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Abstract: The present paper is a corpus-based study of the use adjective-noun
collocations in the writing of Algerian students of English as a Foreign Language. The
corpus consists of 30 descriptive essays compiled as a classroom assignment. A
frequency-based approach was used to identify the most frequent adjective-noun pattern
based on Howarth’s (1998) model of categorization of lexical collocations. The study
aims, inter alia to describe the factors influencing the production of these patterns as
well as the strategies learners opt for when dealing with collocations. The results
demonstrated that 75% of the erroneous collocations are collocator-based error while
13% are collocate-based ones. In addition, 57% of the errors are due to negative transfer
from L1.Finally, the study recommends more explicit teaching of collocations in the
Algerian university classes of English using corpus- based activities.
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EFL learner

a)asSill a5 aaaalh Asalil Glyiall ge o asly g e alSH Auball el aagd rpaddal)
Howarth zisail olicl & 2y dpal 40K Z5dat¥) 43l adeid Liay Ve 30 b (Casase +
Jelsall Camy A al dga e Luhall Gaag el 13 Jie pe ST dpalill @lyid) canal (1998)
el L aalill gl o S A saleiall L) Taly 3 clasl ) Gy aal il g sl o301 A 8555l
DLRY) Y ALY %57 Ay Al il UadY1 o3 3 il captiall g Q) AR e ) il o st
Al Gyt Al s aall aalall Sl 8 % 13 Gisasall Al 555 % 75 daall 55 ¢ Lalal)
coaleiall ligaes Apatl) sl e Adagtie Gl alasiuly 435dadY) Aall) JLdl 3 Ll gl
23S Aplay) all) i ¢ Cppalaiall Ligaa ¢ oabual) Jail) Agal il ¢ UadY) cdgual il cula el dpalibal) clalsl)

Corresponding author: BENCHEIKH Youcef, e-mail: bencheik.y.30@gmail.com

926



mailto:bencheik.y.30@gmail.com
mailto:bencheik.y.30@gmail.com

BENCHEIKH Youcef

1. INTRODUCTION
The aim of the present paper is two-fold: (a) to discover the most frequent

adjectival collocations used by Algerian undergraduate students of EFL in
writing descriptive essays, and (b) to investigate the potential factors influencing
their production of the identified collocations. Furthermore, this paper is
organised into three sections: (1) The literature review section provides a
thorough review of collocations as a salient feature of an idiomatic use of
language, (2) The methodology section discusses the corpus compilation and
analysis process, and (3) The results section analyses students’ collocational
patterns and provides plausible explanation of the sources of these collocational
errors.

2. Literature Review
The present section tackles three central points. First, corpus as a new

orientation in second language research is discussed. The notion of collocation is
then defined along with researchers’ different classifications. This section ends
with the discussion of the factors that may influence students’ production of
collocation.

2.1 Defining Corpus
A corpus is defined as ‘a collection of naturally occuring examples of

language , consisting of anything from a few sentences to a set of written texts or
tape recordings, which have been collected for linguistics study’(Huntson, 2002
p 02). Form and purpose are two defining features of corpora, thus they can
be of the following types (ibid, pp 14-16):

1. Specialised Corpus: A corpus of texts of a particular type, such as
newspaper editorials, geography textbooks, academic articles in particular
subject, lectures, casual conversations, essays written by students...etc.

2. General Corpus : A corpus of texts of many types. It may include written
or spoken language, or both, and may include texts produced in one
country or many.

3. Comparable Corpus: Two (or more) corpora in different languages
(e.g. English and Spanish) or in different varities of a language (e.g.
Indian English and Canadian English).

4. Parallel Corpus: Two (or more) corpora in different languages, each
contaiining texts that have translated from one language into the other.
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5. Learner Corpus : A collection of texts —esays, for example-produced by
learners of a language.

6. Pedagogic Corpus: A corpus consisting of the language a learner has
been exposed to.

7. Historical or Diachronic Corpus: A corpus of texts from different
periods of time.

8. Monitor Corpus: A corpus designed to track current changes in a
language.

The fifth type is the focus of the present study. Granger (2009, pl4)
defined learner corpora as ‘‘electronic collections of foreign or second language
learner texts assembled according to explicit design criteria.”” The nature of the
language produced by learners compared to that of the native speaker necessiate
from the analyst of the above mentioned corpora more caution than that of native
corpora.

In addition, a corpus informs us more about how language is used than a
native speaker can. Thus, it is mandatory in language classes. Another important
element in corpus analysis is the use concordance programmes such as AntConc.
Huntson (2002, p 39) defined concordance as:

Program that searches a corpus for a selected word or
phrase and present every instance of that word or phrase in
the centre of the computer screen, with words that come
before and after it to the left and right. The selected word,
appearing in the centre of the screen, is known as the node
word.

Figure N°1 Screen Shot of best+tnoun Collocation

Ht  KWC File
2 traditional places it s considered as the best destination, In the North of Sahara and E10b
E190d
between the Cit-flled concert and The best place to relax and enjoy the scenery. E0T o
£06d

4 whenever | needed her she isthe best example of a good friend. What

18 drinking tea for them thi s the best time ever, It has such beautifu sights

AntConc programme will be used to extract the most frequent adjectives and
adjective-noun collocations in the corpus.
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2.2 Classification of Collocation
Collocation is a fundamental component for an idiomatic use of language.

Therefore, “The fewer collocations students are able to use, the more they have
to use longer expressions with much more grammaticalisation” (Lewis, 2000 p
16). The term colocation was first introduced by Plamer (1933), then Firth (1957)
elaborated it more. Different classifications of collocation were proposed by
researchers such Sinclair (1991), Benson et al (1997), Howarth (1998a), to name
but few.

To begin with, Sinclair (1991) classified collocations into: (1) the upward
collocations and (2) the downward collocations. Benson et al (1997) classified
collocations into: grammatical and lexical .The first category contains eight main
patterns while the second contains only seven patterns. Contrary to grammatical
collocations, lexical collocations do not contain function words such as
preposition and /or infinitive. Howarth (1998b) categorised collocations into : (a)
free collocations, (b) restricted collocations, (c) figurative idioms, and (d) pure
idioms. Moreover, Biskup(1992), Farghal & Obediedat (1995), Granger(1998),
and Howarth (1998b) claimed that restricted collocations is the most important
category to teach and/or learn. This pattern falls between free combinations and
pure idioms on the collocation continuum.

Based on the norm of collocational strength, Hill (2000, pp 63-64) divided
collocations into: (a) unique collocations, (b) strong collocations, (c) weak
collocations, and (d) medium strength collocations. He stressed that the forth
type i1s the ‘‘the most important for the classroom’. Medium strength
collocations are of supreme importance in “expanding learners’ mental lexicons”.

2.3 Factors Influencing Learners’ Production of Collocations

Huang (2001) stated that a handful of studies indentified several factors
that influence students’ production of collocation. The first factor concerns the
semantic field, meaning boundaries, and collocational restrictions of the lexicon
( Biskup, 1992 ; Lennon, 1996).These three aspects of the lexicon may ease or
complicate the process of collocation production for the students. The second
factor concerns L1 transfer both positive and negative.(Teliya et all,1998 &
Granger, 1998).Students tend to transfer collocations from their native language
into the second or foreign language they are learning. Such a process may sound
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strange depending on the similarities and differences between the two languages.
The third factor concerns individual learners’ collocational competence (Bahns
& Eldaw, 1993 ; Farghal & Obediedat, 1995 ; Granger, 1998, & Howarth, 1998).

3. Methodology
The corpus of the present study consists of 30 descriptive essays written

by second year licence students of English at Kasdi Merbah University of
Ouargla-Algeria as a classroom assignment. All gathered essays were then
converted into text plain format using AntFile Convertor 3.4.4 programme
(2014) for ease of computational processing. Titles and quotations were deleted,
if any. Howarth (1996) observes that learner writing, especially academic writing
is “adulterated”(p140). This feature, ‘adulterated’, is best explained in
Lesniewska’s (2006) words “the learner is likely to draw on a range of phrases
and expressions which occur in the sources used” (p 102). Table 1 below
summarises the collection and analysis procedures.

Table N°1. Collection and Analysis Procedures of the Corpus

Step Process

Step 1 Collection of the essays

Step 2 Coding the essays from E.O1 to E.30

Step 3 Deletion of the quotations

Step 4 Conversion of the essays into txt format(AntFile 2014)

Step 5 Automatic generation of frequency lists (AntConc
2014)

Step 6 Semi-manual extraction of lexical collocations in the
learner corpus

Step 7 Manual checking of the collocational structures in three
dictionaries (BBI Combinatory Dictionary/ Oxford
Collocation Dictionary/ Longman Collocations
Dictionary and Thesaurus)

Step 8 Automatic checking of collocations in British National
Corpus (BNC) and Louvain Corpus Native English
Essays (LOCNESS)
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Step 9 Experts’ judgement of the possible sources of
collocational errors
4. Results Analysis

Figure 2 shows the ten most frequent adjectives in the corpus. The
presence of these adjectives and their collocates and the absence of others can be
attributed to the influence of essays prompts, describing a place, a festival, and a
person in the present study, on students’ choice of words. Takac & Likac (2013,
p 390) argued that “different topics and genres of texts influence lexical choice-
which accounts for the presence or absence of lexical collocations.”

The high number of correct collocations (59%) in the corpus can be best
explained by Mahmoud’s argument (2005, pl121) “the correctly produced
colocations could have been acquired through exposure to the language or they
might have been positively transferred from Arabic”.The results showed that
75 % of the errors are collocator-based, 13% collocate-based, and 9% both
collocator and collocate. See figure 3. Examples 1, 2, and 3 show this,
respectively.

Figure N°2.Top Ten Frequent Adjectives in the Corpus

35 - M Traditonal
30 - Good
25 1 M Beautiful
20 1 ® Special
15 -
M Great
10 -
mOld
0 ; ; ; ; ; ; ; ; ; W Large
S P RS o H Important
U PN O NN
& & & m big

e.g.1. In Touggourt there is no racism where you find *great combination
of different kinds of people living together. (ideal combination)

e.g.2...., but women like to wear the *traditional clothes eg. " EImelhfa.
Elkoftan . Elfargani” while the bride mixes between the two. (traditional
dress)
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e.g3 ...... , and also *traditional places related to town edges to

remember their ancestors.  (historical landmarks)(&ds_G allae)

These errors can be attributted to : (a) 57% Negative transfer either from
Modern Standard Arabic (henceforth, MSA) or Non Standard Arabic
(henceforth, NSA), (b) 22% synonymy, and (c) 18% approximation strategy.
See figure 4. In the example 3, the student wrongly opted for the combination
*traditional places instead of the collocation historical landmarks.The latter

Figure N°3.Distribution of Types of Collocational Errors in the Corpus
Collocator & New

collocate
based error
9%
Collocate-

based error
13%

construction
3%

Collocator-
based error
75%

is undisputedly a transfer from Standard Arabic (&e ¢SWLi*) instead of ( allae
433, ,15), An other strategy that students tend to apply is synonym.In example 2,
the student chose the noun clothes instead of dress believing their are the same
while they are not. L1 transfer occurs in learners’ production of restricted
collocations due to their presumption that there exists a one-to-one
correspodance between L1 and L2. A worth discussing finding is that students
transfer not only from MSA, but also NSA. Such finding supports Mahmoud’s
(2005, p122) statement “In the case of Arabic-speaking students, there are two
varieties of Arabic from which they can transfer : Modern Standard Arabic
(MSA) and Non-Standard Arabic (NSA)”. Example 4 below shows this clearly.

e.g.4 Also , we bring a special chef* to cook the food and men who do

everything except "the cleaning "(=njibou tabakh khas )

In addition to all of what is discussed above, one of the potential sources of
collocational errors is the incomplete knowledge of collocation in L1 which
possibly lead to an error in L2 collocation production.
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Figure N° 4. Distribution of Sources of Collocational Errors in the Corpus

Approximatio coinage

n 3%
18%
‘ Negative
Transfer
57%

5. CONCLUSION
To sum up, the present study investigated the use of adjective-noun

collocations in 30 descriptive essays by Algerian students of English. The results
showed that, although the students are able to produce correct collocational
structures, they produce erroneous ones too. These errors can be due to the
negative influence of native tongue along with other strategies such synonym
approximation. This study recommends raising students’ awareness of
collocations in writing classes. Furthermore, teachers of written expression and
comprehension course should integrate corpora into their classes when teaching
collocations. The latter can be done through corpus —based activities.
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