 

3. gain improvement gain make 35 
4. gain progress gain make 20 
5. gain the vocabulary gain increase 17 
6. get story element get finding  16 
7. apply multimedia in apply add in / use 14 
8. activate a strategy activate employ 12 
9. bring impact on bring have 11 
10. attend a test attend take 9 
11. manipulate the input manipulate alter 9 
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12. have a comparison have make 9 
13. cause influence cause had 9 
14. bear several limitation bear has 9 
15. absorb new words absorb pick up word/ learn 8 
16. arouse difficulty arouse cause 8 
17. gain the concept gain understand 7 
18. possess less anxiety possess feel / have 6 
19. pay emphasis on pay put / place 6 
20. release responsibility release give 6 
21. join the test join take 5 
22. reformulate error reformulate correct 5 
23. retrieve the experience retrieve recollect 5 
24. activate their interest activate arouse/spark 5 
25. accomplish the composition accomplish produce / create 5 
26. obtain progress obtain make 5 
27. present more expectation present hold / have 5 
28. upgrade English proficiency upgrade increase  4 
29. cultivate their proficiency cultivate increase  4 
30. establish a questionnaire establish design/develop 4 
31. judge the error judge detect error 4 
32. express their feedback express gave / provided 4 
33. compose idea into compose put into 4 
34. compose discussion compose lead 4 
35. hold the lowest frequency hold have 4 
36. perform their competence perform display / exhibit 4 
37. pursue high grade pursue strive for 4 
38. perceive more confidence perceive have 4 
39. possess a preference possess show / have 4 
40. pinpoint some concern pinpoint highlight 4 
41. present more drill  present practice 4 
42. carry accent carry have 4 
43. practice the worksheet practice complete 4 
44. reach requirement reach meet 4 
45. enhance their familiarity enhance increase 4 
46. adjust prediction adjust revise 4 
47. supplement the weakness supplement compensate for 4 
48. cause a great challenge cause pose 4 
49. compose new utterance compose produce 4 
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50. establish language 
proficiency 

establish 
increase proficiency 3 

51. enrich their ability 
enrich 

enhance ability/ 
improve skills 

3 

52. consult meaning of 
consult 

look the word up/ 
consult dictionary 

3 

53. formulate the questionnaire formulate design/develop 3 
54. hold positive motivation hold have 3 

55. survey the factor survey observe/investigate 3 
56. construct their feedback  construct leave 3 
57. activate experience activate recall 3 
58. perform interaction perform had / completed 3 
59. reach communication reach establish 3 
60. conduct school curriculum conduct implement 3 
61. facilitate their spelling 

facilitate 
aid the process of 
spelling 

3 

62. develop their spelling develop improve 3 
63. compose presentation compose making 3 
64. start a statement start make 3 
65. improve their progress improve make 3 
66. own advantage own have 3 
67. impose impact on impose has on 3 
68. visit the internet visit browse / search 3 
69. strengthen intelligence strengthen increase 3 
70. experience debate experience participate in  3 
71. arouse debate arouse start 3 
72. get praise get earn 3 
73. return praise return give 3 
74. defend their face defend save 3 
75. overcome possible 

interference 
overcome 

avoid / prevent 3 

76. implement pop quiz implement give / have 3 
77. grab the meaning grab grasp 3 
78. fix problematic utterance fix correct 3 
 Total   495 

 

. According to Table 4.6,*induce the rule was the most frequently produced 
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miscollocation with misused verbs, followed by *consult the word, *gain improvement 

and *gain progress. 

With 36 instances found in MTC, *consult the word was one of the miscollocations 

that Taiwanese advanced learners had trouble with. The main issue with this collocation 

lies in the verb consult. To consult indicates “to go to someone for information or advice” 

(OALD). It might not be appropriate semantically if the noun word is the object of 

consult. One speculation as to the reason why such a miscollocation was produced, 

might be due to the following collocations that are often taught together in English 

classes: 

consult a dictionary 

look the word up 

Because of the semantic similarity between these two collocations, they often confuse 

learners. Another explanation for this miscollocation could be attributed to first 

language transfer, which was discussed in a later chapter. 

As Table 4.6 shows, one of the most problematic verbs is reach, as in the 

miscollocation *reach comprehension. Instead of using a better alternative, achieve, 35 

instances were found with the misused verb reach. The confusion between reach and 

achieve was also reported in Nesselhauf’s study (2005). She found out that German 

learners also tended to use reach rather than achieve in cases such as *reach an aim. 

This suggests that the confusion was not only limited to Taiwanese learners. As for why 

such a confusion might occur, it might be because of the semantic resemblance between 

these two words. In the case of *reach comprehension, the intended meaning might be 

“reaching a goal”. The verb achieve was a better verbal collocate in this particular 

context. 

Another miscollocation that was also reported by other scholars is *join a test. Liu, 
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in 2013, conducted a study on miscollocations produced by Taiwanese students. He also 

found out that the verb join was often used in the miscollocation *join an exam. This 

supports the present data that join often causes confusion for Taiwanese learners. Liu 

(2013) then explained that join denotes a sense of togetherness, whereas taking a test is 

an individual act. Since test and exam do not differ much semantically and 

pragmatically, *join a test was also classified as inaccurate in this study. 

Last but not least, the miscollocation, *grab the meaning, had three hits found in 

this research. The appropriate correction of this miscollocation is grasp the meaning, 

provided by COCABNCacademic. The reason that this miscollocation was produced 

might be because of confusion from the first meaning of grasp, which is “to take a firm 

hold of something” (OALD), and the meaning of grab, “to take something in either firm, 

rough or sudden fashion (OALD)”. However, the verb grasp in grasp the meaning, is 

to understand something completely. The verb grab, on the other hand, does not denote 

any similar sense. Even though they are semantically similar in the first meaning, it 

does not mean that these two verbs can be used interchangeably in all contexts. 

 

4.2.2 Misused Noun 

Miscollocations in misused noun error type contained nouns that were not quite 

appropriate, thus making the collocation inaccurate. Through changing or adding more 

modifications to the nouns, the miscollocations would be acceptable without altering 

the intended meaning. Table 4.7 illustrates all miscollocation of the misused noun error 

type. 
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Table 4.8. Misused Noun Error Type 

 Miscollocation Misused noun Suggested correction Freq 
1. gain comprehension comprehension understanding 37 
2. get comprehension comprehension understanding 25 

3. reinforce known word word 
the understanding of 
word 

10 

4. plan the language language thought 9 
5. realize the text text meaning 5 
6. absorb the input input meaning 5 
7. express their reflection reflection feeling 5 
8. deepen the thought thought understanding 4 
9. arouse their participation participation interest in participating 3 
10. proofread the writing writing paper 3 
11. receive importance importance attention 3 

12. play computer computer 
play computer games/ 
play on computer 

3 

13. reach progress progress goal 3 
14. recall their thinking thinking thought 3 
15. reinforce the thought thought idea 3 

16. 
differentiate the 
distinction 

distinction differences 3 

 Total   124 
 

There were, in total, 16 patterns, 124 instances of miscollocations with at least one 

misused noun, taking up over 9% of all the miscollocations found. Different from 

misused verbs, the corrections of some miscollocations with misused nouns did not 

need to change the nouns entirely. Some cases would only need to add a few extra words 

to specify the meanings of the collocations. There were three miscollocations that fall 

under this category, namely, *reinforce known word, *arouse their participation, and 

*play computer.  

The first miscollocation is *reinforce known word, having 10 instances in the 

corpus. The definition of reinforce is to “make a feeling or idea stronger”, which means 

that reinforce is better suited to be used with a personal opinion, thought or feeling. 
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Another definition from OALD is to “make a structure or material stronger”, for 

instance, reinforce the building. However, a known word did not fit into any of the 

definitions above. According to COCABNCacademic and the native English speaker, 

adding a word indicating the knowledge or the understanding would make the 

miscollocation more accurate.  

The second miscollocation is *arouse their participation. Similar to the issue 

discussed above, arouse usually takes objects, which denote a sense of feeling or 

attitude. Just as the definition provided by OALD, to arouse something is to make 

somebody have certain feelings or attitudes. Examples documented in the dictionary 

were arouse curiosity, and arouse interest. Without changing the original meaning, the 

correction of this miscollocation would be arouse the interest in participating. 

The last miscollocation was also discussed in Liu’s study (2013). He categorized 

the miscollocation *play computer as a missing preposition error type. However, 

judging from all the concordance of *play computer, it would fit in the intended 

meaning better by adding the word games. Liu (2013) attributed the reason of learners’ 

production of *play computer to first language interference since, in Chinese, the word 

play does not need prepositions attached at the end. 

Aside from the miscollocation with incomplete noun phrases, there were some 

other problems found within the results. For example, the first two miscollocations have 

the same misused noun comprehension, indicating that comprehension was the most 

problematic noun for Taiwanese master students in Applied Linguistics and English 

Teaching programs. Comprehension, defined as “the ability to understand” (OALD), 

was not commonly seen being used with verbs such as get or gain. A more suitable 

noun in both miscollocations would be understanding, suggested by the native English 

speaker.  
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It is important to point out that the word comprehension was considered to be one 

of the core nouns in academic texts. Based on Academic Vocabulary List (AVL) 

conducted by Garner & Davis (2013), comprehension was listed as one of the academic 

core nouns in educational-genre texts. Due to this fact, Taiwanese master students 

should pay more attention to such words to avoid producing miscollocations.  

4.2.3 Combination non-existent 

Miscollocations categorized as the error type of combination non-existent usually 

contained more than one error, and could not be corrected without altering the entire 

miscollocation. Some better corrections for miscollocations under this error type were 

even not in collocational forms. Table 4.9 displays all 9 patterns (65 instances) of 

miscollocations found in MTC. 

Table 4.9. Combination Non-existent 

 Miscollocation Suggested correction Freq 
1. compose the writing write an article/ write 39 
2. use memorization memorize 8 
3. consolidate meanings of words understand the gist 4 

4. mitigate a mistake 
reduce the damage of a 
mistake 

4 

5. conduct the classification classify 4 
6. activate their teaching start the lesson 3 
7. maximize praise earn more praise 3 
 Total  65 

 

The first pattern of miscollocation under this error type was *compose the writing. 

As discussed in section 4.2.1.1, compose was one of the most misused verb in this 

present data. However the verb, compose, is defined as “producing writing, usually with 

a lot of care and thought” in Cambridge English Dictionary. It is only commonly seen 

with nouns such as music, poem, or letter. The noun writing, on the other hand, is a 
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collective noun of printed/written work (OALD). It was suggested by the native speaker 

that target noun, writing, might sound odd in this miscollocation. Based on Sketch Diff 

result, the miscollocation should be change to write an article coherently or just simply 

write coherently. 

One major pattern found in this result was that some miscollocations would be 

more appropriate if only presented as a simple verb. Miscollocations such as *use 

memorization, *conduct classification are examples of this pattern. The reason why 

learners produced these miscollocations is most likely due to the importance of 

nominalization in academic writing. Baratta (2010) claimed that nominalization is often 

associated with academic writing since it maintains the impersonal tone in the article. 

It is often seen as one of the indicators of successful academic writing (Baratta, 2010). 

In order to make the work more professional, novice writers would tend to nominalize 

verbs in cases where nominalization might be redundant. In this study, the 

miscollocation *use memorization would be more acceptable if changed to memorize, 

and *conduct classification to classify. 

4.2.4 Most Misused Verbal Collocates in Verb-Noun Miscollocation 

Among all the miscollocations found in this research, there were certain verbs 

found to appear in multiple miscollocations. Verbs that appeared in more than three 

patterns of miscollocations as well as having a total of 10 instances were extracted and 

listed in table 4.10. Altogether, there were 13 verbs extracted appearing for a total of 

495 miscollocations. Since there were no misused nouns found appearing more than 

three times, the analysis was limited only to the most common misused verbs.  

As Table 4.10 and the total miscollocation counts show, the most misused verbs 

were not restricted only to high frequency words, possibly due to the genre of the corpus. 

In Nesselhauf’s study (2005), aside from high frequency words, such as have, make, 
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take, give, go, five other verbs were also commonly misused by advanced German 

learners, namely, achieve, reach, acquire, obtain, and gain. In this study, gain, reach, 

and obtain also caused confusion for learners. In addition to the three verbs often being 

misused, the following pairs also caused confusion: compose for write, manipulate for 

utilize, attain for obtain, and comprehend for understand. 

Table 4.10. Most Misused Verbs in Miscollocations 

Misuse V Miscollocation Suggested correction Freq 

gain 

gain improvement make 35 
gain progress make 20 
gain the vocabulary increase 17 
gain the concept understand 7 
gain comprehension comprehension 37 

compose 

compose an article write 13 
compose a draft write/create 9 
compose their portfolio construct 4 
compose idea into put into 4 
compose discussion lead 4 
compose new utterance produce 4 
compose presentation making 3 
compose the writing write an article/ write 39 

get 

get better achievement obtain 20 
get story element finding  16 
get praise earn 3 
get comprehension comprehension 25 

reach 

reach comprehension achieve 35 
reach requirement meet 4 
reach communication establish 3 
reach progress progress 3 

manipulate 

manipulate a strategy utilize/employ 13 
manipulate the function using 6 
manipulate receptive vocabulary 
ability 

utilize receptive 
vocabulary skills 

3 

manipulate the online program use 3 
manipulate the input alter 9 

attain attain comprehension obtain 10 
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attain data obtain 4 
attain idea obtain 4 
attain feedback obtain 3 
attain suggestion receive 3 

activate 

activate interaction initiate 3 
activate a strategy employ 12 
activate their interest arouse/spark 5 
activate experience recall 3 
activate their teaching start the lesson 3 

accomplish 

accomplish homework complete / do 3 
accomplish the thesis finish 6 
accomplish the composition produce / create 5 
accomplish any requirement fulfill 5 

join 

join the interview attend 7 
join the research participate in  6 
join this task participate in  5 
join entrance exam attend 3 
join the test take 5 

arouse 
arouse difficulty cause 8 
arouse debate start 3 
arouse their participation participation 3 

present 
present the caption display 5 
present more expectation hold / have 5 
present more drill  practice 4 

obtain 
obtain the chance get 5 
obtain confidence gain 3 
obtain progress make 5 

comprehend 
comprehend question understand 9 
comprehend the speech understand 7 
comprehend the test understand 4 

Total 54 patterns  495 
 

4.3 Possible Causes of Verb-Noun Miscollocations 

In the following section, possible causes of all miscollocations were discussed. 

This analysis adopted Liu’s (1999) delineation of miscollocation causes (cf. Table 3.4); 

however a few modifications was made to the delineation. First of all, the cause of L1 
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transfer was subcategorized into two separate causes, namely direct transfer and split 

category. The modification was made based on Chang, Chang, Chen & Liou’s (2008) 

assumption that a large portion of miscollocations by Taiwanese learners were caused 

by direct translation. In order to examine the interference of L1 in more detail, the cause 

of L1 transfer was slightly modified. Secondly, false concepts and word coinage were 

deleted from the analysis since no miscollocations were found due to these two causes. 

Table 4.11 presents 7 possible causes of miscollocations and the overall counts. 

Table 4.11. Possible Causes of Miscollocation 

Possible Causes No. of pattern No. of instance 
L1 Transfer: Direct Translation 96 (56.1%) 608 (52%) 
L1 Transfer: Split category 10 (5.7%) 88 (7.5%) 
Misuse Synonym 46 (27%) 307 (26.2%) 
False Analogy 9 (5.3%) 83 (7%) 
Overgeneralization 9 (5.3%) 46 (3.9%) 
Others 1 (0.6%) 39 (3.4%) 

Total 171 1171 
 

As shown in Table 4.11, L1 transfer was the main cause of over 61% of all the 

miscollocations, and 56% of miscollocations were direct translations from Chinese. The 

results were similar to that of Chang, Chang, Chen & Liou’s study (2008), showing a 

great portion of miscollocations were under L1 interference. Even though the 

percentage of L1 transfer was higher in Chang, Chang, Chen & Liou’s (2008) study 

(84%), it is without a doubt that first language played an important role in learners’ 

miscollocations. 

As for the subcategories of L1 transfer, 96 patterns (608 instances) were direct 

translations from Chinese and 10 types of miscollocations were caused by the 

resemblance in meaning between English words and Chinese counterparts. From the 
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data, it can be assumed that if the meaning of the English word is congruent with the 

Chinese translation, the chances of raising confusion for learners might be higher. 

The second major cause for miscollocations is misuse of synonyms. There were 

46 patterns with 307 instances of miscollocations caused by confusion between 

synonymous verbs. The remaining 11% of the miscollocations was caused by false 

analogy (9 patterns), overgeneralization (9 patterns), and others (1 patterns), which 

consisted of, in total, 168 instances of miscollocations. Even though the three causes 

were not the main reasons behind learners’ miscollocations, it is still crucial to identify 

the verbal collocates and target nouns that are often mistaken by Taiwanese learners.  

4.3.1 L1 Transfer: Direct Translation 

Direct translation in this study is defined as “at least one of the components (verbal 

collocates or noun) in the miscollocations had an identical meaning to the Chinese 

translation”. That is, there is a direct match semantically between the miscollocation 

and the Chinese counterpart. 96 patterns of miscollocations were produced due to native 

transfer of the first language. Table 4.12 illustrated all the miscollocations that were 

direct translations from Chinese.  

 

Table 4.12. Possible Cause of Miscollocation: L1 Transfer-Direct Translation 

 Miscollocation Misused V/N Suggested 
correction Freq 

1. meet unknown word meet come across 46 
2. induce the rule induce formulate 38 
3. gain improvement gain make 35 
4. get better achievement get obtain 20 
5. gain progress gain make 20 
6. gain the vocabulary gain increase 17 
7. get story element get find  16 
8. apply multimedia in apply add in / use 14 
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9. activate a strategy activate employ 12 
10. meet several conflicts  meet run into / find 12 
11. attend a test attend take 9 
12. manipulate the input manipulate alter 9 
13. cause influence cause have 9 
14. bear several limitation bear has 9 
15. absorb new words absorb pick up/ learn 8 
16. participate the activity missing prep participate in 8 
17. arouse difficulty arouse cause 8 
18. use memorization whole collo. memorize 8 
19. respond the questionnaire prep. missing respond to 7 
20. gain the concept gain understand 7 
21. enlarge knowledge enlarge increase 6 
22. possess less anxiety possess feel / have 6 
23. forfeit their attention forfeit lose 6 
24. accomplish the thesis accomplish finish 6 
25. release responsibility release give 6 
26. join the test join take test 5 
27. meet unknown vocabulary meet come across 5 
28. realize the text text meaning 5 
29. reformulate error reformulate correct 5 
30. retrieve the experience retrieve recollect 5 
31. absorb the input input meaning 5 
32. activate their interest activate arouse/spark 5 
33. accomplish the composition accomplish produce / create 5 
34. obtain progress obtain make 5 
35. present more expectation present hold / have 5 
36. obtain the chance obtain get 5 
37. express their reflection reflection feeling 5 
38. accomplish any requirement accomplish fulfill 5 
39. repair comprehension failure repair fix 5 
40. upgrade English proficiency upgrade increase  4 
41. cultivate their proficiency cultivate increase  4 
42. consolidate meaning of words whole collo. understand the gist 4 
43. establish a questionnaire establish design/develop 4 
44. judge the error judge detect error 4 
45. express their feedback express give / provide 4 
46. compose discussion compose lead 4 
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47. hold the lowest frequency hold have 4 

48. 
upgrade their English 
competence 

upgrade improve 4 

49. perform their competence perform display / exhibit 4 
50. pursue high grade pursue strive for 4 
51. perceive more confidence perceive have 4 
52. deepen the thought thought understanding 4 
53. pinpoint some concern pinpoint highlight 4 
54. refine the note refine edit 4 

55. mitigate a mistake mitigate 
reduce the damage 
of a mistake 

4 

56. present more drill present practice 4 
57. carry accent carry have 4 
58. practice the worksheet practice complete 4 
59. reach requirement reach meet 4 
60. conduct the classification whole collo. classify 4 
61. adjust prediction adjust revise 4 
62. supplement the weakness supplement compensate for 4 
63. cause a great challenge cause pose 4 
64. compose new utterance compose produce 4 
65. activate their teaching whole collo. start the lesson 3 

66. 
establish language 
proficiency 

establish increase  3 

67. enrich their ability enrich 
enhance ability/ 
improve skills 

3 

68. survey the factor survey observe/investigate 3 
69. construct their feedback construct leave 3 
70. activate experience  activate recall 3 
71. perform interaction perform have / complete 3 
72. reach communication reach establish 3 
73. draw literature prep. missing draw on 3 
74. attain suggestion attain receive 3 
75. receive importance importance attention 3 
76. conduct school furculum conduct implement 3 

77. play computer computer 
play computer 
games/ play on 
computer 

3 

78. facilitate their spelling facilitate aid the process of 3 
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spelling 
79. develop their spelling develop improve 3 
80. start a statement start make 3 
81. improve their progress improve make 3 
82. reach the progress reach goal 3 
83. own advantage own have 3 
84. visit the internet visit browse / search 3 
85. build association build form 3 
86. modify their prediction modify revise 3 
87. strengthen intelligence strengthen increase 3 
88. experience debate experience participate in  3 
89. arouse debate arouse started 3 
90. compensate weakness prep. missing compensate for 3 
91. return praise return give 3 
92. maximize praise whole collo. earn more 3 
93. defend their face defend save 3 

94. 
overcome possible 
interference 

overcome avoid / prevent 3 

95. implement pop quiz implement give / have 3 
96. fix problematic utterance fix correct 3 
 Total   608 

Note. whole collo. = whole collocation inappropriate, prep. missing = preposition 
missing 
 

* Meet unknown word was the most frequent directly translated miscollocation, 

having a frequency of 46 instances. The meaning of each word in this miscollocation is 

completely identical to the Chinese translation. Meet in Chinese is 遇見. Unknown can 

be translated as 不了解的, whereas word is 單字 . (The Chinese translation was 

extracted from Cambridge English Dictionary - English to Chinese). Since both the 

syntactic structure and the meaning of miscollocation are congruent in Chinese, it was 

categorized as direct translation from Chinese. 

Aside from *meet unknown word, the following two miscollocations were 

different in the English form, but identical in the Chinese translation: *gain 
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improvement and *gain progress. If translating both miscollocations in Chinese, they 

could all be 獲得進步 . This example implies that two semantically different 

miscollocations could still be influenced by the same set of Chinese translations. 

As mentioned in section 4.2.3, some prepositions missing might be influenced by 

the first language. For instance, *join the test (5 instances), if translated into Chinese,  

would be 參加考試. Since in Chinese, prepositional verbs are not as common as in 

English, learners might omit prepositions when producing miscollocations that were 

under L1 interference. The same result was also found in Liu’s study (2013) 

4.3.2 L1 Transfer: Split Category 

Here, Split category describes a situation that two different English words share 

the same meaning in Chinese. Learners might be influenced by their first language and 

presume that the two English words are semantically the same. Miscollocations might 

occur when learners choose the erroneous word as to the more appropriate one. In this 

study, when two words share the same Chinese translation in the Cambridge English 

Dictionary - English to Chinese, they were noted as the consequence of split category. 

Table 4.13 provides 10 patterns of miscollocations in the data influenced by the concept 

of split category. 

Table 4.13. Possible Cause of Miscollocation: L1 Transfer-Split category 

 Miscollocation Misused V/N Suggested 
correction Freq 

1. reach comprehension reach achieve 35 
2. compose an article compose write 13 
3. compose a draft compose write / create 9 
4. join the interview join attend 7 
5. join the research join participate in  6 
6. join this task join participate in  5 
7. separate syllable separate divide into 4 
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8. lower their interest lower decrease 3 
9. join college entrance exam join attend 3 
10. accomplish homework accomplish complete / do 3 
 Total   88 

 

The top five miscollocations that were under the influence of split category were, 

*reach comprehension (35 instances), *compose an article (13 instances), *compose a 

draft (9 instances), *join the interview (7 instances), join the research (6 instances). 

Even though they were five individual patterns of miscollocation, only three verb pairs 

confused learner: reach/achieve, compose/write, and join/participate in. The first verb 

pair reach/achieve can be both translated as 達到 in Chinese. compose/write, on the 

other hand, has the same Chinese meaning, 寫. Lastly, join/participate in might be 

translated as 參加. As shown in Table 4.13 these three verb pairs takes up 79% of all 

the miscollocations on the list (70 instances). 23% (21 instances) of the miscollocations 

were categorized as incorrect only because of one verb pair join/participate in.  

4.3.3 Misuse Synonym 

Misused synonyms means that the erroneous word and its correct equivalent share 

similar meanings in English. In total, 46 patterns of miscollocations were marked as 

inappropriate because of misused synonyms, taking up over 27% of all the 

miscollocations in the study (cf. Table 4.14). 

Table 4.14. Possible Cause of Miscollocation: Misuse Synonym 

 Miscollocation Misused V/N Suggested correction Freq 
1. gain comprehension comprehension understanding 37 
2. modify error modify correct 32 
3. get comprehension comprehension understanding 25 
4. adjust their learning adjust adapt learning strategy 18 
5. manipulate a strategy  manipulate utilize / employ 13 
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6. revise error revise correct error 12 
7. attain comprehension attain obtain 10 
8. comprehend question comprehend understand  9 
9. instruct writing instruct teach 8 
10. comprehend speech comprehend understand 7 

11. 
probe the possible 
influence 

probe investigate 7 

12. scrutinize the relationship scrutinize examine 6 
13. manipulate function manipulate use 6 
14. advance their competence advance improve 6 
15. finish the content finish complete 5 
16. present the caption present display 5 
17. request learner request ask 4 
18. attain data attain obtain 4 
19. comprehend the test comprehend understand 4 
20. administrate interview administrate administer 4 
21. attain idea attain obtain 4 
22. better the quality  better improve 4 
23. possess a preference possess show / have 4 
24. keep a habit of keep maintain 4 
25. enhance their familiarity enhance increase 4 
26. compose their portfolio compose construct 4 
27. employ the categorization employ make use of 4 
28. disturb the teaching disturb interrupt 3 
29. better their teaching better improve 3 
30. proofread the writing writing paper 3 
31. attain feedback attain obtain 3 

32. 
manipulate receptive 
vocabulary 

utilize 
utilize receptive 
vocabulary skills 

3 

33. recall their thinking thinking thought 3 

34. 
formulate the 
questionnaire 

formulate design/develop 3 

35. eradicate their error eradicate eliminate 3 

36. 
manipulate the online 
program 

manipulate use 3 

37. activate interaction activate initiate 3 
38. realize main reason realize understand 3 
39. revisit memory revisit recall 3 
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40. realize the message realize understand 3 
41. reinforce the thought thought idea 3 
42. employ competitive game employ make use of / play 3 
43. conduct a portfolio conduct construct 3 
44. differentiate the distinction distinction differences 3 
45. employ multimedia employ make use of 3 
46. obtain confidence obtain gain 3 
 Total   307 

 

It is important to note that the analyses between synonymous verb error type (cf. 

Table 4.4), and miscollocation cause of misused synonym were completely different. 

Different from the analysis of error type of synonymous verbs, which might also be 

caused by first language or orthographic resemblance, analysis of miscollocation cause 

was strictly focused on confusion of the meaning of the two synonymous words. For 

instance, *join the test and its corrected version, participate in the test, were categorized 

as a misused synonymous verb pair. However, it was caused by first language transfer. 

In short, these two lists (Table 4.4 and Table 4.14) should be treated differently. 

4.3.4 False Analogy 

False analogy is defined as applying the wrong structure to the word, but such 

words should be used in a different context or rule. 9 patterns of miscollocations with 

an instance of 83 were under the influence of false analogy. The most frequently 

produced on the list is *consult the word, whereas a better correction would be consult 

a dictionary or look the word up. A discussion on * consult a word was also documented 

in section 4.2.1.3. 

 Another miscollocation, which was reported in Liu’s study (2013), is *pay 

emphasis on. It could be assumed that this miscollocation was influenced by another 
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syntactically similar collocation, pay attention on. Therefore, *pay emphasis on was 

classified as the consequence of false analogy in this investigation. 

Table 4.15. Possible Cause of Miscollocation: False Analogy 

 Miscollocation Misused V/N Suggested correction Freq 

1. consult the word  consult 
look the word up/ 
consult dictionary  

36 

2. search information prep. missing search for 12 
3. bring impact on bring have on 11 

4. consult meaning of consult 
look the word up/ 
consult dictionary 

3 

5. cast effect on cast on have on 5 
6. cast impact on cast on have on 3 
7. pay emphasis on pay put / place 6 
8. compose idea into compose put into 4 
9. impose impact on impose has on 3 
 Total   83 

Note. prep. missing = preposition missing 

 

4.3.5 Overgeneralization 

Overgeneralization is a process of extending the usage of linguistic structures to 

words, and such words are usually excluded from the structures in the language. For 

instance, in many cases, learners would tend to replace certain words in common 

collocations, trying to alter the meaning of these expressions closer to what learners 

intend to express. However, some structures would only take certain words. For 

instance, the miscollocation *hold positive motivation is an extended use of the verb 

“hold…”. The common expression with “hold…” is hold an attitude. After comparing 

these two collocations, it can be assumed that *hold positive motivation was an instance 

of overgeneralizing “hold…”. 
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In this category, only 9 patterns of miscollocations were caused by 

overgeneralizing certain words or structures, showing that advanced learners did not 

tend to over-extend structures or the meaning of words. 

Table 4.16. Possible Cause of Miscollocation: Overgeneralization 

 Miscollocation Misused V/N Suggested correction Freq 

1. reinforce known word word 
reinforce the 
understanding of word 

10 

2. plan the language  language plan their thought 9 
3. have a comparison have make 9 

4. arouse their participation participation 
arouse interest in 
participating 

3 

5. hold positive motivation hold have 3 
6. pose on difficulty pose on pose to 3 
7. grab the meaning grab grasp 3 
8. compose presentation compose make 3 
9. get praise get earn 3 
 Total   46 

 

4.3.6 Others 

The miscollocation in this category was not able to classify into any of the causes 

mentioned above. The erroneous collocation was *compose the writing (cf. Table 4.18). 

Different from other inappropriate instances found in the data, the suggested correction 

of the erroneous collocations might not be a verb-noun collocations. As discussed in 

section 4.2.3, possible cause might be incorrect nominalization of the verb collocates.  

 

Table 4.17. Possible Cause of Miscollocation: Others 

 Miscollocation Misused V/N Suggested correction Freq 
1. compose the writing whole collo. write an article/ write 39 
 Total   39 

Note. whole collo. = whole collocation inappropriate 
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4.4 Discussion on Verb-Noun Miscollocations in Academic Writing 

In this present study, three types of error were identified, which are misused verb, 

misused noun, and combination not existed. A comparison of all the error types revealed 

that erroneous verb usage caused the most difficulty for learners. Although misused 

noun synonyms also appeared to be problematic for learners based on the 

miscollocation instances (124 instances), only 16 patterns of miscollocations were 

counted as incorrect. This finding indicates that only a handful of nouns were difficult 

to learners. Speaking from a pedagogical viewpoint, it would be more efficient to teach 

those misused nouns than those misused verbs. 

In regards to the aspects of misused verbs, miscollocations with erroneous verbs 

were produced mostly because of not being fully aware of the meanings of those 

erroneous verbs. In some cases, reported in the previous sections, the subtle connotation 

of the verb often limits the object nouns which a verb takes, such as manipulate, for 

instance. Such subtle connotations are often documented as second or third definitions 

in the dictionaries which learners might ignore. For native speakers, they can 

subconsciously acquire those subtle connotations from the environment they have 

contact with. However, without a full English environment, acquiring those 

connotations might be difficult for EFL learners. This finding emphasized on the 

importance of secondary and third meanings of a verb. It might help advanced learners 

increase their vocabulary size by introducing s meanings of those frequently misused 

verbs to them. 

The most surprising finding of this study was that not many of the misused verbs 

found were high frequency verbs, such as give, take, make, do, etc. As presented in 

Table 4.10, only get was counted as high frequency verb among all 13 misused verbs. 

Possible explanations for this result could be the genre of the data, minimizing the 
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occurrences of high frequency verbs. But it also raised a crucial implication that a list 

of frequently misused verbs in academic writing should be created for the novice 

writer’s reference. 

In this study, five causes were that might be the main reasons why learners made 

collocational mistakes. They are direct translation, the concept of split category, 

misused synonyms, false analogy, and overgeneralization. Identical to the results in a 

study done by Liu (2002), Chang et al. (2008), and Liu (2013), L1 transfer possibly 

influenced learners’ miscollocations most, followed by misused synonyms. Over half 

of all the miscollocations found were direct translations of verbal collocates and nouns 

from Chinese. These finding suggest that the first language of learners might affects 

them when producing collocations, and the patterns were valid even for advanced 

learners. 

Speaking from a psycholinguistic point of view, the analysis of possible causes 

might provide some evidence on how learners process language. From the results 

discussed in the previous sections, a lot of the mistakes occurred due to replacing the 

components of a collocation with an incorrect one (e.g., replacing “doubt” in cast doubt 

on with “effect” and resulting in an inappropriate expression). Learners disregarding 

the collocational restrictions implies that they tend to process language with individual 

words, instead of chunks. Nesselhauf (2005) studied collocation error produced by 

German learners, and a similar conclusion was also mentioned in her study. 

The result could be also explained via the strength of word association in learners’ 

mental lexicon. Word association, defined by Meara (1982), is the syntagmatic or 

paradigmatic links between lexical words. He conducted association task and reported 

that L2 learners tended to have looser links between lexical words than native speakers 

did. Therefore when a concept is activated in L2 learner’s mind, they might produce 
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different words or phrases than a native speaker would. This theory might help explain 

why learners were more inclined to choose a different verb or noun rather than the 

native norms (Nesselhauf, 2005). 
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

Chapter five started out with summarizing the present study, followed by some 

pedagogical implications arise from the result. Some limitations and suggestions on 

future research concluded this chapter. 

 

5.1 Summary of the Study 

This present study was designed to investigate miscollocations which are 

commonly made by Taiwanese learners in academic writing. The academic field of 

Applied Linguistics and English Teaching was chosen to identify genre-specified 

miscollocations under this discipline. 171 patterns of miscollocations were found, and 

the total frequency was 1171 instances. This result suggests that even advanced learners 

might still produce quite a large amount of miscollocations,  

To answer research question one, three error types were found in this study, namely 

misused verbs, misused nouns, and combination not existed. Among all the error types, 

misused verb type contained the most miscollocations (148 patterns), indicating that 

erroneous usage of verbs in collocations were the main reason why miscollocations 

were produced by Taiwanese advanced learners. The comparison between the 

erroneous verbs and the suggested corrections showed that often times, these two verbs 

are similar in meaning, which might cause confusion for learners. Also, some subtle, 

yet important connotations of verbs, which influenced the object followed behind them, 

were problematic to learners as well.  

The last interesting finding appeared from the analysis of error type, combination 

non-existent, showed that learners tend to nominalize verbs and create erroneous verb-

noun miscollocations. 7 patterns of miscollocations with 65 instances would be more 

appropriate if presented as one simple verb rather than verb-noun miscollocations. 
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As for question two and three, five possible causes were found in this research: L1 

transfer-direct translation, L1 translation-split category, misuse synonym, false analogy, 

and overgeneralization. Among all the causes, L1 direct translation might be the major 

cause which lead to miscollocation, taking over 56% of all miscollocations found. 

Learners tended to translate word by word from Chinese to English, and even in some 

cases, prepositions were missing due to the fact that prepositions after verbs are not 

necessary in Chinese. Aside from L1 transfer, similar meaning, structure often 

confounded learners. Supporting the findings in Nesselhauf (2005), Laufer & Waldman 

(2011), the results suggested that learners processed language with individual words, 

rather than in chunks. 

In all, this study highlighted the fact that advanced learners are also prone to make 

mistakes in collocations, especially in the usage of verbs. It goes without saying that 

first language still plays a crucial in producing collocations. 

 

5.2 Pedagogical Implications 

Several pedagogical implications are raised here to help improve Taiwanese 

advanced learners’ use of collocations in the area of Applied Linguistics and English 

Teaching. First of all, raising learners’ awareness on the correct use of collocations in 

academic writing might be the first step towards better and proficient writing. 

Instructors can incorporate miscollocations in the curriculum and emphasize the 

mistakes that learners are prone to make. As suggested in the results section, verbs that 

confounded learners the most, and therefore, a comparison of erroneous verbs and the 

correction can be introduced in classroom. 

Based on this present study, the similarity between synonymous words and 

connotations were also causing problems for learners. A detailed explanation on the 
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meanings can also be provided to resolve learners’ confusion, and thus reduce the 

probability of choosing the wrong synonym. Some verbs, on the other hand, might have 

different meanings in different contexts, which are often listed as secondary entries in 

the dictionary. Such meanings are usually uncommon in everyday conversation or prose; 

nevertheless, it might be crucial in technical prose such as academic writings. Teaching 

explicitly the secondary meaning of a word might help improve the quality of academic 

papers and also increase learners’ vocabulary knowledge.  

Since first language transfer was the main cause of miscollocations, a contrast on 

L1 collocations and L2 collocations should be made to emphasize the differences 

between these two sets of collocations. It is important to remind learners that 

congruence between L1 and L2 is not commonplace, which means that rules that apply 

in L1 cannot be entirely transferred in L2. A list of L2 collocations whose meanings are 

not transferrable from L1 and more opaque could be provided to learners for future 

reference. 

Many previous collocational studies took a positive stance on rote learning and 

drill practice (Biskup, 1992; Ellis, 1995; Nesselhauf, 2003, 2005). It is indeed helpful 

in increasing collocational accuracy; however, for advanced learners, a more effective 

way proposed by Nesselhauf (2005) is data driven learning. Since the linguistic 

competence of advanced learners is fairly high, if one exposes them to more input, 

accompanying explicit instructions on common error, they might be able to acquire 

more vocabulary knowledge than simply by drill practice. 

  

 



83 
 

5.3 Limitation of This Study 

Despite the fact that this research provided some insights on learners’ 

miscollocations in academic writing, specifically in Applied Linguistics and English 

Teaching, there are still some limitations that should be addressed. Firstly, some tagging 

errors might have appeared in the results. Although utilizing a semi-automatic method 

can eliminate the level of subjectivity, tagging errors might occur in the result. For 

instance, listening comprehension was judged as verb-noun collocation by sketch 

engine. Careful examinations were needed to exclude such tagging errors. 

Secondly, the possible causes of miscollocations should be taken cautiously. It is 

important to point out that the cause classification might not be clear-cut, that is, some 

miscollocations might be caused by several reasons. After all, it is not likely to 

completely understand learners’ thinking process of producing collocations. All the 

classification were made based on the most likely and possible causes behind them. 

Based on these two limitations, the findings of this study should be treated with 

caution. 

 

5.4 Suggestions for Future Research 

Studies on miscollocation had answered some questions on learners’ collocational 

use as well as their mental lexicon development; however, some more topics in the field 

are waiting to be explored. This study concluded that first language is an influential 

factor in learner miscollocation. If the debate is to be moved forward, a better 

understanding of different L1s needs to be developed. Wang and Shaw (2008) 

investigated collocational errors of Chinese and Swedish learners. Comparison between 

Chinese and Swedish miscollocations provided some interesting patterns of 

miscollocations in these two languages. Future research in this field would be of great 
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help in identifying universal similarities in EAP miscollocations produced by learners 

with different first languages.  

A second suggestion for future research is to include more miscollocation 

investigations in different disciplines. Since collocations are highly discipline-specific, 

miscollocations found in the field of Science might be entirely different from the ones 

found in Humanities. Cross-comparison between miscollocations in different 

disciplines could also reveal the overall collocational errors in academic writings. 

Another possible direction is to examine learners’ adjective-noun miscollocations 

in EAP settings. Yang (2015) compared verb-noun, adjective-noun collocations 

produced by novice writers and published authors, finding out that, in general, both 

novice and published writers produced more adjective-noun collocations. Also, 

Nesselhauf (2005) claimed that the word associations between adjective-noun might be 

weaker than verb-noun in learners’ mental lexicon. Based on these two findings. This 

would be a fruitful area for further work. 
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Appendices – All Miscollocations Found in MTC 

 
Miscollocation Misused V/N Suggested correction Example sentence Freq 

absorb new words absorb learn 
Normally, English songs which agree to students' tastes can easily stir their desires to absorb new 

words actively. 
8 

absorb the input input meaning 
Instructors should keep these faulty beliefs away and set up a social context where learners can 

absorb the input wholeheartedly.  
5 

accomplish any 
requirement 

accomplish fulfill 
Rather than directly pointing out the necessary effort, this teacher tried to lead the student to 

accomplish any requirement she made that actually enhanced his English proficiency without his 

awareness and prepared him for the school tests. 

5 

accomplish homework accomplish complete / do 
They also believed that the reason why students could not accomplish their homework probably 

contributed to the method teachers used of setting homework. 
3 

accomplish the 
composition 

accomplish produce / create The subjects were asked to accomplish three different compositions.  5 

accomplish the thesis accomplish finish They led the students to accomplish the theses which were acceptable in academy. 6 
activate a strategy activate employ They might activate a strategy to help them summarize or paraphrase a passage.  12 

activate experience activate recall 
For example, instructors may prep students with basic background knowledge through activating 

prior experiences or offering critical concepts such as main ideas or key words. 
3 

activate interaction activate initiate 
Accordingly, it shows that e-mail writing can help construct better relationship and activate 

interaction between the e-mail respondents. 
3 

activate their interest activate arouse/spark 
It is hoped that this kind of instruction can enhance elementary school students' language skills and 

activate their interest in order to proper instructional goals. 
5 

activate their teaching   start the lesson 
It is hoped that this kind of instruction can enhance elementary school students' language skills and 

activate their interest in order to proper instructional goals. 
3 

 



92 
 

adjust prediction adjust revise 
Strategic readers may know the purpose of the text and can set their own purposes for reading, 

predict, and then read to confirm or adjust predictions  
4 

adjust their learning adjust adapt learning strategy 
In terms of learning attitudes, to help students adjust their learning, teachers can teach students the 

way to allocate their time to study. 
18 

administrate interview administrate administer  The interview was administrated in the middle of the semester 4 
advance their 
competence 

advance improve High achievers advance their competence through elaboration to low achievers 6 

apply multimedia in apply add in / use 
PowerPoint is not a difficult task for both groups, and they are more willing to apply multimedia in 

their English presentations. 
14 

arouse debate arouse start 
The instructional language used in the foreign language classroom has aroused debates between 

researchers and teachers  
3 

arouse difficulty arouse cause 
Sixthly, the result showed that the listening task demanding productive skills would arouse 

difficulty while they were listening to English. 
8 

arouse their participation participation 
interest in 

participating 
Junior high school students' interest in those photos of singers or actresses may arouse their 

participation in the activity 
3 

attain comprehension attain obtain 
This group, being asked to underline directly on the passage the unknown words they encountered 

while reading, was informed to rely on context to guess at the meanings of unknown words and 

attain comprehension. 

10 

attain data attain obtain 
First of all, since this study attempted to attain data about students' writing problems from multiple 

sources, the advisors could provide information about the difficulties the student participants 

encountered in writing theses from their views. 

4 

attain feedback attain obtain 
By doing so, they would attain feedback which was focused on their research and know how to 

adjust their ideas to meet the conventions of academy.  
3 

attain idea attain obtain And she attained ideas about how to increase the feasibility of her study by consulting her advisor. 4 

attain suggestion attain receive 
That is, the students let the peers review their sentences or ideas in the drafts in order to attain 

suggestions and improve the theses. 
3 
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attend a test attend take A group of test takers attend a test twice. 9 

B 

bear several limitation bear has 
Nonetheless, the study bears several limitations which may explain why the researcher encountered 

some problems  
9 

better the quality better improve 
Some suggestions made by the subjects were given to better the quality of listening instruction 

under the limitation of class hours 
4 

better their teaching better improve 
With administrators' support, teachers may be inspired to use the teaching aids and better their 

teaching. 
3 

bring impact on bring have 
In addition, picture book read-alouds brought an impact on critical literacy acquisition including 

listening comprehension 
11 

build the association build form 
The structured information with an organizational scheme can associate the items like individual 

words in the information and can help us recall them later by retracing the associations built during 

encoding.  

3 

C 

carry accent carry have 
Many participants believed that people from different countries may naturally carry accents of their 

L1s 
4 

cast effect on cast on have on 
The number of years of pre-junior high English learning cast an effect on subjects' listening 

proficiency. 
5 

cast impact on cast on have on 
Therefore, it is suggested that future researchers recruit the similar number of male and female 

students to see whether gender differences cast impacts on English learning via the English learning 

magazines and programs. 

3 

cause a great challenge cause pose 
The inconsistent grapheme-phoneme correspondences in English may cause a great challenge in 

spelling. 
4 

cause influence cause had 
This caused some influences on their products, which was that pair work produced more accurate 

and complex grammar in text. 
9 

compensate weakness missing for compensate for Direct Method Being developed to compensate the weakness of Grammar Translation Method. 3 
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compose a draft compose write/create The students were asked to compose a draft in a computer lab. 9 

compose an article compose write 
Six Taiwanese EFL university students were participants who were required to read three articles 

about an environmental issue and then compose an article based on the theme. 
13 

compose discussion compose lead Professor B suggested a better way to compose Discussion 4 

compose idea into compose put into 
They also need to consider the demands of written English and struggle with appropriate lexical 

expressions while composing their ideas into words or sentences 
4 

compose new utterance compose produce 
When writers attempted to compose the new utterances, perhaps their language acquisition would 

take place. 
4 

compose presentation compose making 
Their experiences of composing presentations are assumed to supplement data pool with more 

angles.  
3 

compose the writing  
both verb and 

noun 
write an article/ write 

If the writer changed the order of propositions, he or she might not be able to compose the writing 

coherently. 
39 

compose their portfolio compose construct 
It is suggested that students may spend one semester writing and composing their portfolio and 

another semester exhibiting and evaluating the portfolio. 
4 

comprehend question comprehend understand 
Offering only general information about the topic was not sufficient for low-ability students even 

though they wanted to understand the listening input as a whole. This was because they failed to 

comprehend the speech with their limited linguistic knowledge 

9 

comprehend the speech comprehend understand This was because they failed to comprehend the speech with their limited linguistic knowledge. 7 
comprehend the test comprehend understand The students in Group B would feel anxious if they had trouble comprehending the test. 4 
conduct a portfolio conduct construct Culham (1995) also agree that there are a variety of different ways to conduct a portfolio.  3 

conduct school 
curriculum 

conduct implement 
By conducting the school curriculum through classroom interaction, knowledge concerning the 

target language can be transferred and extended 
3 

conduct the classification   classify 
To conduct the classification of collocational errors in this study, however, I adopted the Modified 

Classification System of Collocation Patterns designed by Chen (2002). 
4 

consolidate meanings of 
words 

  understand the gist 
Vocabulary learning strategies are conscious attempts that learners use to get or to consolidate 

the meanings of words. 
4 
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construct their feedback construct leave It is thus necessary to extend our concern to how teachers construct their feedback. 3 

consult meaning of consult 
look the word up/ 
consult dictionary 

Consequently, he decided to consult the meaning of enforcement. 3 

consult the word consult 
look the word up/ 
consult dictionary 

Participant A1's guessing was already close to the meaning of enforcement, but she still considered 

it necessary to consult the word, mainly because of a feeling of insecurity about her own guessing 

in reading the text. 

36 

cultivate their proficiency cultivate increase It is also important for the students to cultivate higher proficiency in other grammatical categories.  4 

D 

deepen the thought thought understanding 
Thus, in the two teachers' cases, blogs appeared as a tool refreshing their ideas, deepening their 

thoughts, and then assisted them to be a better teacher. 
4 

defend their face defend save While defending their faces, they may threaten the other's face.  3 

develop their spelling develop improve 
Learners develop their spelling ability by changing their ways of doing and thinking gradually and 

continuously instead of replacing one stage with another more complex one. 
3 

differentiate the 
distinction 

distinction differences 
Students had more difficulties in acquiring the synonyms of hard and differentiating the distinctions 

among those synonyms. 
3 

disturb the teaching disturb interrupt Some teachers considered students' initiatives will disturb the teaching. 3 

draw literature missing on draw on 
This result is not surprising in that research writers often draw literature to compare and contrast 

based on research findings and make their claims.  
3 

employ games employ make use of / play English teachers usually employ games to attract students' attention and involvement.  3 

E 

employ multimedia employ make use of 
Nelson and Pearson (1990) claimed it was a good timing to employ multimedia when watching 

something on the screen or slide because multimedia would get the point across better than trying to 

describe it with only words.  

3 

employ the 
categorization 

employ make use of 
The way Meara’s (1983) study employed these categorizations and discovered that increased L2 

proficiency generally followed the same syntagmatic/paradigmatic shift that L1 did.  
4 
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enhance their familiarity enhance increase 
Repeated listening practice instead of simply memorizing the vocabulary should enhance their 

familiarity with the sounds of the words  
4 

enlarge the knowledge enlarge increase 
The topics of the magazines are so diverse that EFL students can not only enlarge their knowledge 

but also raise interest in English learning.  
6 

enrich their ability enrich 
enhance ability/ 
improve skills 

Their children do not have many chances to enrich their ability unless the children are very 

industrious and autonomous. 
3 

eradicate their error eradicate eliminate With corrective feedback, teachers can help learners eradicate their errors. 3 

establish a questionnaire establish design/develop 
Gu and Johnson (1996) established a questionnaire for their study of vocabulary learning strategies 

used by Chinese university learners of English.  
4 

establish language 
proficiency 

establish increase proficiency 
Accordingly, translation exercises can help learners cultivate language awareness and thus establish 

language proficiency. 
3 

experience debate experience participate in Most of the participants experienced debate for the first time in this course.  3 

express their feedback express gave / provided 
After that, the other groups as audience discussed the performance and expressed their 

feedback and suggestions with the worksheet to the performing group 
4 

express their reflection reflection feeling 
All above fourteen questions were to invite participants to express their reflections of learning 

English. 
5 

F 

facilitate their spelling facilitate 
aid the process of 

spelling 
Teachers can help learners facilitate their spelling by building the concept of spelling patterns with 

regular letter-sound correspondences. 
3 

finish the content finish complete 
Three low-proficiency ones did not understand the questions, were unable to realize the texts and 

could not hear the speakers clearly. 
5 

fix problematic utterance fix correct 
Self-repair refers to lexical, morphological, and syntactic reformulation which aimed to replace or 

fix its previous problematic utterances.  
3 

forfeit their attention forfeit lose 
When asked whether they would lose their concentration on the listening text, 20 of the 24 

interviewees revealed that they would forfeit their attention during the listening process. 
6 
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formulate the 
questionnaire 

formulate design/develop  A questionnaire was formulated to collect information about students' reflections of the assignment 3 

G 

gain comprehension comprehension understanding 
Readers construct text models and gain comprehension by integrating their linguistic knowledge, 

world knowledge, and discourse knowledge with the minimal semantic units derived from local text 

processes. 

37 

gain improvement gain make 
The result reveals that 63 of 67 students (94.03%) agreed that they gained more improvement in 

English reading. 
35 

gain progress gain make We did hope that the learners could gain progress with the help of the practice 20 

gain the concept gain understand 
Student research becomes the means by which students gain the concepts and information to be 

mastered 
7 

gain the vocabulary gain increase English books reinforce their confidence and motivation and gain the vocabulary at the same time. 17 
get better achievement get obtain Therefore, students who learn in cooperation with others may lead to get greater achievements 20 

get comprehension comprehension understanding 
Joe (1996) states that maybe influenced by the bottom-up reading approach, participants are more 

likely to pay attention to each word to get comprehension than to the text structure. 
25 

get praise get earn 
When students become dependent and work hard to get praise, their attention shifts from learning to 

earning praise 
3 

get story element get find 
The students' ability of getting story elements (including character, setting, problem, and event) and 

their ability of retelling a story were probed. 
16 

grab the meaning grab grasp Only 20.7% of the high-proficiency learners grabbed the intended meaning.  3 

H 
have a comparison have make The results were combined to have a comparison of five aspects involved in four textbooks. 9 

hold positive motivation hold have 
In a nutshell, the elderly students did not accept negative myths of aging and were properly 

motivated, they accepted leaning opportunities and held positive motivation in English learning. 
3 

hold the lowest frequency hold have 
Table 4.17 illustrated these ten strategies in ascending order of the mean, indicating that the transfer 

strategy (Item 26) held the lowest frequency with a mean of 1.90. 
4 
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I 

implement pop quiz implement give / have 
For evaluation patterns, a majority of the students were not certain their opinions in issues relating 

implementing pop quizzes regularly and passing a language proficiency test to graduate.  
3 

impose impact on impose has on The exam-oriented policy imposes heavy impacts on teaching students composition.  3 

improve their progress improve make 
Language learning strategies are specific actions or techniques that learners use, often intentionally, 

to facilitate their acquisition, storage, retrieval, and use of information or to improve their progress 

in developing the second language skills. 

3 

induce the rule induce formulate She had students induce the rules by providing abundant examples.  38 

instruct writings instruct teach 
 However, while instructing writing, the teachers may face two challenges, limited course time and 

a large class.  
8 

J 

join entrance exam join attend 
For instance, students of different ages, such as senior high school students or university students, 

do not have the same goal, varying from joining college entrance exam to advancing the academic 

writing. 

3 

join the interview join attend Six volunteer subjects in the experimental class joined the interview 7 
join the research join participate in The researcher asked five of her colleagues to help invite their classes to join the research. 6 

join the test join take 
Students who had joined the test before and passed a certain level held a more positive motivation 

of English learning 
5 

join this task join participate in E4 indicated that the gain of new words prompted her to continuously to join this task 5 

judge the error judge detect error 
 As for the criterion to judge the errors, we observed the L2 English syntactic structures where the 

grammatical forms or the uses of HAPPEN, OCCUR, APPEAR, and EXIST are incorrect or less 

appropriate. 

4 

K 

keep a habit of keep maintain 
There were only 28.57% of the participants keeping a habit of taking notes to facilitate English 

learning. 
4 

L 
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lower their interest lower decrease 
The participants inevitably felt stressed or anxious when reading, which might lower their interest 

and motivation for reading English. 
3 

M 
manipulate a strategy manipulate utilize/employ Good language learners manipulate strategies in order to enhance their learning 13 
manipulate receptive 

vocabulary ability 
manipulate 

utilize receptive 
vocabulary skills 

 Compared to manipulating receptive vocabulary ability, manipulating productive vocabulary 

ability is more difficult, for it requires a higher level of knowledge. 
3 

manipulate the function manipulate use 
It would be helpful if we teachers give more guidance and demonstrate the ways of manipulating 

the functions  
6 

manipulate the input manipulate alter 
To enhance the participants' comprehension, the instructor manipulated the input by underlining the 

head nouns, boldfacing the relative clauses, italicizing the relative pronouns, and using parentheses 

if they could be omitted, as shown in example 1 below. 

9 

manipulate the online 
program 

manipulate use Eva display her hope about learning new skills while manipulating the online program. 3 

maximize praise   earn more praise He/ She intends say something good to maximize praise to his/her friend 3 

meet several conflicts meet run into / find 
On the other hand, Olivia, teaching English for her first semester, met several conflicts among her 

students and the remedial program's goals. 
12 

meet unknown 
vocabulary 

meet come across When H listeners met unknown vocabulary, they would not get bogged down in the confusion 5 

meet unknown word meet come across The participants met many unknown words during the think-aloud protocol.  46 

mitigate a mistake   
reduce the damage of 

a mistake 
Example twenty eight shows how humor used as a way to probe for more information and mitigate 

a mistake  
4 

modify error modify correct 
 The teacher placed a stress on the error, ‘ARE' to provide a more salient clue for the leaner to 

modify the error. 
32 

modify their prediction modify revise 
Besides, reading is more than decoding the text from the smallest letters to larger sentences; it 

requires readers to make guesses and modify their predictions. 
3 

O 
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obtain confidence obtain gain They still yearn to obtain confidence and achievement through the experience of learning English. 3 

obtain progress obtain make 
His progress outscored the mean number, 5.73. In addition to S8, S7 was another student who did 

not obtain progress. 
5 

obtain the chance obtain get 
The groups obtained the chances and reported all the correct answers were offered "a happy face" 

for an extra credit.  
5 

overcome possible 
interference 

overcome avoid / prevent 
Though the teacher variable is unavoidable in the present study, future studies are recommended to 

overcome possible interference from the variable involved. 
3 

own advantage own have 
For example, Olivia claimed: Advantages of Being a Bilingual Teacher As a bilingual teacher, 

Olivia basically owned the advantages of understanding these two languages and cultures. 
3 

P 

participate the activity missing in participate in 
Another participant was nervous because she believed and actually had difficulties monitoring and 

managing the progress of the audience in participating the activity 
8 

pay emphasis on pay put / place In Taiwan, the school authority doesn't pay much emphasis on adopting CL in the classroom.  6 

perceive more confidence perceive have 
This signifies that the graduate subjects perceived more confidence in using logical structure when 

they made a presentation. 
4 

perform interaction perform had / completed Students perform interaction via mail not only with their peers but with their instructors as well.  3 

perform their competence perform display / exhibit 
Speaking requires speakers to perform their competence, but there is always a gap between 

performance and competence. 
4 

pinpoint some concern pinpoint highlight 
The study pinpointed some concerns in promoting mobile assisted language learning at the same 

time. 
4 

plan the language language thought 
Students talked about their opinions on the topic of the task and wrote down the sentences. During 

this stage, the teacher could assist them to complete the task and allow them to plan their language. 
9 

play computer computer 
play computer games/ 

play on computer 
They only wanted to play computer and surf the Internet 3 

possess a preference possess show / have L2 learners possess a preference for bilingual dictionaries 4 
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possess less anxiety possess feel / have 
The results also exhibits that students who possessed less anxiety employed more memory and 

compensation strategies than those with more anxiety 
6 

post difficulty on misuse on pose to 
The Chinese language and English language are structurally different than each other, which posts 

another difficulty on writing 
3 

practice the worksheet practice complete 
students showed a high willingness in improving their story writing skills by practicing the 

worksheets  
4 

present more drill present practice 
Teacher should present more practical drills to make students more acquainted with the use of 

relative clauses.  
4 

present more expectation present hold / have 
She presented more expectations in the second interview. She was not used to learn through 

computer because she typed slowly. 
5 

present the caption present display 
Half of the interviewees reported that they made use of the grammar rules or translated as the movie 

presented the captions. 
5 

probe the influence of probe investigate 
This chapter consists of two major sections. The first section reports the results and provides 

possible explanations of research questions 1 and 2, which probed the influence of gender on the 

incidences and resolutions of LREs 

7 

proofread the writing writing paper 
She told the students that proofreading the writing by yourself or peers provide you with an 

opportunity to check the writing.  
3 

pursue high grade pursue strive for This learning method encourages students to think, not to simply pursue high grades.  4 

R 

reach communication reach establish 
English writing is identified as an interactive process for the writer and the reader to reach 

communication. 
3 

reach comprehension reach achieve 
It was validated that readers reached comprehension when reading simplified and culturally 

familiar texts. 
35 

reach progress progress goal I didn't need to worry that the time wasn't enough for reaching the progress of the lesson that day. 3 
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reach requirement reach meet 
Compared with others, these students owned higher self-efficacy beliefs before the examination and 

may expend more effort studying English and believe that they had the capacity to reach the 

requirement.  

4 

realize the message realize understand 
Listening comprehension also means listeners' ability to realize the messages delivered by the 

native speakers. 
3 

realize the reason realize understand 
The study of factors affecting listening difficulty needs investigation to realize the main reasons for 

causing listening obstacles. 
3 

realize the text text meaning 
Three low-proficiency ones did not understand the questions, were unable to realize the texts and 

could not hear the speakers clearly. 
5 

recall their thinking thinking thought 
In the second technique, teachers watched videotapes of their teaching and recalled their thinking 

while teaching.  
3 

receive importance importance attention 
Gift is innate, but talent, which can be nurtured through environment and education, is receiving 

more importance nowadays and deserves educators' instructional effort (Wang, 2006). 
3 

refine the note refine edit they needed more time to refine their notes  4 

reformulate error reformulate correct 
when the teacher continues the topic without leaving time for the learner to reformulate the errors , 

learners may not have opportunities to produce uptake to respond to the teacher's corrective 

feedback 

5 

reinforce known word word 
the understanding of 

word 
In addition, the refrains in the picture book helped the students reinforce the new words and 

sentence patterns 
10 

reinforce the thought thought idea 
Making summaries is an adequate way to reinforce the thoughts that have just been pointed out and 

a practical method to re-highlight a particular idea. 
3 

release responsibility release give Teachers gradually release responsibility for task completion to students. 6 

repair failure repair fix 
When reading problems occurred, he tended to use his syntactic knowledge to analyze sentences 

and repair his comprehension failures. 
5 

request learner request ask Teachers request learners to adjust erroneous utterances. 4 
respond the questionnaire missing to respond to Twenty-eight students responded the questionnaire.  7 
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retrieve the experience retrieve recollect 
The first thing they need to do was to retrieve the experience which was the most exciting, 

interesting, or embarrassing, etc. 
5 

return praise return give 
However, during one of the class observations, Cora received a compliment from one of the 

students saying that she is the number one in his heart. Instead of using appreciation such as "thank 

you" or the alike, Cora returned praise 

3 

revise an error revise correct 
 In contrast, errors that are within students' abilities, such as surface-level errors, could be indicated 

without any comments because students are capable of revising these errors on their own. 
12 

revisit memory revisit recall 
As students revisited their memories of and fantasies about the stories, and they compared their past 

experience with present ones. 
3 

S 

scrutinize the relationship scrutinize examine 
Besides, Ghaith and Bouzeineddine (2003) scrutinized the relationship between reading attitudes, 

achievement, and learners' perceptions of their Jigsaw II experience. 
6 

search information missing for search for 
Online resources promoted learner independence by allowing the tutees to search information 

during tutoring and to solve particular problems by themselves.  
12 

separate syllable separate divide into He would separate its syllables to break a longer word to smaller units. 4 

start a statement start make 
The teacher tended to use the L1 to start a statement about the following progress of the class in 

both of her classes. 
3 

strengthen intelligence strengthen increase 
Students were highly expected to practice English more and provided more opportunities to 

strengthen their linguistic intelligence. 
3 

supplement the weakness supplement compensate for 
Due to the unobservable nature of L2 strategy perceptions, most seasoned L2 writing researchers 

would employ multi-method strategies to supplement the weakness of using one research method 
4 

survey the factor survey observe/investigate The researcher would like to survey the factors which influence learners' listening comprehension.  3 

U 
upgrade English 

proficiency 
upgrade increase 

She anticipated, by means of this study, to motivate students' learning interest and to upgrade their 

English proficiency.  
4 
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upgrade their English 
competence 

upgrade improve 
Taiwanese English learners tend to believe that vocabulary and grammar are two key contributors 

that can upgrade their English competence 
4 

use memorization   memorize 
However, they found Chinese students who tend to use memorization did well in academic 

performance 
8 

V 

visit the internet visit browse / search 
She would visit the Internet to search for related information or articles to retrieve more ideas in 

order to enrich the content of her essays. 
3 

 

 


