
 

 

Some pages of this thesis may have been removed for copyright restrictions. 

If you have discovered material in Aston Research Explorer which is unlawful e.g. breaches 
copyright, (either yours or that of a third party) or any other law, including but not limited to 
those relating to patent, trademark, confidentiality, data protection, obscenity, defamation, 
libel, then please read our Takedown policy and contact the service immediately 
(openaccess@aston.ac.uk) 

http://www.aston.ac.uk/library/additional-information-for/aston-authors/aston-research-explorer/takedown-policy/


! 1! !
!
 

 

An Action Research Study with Low Proficiency Learners in Japan to Promote the 

Learning of Vocabulary through Collocations 

 

 

 

 

 

Joshua Brook Antle 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

Aston University 

October, 2014 

 

 

 

Joshua Brook Antle, 2014 

Joshua Brook Antle asserts his moral right to be identified as the author of this thesis. 

 

 

 

 

This copy of the thesis has been supplied on condition that anyone who consults it is 
understood to recognise that its copyright rests with its author and that no quotation from the 
thesis and no information derived from it may be published without appropriate permission or 

acknowledgement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



! 2! !
!
Thesis Summary  
Aston University 
An Action Research Study with Low Proficiency Learners in Japan to Promote the Learning 
of Vocabulary through Collocations 
Joshua Brook Antle 
Doctor of Philosophy 
2014 
 
This action research (AR) study explores an alternative approach to vocabulary instruction 
for low-proficiency university students: a change from targeting individual words from the 
general service list (West, 1953) to targeting frequent verb + noun collocations. A review of 
the literature indicated a focus on collocations instead of individual words could potentially 
address the students’ productive challenges with targeted vocabulary. 
 Over the course of four reflective cycles, this thesis addresses three main aspects of 
collocation instruction.  First, it examines if the students believe studying collocations is more 
useful than studying individual lexical items.  Second, the thesis investigates whether a focus 
on collocations will lead to improvements in spoken fluency.  This is tested through a 
comparison of a pre-intervention spoken assessment task with the findings from the same 
task completed 15 weeks later, after the intervention.  Third, the thesis explores different 
procedures for the instructing of collocations under the classroom constraints of a university 
teaching context.    
 In the first of the four reflective cycles, data is collected which indicates that the 
students believe a focus on collocations is superior to only teaching individual lexical items, 
that in the students’ opinion their productive abilities with the targeted structures has 
improved, and that delexicalized verb collocations are problematic for low-proficiency 
students.  Reflective cycle two produces evidence indicating that productive tasks are 
superior to receptive tasks for fluency development.  In reflective cycle three, productively 
challenging classroom tasks are investigated further and the findings indicate that tasks with 
higher productive demands result in greater improvements in spoken fluency.  The fourth 
reflective cycle uses a different type of collocation list: frequent adjective + noun collocations.  
Despite this change, the findings remain consistent in that certain types of collocations are 
problematic for low-proficiency language learners and that the evidence shows productive 
tasks are necessary to improve the students’ spoken ability. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Motivation for the Study 

The inspiration for this study came after two semesters of teaching words from West’s (1953) 

General Service List (GSL) to low-proficiency university students in Japan. I had first been 

exposed to the GSL during my masters course and had thought at the time that it would be 

an invaluable tool for English language instruction.  It seemed manageable in terms of 

quantity, yet it represented a considerable portion of the individual words which are 

commonly used in English.  However, despite devoting a considerable amount of class and 

homework time to a vocabulary component of a communicative English class, the students’ 

productive abilities in the taught words did not seem to improve as much as expected.  The 

students themselves confirmed this impression in informal follow-up discussions.  They felt 

they understood the words that were covered but were unable to use them.  

The lack of productive ability in the target vocabulary presented a problem: it was 

hard to justify the inclusion of this component of the classes if the students did not improve 

their active vocabularies, and extending it was not possible because there was not enough 

class time available.  Therefore, adding more productive activities involving the target words 

was not an option.  The option of abandoning this section of the class was also quickly 

dismissed because it was clear the students’ limited vocabulary was hindering their ability to 

communicate.  A new approach was needed that would improve the students’ spoken 

fluency while not placing unreasonable demands on class time.   Because I was a classroom 

teacher searching for new ways to improve, it seemed valuable to engage in a form of 

practitioner action research that would allow me to address this shortcoming in my teaching 

within the constraints of my classes.  According to the literature reviewed, a focus on 

teaching collocations as opposed to individual words seemed to be a way to address the 

shortcomings referred to above.  However, the literature presents a series of proposals for 

practice rather than evidence-based claims supported by current research.  In fact, there is a 

surprisingly small number of studies that has addressed ways of teaching collocations in the 

classroom.  Collocation research has been the domain of corpus linguists with results being 

of a statistical nature. 

Before deciding to target collocations, I also considered several alternatives for the 

vocabulary component of my classes.  The most promising of these alternatives was a theme 

based approach in which the students would engage in speaking tasks designed around a 

specific topic or situation.  Prior to the speaking tasks, the students would study a collection 

of individual words useful when discussing the given theme.  For example, I would have 

given a word list consisting of words such as ‘matinee’, ‘aisle’, and ‘concession’ for a theme 

about movie theaters.  I thought the positive attributes of this approach would be my ability to 

target themes of high interest for the students and my ability to design speaking exercises to 
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elicit these words.  I also believed this approach would have been easily incorporated into my 

classes despite the time constraints I previously described.  However, targeting collocations 

had two advantages.  First, a collocation represents a larger portion of an utterance than an 

individual word.  I felt that if the students were to learn a verb + noun chunk of language, they 

would be more capable of productively using this structure than by only learning an individual 

word.  Secondly, I felt if I compiled word lists around a particular theme, I would not be able 

to account for frequency to the same degree as I had in my GSL instruction.  Based upon the 

literature I reviewed at this time and my own impressions of vocabulary acquisition, I felt a 

collocation focus was the best option for improving the students’ spoken abilities with 

targeted vocabulary. 

If collocation teaching is to play a greater role in language classrooms, the 

pedagogical exploration of classroom approaches needs to be a focus of research (or 

highlighted in research studies).  This current research is intended to be a step in that 

direction. 

 

1.2 Rationale for Using Action Research 

Action research (AR) was chosen as a methodology for this study partly because of its close 

relationship to the classroom and its goals of investigating areas of practical and immediate 

practitioner concern.  The justification for using AR will be explained in greater detail in the 

methodology chapter (Chapter four), but the main reason it was chosen as a methodological 

approach is the desire to produce practical knowledge which will be of pedagogical value.  I 

aim to build upon the work done in previous studies and investigate gaps in current 

knowledge.   

 

1.3 Orientation to Previous Research 

This study will build upon the work done by other researchers of collocation, as well as 

investigating proposals proclaiming the benefits of a classroom collocation focus, that to this 

point in time, have not had enough empirical evidence for support.  Previous collocation 

studies have focused on advanced level students (Eyckmans, 2009; Jiang, 2009, Komuro, 

2009; Nesselhauf, 2003; Revier, 2009) whereas the student population being investigated for 

this study is low-proficiency university students.  

 In one of the few studies researching low-proficiency students, Webb and Kagimoto 

(2009) found that for low-level learners receptive tasks were more beneficial than productive 

tasks in regard to studying collocations. The researchers gave several possible reasons why 

the students in the receptive group outperformed the productive group (such as the added 

learning burden of the productive tasks decreasing the amount of time the students could 

focus on the collocations), but more research could provide further insight.  Researching 
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productive and receptive tasks for language acquisition has clear pedagogical implications.  

This study aims to build upon these findings by including both productive and receptive 

approaches. 

 A great deal of the literature about collocations suggests that by focusing on 

collocation instruction teachers can help the students’ spoken and written fluency (Hill, 2000; 

Hill, Michael Lewis, & Morgan Lewis, 2000; M. Lewis, 1994; Michael Lewis, 2000; Morgan 

Lewis, 2000). It is easy to see the rationale behind this belief. By helping students recognize 

and use larger chunks of language, they may be able to produce spoken language more 

effectively. Native speakers string together chunks of language that are stored as individual 

items in the mental lexicon (Hill, 2000; Michael Lewis, 2000). This allows speakers to 

produce language quickly. It also allows the listener to understand this quickly spoken 

language because they are more able to accurately predict what the speaker will say.  By 

using the data collected from initial and post intervention speaking assessments, this study, 

to the best of my knowledge, will be the first to investigate explicit collocation instruction in 

regard to spoken fluency for low-proficiency language learners.  

 This study will also explore student perceptions of studying collocations. Given the 

nature of AR, where the variables in student progress are not controlled and could be the 

result of other influences, it is difficult to accurately measure vocabulary acquisition. For this 

reason, data regarding student perceptions was also collected. This data was both 

quantitative and qualitative. This study builds upon the research done by others and adopts 

some of the approaches they recommend such as the use of questionnaire to collect data 

about productive use of collocations and the employment of AR methodology.  Nesi (2009) 

also states the importance of including questionnaire data for AR studies. 

 

1.4 The Structure of the Thesis 

This section gives an overview of how the thesis will be presented in the following chapters.  

Chapter two is a literature review of collocations from a cognitive perspective.  Initially, 

various definitions for the term ‘collocation’ will be given along with a description of how 

these representations have influenced research to date.  Collocations’ role in the cognitive 

process of producing fluent speech will then be detailed for both children learning their first 

language and adults learning a second language for whom collocations are problematic.  

This chapter will conclude with a description of corpora programs and their pedagogical 

value. 

 The second half of the literature review, which is presented in Chapter three, will 

introduce the research to date focusing on the classroom implications of collocations.  The 

debate on English as a lingua franca will be discussed from the viewpoint of low-proficiency 

language learners and use of collocations.  The discussion will then shift towards fluency and 
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the productive use of collocations.  Chapter three will close with an examination of the 

research to date in regard to the teaching of collocations. 

 Chapter four is the methodology section of the thesis. In this chapter, I will describe 

AR by explaining the qualities of this methodology which make it particularly suitable for this 

investigation.  I will also introduce the participants and the research context in this chapter.  

The EFL research context was used largely because this is the context in which I teach. 

However, I feel it is appropriate given the fact the original weakness in my approach to 

vocabulary instruction originated from this teaching context and by conducting the study 

within an EFL setting the findings will likely have practical value.  The data collection tools 

which will be used throughout the study will also be described and justified for their 

appropriateness to elicit data to address the research questions.   Additionally, the process 

used for analyzing the qualitative data will be exemplified. 

 The following two chapters, Chapters five and six, present the findings from the four 

reflective cycles.  In Chapter five the first reflective cycle is presented.  This cycle focused on 

the learners’ responses to the change in instructional focus from individual lexical items to 

collocations.  The second reflective cycle is also described in this chapter, and this cycle 

focuses on the merits of productive and receptive tasks for the instruction of collocations. 

 Chapter six presents the findings from reflective cycles three and four.  The third 

reflective cycle further investigates productive tasks for collocation instruction while reflective 

cycle four adds robustness to the study by looking at a different type of collocation.  The four 

cycles are presented in chronological order and represent two years of data collection. 

 The final chapter analyzes the findings from the perspective of current views on 

collocation within the field of second language instruction.  The findings will be compared 

with established theory in vocabulary acquisition.  Furthermore, the implications of this study 

for vocabulary instruction and second language teacher education will be explored.  This 

chapter will also include a personal description of the process of conducting an action 

research study, in addition to describing some limitations of the findings and a possible future 

research agenda. 

 

1.5 Research Context 

The participants who took part in this study will be introduced in more detail in Chapter four.  

However, it is helpful to initially consider the research context in order to grasp the decisions 

which were made in regard to the research design and goals. 

 This AR study was undertaken over the course of three years.  The first two years of 

the study took place at a private university in Japan while the third year took place at a public 

education university in Japan.  The data collection and intervention was administered during 

the participants’ English communication classes which meet for one 90 minute class per 
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week for 15 weeks.  Despite the differences in the two universities, the research conditions 

were similar in regard to the learners’ English proficiency level, the students’ motivation, and 

the number of students per class.  Furthermore, I used the same curriculum for the 

communication classes at both universities, so I believe there will be little disruption in terms 

of data collection and analysis.  

 The intervention in my teaching practice (a change from individual GSL items to 

collocations) took place during the last 15 minutes of each lesson.  The prior 75 minutes of 

class time were largely spend on speaking tasks and listening activities.  The main goal of 

the class was to improve the students’ oral communication skills and confidence in using 

English by engaging them in speaking activities.  I structured these classes based upon 

Nation’s (2001) ‘The Four Strands’ in which class time is equally divided between meaning-

focused input, meaning-focused output, language-focused learning, and fluency practice.  

The intervention treatment for this study mostly represents the language-focused learning 

strand, but as with the first 75 minutes of these classes, some activities can also involve 

aspects associated with the other strands.  For example, vocabulary instruction was not 

limited to the teaching of collocations during the final 15 minutes of my communication 

classes.  While the framework for my lessons stated that the first 75 minutes of the classes 

were dedicated to communicative activities, vocabulary, including individual words, was also 

taught when it naturally occurred during a lesson or if I felt it would aid the student in 

completing an activity normally associated with one of the other three strands. 

 The materials used during the first 75 minutes of the class did not expose the 

students to the targeted collocations.  Each lesson was designed around a general theme or 

grammatical structure such as ‘jobs’, ‘present perfect’, or ‘comparatives’.  However, within 

each lesson, the students had many opportunities to use English freely in conversations with 

a partner or small group.  For example, the lessons often started with a five-minute small talk 

activity in which the students were free to discuss several given topics such as ‘weather’, 

‘sports’, ‘music’ and ‘restaurants’.  It is possible the students used the targeted collocations 

during these communicative activities. 

Similar to the GSL vocabulary tasks described in section 1.1, the collocation 

exercises were presented to the students as part of their normal course work.  Given the 

curriculum and class time constraints, it was not possible to dedicate more time to this 

component of my lessons.  However, I believe by conducting the research within the 

limitations of an actual communicative English course the findings are of practical value to 

language instructors. 

 

1.6 Preview of the Four Reflective Cycles 
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As described in the previous section, this investigation took place over the course of three 

years, and four reflective cycles were necessary to address the research questions.  The 

justification for each reflective cycle was based upon the previous cycle’s findings as 

opposed to a needs analysis.  This preview is included to give the reader an initial idea of the 

research goals and a better understanding of the direction of the research.  

 

1.6.1 Preview of reflective cycle one. 

The first reflective cycle is smaller in scale than subsequent cycles.  The research goals, 

which are outlined in Chapter five, focus on the students’ perceptions of a switch from a 

classroom focus on individual lexical items to collocations.  The research questions for this 

cycle were as follows: 

1. What are low-proficiency Japanese university students’ responses to studying 

collocations?  

2. Will the students feel capable of using the collocations in conversation? 

3. In the students’ opinion, is the productive task of writing sentences helpful? 

4. From the students’ perspective, how many collocations should be targeted each 

week? 

The rationale behind this initial research design was to collect data which would justify the 

change in my classroom practice and to trial a procedure for introducing and teaching 

collocations to the students.  All of the targeted collocations were composed of frequent 

words from the GSL at least one of which was a verb.  This type of collocation was chosen 

because I felt the students would be more able to produce utterances using these structures 

as opposed to a different type of collocation, such as adjective plus noun collocations.  This 

cycle was exploratory and its main purpose was to provide direction for the overall 

investigation. 

 

1.6.2 Preview of reflective cycle two. 

The second reflective cycle, including research questions, is also described in Chapter five.  

The knowledge gained from the first reflective cycle influenced the research design for this 

cycle in three ways.  First of all, based upon the difficulties my students had in using the 

delexicalized verb collocations from the initial collocation list, I decided to narrow my teaching 

focus to these structures.  A review of the literature showed collocations containing 

delexicalized verbs are common sources of error for students (Chan & Liou, 2005; Nation, 

2001; Nesselhauf, 2005).  For these collocations, the meaning is usually carried in the noun 

component (eg. have a shower), so language learners often use the incorrect verb (eg. get a 

shower). The Chan and Liou study (2005) found that Chinese language learners made 

greater improvements for these types of collocations than for synonymous verbs, hypernymy 
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verbs (Y is a hypernym of X if every X is a (kind of) Y; for example, ‘create’ and ‘compose’), 

and troponymy verbs (the verb Y is a troponym of the verb X if the activity Y is doing X in 

some manner; for example, ‘break’ and ‘damage’). For these reasons, I have chosen to 

target collocations containing delexicalized verbs for the participants in this reflective cycle. 

 The second change in design was an investigation into both receptive and productive 

tasks for teaching collocations.  In reflective cycle one, the students wrote sentences 

containing the targeted collocations.  However, this approach was not plausible given the 

greater number of students in this cycle.  The students were divided into two groups 

(receptive and productive) and given tasks which could be completed in the final 15 minutes 

of class.  The intervention for this cycle did not include the communicative activities present 

in subsequent reflective cycles. 

 The final change is the inclusion of a spoken assessment.  In reflective cycle one, the 

students had a positive impression of the collocation activities and believed their productive 

abilities had improved.  However, I believed it is important to ascertain if the students’ 

perceived improvement was an actuality.  The spoken assessment provided a quantitative 

measurement for spoken fluency. 

 

1.6.3 Preview of reflective cycle three. 

The third reflective cycle is described in Chapter six.  Based upon the findings from reflective 

cycle two, I altered the procedure for both introducing and further exposing the students to 

the targeted collocations.  Similar to cycle two, delexicalized verb collocations were targeted 

and a spoken assessment was administered.  However, because of the findings from the 

previous cycles, I used tasks which were highly productively challenging.  I believed these 

tasks could be administered within the allotted class time and would result in a greater 

improvement in spoken fluency. 

 

1.6.4 Preview of reflective cycle four. 

The final reflective cycle is also described in Chapter six.  This cycle was included in the 

investigation to add robustness to the findings by investigating a different type of structure: 

frequent adjective plus noun collocations.  The procedure that was used is similar to the third 

cycle with the exception of the different language target; however, a spoken assessment was 

not administered as the main focus of this cycle was to determine the students’ impressions 

of the change from targeting delexicalized verb collocations to frequent adjective plus noun 

collocations.  

 

1.7 Summary of Chapter One 
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This chapter describes the initial motivation for my investigation.  Additionally, the 

methodology, AR, is introduced, and a brief description of the expected contributions of the 

research is given.  The structure of the thesis is then presented in the next section, which is 

followed by an introduction into the research context.  Finally, a brief preview of the four 

reflective cycles is included to give the reader an idea of the research direction this study will 

take. The next chapter introduces the relevant literature which was influential on this study. 
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Chapter 2: Collocations, Units of Meaning and Formulaic Language: A Literature 
Review 

2.1 Introduction 

Chapter two begins with a discussion about what the term ‘collocation’ means.  This 

definition is important because it influences what language structures are considered to be 

collocations in different studies.  Collocations have been widely researched, and as a result 

researchers have attributed different characteristics to the term ‘collocation’ depending on 

their specific field of research.  However, it is possible to categorize the various definitions 

into two general groups: statistical and phraseological.  Researchers using a statistical 

definition tend to be corpus linguists who emphasize frequency as a trait of collocations.  

Other researchers use a phraseological definition which, while still acknowledging the 

importance of frequency, also accentuates other characteristics such as semantics, syntax, 

and the mental lexicon. 

 In section 2.3 the discussion focuses on the cognitive process involved in using 

collocations to produce speech.  Language acquisition involves the storage of collocations in 

the mental lexicon, and producing fluent speech requires the quick retrieval of collocations 

from the mental lexicon.  The differences and similarities between how children acquire their 

L1 and adults acquire an L2 will be discussed in regard to language acquisition and 

collocation usage.  The discussion will then focus on the problems L2 adults face when 

acquiring collocational competence and the relevant studies in this area. 

 Section 2.4 will focus on corpus programs and how they can be used to further 

collocation research and teaching.  Various corpora programs will be compared and 

contrasted.  The research done using corpora programs has also been used to distinguish 

between the two main groups of definitions for the term ‘collocation’ which will be described 

in section 2.2: statistical and phraseological.  In addition, studies using a corpus and 

proposals for how a corpus can be of pedagogical value will be presented along with the 

common criticisms of corpus research.  The conclusion for Chapter two will orient the 

information from the preceding sections towards the research being undertaken in my study. 

 

2.2 What is a Collocation? 

‘Collocation’ is one of many terms in the field of Applied Linguistics that lacks a clear and 

precise definition. It is useful to consider a number of different definitions presented from 

different theoretical viewpoints. 

A common approach is to research the phenomenon of collocation from a statistical 

perspective, which is by using a large corpus, such as the British National Corpus (BNC), 

and searching for word combinations which occur frequently together.  Following this 

approach, Durrant states that “collocations are sets of two or more words which appear 
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together more frequently than their individual frequencies would lead us to expect” (2009, p. 

158).  Corpus linguists, such as Hoey (2005), Sinclair (1991), and Stubbs (1995) view 

collocations in a similar way.  This view is also consistent with how Carter (1987), 

Krishnamurthy (2006), Lewis (1994), Shin and Nation (2008), and Webb and Kagimoto 

(2009) perceive the phenomenon of collocation.   

Other definitions of ‘collocation’, which will be discussed in the following paragraphs, 

have deemphasized grammatical collocations and collocations where the meaning is easily 

understood from the individual lexical components.  While both the Durrant (2009) and Shin 

and Nation (2008) studies (described in the following section) were valuable from a 

frequency perspective, they have been criticized from the standpoint of their pragmatic 

limitations.  As Hill points out “Frequency alone should not be the over-riding 

parameter…Another item may be highly frequent in native speaker English but may be 

unsuitable for learners” (2000, p. 65).  Shin and Nation (2008) themselves state that: 

Although frequency in the language is an important criterion for selecting what to 
focus on, it is only one of several important criteria like learner need, range of use (for 
example in both spoken and written use), difficulty, teachability, and suitability for the 
age and background of the learners. (p. 345 - 346) 
 
Another set of definitions of collocation is not characterized by statistical frequency, 

but illustrates how collocations are stored in the mental lexicon.  Sinclair defines collocations 

as ‘‘semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute single choices for the speaker” (1987, 

p.320).  Wray (2000) includes the point that collocations are single choices in her definition.  

She defines a formulaic sequence as follows: 

A sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other meaning elements, which 
is, or appears to be, prefabricated: that is, stored and retrieved whole from memory at 
the time of use, rather than being subject to generation or analysis by the language 
grammar. (p. 465) 
 

Wray chooses to use the term ‘formulaic sequence’ which includes a variety of multi-word 

units including terms such as idioms, chunks of language, and collocations.     

Acceptability of word combinations is also addressed in the definitions of collocation.  

Celce-Murcia (1991) defines collocations as lexical items that co-occur, and can differ in 

frequency or acceptability.  An additional definition, relevant to acceptability, is provided by 

Dzierzanowska (as cited in Martyńska, 2004): “Words that make up a collocation do not 

combine with each other at random.  Collocation cannot be invented by a second language 

user.  Native speakers use them instinctively” (p. 4).   

The final group of terms that will be introduced here adds the requirement that 

semantics and word type should be considered when determining what qualifies as a 

collocation. Nesselhauf recommends to “use a phraseological rather than a frequency based 

definition.  This definition denotes a type of word combination rather than a co-occurrence of 
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words in a certain span” (2003, p.224).  Teubert adds the following to previous definitions, 

“[Collocations] have to have a meaning of their own, a meaning that is not obvious from the 

meaning of the parts they are composed of” (2004, p.173). 

To summarize, previous definitions have emphasized the following characteristics of 

a collocation:  

! words which frequently co-occur  

! semi-preconstructed phrases representing single choices for a speaker  

! word combinations differing in acceptability  

! a certain type of word combination (verb + noun) 

! semantics (having a meaning of their own) 

The pedagogical importance of each of these characteristics will be discussed in greater 

detail throughout this paper. 

The wide range of definitions in linguistic research illustrates how many approaches 

to analysis are available under the umbrella of ‘collocations’.  Having a common definition of 

a linguistic term might not be realistic or necessary.  However, researchers need to clearly 

state the definition of ‘collocation’ that will be used for their research.   

In relation to this point it is possible to present the initial definition of a phraseological 

collocation used in this study: 

a set of two or more words that frequently occur together, that represent a single 

choice in a native speaker’s mental lexicon, and whose meaning cannot be easily 

determined by the individual words themselves.   

As the research proceeded, the final collocation list used for this study included several other 

parameters that will be discussed later in this chapter.   

 

2.2.1 Previous collocation lists. 

Durrant (2009) and Shin and Nation (2008) have used the type of definition presented above as 

the basis for creating collocation lists. While creating a list of target collocations was not the 

primary purpose of this investigation, it was necessary to compile a collection of useful 

collocations at an appropriate level for the learners in this study, so that they could be used 

during class instruction.  The two studies described below were influential in establishing criteria 

for inclusion of a collocation in the lists I used.  Durrant (2009) created a list for English for 

Academic Purposes (EAP) while Shin and Nation (2008) focused on the highest frequency 

collocations in spoken English.  

 

2.2.1.1 Durrant’s EAP collocation list. 

Durrant’s study (2009) produced a list of 1000 two-word collocations. Durrant’s aim was to 

produce a list of highly frequent EAP collocations that could be used as a pedagogical tool. It is 
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intended to be a pedagogically-manageable body of learning to which learners should pay 

special attention. 

 The corpus used to compile this list was created by collecting five million words from five 

different faculties (Life sciences, Science and Engineering, Social-Psychological, Social-

Administrative, and Arts and Humanities). Durrant used a four-word span, which means that 

there had to be a co-occurrence of the individual lexical items within four words to qualify. He 

characterized academic collocations as those pairs which appear significantly more frequently in 

academic than in non-academic texts. This disparity was calculated by comparing the total 

frequency of collocations in the academic corpus with their frequency in an 85 million-word 

subsection of the British National Corpus (BNC), comprising only non-academic texts. Each 

collocation had to appear at least once per million words in each of the five parts of the corpus. 

Collocations were removed if: (1) they included an acronym or abbreviation, a proper name, an 

article, or a number or ordinal other than one and first; (2) the collocation corresponded to a 

single Latin word (e.g. ad hoc, per cent); (3) the majority of their occurrences appeared to be in 

writing outside the main text of the articles, for example, in bibliographies, copyright information, 

or acknowledgements.  

The resulting list had 763 collocations which were ‘grammatical’: meaning that one of the 

words was non-lexical (prepositions, determiners, modal verbs etc.). Durrant justified including 

these collocations by stating “One benefit to learners of a listing of high-frequency grammatical 

collocations is that the most typical versions of the patterns they need, and the most typical 

patterns of the words they need, can be brought to their attention” (2009, p.163). However, in this 

respect, Wollard (2000) believes it is better to restrict the use of the term ‘collocation’ to 

relationships between nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. 

 One interesting finding was a lack of overlap between this collocation list and the items 

on the Academic Word List (AWL), developed by Coxhead (2000). Of the 1000 collocations on 

Durrant’s collocation list, only 425 include an item from the AWL. Durrant argues that this lack of 

overlap indicates a shortcoming of traditional approaches to identifying academic vocabulary, 

rather than a weakness of his list. To explain Durrant’s point further, the AWL excludes items 

which are on West’s (1953) General Service List on the grounds that students of EAP are likely 

already to have mastered these items. Durrant believes the strategy of eliminating all high-

frequency words from academic word lists therefore seems suspect: many items which are 

excluded by this strategy may be of considerable importance for learners of EAP.  

Durrant concedes two weaknesses of his collocation list. First, he acknowledges that 

by limiting his search to two-word collocations, he is likely missing many valuable 

collocations of three or more words. Secondly, this analysis looked only at the forms, as 

opposed to the functions of the collocations. Therefore, while the collocations appeared at 

least five times in each part of the corpus, it is not clear that all disciplines use them in the 
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same way. However, analysis of the use of collocations would need to be undertaken 

manually and would be a labour-intensive task.  

 

2.2.1.2 Shin and Nation’s collocation list for spoken English. 

The Shin and Nation (2008) study determined the most frequent collocations in spoken English 

based upon the spoken section of the British National Corpus (BNC). For Shin and Nation’s 

study, collocation refers to a group of two or more words occurring together with each collocation 

having two parts: a pivot word and its collocate(s). The pivot word is the focal point of the 

collocation. For example, in the collocations ‘high school’, ‘high court’, and ‘too high’, ‘high’ is the 

pivot word and ‘school’, ‘court’ and ‘too’ are the collocates. Shin and Nation investigated the 

1000 most frequent word types from the spoken section of the BNC as pivot words. They used 

six criteria to find collocations in the corpus:  

• Each pivot word was a word type rather than a word family. Therefore, ‘books’ and ‘book’ 

were treated separately. 

• Only nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs were considered as pivot words. 

• Each pivot word had to be in the first 1000 words in the spoken word frequency list by 

Leech, Rayson and Wilson (2001).  

• Each collocation had to occur at least thirty times within ten-million running words in the 

BNC spoken corpus. 

• Each collocation should not cross an immediate constituent boundary. For example, ‘I 

saw you at that place’ has five immediate collocational constituents: ‘I saw you at that 

place’, ‘saw you at that place’,’saw you’, ‘at that place’, and ‘that place’. ‘You at that place’ 

does not meet this criterion. 

• Different senses of collocations with the same words and word forms were considered 

different. For example, ‘looking up’ can mean ‘to improve’ or ‘to search’. These were 

counted separately. (pp. 342-343) 

The final list contained 4698 collocations indicating there are a large number of grammatically 

well-formed high frequency collocations. The list also showed that pivot words that are more 

frequent have a greater number of collocates. The first 100 pivot words have an average of 20.5 

collocations, while the second 100 words have 8.4. Additionally, two-word collocations account 

for 77% of the total list. 

 This collocation list was originally designed for elementary learners of English. 

Considering the target learners, Shin and Nation concede several weaknesses of their list from a 

pedagogical perspective. First, many collocations are strongly colloquial and may not be suitable 

for explicit instruction. Secondly, frequency is just one of several criteria that should be 

considered when deciding on what to focus, such as learner need, range of use (spoken and 

written use), difficulty, teachability, and suitability for the age and background of the learners. 
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Finally, greetings such as ‘good morning’ and ‘how are you?’ do not appear within the 100 most 

frequent collocations which indicates frequency alone should not dictate what language to target. 

 

2.3 How Collocations are Represented in the Mental Lexicon 

In this section, collocations, and more generally ‘formulaic sequences’, are described in 

relation to the mental lexicon.  This section is divided into several parts: how formulaic 

sequences evolve into developed speech, collocations in the mental lexicon, the cognitive 

processing involved in speech, collocations in children and L2 adults, problems L2 learners 

face in regard to collocations and formulaic sequences, and relevant studies. 

 

2.3.1 How formulaic sequences evolve into developed speech. 

As explained in the previous section (2.2) ‘collocation’ has been defined in many ways and 

used to refer to different aspects of language.  For the purposes of this study, the 

characteristics associated with ‘formulaic sequence’ will also be ascribed to ‘collocation’ 

following Wray (2009), who states that features attributed to formulaic knowledge can be 

attributed to collocations as well.  

 A collocation’s meaning is often described as being more than the sum of the 

meanings of the individual words.  In earlier studies of collocation, Firth (1957) stated that 

individual words did not have individual core meanings.  He believed that collocation 

established part of the meaning of a word.  Sinclair (1987) proposed two possibilities for how 

meaning is produced: the open-choice principle and the idiom principle. The open-choice 

principle sees language as a series of complex choices of individual lexical items (grammar 

defines how they can be used).  The idiom principle claims the language user has a large 

number of chunks of language available.  These chunks represent single choices for the 

user.  Sinclair proposed that the idiom principle takes precedent over the open-choice 

principle (collocational restrictions constrain what words are used in combination).  More 

recently this argument was reinforced by Wolter (2009) who emphasized how truly knowing a 

word involves more than simply understanding its semantic meaning. 

 For Halliday (1966), collocations are examples of word combinations; he maintains 

that collocation cuts across grammar boundaries. For instance, ‘he argued strongly’ and ‘the 

strength of his argument’ are grammatical transformations of the initial collocation ‘strong 

argument’. A common pattern for language acquisition is that learners initially use many 

unanalyzed chunks of language depending on the situation. This language use proceeds to 

rule forming processes i.e. grammar (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992). . 

 In the process of language acquisition, multiword units are stored and retrieved as 

holistic units in the mental lexicon (Schmitt & Underwood, 2004; Wray, 2004).  Lin & Adolphs 

(2009) state that “Multiword units are believed to be building blocks of fluent speech” (p.36).  
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Collocational competence is crucial in developing communicative competence.  It allows 

learners to develop new language skills and produce creative utterances. 

 

2.3.2 Collocations in the mental lexicon.  

The mental lexicon is thought to include more than just individual lexical items (Nattinger & 

DeCarrico, 1992), but to involve entire phrases as well as individual lexical items.  Entire 

phrases range from individual lexical items which can be combined and subjected to 

grammatical rules that are very flexible and general (for example, ‘He is very tall’) to fixed 

phases that are inflexible and specific (for example, ‘Raining cats and dogs’).  A formulaic 

sequence can be thought of as being glued together and stored as a single item (Wray, 

2000).  It is often originally learned as one whole unit.  Additionally, formulaic sequences can 

be created from individual lexical items using grammar.  An example of this is ‘foreseeable 

future’.  This noun phrase follows the rules of grammar (adjective + noun) but is more likely 

to have been acquired and to be used as a chunk of language as opposed to being 

generated through grammatical rules given the high probability the adjective ‘foreseeable’ is 

followed by the noun ‘future’.  Peters (1983) called this process ‘fusion’.   

 For many researchers (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; M. Lewis, 2008; Nesselhauf, 2003) 

collocation refers to a habitual combination of words.  For example, ‘do’ can be used to 

collocate with ‘laundry’, and ‘make’ to collocate with ‘a case’ but not the other way around.  

Liu (2010) believes that habitual combination is a fruitful area for research because of its 

pedagogical value.  Knowing collocations requires an understanding of how individual words 

function together.  Wolter (2009) uses the term ‘collocational productivity’ to describe how 

easily a word can have relationships with other words.  High productivity words (e.g. high, 

powerful) can have relationships with a wide variety of other words, whereas low productivity 

words (e.g. moot, kindred) can have relationships with a limited number of words.  Another 

useful categorization of collocations was made by O’Dell & McCarthy (2008).  They see 

collocation as being either ‘fixed’, ‘strong’, or ‘weak’.  A ‘fixed’ collocation does not vary in 

structure (e.g. raining cats and dogs), while a ‘weak’ collocation (e.g. strong argument) often 

varies in structure as described in section 2.3.1.  ‘Strong’ collocations can vary but to a 

limited degree. 

 In addition to considering the ‘strength’ of collocations, researchers have debated 

whether collocations are arbitrary.  Benson (1989) argued that collocations are arbitrary by 

using a cross-linguistic perspective (comparing corresponding collocations in different 

languages).  Smadja and McKeown (1991) also state that collocations are arbitrary based on 

their syntactic and semantic abnormality (the example given is that ‘strong’ and ‘powerful’ are 

both adjectives and both have similar meanings but they cannot be used interchangeably).  

They state “A collocation is arbitrary because it cannot be predicted by syntactic or semantic 
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rules” (p. 230).  This supports the notion that collocations are units of meaning as opposed to 

the overall meaning being a sum of the individual parts (words).  Liu (2010) expands on this 

point by describing collocations as being ‘unmotivated’ because there is no clear reason for 

the selection of words in a collocation being based on the meanings.  Liu’s (2010) study did, 

however, produce evidence that collocations might not be as arbitrary as initially suspected.  

This study will be described in section 2.3.6. 

 The notion of collocations being arbitrary is evidence that they are stored as 

individual items in the mental lexicon.  Another form of evidence to support this view of 

collocations is derived from analyzing the phonological aspects of speech.  Phonological 

coherence (pauses and intonation) should show if phraseological units are processed as 

holistic entities (Lin & Adolphs, 2009).  Phonological coherence is based on two criteria: it is 

always produced fluently as a unit with an unbroken intonation contour and there is an 

absence of hesitations (Peters, 1983).  Phrasological units that are full clauses may have 

boundaries that also match the intonational boundaries, whereas units that are not full 

clauses (sentence builders, semantically transparent two-word collocations) have a lower 

tendency to do this (Lin & Adolphs, 2009).  Wray (2002) states that intonation and the speed 

with which a sequence is articulated is an indication of prefabrication.  In addition, a lack of 

pausing within a sequence can indicate a prefabricated sequence.  Lin and Adolphs (2009) 

believe multiword units that are full clauses may have boundaries that also match the 

intonational boundaries, whereas units that are not full clauses (sentence builders, 

semantically transparent two-word collocations) have a lower tendency to show this.  They 

conducted a study that looked at the phrasological unit ‘I don’t know why’.  For this study, 

they used the 230,000-word NICLEs-CHN subcorpus which is made up of interview data 

collected from 17 Chinese EFL learners studying at a British university.  After auditory 

analysis, they found that the intonational boundary and the phrasological boundary aligned 

only 55% of the time.  They concluded that intonation may not be as powerful an indicator of 

formulaic sequences as originally assumed; however, they stated that it is difficult to 

determine intonation patterns quantitatively. 

 

2.3.3 The cognitive processing involved in speech.  

Miller (1956) believed that short-term memory is limited by the number of ‘chunks’ of 

information and not by the amount of information within each ‘chunk’.  By changing simple 

items, like phonemes, into more complex chunks, like words or phrases, memory capacity 

can be increased.  Ellis (2002) argues that collocation learning is similar in that individual 

words are combined into multi-word units which are stored as one item.  This process is 

recursive in that these chunks can then be combined with other chunks to create larger units, 

which increases the efficiency of communication.  This all happens subconsciously.  
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Previous to Ellis, Crick (1979) wrote that the storage capacity of memory is vast but the 

speed in which it can be accessed is limited.  Speakers must create shortcuts to make 

efficient use of the processing time they have.  Ellis’s notion of using chunks of language to 

make communication more efficient is an example of speakers creating shortcuts.   

In a similar vein, Bolinger (1975) states that language is stored redundantly; words 

are stored individually as well as stored as part of longer pre-assembled chunks.  Short-term 

memory holds a limited number of units; however, these units can be made up of more than 

individual words.  They can represent chunks of language that contain more information than 

single words.  Speaking with fluency results from using prefabricated speech which enables 

more efficient retrieval and permits speakers (and hearers) to focus on the larger structure of 

the discourse as opposed to the individual words (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992).  Wray 

(2008) expanded on this argument by stating that larger word units combine with each other; 

however, the amount of grammatical activity is reduced when expressing a complete 

message as opposed to using individual words. 

 Wood (2010) reasons that formulaic language is important because speakers have a 

somewhat limited working memory and, during spontaneous conversations, there are 

considerable time and attention constraints.  He refers to two kinds of knowledge: declarative 

and procedural.  Declarative refers to consciously known content and information.  

Procedural is knowledge about how to do something.  Declarative knowledge can become 

procedural through repetition/use.  This process is often referred to as automatization or 

proceduralization.  Wood (2010) states that “For formulaic sequences, as with all lexical 

items, it is likely that they are automatized through repeated exposure and frequency in input 

due to the pragmatic requirements of the communication contexts that learners encounter 

regularly” (p. 67).  He continues by stating: 

The ability of a speaker to produce given sequences is dramatically speeded up with 
time and practice through pyscholinguistic mechanisms, and in the process the 
sequences change in nature to phonologically coherent units retrievable as fixed 
chunks.  Therefore, production becomes faster and there is a qualitative change to 
the mental procedures underlying speech production. (pp. 68-69) 
 

 The benefits of formulaic sequences have been described by various researchers 

(Schmitt & Carter, 2004; Wood, 2010; Wray & Perkins, 2000; Wray, 2000).  They believe 

formulaic sequences aid speakers by reducing processing load and empowering them to 

produce a comprehensible utterance.  Wray and Perkins (2000) describe four functions of 

formulaic sequences: they are used as ‘short cuts’, which increase speed and fluency; they 

are used as ‘time buyers’, which allow speakers to continue their conversation turn; they 

allow for the manipulation of information, which aids in remembering information that might 

otherwise be forgotten; and they are used to achieve interactional functions such as 

apologizing or making a request. 
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2.3.4 Collocations in children and L2 adults.  

When describing first language acquisition, Peters (1983) suggests there are two 

approaches to language learning which happen simultaneously.  In the first children use 

whole chunks of language (the gestalt approach) and in the other they construct sentences 

one word at a time (the analytic approach).  The gestalt approach is similar to collocation 

acquisition.  When children start to communicate orally, they initially use chunks of language 

which they had been exposed to previously.  These chunks of language seem to be 

unanalyzed and used as a unit in a similar way to how an adult might use a single word from 

their vocabulary.  This unanalyzed language production is also seen on intonational, 

semantic and syntactic levels.  By mimicking language produced by others, children use 

language which is at a higher level than would be expected through normal linguistic 

development (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992). 

 Peters (1983) stated that children develop strategies to extract multi-word units from 

conversations.  The child can then remember these chunks of language, compare their 

phonological make-up, and remember them as one piece of language.  Later in cognitive 

development, the child can analyze the structural arrangement and generalize them into 

patterns.  Myles, Hooper, and Mitchell (1998) conducted a two year study of young learners 

and found the children segmented the formulas, in addition to using them as wholes, to 

express more complex communication as need required. 

 Second language acquisition in adults does not develop in the same way. Yorio 

(1980) found that adults tend to use chunks of language as a way to reduce the effort and 

attention required during spontaneous communication.  Wray (2002) has also emphasized 

the differences between children and adults; she believes adult L2 learners and child L1 

learners approach collocation learning in different ways.  While children note chunks of 

language as a single sequence, adults break down the sequence into individual words.  For 

adults, any pairing of words with a similar meaning would seem equally possible.  She also 

argues that adults need to develop fluency in a different way from children.  Barfield (2009b) 

also states that post-childhood L2 learners break down collocations to their individual 

components and then have to reconstitute the appropriate pairings.  A process of 

proceduralization through the automatization of chunks into utterances might be the best way 

for adults to improve fluency. 

 While Wray and Yorio emphasize the differences between how L2 adults and children 

process formulaic sequences, Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) find some similarities. For 

example, they explain that a large portion of language utterances are highly routine and 

prefabricated.  Children and adults string memorized chunks of speech together when 

learning a language.  Later, they analyze these chunks and break them down into sentence 
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frames that contain slots for various fillers.  These structures are used to produce the first 

conversations.  Some researchers (Lewis, 1994; Willis, 1990) believe this process leads to 

grammar being learned naturally. 

 

2.3.5 Collocation problems of L2 learners.  

The literature shows that the nature of formulaic sequences causes learners problems when 

using a second language productively.  Initial studies (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Webb & 

Kagimoto, 2009) using small elicitation tests such as cloze and translation tasks found that 

collocation was highly problematic for L2 learners (Webb & Kagimoto, 2009) and that it 

accounted for a significantly high proportion of learner errors in L2 writing (Bahns & Eldaw, 

1993).  Wray points out (2002) that learners, who are in the process of learning a language, 

tend to be more analytical than native speakers.  This results in learners focusing on isolated 

aspects of the language as opposed to holistic aspects.  A reason for the large number of 

collocation errors is that learners often rely on intuition to determine which lexical items 

collocate with one another (Chi, Wong, & Wong, 1994).  In addition, Fan (2009) believes a 

language learner’s L1 adversely affects collocation production. 

 Ying and O’Neill (2009) describe three problems learners have due to a lack of 

collocational competence: 

1. Use of longer phrases and utterances because of an inability to express themselves 

concisely.  

2. Odd word combinations – often a result of L1 influence. 

3. Overuse of a few general items.  Leading to an oversimplified, flat, uninteresting style. 

 Shih (2000) further investigated this overuse phenomenon and found that collocations 

of high frequency in learner English tend to be used to express vague ideas when more 

specific meanings should be conveyed. Shih also found that learners are apt to apply those 

collocations to cases where more concise expressions are preferred. 

 Fan (2009) argues that collocation problems are prevalent regardless of the 

proficiency of the learner.  Native speakers acquire collocation knowledge subconsciously 

and gradually through exposure, but L2 learners do not have this opportunity.  While 

collocations are particularly important for learners who are trying to achieve a high level of 

proficiency, they are also important for learners with more modest goals as they lead to more 

fluent and accurate English.  However, it is unclear how and which collocations should be 

taught, especially considering the large number of collocations (Nesselhauf, 2003).  

 

2.3.6 Formulaic sequences, and relevant studies. 

Conducting research into the cognitive processes involved in producing collocations is 

challenging. However, there are four studies that are pertinent to this challenge and to the 
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discussion in this section.  Liu (2010) investigated whether collocations were truly arbitrary 

(semantically unmotivated).  Liu looked at common delexicalized verbs (make, take, have) 

and adjective + noun collocations commonly nominated to support the claim that collocations 

are arbitrary (powerful car, strong tea).  He used the 360-million–word Corpus of 

Contemporary American English as the data source.  In order to investigate the three 

delexicalized verbs mentioned above, he compiled all the tokens for the query “[v*] a trip” 

and “[v*] a * trip.”  The noun ‘trip’ was chosen because it is one of the few verb + noun 

collocations where the three delexicalized verbs seem to be used interchangeably.  By 

reading through the tokens, it appeared that the three delexicalized collocations were not 

synonymous.  To illustrate, ‘have a trip’ is usually used with an adjective such as ‘wonderful’ 

or ‘safe’.  In these instances ‘have’ means to experience or enjoy.  ‘Take a trip’ is most often 

used for a trip of leisure, whereas ‘make a trip’ is typically used for trips that require effort 

such as a business trip.  Therefore, the results of this study show that most collocations are 

not arbitrary but functionally motivated, and that understanding these motivations should help 

students learn the collocations.  However, despite Lui’s arguments, I believe implementing 

this approach would give rise to various pedagogical problems, which will be discussed in 

section 3.5.  

 Durrant and Schmitt (2010) investigated the theoretical belief that adult language 

learners process input on a word by word basis, as described earlier in this section.  This 

study carefully controlled the input of targeted word pairs and then tested the retention of 

those pairs.  The participants consisted of 84 non-native speakers of English from various 

countries who were studying at a university in the UK.  The university had an entry 

requirement of 6.0 IELTS or 550 TOEFL, so the participants were considered to be 

reasonably proficient in English.  Participants either received a single exposure, verbatim 

repetition, or varied repetition.  They were then tested by being shown the adjective from an 

adjective-noun pair, followed by the first two letters of the noun.  They were asked to say the 

noun.  For all three conditions, nouns were remembered more effectively when seen together 

with their paired adjective.  This result was weakest for the group which only received a 

single exposure.  The researchers concluded that adults do retain some memory of which 

words go together in the language to which they are exposed.  One criticism made by 

Durrant and Schmitt was that testing only took place immediately after exposure, so it is 

unknown how durable these memory traces are.  The pedagogical implications of this study 

will be discussed in Chapter three.   

The following two studies analyzed collocational mistakes made by English language 

learners.  Nesselhauf (2003) investigated the use of verb + noun collocations in writing by 

advanced German speaking learners of English. She looked at all verb + noun word 

combinations (collocations) from 32 essays and classified them as to their degree of 
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restriction.   ‘Free’ indicates the verb in the collocation collocates with many other nouns, 

‘restricted’ indicates the verb can only be used with a few nouns, ‘restricted?’ is used to 

classify word combinations where the degree of restrictiveness of the verb is unclear, and 

‘idioms’ indicate that both the noun and verb are used in a restricted sense.  She also 

classified the collocations to their scale of acceptability: clearly acceptable C, largely 

acceptable {C}, unclear CW, largely unacceptable {W}, clearly unacceptable W.  She found 

that: 1) the most common error was the wrong choice of verb, 2) learners need to know more 

than which lexical items collocate; they need to know complete collocations.  This was seen 

in the large number of mistakes in nonlexical items such as prepositions, and 3) L1 influence 

on mistakes is especially prevalent in collocations. 

 The final study (Chi, Wong, & Wong, 1994) focused on delexicalized verbs.  The 

researchers state that “When these verbs are used in conjunction with certain words to form 

common phrases, the original meanings of these verbs gradually lose their significance” (p. 

158).  This study was a corpus-based investigation of common verb-noun collocation errors.  

The participants were first-year university students in Hong Kong.  The researchers did not 

specify the participants’ English level.  The results showed that ‘get’ verbs were the most 

common source of mistakes, and students used delexicalized verbs interchangeably.  “There 

seems to be no logical way that may help learners to work out the correct collocations – they 

either know it, or they do not” (p. 162).  By learning delexicalized verb collocations as chunks 

of language opposed to learning the component words separately, the common source of 

error found in this study would be minimized. The researchers postulated that a learner’s L1 

knowledge might be the cause of delexicalized verb errors by stating “When students do not 

know, or have not come across, the English verb-noun combinations before, it is highly 

probable that their L1 knowledge might influence them while they are searching consciously 

or unconsciously for a verb to collocate with the nouns” (p. 163). 

 

2.3.7 Summary of section 2.3. 

To understand collocations and the pedagogical challenges they present it is important to 

consider how they are represented in the mental lexicon and the cognitive processes 

involved in producing speech.  Collocations are represented in the mental lexicon as single 

choices for a native speaker, so vocabulary acquisition for L2 learners must go beyond 

teaching individual words.  Another facet of collocations is that they can be characterized 

according to their level of collocational productivity and to the degree to which they can vary 

in structure.  In addition, collocations are often described as being arbitrary; however, current 

research has brought this point into question.  Corpora programs (described in section 2.4) 

can offer insight into how collocations are used; however, another difficulty for researchers 

and language instructors alike is the fact that children and L2 adults acquire collocations 



! 30! !
!
through variant methods.  Because the process involved in producing fluent speech is 

dependent on the use of collocations, acquiring collocational competence is crucial for 

language learners.  Collocation problems are common among L2 learners, but a thorough 

understanding of the complexities associated with these multi-word units provides insight into 

how language instructors can best teach their students.  This knowledge should be viewed 

as a tool to aid language teachers as opposed to an end in itself.   

 

2.4 Key Points of Corpus Research 

While corpora programs did not have a major impact on this study, it is worthwhile to orient 

my research in relation to the work of corpus linguists.  Corpora programs can be used by 

researchers to analyze language use and find patterns which would have been otherwise 

undetectable.  These programs allow researchers to make generalizations about aspects of 

language such as speech acts, language usage, and collocation.  After a brief description of 

available corpora programs, I would like to limit the description of corpora to their connection 

to collocations, common criticisms, and the pedagogical role they have. 

Corpora programs, like the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), the 

British National Corpus (BNC), and Time Corpus, have become more readily available and 

easier to use in recent years.  Each corpus program has its own characteristics and can be 

used to analyze data in different ways.  COCA, for example, contains more than 400-million 

words.  The texts used to create this corpus were collected from 1990 to 2009.  Several 

different registers were used to create this corpus including spoken language, newspapers, 

academic prose and magazines.  This corpus has been tagged for parts of speech allowing 

users to do searches for specific grammatical structures.  The BNC contains 100-million 

words which have been tagged for parts of speech.  In addition to written texts, the BNC also 

includes spoken language.  Similarly, the Time Corpus contains more than 100-million words 

taken from Time magazine.  Because the contents are divided by decade, users can see 

changes in word use and language over time.  By having access to various corpora 

programs such as the ones described above, researchers can analyze language used in 

different registers, compare written and spoken language, and contrast language produced 

during different time periods. 

As corpus linguistics became more prominent, language was created to aid in its 

analysis.  Halliday (1966) introduced three terms: node, collocate, and span.  ‘Node’ is the 

item (word) that is under study.  ‘Collocate’ is the co-occurring item.  ‘Span’ refers to the 

range (the number of words) on either side of the node in which the collocate can appear.  

Sinclair (1991) built upon Halliday’s work and used corpora to study the characteristics of 

collocations.  He developed an ‘integrated approach’ where both the grammatical and lexical 

characteristics of a collocation are considered.  Through data analysis, he was able to divide 
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collocations in two categories: upward and downward.  ‘Upward’ collocations are where the 

‘node’ combines with words which are more frequently used in English than itself.  For 

example, if ‘back’ is the node word under study, it often collocates with words more 

frequently used such as ‘into’, ‘from’, and ‘down’.  These are examples of ‘upward’ 

collocations.  However, ‘back’ also collocates with less frequently used words such as ‘arrive’ 

and ‘bring’ which form ‘downward’ collocations.  The significance of that distinction is that the 

collocate in an ‘upward’ collocation is usually a adverb, preposition, conjunction or pronoun.  

Collocates in a ‘downward’ collocations tend to be a noun or verb.  Therefore, ‘upward’ 

collocations form grammatical frames, while ‘downward’ collocations give semantic analysis 

to a word.  In section 2.2, collocations were described from both a phraseological and 

statistical perspective.  Sinclair’s work further aids in this distinction. 

In section 2.2, various definitions for ‘collocation’ were given.  A common aspect of 

these definitions was that the two (or more) words occur together more often than their 

individual frequencies would predict.  Corpora programs can easily be used to identify all 

collocations in any text if frequency is the sole characteristic of a collocation.  Researchers 

such as Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) and Sinclair (1991) have relied on these statistical 

methods for locating collocation through computer analysis.   

Reppen (2009) also used a corpus to analyze L1 and L2 writing development through 

collocations.  Reppen uses the term ‘lexical bundles’, which she defines as reccuring 

sequences of words identified through the use of a computer program, in her study.  She 

emphasizes that the lexical bundles come from the corpus and not the researcher.  The 

corpus for this study was compiled over six years and contains essays from students in 

grades three through six (eight to twelve years old).  The students spoke either English or 

Navajo as their L1.  She found that children from both L1s commonly use lexical bundles as 

frames for beginning their essays.  Granger (2009) believes that since most writing is done in 

electronic form it is easy to compile a learner corpus and identify the collocations which 

students use and misuse.  Another use for corpora programs is to examine the connection 

between lexis and grammar.  As Collentine (2009) notes “The distinction between grammar 

and vocabulary is a tenuous one” (p.454).  He is describing how grammar cannot be used as 

creatively as teachers might expect, and that certain grammatical structures can only be 

used with a small number of words.  The studies and proposals listed above are examples of 

how corpora programs can be used to research collocations. 

In addition to aiding researchers, corpora programs have classroom aplications, as 

recent publications are increasingly pointing out.  Reppen (2010) presents several classroom 

ideas using corpora, although the activities in her book are more suitable for intermediate to 

advanced level students.  O’Keefe, McCarthy, and Carter (2007)’s publication,  ‘From Corpus 

to Classroom: Language Use and Language Teaching’, also proposes potential benefits of 
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corpora programs. However, Trimble (2008) points out it is not as useful for the classroom 

teacher trying to improve their next lesson as the title implies because it focuses on the 

researcher as opposed to the student.  To their credit, O’Keefe, McCarthy and Carter (2007) 

do state that their book “stops at the classroom door” (p.1).  While a valuable tool for 

language teachers, the pedagogical constraints of corpora programs should be considered, 

especially for low-proficiency students.  Material from a corpora program is taken out of 

context, so it is often difficult to understand the usage given only the few words on either side 

of the target language.  Moreover, the source material is often from a piece of writing which 

would not be considered a useful text for language study.  In addition to teachability and 

learner need, teachers must be knowledgeable and skilled in the use of the corpora 

programs and have classrooms which offer access to enough computers for the students to 

use. 

In addition to the pedagogical difficulties of using corpora, it is important to 

understand the limitations of the actual data within these programs.  Howarth (1998) states 

“Phraseological significance means something more than what any computer algorithm can 

reveal”.  In addition, Wray (2000) justly points out that a corpus is the amalgamation of 

spoken and written texts from many different people often from different communities.  As a 

result, a corpus does not represent the language used by any one individual.   

Corpora programs have become increasingly available and easy to use.  As a result, 

corpus linguistics has been widely researched, especially in regard to collocation.  Moreover, 

corpora programs offer potential pedagogical benefits to language learners and instructors.  

However, it is important to also understand and account for their limitations as teaching and 

research tools.  For this study, a corpora program was used as a reference to ensure 

sensible choices were made (described in section 5.2.3.4) on which collocations to target.    

 

2.5 Summary of Chapter Two 

The studies conducted and the proposals made by researchers, that have been described so 

far, influenced the empirical design of this study in various ways.  In section 2.2 various 

definitions for the term collocation were presented.  Those definitions had an impact on what 

a ‘collocation’ would refer to in this study.  Furthermore, the explanation in section 2.3 of the 

cognitive process involved in producing fluent speech establishes the potential pedagogical 

value of this study.  Considering the role collocations have in producing fluent speech, the 

benefit of this study to teachers wanting to improve their students’ fluency is further 

established.  Finally, in section 2.4 a brief review of corpora programs and the potential 

research and classroom applications was offered.   

 As stated above, previous definitions for the term ‘collocation’ can be classified as 

being statistical or phraseological.  Statistical collocations are identified by compiling a list of 
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word combinations that occur more frequently than the individual frequencies of the words 

within the collocation would suggest.  Whereas, in addition to frequency, phraseological 

collocations include characteristics such as being individual choices in the mental lexicon, 

being a certain type of word combination (e.g. verb + noun), and having a meaning that is 

more than that of the individual words.  In compiling the collocation list for this study, criteria 

similar to that of identifying phraseological collocations was used.  Another characteristic of 

collocations, which influenced the research design for this study, is that of collocations being 

arbitrary.  Delexicalized verbs are often nominated to illustrate how collocations are arbitrary; 

however, recent research as presented in section 2.3.6 has brought this point into question.  

Whether collocations are arbitrary or not has clear pedagogical implications.  If collocations 

are arbitrary, then learning them as chunks of language explicitly is more likely to lead to 

acquisition as opposed to simply acquiring these collocations through exposure.  If 

collocations are not arbitrary, then there is the possibility of learners being able to acquire 

and use these word combinations through syntax and semantics.  In regard to this study in 

which the participants are at a low-proficiency level and delexicalized verbs are the focus, it 

is felt that explicit instruction is the most efficient approach since improving the learners’ 

productive abilities is the goal. 

 In section 2.3 the cognitive process of producing fluent speech was presented as it 

relates to collocations.  Children, when acquiring their L1, use collocations (chunks of 

language) to enhance their speaking abilities.  They then modify and adapt these chunks of 

language depending on their communicative needs.  L2 adults tend to break down chunks of 

language and assign meaning to the component parts.  This tendency is not surprising given 

that second language instruction commonly relies on teaching grammatical structures and 

memorizing word lists.  By using techniques and activities inspired by L1 language learning 

that promote the acquisition of collocations as whole units of meaning, there is potential to 

improve the efficiency of second language acquisition for adults.    

 Corpora programs have a pedagogical value, but it is important to understand their 

limitations.  In regard to this study, a corpus was used to confirm the high frequency of 

delexicalized verbs used in both written and spoken English.  Given the high frequency of the 

targeted verbs and the participants being at a low-proficiency level, it is felt that the criticisms 

often attributed to corpus research (as described in section 2.4) are less applicable to this 

study.  Furthermore, this study investigated L2 adults’ use of collocations and its effect on 

spoken fluency.  As described in sections 2.3.5, collocations are problematic for L2 learners, 

and these difficulties are especially noticeable for delexicalized verb collocations as will be 

described in section 3.5.  By using a corpus to compile a delexicalized verb + noun 

collocation list and the use of explicit instruction, there is the possibility of improving a 

learner’s spoken fluency in using these highly frequent and problematic structures. 
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Chapter 3: Collocations and Second Language Learning: A Literature Review 

3.1 Introduction 

In Chapter three the pedagogical aspects of collocations will be discussed in detail.  While 

Chapter two focused on definitions and the cognitive aspects of using collocations to produce 

speech, this chapter will concentrate on the language classroom, as it is the classroom that 

is the setting for this study. 

 In section 3.2, a brief description of the debates surrounding English as a lingua 

franca will be given.  While an in depth analysis of this issue is beyond the scope of this 

thesis, it is important to consider where teaching collocations in language pedagogy might fit 

into this debate.  The proposed benefits of teaching collocations to language learners will be 

presented in section 3.3. 

 Section 3.4 depicts the influence of collocations on fluency.  After a brief explanation 

of the term ‘fluency’, a description of how using collocations improves fluency and how 

fluency and productive collocation use is measured is given.  Finally, previous studies 

focusing on fluency and collocations are presented. 

 The teaching of collocations is described in section 3.5 which also introduces reasons 

against a traditional approach for language instruction.  Previous studies investigating 

collocations and the language classroom are described.  The final subsections focus on 

which collocations could be targeted by language instructors, how these collocations may be 

taught and tested, and what criticisms have been made about collocation instruction. 

 

3.2 Global Perspectives 

While collocations have not been commonly associated with the debates on English as a 

lingua franca, it is worthwhile to address this point.  One of the primary arguments, as 

mentioned in section 3.3, for studying collocations is that the learner will sound more native-

like.  It is important to understand though that sounding more native-like is not the same as 

being more fluent.  Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly debatable what constitutes 

native-like English.  In addition, since collocation errors do not hinder comprehension to a 

great degree, it is relevant to question the value of a collocational focus in the language 

classroom.  A thorough description of the current debates in regard to English as a lingua 

franca (ELF) is beyond the scope of this thesis, but it is helpful to address some key issues in 

this debate, specifically in how they affect the pedagogical value of collocations. 

     English is increasingly used as a second language in numerous countries around the 

world, such as India, Malaysia, and Denmark to name a few.  Halliday (1966) states that 

there may be as many as six times the number of English speakers in India than there are in 

England with this disparity continuing to grow.  More recently, Graddol (2010) also states that 
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the importance of English is continuing to grow across India.  English is also used in 

countries such as China, Korea, and Japan as the language for scientific or business 

purposes.  Speakers of English therefore are more likely to be using the language with 

people from outside the traditional English speaking countries (Burns, 2005a; Dewey, 2013; 

Sewell, 2013).  This prevalence of English around the world is calling into question the 

relevance of a native-speaker norm in language instruction.  Dewey states: 

Never has a language taken on such vast proportions as a lingua franca, not only 
coming into contact with exceptionally diverse languages but in fact being spoken in 
more lingua franca contexts than ‘native’ ones. This clearly has implications for our 
continued attachment to ‘correctness’ and ‘appropriacy’ regarding ENL norms. (2013, 
p.348) 
 

This notion of ENL norms raises challenging questions for the development of new 

approaches to teaching English in the classroom. 

The debate surrounding ELF often focuses on how English should be taught.  Burns 

(2005a) points out that a focus on the L2 user’s needs, as opposed to native speaker norms, 

accounts for the realities of the global uses of English.  However, Sung (2013) states that: 

While descriptions of ELF and other forms of variation can be useful to raise learners’ 
awareness of this aspect of English, they cannot be seen as the sole factor in 
determining the kinds of linguistic input that may be best for pedagogical purposes, 
since pedagogy is concerned primarily with attempting to meet language learning 
needs rather than simply presenting models of language use. (p.352) 
 

Dewey (2013) expands on this argument by stating the goal should be “research and 

practice properly brought together in classroom contexts in a way that allows teachers to 

adopt an ELF perspective when and how they and their learners see fit” (p.348).  Sung 

(2013) also notes that learners often want a ‘model’ with which they can orient themselves; 

ELF cannot be used as this ‘model’ given its emergent and variable nature.   

There are undoubtedly linguistic differences between ENL and ELF; however, it is 

worthwhile to question how large and/or important these differences actually are.  Sung 

(2013) is critical of ELF research when he states there is a “tendency for ELF researchers to 

essentialize and exaggerate the differences between ELF and English as a native language 

(ENL), thereby creating a false dichotomy between them” (p. 350).  Crystal (1997) also 

mentions that the differences between New Englishes (varieties of English spoken in non-

traditional English speaking countries) is likely to be larger than that between a variety of 

ENL and a variety of New English.  Perhaps a productive way to approach this issue is to 

identify the differences themselves, and, specifically for this paper, to look at the differences 

in how collocations are used. 

The English spoken in countries such as Britain and America differs from the English 

spoken in countries where English is a secondary language in regard to phonology, grammar 
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and lexical characteristics (Burns, 2005a); however, vocabulary is cited as being a major 

aspect likely to show these differences.  Crystal (1997) states that “Most adaptation in a New 

English relates to vocabulary, in the form of new words (borrowings – from several hundred 

language sources, in such areas as Nigeria), word formations, word meanings, collocations 

and idiomatic phrases” (p. 146).  He explains that grammar is more uniform across dialects, 

but collocations differ to a larger degree depending on the grammatical context in which they 

are used.  He writes “Collocations, however, are likely to prove one of the most distinctive 

domains of varietal differentiation” (p. 162).  In contrast, the importance of these differences 

is questioned by Ahulu (1998) when he states that word combinations (collocations) may not 

show any significant semantic difference between British English and that of English in 

postcolonial countries.  Furthermore, interlocutors are helped by the environment and context 

of discourse to determine meaning.   

ELF researchers have rightly questioned the value of continuing to use ENL as the 

norm, or model, for English language instruction.  However, it is valuable to view ELF as an 

alternative form of English to which our students should be exposed.  As Sewell (2013) 

states “Adopting an ELF perspective on teaching does not mean that norms and standards 

are no longer required, but that these are mutable concepts and that learners need to be 

introduced to language variation as soon as they are ready” (p.7).  As mentioned above, 

learners often desire a template to pattern themselves after, and it could be argued that ELF 

is not yet sufficiently codified because of its variant and transient nature.  Sung (2013) 

recommends: 

While there is a place for enhanced awareness of language variation in ELT, it is 
important to take into account what is often seen by learners of English as the 
primary goal of language learning, i.e. mastering the forms of English that are 
considered widely acceptable and easily understood by the majority of ELF and ENL 
speakers worldwide. (p. 351) 
 

Delexicalized verb collocations, which are the focus of this study, likely represent an 

example of the forms which are considered widely acceptable and comprehensible to 

speakers worldwide given their frequency.  Sung (2013) believes that language teachers do 

not often consider if the forms which they are teaching are ENL or ELF, and simply target the 

language which will help their students to communicate effectively.  Furthermore, Sewell 

(2013) states that “The message for learners seems to be that while ELF rightly emphasizes 

flexibility, maximizing this still requires the hard work of acquiring something resembling 

native-speaker competence”(p.8).  Low-level English learners can benefit greatly from an 

increased level of collocational competence regardless of their future communicative needs. 

 For this study, I will assume that delexicalized verb collocations are suitable as target 

language for low-proficiency English language learners given the needs of these students, 
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the high frequency with which these collocations occur, and the likelihood that low-

proficiency students will make errors when using these word combinations.  The ELF debate 

does bring into question what should be considered ‘correct’ in regard to English usage; 

however, I believe low-proficiency students benefit from having the ability to produce English 

which can be widely understood.  Targeting delexicalized verbs will help students reach this 

goal.   

 The terms ‘native speaker’ and ‘native-like’ are used throughout this thesis.  I use this 

term as a shorthand to signify how people who are exposed to English as a first language 

likely store and retrieve collocations as holistic units, in contrast to second language learners 

who are likely to break down the language into individual words.  

 

3.3 Proposed Benefits 

The practicality of teaching collocations is also subject to debate.  Two reasons against a 

collocation focus in the classroom are the size of the mental lexicon and the belief that 

mistakes in collocation usage have a limited effect on comprehension.  For example, Hill 

(2000), while suggesting an emphasis on collocations as opposed to grammar in language 

classrooms, states that the size of the phrasal mental lexicon is enormous, thus making the 

learning of collocations a challenging task.  Bahns (1993) also states that due to the great 

number, teaching lexical collocations is a challenging task.  Conzett (2000) and Woolard 

(2000) suggest that errors resulting from inappropriate word combination do not hinder 

comprehension to a great degree.  While there is some truth to both of these arguments, 

others (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Conzett, 2000; Handl, 2009; Hill, 2000; Jiang, 2009; M. Lewis, 

1994; Reppen, 2010) state that the potential benefits of teaching collocations outweigh the 

difficulties. 

Perhaps the most recognizable benefit is that learners can sound more native-like.  

This knowledge “allows us to say and write things like a native speaker” (Nation, 2008).  To 

illustrate, a great deal of language that would be considered to be grammatically accurate is 

in reality not used.  Woolard (2000) gives an example of this type of mistake in the following 

sentence: “Biochemists are making research into the causes of AIDS” (p. 30).  This sentence 

is grammatically accurate in tense, aspect and subject/verb agreement, but native speakers 

would use the verb ‘do’ as opposed to ‘make’.  Because the incorrect verb is used, the 

reader or listener would know a native speaker did not produce the sentence.  Mistakes of 

word choice also interfere with comprehension.  We are able to understand spoken language 

quickly because we do not focus on the individual words but on chunks of language that we 

can often predict.  Written texts with several collocation errors are often difficult to read, and 

take additional processing time to understand the intended meaning.  Spoken language with 
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collocation errors can hamper comprehension even further as speakers often do not have 

the luxury of time to review what they heard. 

Another benefit, which is particularly relevant to this study, concerns low-level 

speakers.  Nation states that learning multi-word units, (a term he prefers although he also 

states it would be possible to use ‘collocation’), “allows beginner learners to make productive 

use of the language without having to know a lot of vocabulary or grammar” (2008, p. 118).  

He uses the example of survival vocabulary often found in travel phrase books to illustrate 

this point.  This aspect of ‘productive use’ is one of the strongest reasons to focus on 

collocations as opposed to individual words.  While Nation is referring to complete phrases 

(e.g. Where is the bathroom?), it is not unreasonable to assume that by learning word 

combinations, especially verb plus noun collocations, low-proficiency students will find it 

easier to express themselves.  Students who learn lists of individual words, regardless of 

how carefully selected the words may be, are often unable to use them in conversations or in 

written texts (Morgan Lewis, 2000; Woolard, 2000). 

It has been suggested that studying collocations can help students learn the grammar 

of a language.  By learning chunks of language containing certain grammatical structures, 

the learner will be better able to acquire the contained grammatical pattern (Hill, 2000; 

Michael Lewis, 2000).  It has also been argued that a strict focus on grammar instruction has 

led to many of the word combination errors mentioned above (Hill, 2000; Morgan Lewis,  

2000; Woolard, 2000).  This problem occurs because learning grammar is often seen as a 

question of a simple substitution exercise where different word types can be placed into the 

correct slot.  A better approach would be to teach appropriate word combinations from a 

lexical perspective and have students come to their own conclusions about the syntax of a 

language.  

In addition to grammar, fluency, both in productive and receptive situations, should 

improve (Conzett, 2000; Hill, 2000; Morgan Lewis, 2000).  Since (or if students are taught 

that) collocations are multi-word units stored as single items in the mental lexicon, they 

should be able to string longer sequences of words together when producing language and 

also have an easier time identifying these chunks of language when listening or reading. 

Furthermore, collocation study allows students to use what they already know.  

Woolard emphasizes that, “Learning more vocabulary is not just learning new words, it is 

often learning familiar words in new combinations” (2000, p. 31).  The first 1000 words of the 

GSL account for a surprisingly high percentage (according to Nation, 2001: 84.3 % for 

conversation, 82.3% for fiction, 75.6% for newspapers, and 73.5% for academic texts) of the 

items used in written and spoken language in English.  However, if students are unaware of 

how the words fit together, they will continue to struggle in listening and reading and more so 

in speaking and writing. 
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While these reasons all sound convincing, there is a need to support them with more 

research.  Collocation research has been limited to short studies mostly dealing with 

advanced level students (these studies will be discussed in the following sections).  

Longitudinal studies focusing on different proficiency levels should provide a clearer picture 

of the potential benefits.  The claims of improvements in grammar and fluency, in particular, 

need to be researched.  The research I have undertaken is a step in this direction and will be 

described in detail in Chapters four to seven of this paper. 

 

3.4  Collocations and Fluency 

This section is dedicated to the role collocations have in fluency.  Initially, fluency is 

described, and an explanation for how using collocations improves fluency is given.  This is 

followed by a description of how fluency and productive collocation use has been measured.  

In section 3.4.4, previous research specifically regarding collocations and fluency is 

presented. 

 

3.4.1  What is fluency? 

The connection between collocation knowledge and fluency has been researched, but there 

have been relatively few studies.  In this section, the term ‘fluency’ will be defined, and a 

description will be given of the role collocation knowledge has on fluency.  This will be 

followed by a discussion of previous studies including different research designs which have 

been used to measure productive collocation knowledge.  This section will be concluded with 

a brief discussion of future research possibilities. 

 The term ‘fluency’ has been defined differently depending on the researcher.  Ur 

(1991) defined fluency as “receiving and conveying messages with ease” (p. 103).  Wollard 

(2005) states that “Fluency is the ability to speak naturally, listen efficiently, read quickly, and 

write well” (p. 7).  Brown (2007) uses a definition which emphasizes producing language 

when he defines ‘fluency’ as “a relatively unlimited automatic mode of processing language 

forms” (p. 64).  For this research, ‘fluency’ will have the same performance-based 

representation as in Lennon’s study (1990a) in which “Fluency is an impression on the 

listener’s part that the psycholinguistic process of speech planning and speech production 

are functioning easily and efficiently” (p. 391).  Since collocation use is problematic for 

students, a fluency definition that emphasized the cognitive process involved in speech 

production was chosen. 

 Fluency is usually measured by how natural the flow of speech sounds or by the 

speed in which it is produced (Wood, 2010).  The absence of dysfluency markers such as 

false starts, non-lexical utterances, and fillers contributes to the naturalness of the flow of 

speech.  Lennon states “Dysfluency markers, as it were, make the listener aware of the 



! 40! !
!
production process under strain” (1990a, p. 391).  In Riggenbach’s study (1991) it was 

shown that temporal aspects of fluency such as pauses and speech rate correlated with 

native speaker judges’ perceived fluency of students.  Native speakers and highly proficient 

second language speakers will pause between sentences and clauses.  Pausing at other 

points within sentences is a sign of dysfluency.  Pausing at these other points within a 

sentence is likely due to difficulty second language speakers have encoding speech (Wood, 

2010).  He continues by stating that the mean length of run between pauses is also a good 

indicator of fluency. 

 

3.4.2  How using collocations improves fluency. 

The use of collocations affects the fluency level of an utterance.  Since fluency can be 

measured from pauses between clauses and the length of clauses, it stands to reason that 

fluency can be improved by recalling clauses intact and/or stringing together intact clauses.  

The use of formulaic sequences may represent a large portion of fluent speech.  

Prefabricated sequences are a key element of language learning, processing, and 

production.  Consensus is that these multi-word units are stored as single choices, similar to 

an individual word, in long-term memory (Wood, 2010).  Fluent speech is not a result of 

learning rules.  It comes from creating shortcuts to use lexical chunks (Skehan, 1998). 

A lack of collocational knowledge will result in poor fluency.  Language students 

produce ‘grammatical’ sentences that sound unnatural (Eyckmans, 2009).  Henriksen and 

Stenius Stoehr state that “The main obstacle to speaking English is not lack of knowledge of 

individual words, but rather ability to link words together in language use” (2009, p. 225).  

Eyckmans (2009) claims collocations are often comprehensible in the input so learners might 

not recognize them as problems; however, the errors will appear in the production.  

Collocation errors are a major indicator of being a non-native speaker (Hsu & Chiu, 2008).  

The researchers’ descriptions of errors students typically make (‘say the truth’ as opposed to 

‘tell the truth’) show that collocations are primarily a productive issue. 

 Through the use of collocations, language learners can speak and write at a more 

advanced level than they would be able to without this collocational use.  Pawley and Syder 

(1983) state that formulaic sequences make up a large portion of spontaneous speech.  

Wood (2010) expands on this claim by stating fluency is enhanced by the ability to use 

formulaic sequences.  This improvement can be seen in speech acts which can usually be 

expressed formulaically. Collocation knowledge allows learners to speak more fluently, 

sound more native-like and create easier to understand language (Pawley & Syder, 1983; 

Wray, 2002). 

 By using collocations, language learners will appear to be more proficient than their 

current level.  Researchers (Boers, Eyckmans, Kappel, Stengers, & Demecheleer, 2006) 
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have found that the use of formulaic sequences contributed to perceptions of learners’ 

fluency and range of expression, while Bolander (1989), Peters (1983), and Hickey (1993) all 

conducted studies which showed learners using formulaic sequences that had grammatical 

structures well beyond their current proficiency level.  Furthermore, Wood (2010) states that 

more creative utterances can be produced by using a larger number of lexical units and 

collocations.  The positive effect of collocations is also seen in language testing; previous to 

this investigation studies showed learners who used more phrases scored higher on spoken 

fluency assessments (Eyckmans, 2009). 

 Fluent speech is often characterized as having pauses at clause junctions, and 

between the pauses, there is usually a speech run of a certain length.  This rhythm can be 

achieved more easily by recalling language as a chunk and then stringing these chunks of 

language together (Wood, 2010).  Boers et al. (2006) also mention how using collocations 

will reduce the number of unnatural pauses within an utterance and increase the length of 

speech runs. 

 Producing speech which is more accurate and more native-like is also a result of an 

increased use of collocations.  Boers et al. (2006) believe that accuracy is improved because 

a language learner is less likely to make a mistake within a chunk of language which has 

been stored and retrieved as a whole unit.  They also state that formulaic sequences help 

learners to sound more native like because the meaning of a formulaic sequence cannot 

always be determined by grammar or the sum of the meanings of the individual words. 

 The use of collocations lessens the cognitive load of producing speech.  Peters 

(1983) characterized formulaic speech as being a short cut.  The time created as a result of 

using multi-word units can be used to address issues relating to vocabulary, articulation, and 

the suprasegmental aspects of pronunciation.  Wood (2010) also states that collocations 

allow the speaker to free up cognitive resources for the other tasks required while speaking.  

He believes the use of formulaic sequences helps overcome the time and attention 

constraints of real life communication.  Formulaic phrases can be used to express complete 

functions or clauses that allow the speaker to focus on the next utterance, and lessen the 

processing load by serving as a structure which the speaker can modify by adding or 

changing words.  Henriksen and Stenius Stoehr state that “Collocational knowledge is very 

important for fluent and idiomatic language use, freeing attentional cognitive resources for 

higher-order processing” (2009, p. 227). 

 To summarize, an increased use of collocations will make students’ speech sound 

more natural.  Language learners will also be able to produce utterances which are more 

creative and above their current proficiency level.  The language they create will also be 

more accurate and easier to understand.  In addition, the speaker’s cognitive burden is 

lessened through the use of collocations. 
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3.4.3  Measuring fluency and productive collocation knowledge. 

Before describing the previous studies related to the effect of formulaic sequences on 

fluency, it is helpful to look at how fluency and productive knowledge of collocations were 

measured.  Collocation studies measuring productive abilities of L2 adults are not common, 

usually small scale, and unsatisfactory.  These studies typically use elicitation or translation 

tests, and it is questionable if the results can be generalized (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993).  Fan 

(2009) also criticizes studies using elicitation and translation tests by stating “The major 

limitation of this category of studies is that they required learners only to produce single 

collocates of particular words and thus findings of these studies failed to reflect the actual 

performance of learners in L2 collocational use” (p. 112).  Barfield (2009a) also finds fault in 

collocation research to date.  He states that studies have mostly used advanced learners and 

focused on error analysis and surface forms.  For results that can be generalized, 

researchers need to elicit collocations in more robust ways and not rely on error analysis to 

determine productive L2 collocational knowledge. 

 Fluency research has also been criticized in regard to how the speech samples for 

analysis have been elicited.  Wood (2010) states that most fluency studies have used a small 

number of participants and elicited speech in monologues.  He explains that the use of 

conversational data is not as common as monologic speech because it is difficult to control 

the cognitive and affective pressures.  Researchers have elicited speech in monologues by 

using picture sequences (Lennon, 1990a) and video narratives (Wood, 2010).  Wood 

acknowledges that other researchers say elicited monologic samples do not represent real-

life communication, but Pawley and Syder (1983) state that narrative discourse constitutes a 

great deal of everyday speech.  This claim is valid; however, it does not acknowledge the 

important role listener feedback plays in everyday speech.  They also claim that formulaic 

sequences and clause chaining are most apparent in narrative retells.  

 

3.4.4  Using monologues to measuring fluency. 

Fluency has long been considered an important aspect of language proficiency despite it 

also being a complex issue for language instructors.  The qualities of fluency and their effect 

on assessment were considered in the decision to use monologic speech samples for the 

spoken fluency assessment.  However, there are valid criticisms to be made about this 

choice. As described earlier, a factor in fluency is the ability to quickly retrieve chunks of 

language (McCarthy, 2010).  The use of these prefabricated chunks of language contributes 

to fluency and affects both production and perception (Dörnyei, 2009).  Wood (2006) 

contends that by using chunks of language the speaker minimizes pausing within utterances.  

Additionally, Conklin and Schmitt (2008) believe that retrieval and processing time is reduced 
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through the use of chunks of language.  The use of chunks of language, such as the 

collocations under investigation in this study, affects the speech qualities associated with 

fluency. 

 Fluency is typically judged by the perceptions of others.  However, another approach 

is to base fluency measurements upon temporal features (rate of delivery and pauses).  The 

assessments conducted through this approach correlate with perceptions of informants 

(McCarthy, 2010).  Despite the consistency between the two methods of assessment, there 

is more to producing a fluent utterance than just the temporal features.  While extended 

pauses within an utterance disrupt fluency (Foster & Skehan, 1999), these pauses are not 

always the result of communicative failure.  They may be the result of cognitive effort and 

complex planning (McCarthy, 2010).  Furthermore, Tauroza and Allison (1990) note that 

fluency is more than just the rate of delivery.  While the temporal features discussed above 

are captured through the use of monologic speech samples, other aspects of fluency are not. 

 Rate, smoothness of delivery, and automaticity are qualities associated with fluency 

which are present in monologic speech, but other aspects of fluency can only be seen in 

spoken discourse.  The beginning of an utterance in a turn-taking situation provides 

continuity within a conversation and can have a positive effect of perceived fluency (Tao, 

2003).  McCarthy (2010) states that “One type of automaticity already referred to is the ability 

of interlocutors to react and respond without delay when it is their turn to speak or when they 

wish to self-select for the next turn” (p. 5).  Turn-taking in multi-party conversation has little 

overlap or interruption; the ability to speak in this manner is part of spoken proficiency 

(Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974).  McCarthy (2010) also states that “The evaluation of 

fluency without this interactive dimension, it is argued, gives us only a partial picture of the 

conversational event” (p.9).  He further explains this point by describing that in turn-taking 

conversations, longer pauses would not be as prevalent because the interlocutor would 

intervene and try to help the speaker convey the meaning.  Essentially, all parties are 

responsible for correcting a communicative breakdown within a conversation. Active listeners 

help the speaker communicate meaning (Bavelas, Coates, & Johnson, 2000).  In monologic 

speech, there is an additional cognitive burden to fill all the silence placed upon the speaker. 

 Despite monologic speech not being able to capture the qualities of fluency described 

above, it does have advantages for assessment.  If fluency was assessed based upon a 

recorded conversation, the interlocutor would positively or negatively affect the speaker’s 

performance for the same reasons described above.  Having an active listener as a partner 

would be advantageous, while an inactive listener could greatly hinder a speaker’s 

performance in an assessment situation.  If an instructor served as the interlocutor, it would 

not only be time consuming (especially for studies with a large number of students like this 

study) but it would also be difficult to be consistent over the course of the data collection.  I 
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felt, for this study, the advantages of using monologic speech (narrative retells) outweighed 

the disadvantages described in this section. 

 

3.4.5  Previous research. 

Wood’s study (2010) is one of the first to look at the connection between formulaic 

sequences and speech fluency development in adults. He described this study as being 

exploratory in both nature and design and that it should be a starting point for future work in 

this area.  Three expert native speakers were used to judge speech samples from the 

participants.  Before the judging, the native speakers had a group session in identifying 

formulaic sequences in transcripts, and a benchmark was established for what was and what 

was not a formulaic sequence.  The study was conducted at a Canadian university where the 

11 participants were full-time students in the English department.  The courses in the full-

time program did not have any specific focus on fluency or formulaic sequences.  The 

participants were Chinese, Spanish, and Japanese.  They were at approximately the same 

level of oral proficiency based on an interview-based placement test. 

This study posed the hypotheses that if the speech rate and/or mean length of runs 

increase over time, it is likely that more knowledge is being proceduralized.  Once per month 

for six months the students were asked to retell the story in a short animated film that they 

had just previously watched. This narrative retell was chosen because narratives are 

traditionally used in fluency research, it is easy to standardize the procedures, and narrative 

speech leads itself to clause chaining.  The animated films were between eight and ten 

minutes long.  The films were silent so the participants could not repeat language that was 

said during the films.  Three films were used during this study, so the students did a retell for 

each film three times.  For example, a student would watch and retell film ‘A’ the first month, 

and then watch and retell film ‘A’ again in the fourth month. 

The judges identified all types of formulaic sequences (FS) in the samples, and    

SpeechStation 2 software was used to analyze the speech samples.  Speech rate (syllables 

uttered divided by speech time including pauses), articulation rate (syllables uttered divided 

by total amount of time speaking without pauses), phonation/time ratio (percentage of total 

pause time of total speech time), mean length of runs (mean number of syllables uttered 

between pauses), and formula/run ratio (the ratio between the length of runs and the number 

of FS in the sample) were measured for all of the speech samples collected.  The 

quantitative results showed that the participants’ fluency improved significantly as measured 

by the temporal variables and that more formulaic sequences were used over time. An 

ANOVA test was conducted and showed statistical significance for all measures except 

articulation rate.  Of the 11 participants, nine increased their ratio of formulas to length of 

runs.  Wood claims this increase indicates this ratio is related to fluency development.  In 
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addition, there was no evidence of an effect based on gender or the participant’s L1. 

 Wood cautions that because a small sample was used it is not possible to generalize 

these results.  Furthermore, despite their use in fluency studies, narrative retells are not true 

indicators of real communicative ability. 

 Wood also collected qualitative data during his study.  Because the same film prompt 

was used twice, it is possible to compare the use of formulas over time.  Wood expected to 

see instances of dysfluency in earlier retells which were expressed more fluently in later 

retells.  However, Wood noticed that the participants often took different approaches to 

retelling the same story the second time by using different beginnings, focusing on different 

aspects, or elaborating on different parts of the story.  As a result, he took a broader focus by 

looking at how different narrative moves were expressed and how formulaic sequences were 

used to facilitate fluency.  Several themes emerged through this analysis: participants used 

formulaic sequences to extend runs and to give concise descriptions of the events in the 

narratives.  The automatized formulas that were used made the utterances smoother by 

reducing the frequency and length of pauses.  Wood noticed that often an important lexical 

item was uttered in the second retell, followed by a pause, followed by a coherent quickly 

uttered formula containing the lexical item.  Wood states that “It is clear that the increased 

use of formulas facilitated the increase in MLR” (2010, p. 162).  Five broad categories of 

formula use could be seen in the second retell.  These five categories contributed to the 

increased length of runs. The five categories are the use of self-talk and fillers, repetition of 

formulas in a run, use of multiple formulas to extend a run, use of formulas as rhetorical 

devices and the use of one formula or filler repeatedly (Wood, 2010, p. 162).  Wood noticed 

that the participants tended to use fluent sections of an utterance as a ‘safe’ area, and 

pauses and areas of dysfluency tended to occur between these sections. 

 To summarize, Wood supported the following four points with statistically significant 

data: 

• Over time with continued learning and experience, L2 speech will be produced faster. 

• Learners will spend more time speaking as opposed to pausing. 

• Utterances will contain longer runs. 

• In the longer runs between pauses, L2 learners will produce more formulaic 

sequences. 

Wood believes the most important finding is that the increased use of formulaic sequences 

paralleled the improvements seen in the analysis of the temporal measures.  He also feels 

the qualitative analysis gives insight into how and why formulaic sequences are used, though 

he concedes it is difficult to analyze fluency development through empirical research. 

 The second study that will be discussed investigated the effect of classroom 

instruction of formulaic sequences on spoken fluency.  McGuire (2009) conducted this study 
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at an American university using 19 mid-intermediate to advanced level students enrolled in 

an intensive English language program.  The students were Chinese, Japanese or Thai.  The 

control group was taught isolated vocabulary and grammar from the teaching materials.  The 

experimental group was taught formulaic sequences found in the teaching materials.  This 

was supplemented with instruction of additional formulaic sequences.  All students 

completed a pre-test and post-test to measure fluency.  The participants were recorded 

during spontaneous conversation with another student from this study.  Each of the 

recordings was then assessed by 16 native-speaker judges.  The judges assigned each 

recording a grade from 1-7: 1 being extremely dysfluent and 7 being very fluent.  In addition 

to the native–speaker assessments, formulaic sequence use, speech rate and run length 

were also measured.  McGuire stated that increases over time in speech rate or run length 

suggest an improvement in spoken fluency. 

 The participants in the experimental group showed a 16.5% improvement on average 

in regard to speech rate, whereas the control group showed a 0.7% improvement.  A t-test 

showed this to be a statistical difference (t13.4 =-2.7, p=.02, 90%CI: -26.0, -5.52, d=1.28).  The 

experimental group also showed an improvement of 24.7% for mean length of run.  In 

contrast, the control group decreased 4.8%.  A t-test was performed and it showed a 

statistical difference (t16.4 =-2.9, p=.01, 90%CI: -47.1, -11.9, d=1.30).  Similarly, the native 

speaker assessments had the experimental group increasing by 13.2%, and the control 

group decreasing by 11.9%.  This difference was also found to be statistically significant 

through the use of a t-test (t16.4 =-2.06, p=.055, 90%CI: -46.4, -3.95, d=0.94).  The 

experimental group increased their use of formulaic sequences by 54.4% on average, while 

the control group increased by an average of 20.5%.  McGuire states that this study showed 

a direct link between a classroom focus on formulaic sequences and the increased use of 

formulaic sequences in spoken discourse.  Furthermore, he believes an increased use of 

formulaic sequences improves student fluency. 

 Eyckmans (2009) investigated students’ receptive knowledge of verb + noun 

collocations in relation to their productive use of collocations and their fluency.  For this 

study, receptive knowledge referred to the students’ ability to distinguish between idiomatic 

verb + noun collocations and non-idiomatic verb + noun word combinations.  The participants 

for this study were 25 English majors at a university in Belgium.  Their English proficiency 

was judged to be at an upper-intermediate level.  The treatment was conducted over eight 

months, and within this period there were 60 hours of instruction.  The instructors attempted 

to maximize the amount of authentic language exposure during the classes and to raise 

learners’ awareness of lexical patterns through noticing activities.  The participants oral 

proficiency was tested in a pre-test and post-test.  Both tests used a L1 to L2 retell exercise 

that required the students to read a story in their L1 and retell it in the L2 using a list of key 
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English words (not phrases) as a memory aid for reconstructing the text.  The recordings 

were graded by three experienced blind judges.  Receptive knowledge was measured 

through the use of the DISCO test (discriminating collocations test), which requires students 

to correctly select two idiomatic verb + noun word combinations from three choices; the third 

choice is a non-idiomatic verb + noun combination.  Through the use of ANOVA, the results 

showed that after 60 hours of instruction, the participants’ oral production progressed.  An 

ANOVA also revealed a significant difference in the number of phrases produced between 

the pre-test and post-test for oral proficiency.  The participants also made a significant 

improvement on the DISCO test by improving from a mean score of 29.8 (SD 9.9) to a mean 

score of 36.08 (SD 4.43).  Eyckmans states that 60 hours of input-driven instruction helped 

improve the students’ oral proficiency and phrasal knowledge.  The DISCO test also seems 

to be able to predict a learner’s productive phrasal knowledge, but Eyckmans concedes more 

validation of this test is needed. 

 The role of collocation knowledge and speaking fluency was also investigated by Hsu 

and Chiu (2008).  The participants for this study were 56 Taiwanese English majors at a 

national university.  The students’ level was not specifically identified, but the researchers 

wrote that the students had had eight years of English instruction with many opportunities to 

speak English.  The participants took one written lexical collocation test and two spoken 

tests.  The results indicated that knowledge of lexical collocations (as measured by the 

written test) were a better indicator of spoken proficiency than the use of lexical collocations 

(as measured in the spoken tests). 

  E. Peters' (2009) study examined the effect of attention-drawing techniques on the 

recall of collocations.  Fifty-four advanced EFL students from a Belgian university 

participated in this study.  They were randomly assigned to one of two groups: group 1 

focused on unfamiliar vocabulary from a text and group 2 focused on unfamiliar individual 

words and collocations from a text.  The study took place during one session and required 

the students to take a pre-task vocabulary test, read a 2100 word text containing glosses of 

the targeted vocabulary and collocations, complete two questionnaires and a post-task 

vocabulary test.  Both vocabulary tests asked the students to translate the targeted words 

and collocations from their L1 to English.  The results did not show any positive evidence for 

the use  of attention-drawing techniques for the recall of collocations.  The questionnaire 

results showed that students from group 1 also focused on collocations despite not being 

specifically instructed to do so.  Peters believes both the presence of collocations in the pre-

test, the marginal glosses of collocations in the text, and the fact the learners were at an 

advanced level and aware of the importance of collocations contributed to the group 1 

participants also focusing on collocations.  As Peters notes at the end of this study, it would 

be interesting to learn if these results would be different for less proficient learners. 
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 Fan (2009) investigated the differences in written collocation usage between L1 and 

L2 students.  This pedagogical study looked at collocational usage in the same narrative 

writing task.  Fan compared two groups: 60 Hong Kong students of mixed English ability and 

60 British students.  The participants in both groups were 15-16 years old.  The results 

showed that the British students used more types (unique words) and tokens (total number of 

words) than the Hong Kong students.  The Hong Kong students used more general and 

simple words such as ‘good’ and ‘big’.  Furthermore, the Hong Kong students used fewer 

collocations and an extremely restricted range of collocating words; they overused simple 

collocating words.  Fan believed L1 transfer had a negative effect in the Hong Kong students’ 

use of collocations.  Fan also noticed that prepositions used in collocations were a common 

source of error for the Hong Kong students.  The British students, however, used many 

informal collocations (some kind of, a sort of) whereas the Hong Kong students did not use 

any.  The differences between the two groups of students provides insight into the effect of 

collocations on written fluency   

 

3.4.6  Summary for section 3.4. 

Researchers have claimed that collocations are crucial for language learners.  The 

researchers claim greater collocational knowledge will allow speakers to be more creative 

when composing utterances.  These utterances will also have fewer mistakes and will be 

easier to comprehend.  The use of collocations allows language learners to speak at a higher 

level and lessens the cognitive burden of producing speech. 

 The connection between formulaic sequences and fluency needs further research.  

Webb and Kagimoto (2009) emphasize that little is known of how differences in task type 

affect acquisition of multiword lexical units despite the fact single word acquisition has been 

widely researched.  Collocation usage and fluency is also an area in need of further 

research.  Wood (2010) states that “While the link between formulaic sequences and speech 

fluency makes logical sense, it has not been empirically investigated in much depth, nor has 

there been much effort to apply this knowledge in teaching materials development” (p. 183).  

However, some researchers have made progress in this area. 

Wood (2010) provides evidence that learners’ fluency is improved through the use of 

more formulaic sequences.  McGuire’s study (2009) showed that a classroom focus on 

formulaic sequences leads to their increased use in spoken utterances.  Pedagogy is also 

focused on in Eyckmans (2009) study which showed that raising the students’ awareness of 

collocations will help improve their oral proficiency.  However, E. Peters’ (2009) results raised 

questions about the merits of using an attention-drawing technique to teach collocations.  

The final study (Fan, 2009) described in this section provides evidence that L2 learners lack 

collocational knowledge which hinders their written fluency. 
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3.5 Teaching Collocations 

It is unclear why there has been little focus on collocations inside and out of the classroom.  

Henriksen and Stenius Stoehr (2009) postulate several ideas why there is a lack of attention 

paid to collocations.  They believe:  

• it might be because collocation errors rarely cause comprehension problems, 

• teachers and students might be unaware of collocations,  

• and/or teachers and students might view vocabulary learning as acquiring new words 

as opposed to restructuring their existing knowledge.   

Whatever the reason, language acquisition research and pedagogy would be aided through 

a better understanding of the reasons why collocations are not acquired efficiently through 

traditional teaching techniques, what collocations should be taught and how should this be 

done, and what research there is into the teaching of collocations to date. 

 

3.5.1   Reasons against a traditional approach to language instruction. 

Second language instruction has tended to rely primarily on the teaching of grammar and 

individual words as a way to improve a learner’s proficiency.  While this approach may be 

beneficial for receptive knowledge, it does not account for the challenges that collocations 

pose for language students in regard to productive knowledge. 

 Wray (2002) argues that learners tend to be more analytical when learning a 

language than native speakers.  This results in learners focusing on isolated aspects of the 

language as opposed to holistic aspects.  Instead of processing the chunk of language to 

which they were exposed as a unit, adult L2 learners will break down the chunk and try to 

understand how the pieces fit together.  That approach causes learners to make collocation 

errors because words do not co-occur freely (Bahns, 1993).  Exposure alone is not sufficient 

for learners to acquire collocational knowledge.  Wray (2009) notes that learners might not 

recognize the subtle irregularity in association between two ordinary words.  In section 3.5.4, 

the importance of teaching learners to ‘notice’ collocations will be discussed.  Wood (2010) 

also states that since lexical items do not collocate freely, learners will have productive 

problems despite being able to understand the same collocations receptively.  For 

collocations which are not transparent, Henriksen and Stenius Stoehr (2009) point out that 

learners may misunderstand a collocation if they break it down to individual words.  They 

also note how students often expand their quantity, as opposed to quality, of vocabulary 

knowledge, and that learning low frequency items is not always useful to expand collocation 

knowledge.  It is better to improve the quality of vocabulary knowledge by focusing on the 

lexical items already known and expanding productive abilities with these words by 

understanding their collocates. 
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Language instructors have often looked to improve learners’ productive ability 

through the teaching of grammar.  However, this approach has been criticized.  Ying and 

O’Neill (2009) state that learners can reach a high grammatical proficiency in a short period 

of time and then plateau, so the learners need to acquire more collocations to reach a higher 

level of proficiency.  Furthermore, syllabuses teach grammatical sequences to enable 

learners to use them in creative ways (substitution), but it appears native speakers do not do 

this (Wray, 2000).  Other researchers have stated that for L2 adults, a knowledge of 

collocations and formulaic sequences will be enough to replace explicit grammar teaching 

(M. Lewis, 1994; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992).   

 Native speaking children acquire collocations simply by encountering them several 

times through their linguistic development.  However, adult’s lack of collocational knowledge 

likely stems from a lack of exposure (Durrant & Schmitt, 2010).  Even through extensive 

reading and listening programs, it is unlikely L2 adults will be able to overcome this lack of 

exposure given that learners need to encounter an individual word several times (Horst, 

Cobb, & Meara, 1998; Waring & Takaki, 2003; Webb, 2007) before they acquire it, and a 

given collocation appears less frequently than the individual words that make up the 

collocation.  Students will rely on a small number of simple items if they do not possess a 

wide range of collocations resulting in language which is monotonous and repetitive (Fan, 

2009).  The question of how to teach collocations will be addressed in section 3.5.4. 

 

3.5.2  Previous research. 

In comparison to statistical studies using corpora, there has been only a small number of 

studies focusing on the teaching of collocations.  The studies described below can be 

categorized into three groups: classroom approaches to teaching collocations, concordancer 

programs used to teach collocations, and collocation errors made by second language 

learners. 

 To my knowledge there has only been one study investigating how different task 

types affect collocation knowledge.  Webb and Kagimoto (2009) investigated the effects of 

receptive and productive tasks for receptive and productive knowledge of collocation and 

meaning.  The participants for this study were 145 Japanese first, second, or third year 

university students.  The researchers did not categorise the students as being at a low, 

intermediate, or advanced level, but they did say the students had on average a receptive 

knowledge of 1700 of the 2000 most common words based on the Vocabulary Levels Test 

(Schmitt, 2008). 

Three weeks prior to the treatment, all participants wrote a pretest. Of the 145 

participants, 62 were classified as higher-level learners and 55 were classified as lower-level 

learners.  To ensure the groups were of equal level, the participants were then divided into 
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two experimental groups (receptive and productive treatment groups) and one control group 

after the pre-test. The groups all had statistically equivalent scores on the pre-test. 

In the receptive treatment, the participants read three glossed sentences containing a 

target collocation.  In the productive treatment, the same sentences were used but the 

participants had to write the target collocations into blanks in the sentences.  Both treatments 

also had L1 translations for the target collocations.  In total, twenty-four verb + noun 

collocations were used for this experiment.  The treatment was done during a single 90-

minute lesson that also included all the participants completing the posttest.  The posttest 

measured productive and receptive knowledge of collocation, and productive and receptive 

knowledge of meaning. 

A posthoc, Tukey multiple-comparison test revealed that the two treatment groups 

(receptive and productive) made significant improvement when compared to the control 

group (p<0.05).  There was no significant difference (p=0.23) between the productive group 

and the receptive group. 

Two repeated measure ANOVAs revealed for the higher level students, the receptive 

group (F(1,29)=220.67, p<0.001) and the productive group (F(1,31)=428.62, p<0.001) had 

significantly higher scores on the posttest than on the pretest. Similarly, for the lower level 

students, the receptive group (F(1,25)=647.07, p<0.001) and the productive group 

(F(1,28)=528.66, p<0.001) had significantly higher scores on the posttest than on the pretest.  

A MANOVA revealed an overall significant difference between the two treatment groups 

(F(7,54)=3.45, p<0.01) for the higher level learners with the productive group outperforming 

the receptive group.  However, the lower level learners in the receptive group significantly 

outperformed the productive group (F(7,47)=2.57, p<0.05). 

The results are evidence that both productive tasks and receptive tasks are effective 

for learning collocations.  The results showed that lower-level students in the receptive group 

made more progress than their counterparts in the productive group.  The opposite was true 

for the higher-level students.  Three possible explanations were given: (a) the lower-level 

students, compared to the higher-level students, might have had more difficulty with the 

increased demands of the productive task; (b) the increased focus on form and meaning in 

the productive task might have increased learning for the higher-level students, but the 

increased learning burden may have decreased the amount of time the lower-level students 

could focus on form as compared with the receptive group; (c) the researchers noticed that 

many of the higher-level students wrote translations for the sentences in the receptive 

groups, whereas the lower-level students in the receptive group did not.  This strategy might 

have decreased the amount of time the higher-level students could focus on the collocations.  

 This study appears to be the first that compares productive and receptive task type in 

regard to both productive and receptive improvement in collocation knowledge.  It also 
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addressed a weakness in the Sun and Wang (2003) study described later in this section by 

using a greater number of collocations.  However, this study is not without its own 

weaknesses.  The cloze task was quite simple and might not be the best productive task 

available. To illustrate, Webb and Kagimoto (2009) included this example of the cloze task:   

Example  

lose touch = ������ meet demand = �
�	�� 

Set A 

• A lot of famous people______ ______ with their old friends. 

• Mick does not want to ______ ______ with his children.  

• We mustn’t ______ ______ with our family. 

Set B 

• This is the only way the club can ______ the ______ for tickets from supporters. 

• Railways were built to ______ a clear ______ to move people.  

• This will allow us to ______ the public’s ______ for manufactured goods. (p. 62) 

The participants had to write one of the two collocations into the three sentences in a set.  

Given that there were only two possible choices in the productive task and that the results for 

both the productive and receptive treatments were so similar, it could be argued that the 

productive task for this study was essentially a receptive task.  While it would be more 

difficult to measure, a task that has the students write sentences using the collocations would 

measure their productive knowledge more accurately.  A speaking task involving the 

collocations would be even more demanding, but admittedly, much more difficult to design 

and administer.  Furthermore, there was no delayed posttest, which would have given 

valuable insight into retention rates. 

The results indicate that there was little difference between the effects of the 

receptive and productive tasks on knowledge of collocation and meaning.  However, the 

amount of learning may be dependent on the tasks.  Incidental tasks will likely result in 

smaller gains in both types of knowledge (receptive and productive), and these gains are 

related to the clarity of the meaning in the context, the degree of overlap in L1 meaning and 

L2 form, and the number and frequency of encounters with the targeted collocations.  The 

results also showed that a manageable number of collocations for students to learn in a short 

period of time would be 24 collocations from 24 different known words.  In addition, teachers 

wanting to improve their students’ productive abilities should increase the productive 

demands in a task. 

 In section 3.5.4 proposals for how to teach collocations will be discussed.  In this 

respect, Ying and O’Neill (2009) conducted a study into collocation learning using an 

‘AWARE’ approach which includes ‘noticing’ collocations (one of the proposals in section 
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3.5.4).  In this study, ‘AWARE’ is an acronym meaning awareness raising of collocations, 

why should we learn collocations, acquiring noticed collocations, reflection on the learning 

process and content, and exhibiting what has been learned.  The participants for this study 

were 20 Chinese adult English language learners studying in Singapore, an ESL 

environment.  They were at an intermediate level of proficiency, but were described as 

having a lack of collocational competence.  The study was conducted over a five-month 

period and a qualitative methodology was used.  The results showed that according to the 

students’ perspectives of the learning process, after some time ‘noticing’ became automatic 

and they could not help but notice good expressions while watching TV, reading, or listening 

to the radio.  The participants linked the improvement of their collocational competence to 

their overall language improvement and created new personal strategies for the acquisition 

of collocations.  The students also felt the oral report using targeted collocations (part of the 

‘exhibiting what has been learned’ stage) was particularly useful.  For some weaker students, 

however, there was a feeling that collocations were for more proficient learners, and that they 

needed to reach a certain standard before they would be able to acquire collocations.  

Overall, the students had a positive view of studying collocations and considered it to be 

important for their language proficiency, specifically allowing them to express themselves in a 

concise and precise manner.  

An action research (AR) study done by Jiang (2009) in China focused on material 

development for improving awareness and productive use of collocations.  Jiang examined 

textbooks used at national level and found vocabulary exercises were an important part, but 

few tasks were dedicated to word clusters.  She designed pedagogic tasks for collocations 

and had two teachers at different universities use the materials with their students.  In total, 

75 students took part in this study.  The students’ English proficiency was not specified by 

Jiang, but the materials suggest the students were at least at an intermediate level.  The 

treatment took place during the students’ normal English classes and lasted for 12 weeks.  

The materials were a combination of speed-reading and collocation tasks.  For example, 

after the students completed a reading, they had to note down good expressions they 

encountered, use collocations from the passage in different contexts, and then do a retell 

using words and expressions from the passage.  After the 12 weeks the participants 

completed a questionnaire that elicited both qualitative and quantitative data. 

 The results showed that the students recognized the importance of studying 

collocations in English learning and responded positively to the collocation awareness tasks.  

However, the majority of students still relied on memorizing individual words as opposed to 

word clusters to expand their vocabulary. 
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 The open ended questions on the questionnaire showed that prior to the treatment 

the students did not pay much attention to collocations, were never told the importance of 

collocations and were unaware of the value of a collocation dictionary. 

The first concordancer study to be considered was undertaken by Sun and Wang 

(2003) and focused on inductive and deductive teaching approaches.  A concordancer 

program was used to evaluate the effectiveness of the two approaches at two different levels 

of difficulty.  In the study, 81 Taiwanese high school students were put into two groups 

(inductive and deductive).  The students had studied English for an average of four years 

and were all of high enough ability to understand the concordancer output.  The participants 

completed a pretest, underwent training, and then completed a posttest.  Both the pretest 

and posttest were error correction tests.  This entire procedure lasted for 100 minutes spread 

over two class periods.   

The training for the inductive group involved a three-step process where the 

participants first found three instances of the collocation on a web-based concordancer.  

They then tried to induce the underlying patterns and made notes.  Finally, they corrected 

sentences based on what they had perceived previously.  This process was modeled for the 

students at the beginning of the treatment.  The target procedure for the deductive group was 

also modeled in the beginning of the training.  They were given the necessary rules to make 

corrections and then completed a series of proofreading problems similar to what was done 

in the inductive treatment.  Both groups (inductive and deductive) were given the answers to 

the proofreading problems at the end of the treatment.  They then wrote the posttest. 

The results showed the inductive approach to be superior to the deductive approach 

(F=10.43, p=.002).  When considering level of difficulty, the inductive approach was 

statistically superior (F=10.49, p=.002) to the deductive approach for ‘easy’ collocation 

patterns.  There was no statistical difference between the two approaches for ‘difficult’ 

collocations.   

There were several weaknesses in this study, however.  As Sun and Wang note 

themselves, the study was carried out over a short time.  A longitudinal study would have 

been more effective in measuring student progress.  A follow-up study by Chan and Liou 

(2005) also noted that there was a limited number of collocations used in the Sun and Wang 

study and that the way the collocations were divided into difficulty level was arbitrary.  In a 

separate study done by Webb and Kagimoto (2009) which was described above, they also 

noted this weakness of the Sun and Wang study.   

The Chan and Liou study (2005) also used a computer-assisted language learning 

(CALL) classroom and web-based concordancing for collocation learning.  Their study 

investigated the effects of using five web-based practice units on verb-noun collocations.  
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The web-based practice units included several types of activities including multiple choice 

and gap-fill exercises.   

The study consisted of thirty-two Chinese college EFL students who were not English 

majors. The students’ English proficiency level was not mentioned by the researchers.  The 

students took a pretest, two posttests, a background questionnaire, and an evaluation 

questionnaire.  The results showed that the students initially made significant (p=.000 <.05) 

collocation improvement.  This was seen on the first posttest.  A second posttest given two 

and a half months later showed that the students regressed; however, their performance was 

still better than on the pretest and was still statistically significant (p=.000 <.05).  This study 

also looked at four types of verb plus noun collocations that are common error types for 

Chinese college students.  The four types as described by Chan and Liou (2005) are:  

(a) synonymous verbs (e.g.construct/build/establish); 

(b) hypernymy (e.g. create/compose) and troponymy (e.g. break/damage) verbs 

(see chapter 2 for a more detailed explanation of these verb types);  

(c) de-lexicalised verbs (e.g. make, do); and  

(d) English V–N collocations in lack of translation equivalents in Chinese (e.g. 

brew tea, ‘‘pao cha’’ in Chinese). (p. 236-237) 

The results showed that the participants made greater improvement for types ‘c’ and ‘d’ than 

for types ‘a’ and ‘b’.   

This research focused on the effectiveness of the concordancer on collocation study 

and did not look at what effect the different activities included in the web-based practice units 

had.  The inclusion of a delayed posttest was an excellent addition to the Sun and Wang 

study (2003), as it showed that the participants’ collocation improvement regressed after two 

and a half months. 

 An obstacle for teaching collocations is the sheer number of them.  Bahns (1993) 

argued that by conducting a contrastive analysis between the L1 and the target language this 

number could be greatly reduced.  He feels that for a considerable portion of collocations 

there is a direct translational equivalent.  These collocations would not need to be taught, 

and the learner could focus on collocations which do not have a direct translational 

equivalent and would commonly be misused.  In his contrastive analysis of German-English 

noun + verb and verb + noun collocations, he found many translational equivalents such as 

‘show’ + ‘interest’ which in German is ‘interesse’ + ‘zeigen’.  He stated that the majority of 

collocation errors result from L1 influence and that collocation learning materials should 

account for a student’s L1. 

 Another study focusing on learner errors was undertaken by Wray (2008).  In this 

case study, a beginner language learner was given the task of performing a language 

interaction in Welsh after only five days of tutorials.  Given the short period of time, the 
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tutorials emphasized memorization of complete phrases and sentences.  The learner had 

correctly memorized the material, but during the language interaction, she made several 

errors typical of a beginner student.  These errors happened significantly more often at 

boundaries between memorized units than within the units.  Wray postulated that a beginner 

could memorize many of these interactions and often appear to be linguistically competent. 

Due to the limited number of studies dealing with approaches to teaching 

collocations, research-based knowledge that can be applied in the classroom is lacking.  

However, future studies, including this one, can use the experiments described above as a 

starting point.  

 

3.5.3  Which collocations should be taught? 

As mentioned earlier, one of the problems about teaching collocations is the large number of 

them.  Furthermore, choosing collocations from a text can also be problematic because it is 

difficult to rank them in terms of importance.  Henriksen and Stenius Stoehr (2009) explain 

that if the input is rich, it is difficult to choose on which collocations to focus.  However, 

researchers have made several proposals such as frequency, discourse in the target 

language, transparency, translational equivalents and learner need as being useful criteria 

for deciding which collocations to target. 

 Handl (2009) compares L1 learning to L2 acquisition.  She proposes that since 

acquiring collocations in the L1 is a natural process resulting from constant exposure, for L2 

acquisition “The teaching/learning environment and materials have to compensate for the 

lack of linguistic input” (p. 69).  She continues by saying that frequency can be used to rank 

significant collocations.  Wood (2010) also mentions teaching materials when he states that 

there are gaps in the collocations used in target language discourse and those found in 

language textbooks.  He proposes using ‘authentic’ language in the teaching of collocations. 

 In order to reduce the number of collocations learners need to focus on, Wray (2008) 

recommends separating transparent collocations since students will likely be able to 

construct them from their lexical and grammatical knowledge.  Another suggestion made in 

the previous section, is to separate collocations which have direct translational equivalents in 

the mother tongue (Bahns, 1993).   

 Learner need should also be considered.  Wood (2010) mentions that different 

collocations should be targeted for different syllabi.  Fan (2009) ranks learner need as being 

the most important criteria to consider by saying:  

While it is important to teach, for example, collocations which are ‘more restricted’ or 
which occur ‘more frequently’, teachers should have confidence in focusing on 
collocational use they see as relevant to the making of meaning in a particular 
context, taking into account the language needs of their students irrespective of 
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whether such use concerns only lexical words or both lexical and grammatical words. 
Nobody understands the needs of L2 learners better than their teachers. (p. 121) 

To summarize, teachers should choose collocations which are frequent, non-

transparent, and authentic.  Also, teachers can further reduce the number of collocations to 

be targeted by considering L1 transference.  Learner need is perhaps the most important 

criteria though.  Rundell (1999) states that identifying suitable collocations is an important 

productive need of our learners.   

 

3.5.4  How to teach collocations. 

Collocations are both problematic and crucial for language learners.  Researchers have 

identified collocations as being a common source of error, while also being crucial for fluency 

development (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Nesselhauf, 2003).  Webb and Kagimoto (2009) state 

that very few empirical studies have addressed the issue of how collocations can be most 

effectively taught in the language classroom.  However, researchers have suggested several 

guidelines for how teachers can approach collocation instruction in the classroom. 

 Advocates of an increased focus on collocations in the classroom often mention 

language use as being important for collocation acquisition.  “Students need to learn words 

and sentences not as isolated, planned answers to classroom exercises, but rather to learn 

how to use these structures to create the flow and purpose of a spontaneously unfolding 

conversation” (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992, p. 113).  First language learners benefit from 

large quantities of comprehensible input to determine how and when a particular collocation 

is used.  L2 adults’ lack of exposure likely causes their lack of collocational knowledge 

(Durrant & Schmitt, 2010).  Language instructors must compensate for this impediment. 

 Explicit instruction in collocations is one possible way to make up for the lack of 

exposure.  Laufer and Paribakht (1998) note that the majority of words are learned through 

direct instruction with relatively few gains being made incidentally in an EFL context.  Webb 

and Kagimoto (2009) make a similar claim by stating: 

In the ESL context, it may be enough to make learners aware of the importance of 
learning collocation, and to teach them to notice words that regularly appear together 
in context. This method may, in turn, lead to incidental gains. However, in an EFL 
context, in which incidental gains tend to be relatively small, it may be useful for 
teachers to not only make their learners aware of collocation, but also to teach it. (p. 
71) 
 

Nesselhauf (2003) also states the importance of explicit instruction “It seems indispensable 

that a number of collocations be taught and learnt explicitly” (p. 238).  Collocation acquisition 

is mentioned by Durrant and Schmitt (2010) “Explicit focus on target collocations would 

dramatically improve their acquisition” (p.181).  Language instructors must incorporate 

explicit activities for collocations if acquisition is to be expected. 
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 Students know that learning new vocabulary will improve their receptive and 

productive knowledge.  However, students are often not familiar with collocations and the 

important role they play in language acquisition.  Ying and O’Neill (2009) state that teachers 

need to raise student awareness of collocations.  Fan (2009) similarly states that raising 

students’ awareness is important because collocation use is arbitrary.  Willis (1990) believes 

that for collocation acquisition students need to notice and speculate about patterns of 

language within a text.  Teachers should start this process by using the most common 

patterns containing the most common words which will create a useful learning experience 

(Wray, 2000).  For awareness raising of collocations, Henriksen and Stenius Stoehr (2009) 

believe language instructors must overcome several challenges: they must develop 

pedagogical tools for raising student awareness, they must support the students’ ability to 

notice patterns in the input, and they must increase their students’ understanding of the need 

to develop collocational knowledge of frequently occurring lexical items.  Ying and O’Neill 

(2009) also claim that learning is most effective if students see the significance of what they 

have learned and are able to exhibit it.  The characteristics of productive activities for 

collocations will be discussed in the next paragraph.  

 In section 3.5.2 Webb and Kagimoto’s study (2009) about learning word pairs was 

described.  They believe that productive ability is improved through the use of productive 

tasks, while receptive tasks mostly lead to receptive gains.  Fan (2009) states that teachers 

should create the need to productively use collocations in the classroom.  Repetition is also 

commonly mentioned as a key component of productive collocation activities.  Durrant and 

Schmitt (2010) claim repetition is effective for improving learning.  They state fluency based 

re-reading exercises are particularly effective and there is a need for substantial exposure.  

Wood (2010) believes activities with repetition of formulaic sequences are important for 

automatization, which is crucial for fluency.  In addition to repetition, he continues by stating 

that fluency development activities should impose speed constraints and force the production 

of speech in chunks.  Fan (2009) also mentions that effective activities require repeated use 

of collocations, in addition to being communicative, authentic, and focusing on everyday 

events.   

 Wood (2010) explains in depth how collocations should be taught.  He advocates the 

use of models of speech from fluent speakers.  The students should be encouraged to notice 

formulaic sequences within these models and determine their meaning and discourse 

function.  For this process, teacher and peer feedback is valuable.  He also believes students 

will benefit by learning entire chunks of language (including articles and prepositions) and not 

just which words collocate with other words.  For verb + noun collocations, teachers and 

students should focus on the verb because it is the more common cause of mistakes.  He 

makes a final recommendation of targeting collocations based on the students’ L1.  This 
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recommendation is similar to Bahns’ study (1993) described in section 3.5.2.  For beginner 

students and learners who are not proficient, Wray (2008) suggests that memorization may 

be more beneficial than using other methods for acquiring collocations.  Hill (2000) also 

suggests rote learning by stating that collocations should be learned in such a way that ‘‘We 

can retrieve them from our mental lexicon just as we pull a phone number or address from 

our memory’’ (p. 53).  The majority of researchers argue for an explicit approach to 

collocations. 

 An alternative to explicit instruction for collocations is made by Liu (2010) in his study 

described in section 2.3.6.  A cognitive approach is proposed when he stated that students 

should be taught why collocations use a particular combination of words.  He believes some 

potential benefits are that using cognitive analysis will help students to use collocations 

productively because there are too many collocations to memorize.  It may also help the 

students use the verbs more accurately since they will understand the motivation for the verb 

in the collocation.  By understanding the semantic differences between ‘make a trip’ and 

‘take a trip’ students might understand ‘make’ and ‘take’ collocations better.  However, he 

tempers his claims by stating “Although I see strong benefits of cognitive analysis in learning 

collocations, based on the new research findings, I also understand the need for students to 

notice, memorize, and repeatedly practice collocations to attain a good grasp of them” (p.24).  

He also concedes this approach is probably not suitable for young children, students of 

different learning styles, and students of low language proficiency.  In addition, not all 

collocations require the same level of cognitive analysis.  Wray (2000) has cautioned against 

approaches which overgeneralize the characteristics of a formulaic sequences.  She believes 

it is impossible to present only grammatically and semantically regular sequences because 

subtle restrictions arise as a result of idiomaticity.  She states “This makes all formulaic 

sequences potentially unreliable for analysis” (2000, p. 485). 

 To summarize, researchers propose an explicit approach to collocation instruction, 

which will partially compensate for L2 learners lack of exposure to the target language.  It is 

also important to raise student’ awareness for collocations.  Learners need to understand the 

importance of collocations for developing their productive abilities and fluency.  Productive 

tasks are seen as being more effective for improving a learner’s speaking and writing ability, 

and repetition is a key element that should be present within these tasks.  Finally, cognitive 

analysis may help with collocation acquisition, but it is important to carefully choose the 

targeted collocations and consider the characteristics of the students before devoting class 

time to this approach. 

 

3.5.5  Testing collocation knowledge. 
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Tests for collocations have been developed (Eyckmans, 2009; Gyllstad, 2009; Revier, 2009), 

but in creating these tests the developers faced the challenge of defining the construct of 

‘collocation’ and demonstrating that the tests actually measure collocational knowledge.  A 

thorough summary of these tests and the studies conducted to measure their reliability and 

validity is beyond the scope of this study.  However, it is useful to discuss general principles 

for testing collocation knowledge. 

 Wray (2009) believes teachers should consider both productive and receptive ability 

when testing collocation knowledge.  She explains learners will often overestimate their 

productive abilities using language to which they have been exposed.  They do not see the 

gap between what they understand and what they can use productively.  The ability to 

productively use collocations is an aspect of the CONTRIX test developed by Revier (2009).  

He states “Testing of L2 collocation knowledge needs to focus on the recognition and 

production of whole collocations” (p. 126).  He believes tests should measure productive 

knowledge of whole verb + noun chunks by eliciting these collocations without requiring a 

long text to establish context and be suitable for learners at different proficiency levels. 

 Gyllstad (2009) developed two tests for collocation knowledge: COLLEX and 

COLLMATCH.  He believes there is a lack of properly validated tests for collocation 

knowledge and that researchers have been making conclusions based on tests which have 

not been measured for validity and reliability.  The COLLMATCH and COLLEX measure 

knowledge of verb + noun collocations which are problematic for learners and constitute the 

communicative core of utterances.  Both of these tests measured out to be valid and reliable.   

 To summarize, there is a lack of properly validated collocation tests, and this 

shortcoming has negatively affected collocational research.  In addition to being reliable and 

valid, collocation tests need to measure productive ability as there is often a gap in what 

students can receptively understand and what they can productively use.  This study 

attempts to measure productive collocational knowledge through a spoken assessment 

which is described in more detail in sections 5.3.2 and 6.2.2. The participants describe a 

picture sequence before and after the intervention.  The same sequence of pictures are used 

in both assessments, so it is possible to determine if the students are able to use collocations 

in the second description which they were unable to use in the first. 

 

3.5.6  Criticisms of a collocational focus in language classes. 

The nature of collocations, the challenges of learning English in an EFL environment, and 

gaps in the research all contribute to the difficulty language instructors face when teaching 

collocations.  Bahns (1993) believes the large number of collocations is the main challenge 

for teaching them in the classroom.  Thus, researchers (Handl, 2009; Shin & Nation, 2008; 

Wood, 2010; Wray, 2008) have emphasized that there is a need to target collocations based 
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on student need, teachability, frequency, and transparency as stressed previously.  In 

addition to the pedagogical challenges that exist because of the large number of collocations, 

materials with a collocational focus have not been researched enough in regard to how 

learners use and evaluate these resources (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009).  Another challenge is 

described by Liu: 

[collocations] are currently taught mostly as prefabricated chunks using primarily 
noticing–memorization strategies. This noticing- and-memorization-only approach is 
problematic not only because it ignores the motivated nature of most collocations but 
also, and more importantly, because it takes away from the study of collocations any 
cognitive and linguistic analysis, a very important and useful part of the language-
acquisition process. (2010, p. 22) 

As described in section 3.5.4, most researchers recommend noticing and memorization for 

collocation instruction, but Liu questions the value of this approach.  Wray (2000) also 

questions the claims of researchers such as Lewis (1994), Nattinger and Decarrico (1992), 

Hill (2000), and Hill, Lewis, and Lewis (2000) about the ability of learners to make 

generalizations about the grammar from formulaic input.  She states that teaching syllabuses 

tend to assume the learner’s ability to generalize, but this assumption is not supported by 

research.  In section 3.5.2, Webb and Kagimoto’s (2009) study into the effects of task type 

on collocation acquisition is described.  They believe there is a need to research acquiring 

collocations through other vocabulary learning tasks.  Liu (2010) also states that researchers 

need to further examine the nature of collocations and the approaches used to teach them.  

These gaps in the research make the teaching of collocations problematic.  However, this 

study should address some of the pedagogical challenges of teaching collocations. 

 

3.6 Summary for Chapter Three 

In this chapter, collocations were considered first in relation to a global perspective, 

specifically in how recent research on English as a lingua franca might affect collocation 

instruction.  Collocation use is likely to be different between the English spoken in traditional 

English speaking countries and the English which L2 learners are likely to use.  However, it 

was argued that language learners still need a norm or standard after which to model 

themselves, and that many learners wish to produce language which is easily understood.  

The delexicalized verb collocations under investigation in this study are therefore likely to 

offer examples of the English knowledge learners need to produce comprehensible 

utterances. 

Section 3.3 listed several of the proposed benefits of an increased classroom focus 

on collocations.  Through the use of collocation instruction, learners can sound more native-

like, learn the grammar of a language, and sound more fluent by stringing multi-word units 



! 62! !
!
together.  Furthermore, low-level learners can make productive use of the language by using 

what they already know. 

Fluency is the ability to convey messages with ease with a minimal presence of 

dysfluency markers.  Using collocations improves fluency by reducing the pauses within 

clauses, by allowing language learners to speak above their current level, and by helping 

students to produce more accurate utterances.  Collocation use also lessens the cognitive 

load of producing speech. 

 Fluency and productive collocation knowledge has been mostly measured through 

elicitation and translation assessments.  However, these techniques are not the most 

effective ways to measure productive collocation knowledge.  The studies described in this 

section mostly used spoken assessments to investigate the relationship between collocations 

and fluency.  Wood (2010) showed that instruction leads to more fluent speech containing 

formulaic sequences.  While McGuire (2009) provides evidence that a classroom focus on 

formulaic sequences leads to their increased use in spoken utterances.  Eyckmans (2009) 

showed that input-driven instruction improves students’ oral proficiency and phrasal 

knowledge.  Finally, Fan (2009) showed that a lack of collocation knowledge hinders L2 

learners written fluency.  These studies have provided evidence for how fluency can be 

improved through the use of collocations. 

In section 3.5, various proposals are presented for teaching collocations.  It is 

important to understand the reasons against a traditional approach to language instruction 

for collocations.  Specifically, collocation problems will develop if instruction only focuses on 

grammar and individual words.  Previous studies provide insight into the pedagogy of 

collocations.  Webb and Kagimoto (2009) showed that receptive and productive tasks will 

lead to collocation knowledge being acquired, but productive ability will be improved most 

effectively through the use of productive tasks.  Ying and O’Neill (2009) and Jiang (2009) 

illustrated the benefits of awareness raising for collocations and formulaic sequences.  Sun 

and Wang’s study (2003) and Chan and Liou’s study (2005) showed the potential value 

concordancer programs have for collocation instruction. 

 Chapter three also gave proposals for which collocations should be taught.  Various 

researchers have presented criteria for targeting collocations.  Instructors should choose 

collocations based on frequency, translational equivalents, transparency, and learner need.  

Collocations can be taught through the use of explicit instruction to compensate for the L2 

learner’s lack of exposure, consciousness-raising activities to demonstrate the importance of 

collocation knowledge, productive tasks to improve fluency, and repetition within tasks to aid 

language intake. 

The information given in this chapter has influenced the research design of this study 

in three ways.  Firstly, collocations are stored as single choices in a native speaker’s mental 
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lexicon and should be taught as such. If collocations are viewed as word combinations where 

the meaning cannot be easily understood, students, especially those focusing on individual 

words, will likely have problems with comprehension when encountering collocations.  They 

would have to rely on incidental exposure to these collocations before acquisition was 

possible.  Furthermore, the teacher can take advantage of the lexical items the students 

already know while still improving their receptive and productive knowledge.  The teacher will 

not need to spend time on word combinations where the meaning is likely to be known.  

These criteria aim to take advantage of the perceived benefits of a focus on collocations 

mentioned earlier in section 3.3, while accounting for the findings of corpus linguists.  The 

collocation list for this study will be designed to improve the students’ productive abilities. 

The second issue deals with the lack of research to date supporting the claims of 

applied linguists about the benefits of a collocation focus.  Improvements in fluency, 

grammar, and productive use of collocations would seem to be logical outcomes, but cannot 

be assumed without empirical data as support.  If the teaching and learning of collocations 

are to be more influential in future approaches to second language instruction, more 

evidence is needed to support these perceived benefits.  

The final issue deals with weaknesses in the previous research.  While offering 

valuable insights, the findings of these studies must not be overly generalized. This study will 

incorporate the experimental-design strengths of previous studies, target a specific group of 

learners (low-proficiency Japanese university students), and as a result add to the work done 

by previous researchers.  However, given that the methodology being used for this 

investigation is action research (described in detail in Chapter four), it will be difficult to make 

generalizations for other teaching/learning situations.  Nevertheless, this study should 

provide valuable pedagogical insight into the teaching of collocations.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the methodology used in this investigation.  Paradigms, specifically 

the interpretive paradigm, and methodologies are first described.  For this study, I chose to 

mainly use a qualitative research design.  The choice of qualitative research is justified in 

section 4.3 while sections 4.3.1 through 4.3.5 define action research (AR), the methodology 

used, as it relates to this investigation and situates AR within qualitative research.  This 

section includes a theoretical and practical description of AR including the stages of a 

reflective cycle, the role of reflection in the research process, and the influence of theory with 

AR studies.  Section 4.3.6 describes the mixed method methodology and how it can be 

incorporated within an AR study. 

 In section 4.4, a justification for the use of action research as a methodology is 

presented.  A description of the participants is given in section 4.5. The following section, 4.6, 

outlines data collection in AR and the tools used in this investigation.  This section also 

describes how quantitative analysis can be used with action research and why it was 

included as part of the research design for this study.  Additionally, section 4.6 includes a 

description of the approach to analysis for the qualitative data and how ethical concerns were 

addressed. 

 The final sections of this chapter focus on the intervention procedures that will be 

described in more detail in Chapters five and six.  Each reflective cycle is briefly introduced in 

section 4.7 which is then followed by a chapter summary.   

 

4.2 Interpretive Paradigm 

For this thesis, the term ‘paradigm’ refers to a general set of beliefs which governs the 

choices made throughout a study by a researcher.  This set of beliefs can also be described 

as a researcher’s ontological (beliefs about what knowledge is) and epistemological (beliefs 

about how we understand knowledge) standpoints (Brooke, 2013).  McGregor and Murnane 

(2010) state “It is common knowledge that a paradigm is a set of assumptions, concepts, 

values, and practices that constitutes a way of viewing reality for the community that shares 

them” (p. 419).  They further this description by explaining that ‘paradigm’ encompasses a 

philosophical and technical aspect; however, for this thesis, it will be used exclusively in the 

philosophical sense. 

 In order to understand a study, it is necessary to consider the researcher’s beliefs in 

regard to paradigm. Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) affirm that “It is the choice of paradigm that 

sets down the intent, motivation and expectations for the research. Without nominating a 

paradigm as the first step, there is no basis for subsequent choices regarding methodology, 

methods, literature or research design” (p. 194).  Creswell (2003) also emphasizes the 
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importance of clearly stating a paradigm because the reader can understand the 

researcher’s assumptions regarding how they expect to learn and what they expect to learn 

over the course of the investigation.   

 In addition to understanding what paradigm governs a study, it is also necessary to 

understand what the word (along with other words) actually represents and how it can be 

distinguished from other terms often used as synonyms by different researchers.  Mackenzie 

and Knipe (2006) explain that “The most common definitions suggest that methodology is the 

overall approach to research linked to the paradigm or theoretical framework while the 

method refers to systematic modes, procedures or tools used for collection and analysis of 

data” (p. 198).  Consequently, for this thesis, paradigm, methodology, and method are used 

with this interpretation in mind. 

 Paradigms can be divided into two expansive categories: positivism and interpretism.  

Brooke (2013) describes that “These research traditions and methods can be broadly 

described as those pertaining to a scientific model or positivist approach preferring 

quantitative research methodology and those of the naturalistic or interpretative approach, 

which predominantly apply qualitative techniques for study” (p. 430).  A review of the 

literature shows there is some conflict in the terms used to describe specific paradigms.  For 

example, McGregor and Murnane (2010) divide paradigms into positivism (associated with 

quantitative research) and post-positivism (associated with qualitative research).  However, 

Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) align both positivism and post-positivism with quantitative 

methods of data collection and analysis.  Furthermore, they use the terms interpretivist, 

constructivist, transformative and pragmatic to further divide paradigm.  In the following 

paragraphs, the positivism paradigm is first briefly described before a fuller characterization 

of the paradigm for this study, interpretism, is given.  Additionally, the pragmatic paradigm 

(Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006) is explained as it was also influential over the course of this 

investigation. 

 As mentioned in the previous paragraph, positivism is associated in research with the 

quantitative methodology.  Watson-Gegeo (1988) characterize this paradigm branch as a 

nomothetic (formulation of general or universal laws) science from an outsider perspective.  

Brooke (2013) expands on this by describing positivism as “centering on probabilities through 

the collection of (commonly) large scale, quantifiable data in an objective and controlled way” 

(p. 430).  Furthermore, he distinguishes this paradigm from interpretism by saying the 

findings are considered invalid if they cannot be applied to different contexts from which the 

research was conducted.   

 Researchers using interpretive paradigms, as used in this study, are equally 

concerned with the process (the why and the how) as they are with the facts (the where, 

what, who, and when) or outcome (Brooke, 2013).  Interpretive paradigms offer an insider 
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perspective and are inherently subjective.  The findings are an interpretation as opposed to 

universal truth.  Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) characterize the research conducted 

under interpretive paradigms as representing a ‘slice of life’ that provides insight into human 

opinion and behaviour.  A criticism of this paradigm (an more specifically of action research, 

the methodology used in this study) is that it does not attempt to validate its findings.  When 

describing action research in TESOL, Brooke (2013) concedes this point by stating “Up to a 

point this may be true because action research does not posit that it holds assumptions 

regarding the value-free nature of its results” (p. 433).  However, McGregor and Murnane 

(2010) support this quality by stating “research should not be value-free and unbiased but be 

value-laden, subjective and intersubjective, even value-driven within the critical paradigm” (p. 

423-424).  The findings can be considered trustworthy if the reader can audit the events and 

understand how the researcher’s background and experiences were accounted for.  This 

trust is achieved through rich description of the research process.  Additionally, interpretive 

paradigms can be distinguished from positivism by the importance placed on the participants’ 

views of the situation being investigated (Creswell, 2003). 

 As previously mentioned, the main methodology use in this investigation was action 

research; however, this study can also be characterized as employing aspects of a mixed 

method methodology which is associated with the pragmatic paradigm.  The pragmatic 

paradigm prioritizes the research problem and uses all approaches to understanding the 

problem (Creswell, 2003).  The research problem is addressed through “data collection and 

analysis methods … chosen as those most likely to provide insights into the question with no 

philosophical loyalty to any alternative paradigm” (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006, p. 197).  The 

research problem is considered most important and all approaches are utilized to better 

understand the problem.  Creswell (2003) explains that “Inquirers draw liberally from both 

quantitative and qualitative assumptions when they engage in their research” and 

“Pragmatists do not see the world as an absolute unity. In a similar way, mixed methods 

researchers look to many approaches to collecting and analyzing data rather than 

subscribing to only one way (e.g., quantitative or qualitative)” (p.12).  Pragmatism shows how 

methodologies can be successfully mixed (Hoshmand, 2003) and that “research approaches 

should be mixed in ways that offer the best opportunities for answering research questions” 

(Burke Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p.16). 

 Given the pedagogical nature of this study and the practical research questions, a 

paradigm which embraced subjective interpretation from an insider perspective was deemed 

appropriate.  Furthermore, it was thought that the research questions could best be 

addressed through the collection and analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data.  

Consequently, the paradigm used for this study is largely interpretism; however, elements of 

the pragmatic paradigm were also influential. 



! 67! !
!
  

4.3 Qualitative Research 

A predominately qualitative research design was a suitable choice for a research 

methodology for several reasons.  Primarily, at the initial stages of this investigation, it was 

uncertain which direction the study would take.  Secondly, the initial research questions 

which were introduced in Chapter one focused on subjective interpretations from both the 

learners’ and my own perspective.  Additionally, I wanted to collect a range of data to support 

my findings, and I believe for the reasons described below a qualitative research 

methodology addressed these concerns. 

 From the beginning stages of this investigation it was clear a flexible research design 

would be needed.  Dörnyei (2007) characterizes qualitative studies as having an emergent 

research design.  He explains that during the process of conducting an investigation, the 

research design can be adapted as new information is learned.  The researcher does not set 

out to test a preconceived hypothesis.   Davis (1995) explains that “different paradigms 

[methodologies by my terminology] are used for different purposes” (p.448).  Given the 

purpose of this study, the flexibility and adaptability of qualitative research would be needed 

throughout the process of conducting this exploratory study.  

 The initial research questions focused on the learners’ attitudes towards an 

alternative approach to vocabulary instruction.  I felt a qualitative study would be appropriate 

for addressing this issue because it would allow for an in depth analysis of the issues and 

produce subtle findings which might be missed through the use of a quantitative 

methodology.  Dörnyei (2007) describes one of the strengths of qualitative studies as being 

grounded in the participants’ responses.  He expands on this point by explaining that 

qualitative studies can explore the participants’ views of the situation under investigation and 

can elicit subjective opinions.  Researchers can attain a fuller understanding of a context 

because they can seek to answer ‘why’ questions.  Qualitative studies are of the most value 

when prior to their undertaking the researcher carefully considers the purpose of the 

investigation to determine if qualitative research is the most appropriate methodology to use.  

Lazaraton (1995) cautions that “The purposes, assumptions, and methods of qualitative 

research are still debated, misunderstood, and/or ignored by some in our profession” (p. 

456). 

 By using multiple sources of data, researchers can examine a situation from several 

perspectives which ultimately will strengthen their findings.  This triangulation is endorsed by 

Davis (1995) when he states “Another essential procedure in ensuring research credibility is 

to triangulate by utilizing multiple sources, methods, and investigators” (p.446).   Dörnyei 

(2007) also notes that the wide range of data sources within qualitative studies is a strength; 
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however, the outcome of these studies is ultimately dependent upon the researchers’ 

interpretation of the data. 

 In the following sections of this chapter, I describe the specific methodology within 

qualitative research that is used for this investigation: action research.  The discussion is of 

the literature of action research, specifically for what AR and qualitative research represent 

along with a justification for their use given the goals of this study.  Davis (1995) states that 

“The failure of researchers within the field of SLA to make explicit the philosophical and 

theoretical perspectives guiding their studies has created other problems of definition as well 

as those involving research legitimacy” (p.434) while Lazaraton (1995) notes that “Perhaps 

consensus on the definitions, principles, and value of qualitative research is not necessary, 

desirable, or even possible” (p.468).  It is not the goal of this chapter to fully describe the 

intricacies of the methodology of AR; however, I feel a characterization will serve the reader 

well in order to understand the research design and findings from this investigation. 

 

4.3.1 The methodology of action research.  

Action research is a methodology within the interpretivist paradigm which is particularly 

effective in TESOL (Brooke, 2013).  Burns (2005b) explains that: 

In contrast to basic and applied studies, AR takes an explicitly interventionist and 
subjective approach. Because it is centrally situated in the local concerns and 
problems of the research participants, its aims are to investigate issues of practical 
importance, using systematic data collection procedures. (p. 60) 

Within this paradigm, research should be conducted in the daily lives of participants in their 

natural settings as opposed to experimental settings (McGregor and Murnane, 2010).  Burns 

states that “Action research confronts rather than minimises the variables present in the 

research context and attempts to seek explanations inclusive of those variables” (p. 67). 

 Action researchers seek improvement through change in an aspect of the research 

situation.  Kemmis and McTaggart (2008) explain that “Participatory action researchers are 

embarked on a process of transforming themselves as researchers, transforming their 

research practices, and transforming the practice settings of their research” (p. 293).  

Creswell (2003) also emphasizes change by stating “The research should contain an action 

agenda for reform that may change the lives of the participants, the institutions in which 

individuals work or live, and the researcher's life” (p. 9-10).  In AR, the researcher is an 

integral part of the process.  Improvement and involvement are the two defining 

characteristics of AR (Burns, 2007). Kemmis and McTaggart (2008) state that “Classroom 

action research typically involves the use of qualitative interpretive modes of inquiry and data 

collection by teachers (often with help from academics) with a view to teachers making 

judgments about how to improve their own practices” (p. 273-274).  The involvement of the 

researcher is not seen as a negative because AR does not attempt to produce findings which 
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are universally true (Brooke, 2013).  Researchers within this methodology investigate an 

issue within their context and seek to improve the situation.  The findings are then presented 

through rich description allowing the reader to critique the researcher’s interpretations.  The 

reader can then judge whether the findings are applicable to their context.   

AR is often characterized by a spiral of self-reflection which will be described in 

section 4.3.3; however, Kemmis and McTaggart (2008) also describe AR as being: a social 

process in which students and teachers work together; participatory in that research is done 

on themselves, either individually or collectively; practical and collaborative; emancipatory; 

critical of inefficiencies in the research context; reflexive to what has been learned previously; 

and transformative in both theory and practice.  Kemmis (1993) offers that  

Social research is always (in one way or another) connected to social action and 
social movement. It sees the connection between social research and social life as 
intrinsic to research as an activity, not extrinsic, or instrumental, or as a question of 
the enlightenment of individuals who will later set about changing the world - though 
these things may give clues to important aspects of a deep critical understanding and 
practice of action research. (p. 3) 
 

Kemmis and McTaggart’s description of AR emphasizes the close relationship between the 

researcher (teacher) and the participants (students) in educational contexts.  They elaborate 

on this point by stating “Three particular attributes are often used to distinguish participatory 

research from conventional research: shared ownership of research projects, community-

based analysis of social problems, and an orientation toward community action” (p. 273).  

Burns (2005b) emphasizes the role of participants in AR studies when she describes 

participant involvement as being a pillar underpinning AR.  McGregor and Murnane (2010) 

articulate this involvement and collaboration when stating “Humans are seen as central to the 

research process, rather than isolated from it. They are not controlled and studied but are 

participants in the process, even instigating and benefitting from the research” (p. 424). 

 Given the involvement of students in educational action research and the desire to 

affect positive change within a teaching context, AR is well suited for investigating 

pedagogical issues.  This can be seen by the fact “There is now a variety of traditions of 

educational action research, each with its own potential and limitations, and, increasingly, 

with its own literature. And each, one supposes, is more or less suited to the distinctive 

cultural and historial conditions under which it has evolved” (Kemmis, 1993, p. 1-2).  

However, Brooke (2013) notes that there is a gap in TESOL research between applied 

linguistics and the pedagogy of the classroom with theoretical papers being more prominent 

than case studies based on situated learning.  Somekh (1993) also comments on the fact 

that abstract research is held in a higher regard than practical studies.  Brooke (2013) 

concludes that “There is a need for more action research conducted by teacher-researchers; 
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and the development of this approach to better understand TESOL and its complexities” (p. 

434).  This study is step in that direction. 

 

4.3.2 What is action research? 

AR is described in different ways by various researchers; however, there are also 

commonalities in the various descriptions for action research.  By summarizing how action 

research is viewed in this thesis, I hope to illustrate the research principles which influenced 

the goals, the process, and the procedures used during this study.  Part of the appeal of AR 

as a methodology for this study is its adaptability over the research process.  When 

examining the findings and procedures presented in the following chapters, the emergent 

nature of AR and its ongoing characteristics should be considered.  By doing so, the reader 

will be able to orient themselves within the overall process and understand the motivations 

for the procedures and changes which were implemented. 

The primary purpose of AR is to contribute to knowledge from the perspective of 

practice.  AR is about working toward practical outcomes and creating new forms of 

understanding (Reason & Bradbury, 2008).  In addition to practicality, AR also emphasizes 

how the research is connected to the professional context.  In educational settings, AR can 

be defined as a teacher’s structured thorough enquiry into their own professional context 

(Dörnyei, 2007; Nunan, 1992; Wyatt, 2011).  For teachers, the classroom is where AR is 

usually conducted and where the initial motivation to investigate a phenomenon occurs.  The 

process “starts with the observation of a number of events for which there is no obvious and 

immediate explanation and for which there is a desire to gain a coherent explanation” 

(Stephens, Barton, & Haslett, 2009, p.471).  In educational AR these events could be an 

area of concern to the teacher or an aspect of her or his practice which could be better 

understood through investigation.  The researcher then initiates a process of understanding 

the innovations and developments that are occurring and uses the new knowledge for further 

development.  During this process in the classroom, the researcher systematically records 

the information which is later reflected on and analysed.  Further actions are then based on 

the evidence gained from the initial actions (Burns, 2009b).  AR can be described as a series 

of steps or stages.  A more thorough description of these stages will be presented in section 

4.3.3. 

  

4.3.3 Stages of action research. 

While AR is flexible and exploratory, it can also be viewed as a series of stages in which 

each stage is part of a larger process aimed at improving an aspect of a teacher’s practice.  

Brooke (2013) states “The AR approach provides an essential structure to direct processes 

of practical situated research combined with focused reading or deliberative reflection in the 
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field under study” (p.432).  Wallace (1998) characterizes a reflective cycle as structured 

reflection “which will help us to make sense of our experiences, and perhaps through such 

structured reflection come to a solution” (p.14).  Each stage thus gives structure to the overall 

investigative process. 

The first step in an educational AR study is to identify an area for investigation.  As 

mentioned earlier, this can stem from a problem in the classroom, but it can also be an 

aspect of teaching which is not fully understood.  Wallace (1998) states “[action research] 

nearly always arises from some specific problem or issue arising out of professional practice” 

(p.15).  Burns (2007b) similarly states that “Interventions in practice are in response to a 

perceived problem, puzzle, or question that people in the social context wish to improve or 

change in some way” (p.987).  This leads to a process of trial and error investigation 

(Brooke, 2013) that is initiated by reading around the topic, attending conferences, and/or 

conferencing with colleagues (Wallace, 1998) to gain a better understanding of the situation.  

The teacher can then apply this knowledge through a change or intervention in one’s 

teaching practice.  The ‘action’ in AR refers to putting deliberate practical changes into one’s 

teaching practice with the hope of improving, modifying or developing the situation (Burns, 

2009a).  The teacher researcher then observes and collects data which will later be used for 

reflection.  This process is repetitive and fluid meaning the teacher researcher will likely be 

simultaneously engaged in different stages and aspects of a particular study.  In regard to 

this investigation, this series of stages was followed, but it should also be noted that in reality 

the process is not as distinct as it might appear from the preceding description.  I was often 

engaged in different stages concurrently.  

AR involves one or more cycles of activities (Davison, Martinsons, & Ou, 2012).  

These cycles are flexible and used responsively and reflexively by participants.  Brooke 

(2013, p.432) expands on this point by stating “It is a process of exploratory change with 

spiral of planning, action, observation, and reflection. This is then followed by further-

planning and so round the spiral once more”.  During a research project, it is essential to 

repeat interventions to improve or confirm these changes in strategy which were used to 

obtain the research goals (Brooke, 2013).  In this study, four reflective cycles were 

conducted each of which was motivated through an examination of the previous cycle’s data. 

While various researchers refer to the steps in the investigative process differently, 

action researchers typically follow a process similar to the one illustrated in Figure 4.1.  For 

the purposes of this paper, all future references to a reflective cycle will signify the series of 

steps seen immediately below.  I will describe each stage specifically as it relates to this 

study in the following paragraphs. 

Figure 4.1 The action research spiral based on Kemmis and McTaggart (2008, p.278) 
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As seen in Figure 4.1, the AR reflective cycle is flexible and repetitive.  However, I tend to 

follow a process that involves a series of stages.  At any given time I might be engaged in 

more than one stage, but in general each reflective cycle will follow the pattern seen above. 

 At the beginning of each reflective cycle, the topic is researched during the ‘plan’ 

stage.  Burns (2007b) states that “The action aspect requires some kind of planned 

intervention, deliberately putting into place concrete strategies, processes, or activities in the 

research context” (p. 987).  This planning is especially needed for the first reflective cycle in 

which the initial area of concern is investigated through reading around the topic, attending 

conferences, and discussing the issue with colleagues.  For later reflective cycles, this stage 

becomes a more focused investigation due to what has been learnt through the previous 

reflective cycle. 

 Based on the knowledge gained, I develop an action plan with the goal of improving 

and/or gaining insight into the original area of concern.  For this study, the ‘act and observe’ 

stage is an intervention into my teaching practice.  For the initial reflective cycle the 

intervention represented a change from teaching individual words from the GSL to frequent 

collocations.  In later cycles, the intervention was refined and different structures were 

targeted using various techniques.  During the intervention stage of this study, I collected 
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data through the use of questionnaires, audio-recordings and field notes.  The justification for 

using these specific tools is seen in section 4.6.  

 The next stage, ‘reflect’, is an assessment of the intervention in which the change in 

procedure is analyzed from various viewpoints using the data collected in the previous stage.  

For this study, questionnaires provided insight into the learners’ feelings about studying 

collocations, field notes illustrated the teacher’s perspective (my perspective), and the audio-

recordings were used to judge the effectiveness of the intervention.  Burns (2007b) explains 

that “The research component of action research means systematically collecting data about 

the planned actions, analyzing what they reveal, reflecting on the implications of the data, 

and developing alternative plans and actions based on data analysis” (p. 988). 

 The following stage depicted in Figure 4.1, ‘revised plan’, is preparation for the 

subsequent cycle.  This stage is similar to the ‘plan’ stage; however, the decisions made are 

based on the previous findings of the study as opposed to outside resources.  In this stage, I 

decided on the necessity of conducting a subsequent reflective cycle. 

 This overall process then repeats for the next cycle.  Burns (2005) notes the 

importance of this repetition when she states that 

Iteration is a further principle of AR that contributes to enhancing rigour and reducing 
subjectivity. Iterations of the AR cycle enable initial insights and findings to give way 
to deeper, new but related, questions. Further data collection then serves to: i) build 
on evidence from previous cycles; ii) expand the scope of the study; iii) triangulate the 
data across different episodes, sites and subjects through multiple data sources; iv) 
test new findings against previous iterations of the cycle; and v) avoid the bias 
inherent in cross-sectional research. (p. 67-68) 
 
While Kemmis and McTaggart’s (2008) model appears to be structured, the actual 

process is more labyrinthine.  While describing their depiction of the AR cycle (Figure 4.1), 

they explain that 

In reality, the process might not be as neat as this spiral of self-contained cycles of 
planning, acting and observing, and reflecting suggests. The stages overlap, and 
initial plans quickly become obsolete in the light of learning from experience. In 
reality, the process is likely to be more fluid, open, and responsive. The criterion of 
success is not whether participants have followed the steps faithfully but rather 
whether they have a strong and authentic sense of development and evolution in their 
practices, their understandings of their practices, and the situations in which they 
practice.  (p. 277) 

As shown in the above quote, the stages are not easily compartmentalized as one stage 

often melds with the next.   

AR, like any other methodology, needs forethought to be successful.  There is a need 

to adopt a systematic approach (Somekh, 2006).  Researchers need to be explicit about their 

approach, research aim, theory, and methods at the beginning of their study through to its 

publication.  This is as true for AR as it is for other methodologies (Avison, Lau, Myers, & 

Nielsen, 1999).  For an exploratory investigation such as mine, it is a challenge to balance 
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the need for a structured approach with an emergent research design.  However, one of the 

strengths of AR is its ability to adapt to new understandings of the teaching/learning dynamic.  

Therefore, if AR projects are to cover an extended period of time, given the exploratory and 

emergent nature of this method, it is unnecessary to have a very detailed intervention plan 

(Davison et al., 2012).  The methodology itself is difficult to characterize.  Reason and 

Bradbury describe that “Action research cannot be programmatic and cannot be defined in 

terms of hard and fast methods” (2008, p.3).  To summarize, there is a need for structure and 

a sound research design, but within this design, researchers should have the flexibility to 

change course when a better understanding of the situation is gained through data analysis.  

This apparent disconnect is a challenge that is ever present in AR studies. 

 

4.3.4 Reflection within action research. 

While the initial action plan for the intervention in my vocabulary instruction was quickly 

conceived, it was clear that this issue was complex and would require in-depth analysis and 

assessment.  Only through the process of data collection and analysis, would a better 

understanding of this issue be gained.  Reflection, which is a crucial aspect of AR, would 

also have an important role in my study.  

Reflection involves emotions, passions, intuitions and logical thinking processes.  

Teachers must be open-minded, responsible, and wholehearted (Stanley, 1998).  Later in 

this section, several areas of concern regarding AR are discussed including the introspective 

nature of reflection which is a possible source of concern of which teacher researchers 

should be aware.  Reflectivity on teaching is mainly discussed in regard to its definition, the 

process involved, and the investigation of evidence gathered from reflection (Stanley, 1998).  

Drawing conclusions based on the evidence, as opposed to preconceived ideas, is crucial for 

action research to yield valuable findings.  Stanley (1998) describes  

The process of developing a reflective teaching practice can be represented as a 
series of phases: (a) engaging with reflection, (b) thinking reflectively, (c) using 
reflection, (d) sustaining reflection, and (e) practicing reflection. The phases do not 
represent a sequence that is followed but rather moments in time and particular 
experiences that constitute a particular phase. (p.585)  

The reflection must involve active, persistent, and careful consideration. 

Reflection within AR is also a possible source of weakness.  The quality of AR 

depends on the sensitivity of the researcher whose data collection, analysis, and 

interpretations are influenced by their sense of self and identity (Somekh, 2006).  Stanley 

(1998) believes teachers will often find it difficult to accept evidence in their classroom 

teaching of pedagogical issues.  This is especially true if these findings are unsettling or 

unflattering.  At these times, teachers can continue the reflective process through readings, 

workshops, and conversations with other teachers.  A teacher’s initial beliefs may be 
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especially influential.  Burns (2009a) explains by stating “As the research proceeds, it’s 

important not to be swayed by your initial interpretations but to keep an open mind and to 

see how further data collection provides new information and interpretations” (p.124).  

However, in AR studies, such as this investigation, the teacher researcher is often 

investigating their own classroom.  This dynamic makes objective observation difficult.  

Reason and Bradbury explain that “Action researchers agree that objective knowledge is 

impossible, since the researcher is always a part of the world they study” (2008, p.8). 

Researchers must balance a research imperative to generate knowledge and a 

practical imperative to ensure a positive outcome for the student (Davison et al., 2012).  

However, action research has several stages (described in section 4.3.3) each of which 

presents a challenge for the teacher researcher.  The initial identification of an area of 

concern can be difficult.  Teaching/learning situations can be complex and involve many 

problems and processes which are not easily identified (Davison et al., 2012).  After a 

problem is identified, an action plan based in theory is implemented.  AR must include both 

action and research, but this can be accomplished in many different ways using many 

different theories (Davison et al., 2012).  Changes in one aspect of a project will affect other 

aspects of the situation which may then also need to be addressed (Brooke, 2013).  The 

observations and responses made by teacher researchers will lead to a deeper 

understanding of their situation and personal methodology.  This personal development will 

occur even if the teacher finds it difficult to make satisfactory improvements in the initial 

problem area (Brooke, 2013).  The reflective stage is a core element of action research but 

also a skill that needs to be developed.  Teachers can use reflection as a tool after they 

understand what reflection is and how to do it (Stanley, 1998).  Researchers might 

investigate these complexities and lose sight of the research objectives, or they might focus 

on the research objectives and fail to deal with the practical complexities (Davison et al., 

2012).  Burns (2009b) described the write up of action research studies as telling a research 

story.  Therefore, it is important to document how the AR was undertaken and 

methodological problems that arise (Davison et al., 2012).  For AR to grow as a 

methodology, published studies need to address the process undertaken as well as the 

findings. 

Throughout the process of conducting this study, I was conscious of the issues 

described above.  Reflection was not only used as a tool to influence the direction the 

research would take, but it was also used to orient myself to the original goals of the study 

and to raise my consciousness for the actions I was undertaking as they related to the overall 

research story.   

 

4.3.5 Theory in action research. 
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AR’s appeal as a methodology for second language acquisition stems from its ability to 

bridge the gap between theory and practice.  Proponents of AR claim it lessens the divide 

between theory and practice (Crookes, 1993).  Theory alone has a limited impact on 

classroom dynamics.  Theories only benefit classroom practice if they bring to the surface, 

alter, and strengthen beliefs already present in the mind of the teacher (Johnson, 1996).  

These preconceived beliefs are generated through a teacher’s experiences, both inside and 

outside the classroom.  Expressing these beliefs helps teachers gain a better understanding 

of them and to alter their approaches to teaching (Johnson, 1996).  In addition, teaching 

situations vary greatly and cannot easily be generalized.  Teaching requires teachers to 

determine how to convey a topic to a specific group of students in a particular time and place 

(Johnson, 1996).  Another contributor to this gap might be the lack of research into language 

teacher education classes (Bartels, 2002).  Given the inconstant nature of teaching there will 

always be a gap between what is taught in teacher education programs and what happens in 

the classroom.  However, educators agree that AR minimizes the gap between theory and 

practice and that this gap needs to be bridged (Rainey, 2000). 

Second language acquisition has been widely investigated using both qualitative and 

quantitative research methodologies.  While it is typically considered a form of qualitative 

research, “AR gave substance to a paradigm shift about how research might be conducted in 

and about organizations” (Stephens et al., 2009, p. 469).  In educational research contexts, 

AR is closely connected to the classroom and is therefore “particularly effective in TESOL 

(Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) settings” (Brooke, 2013, p. 432) 

because it is unique in how it associates research and practice.  The research goals of this 

study are practical and consequently necessitate a methodology which bridges the gap 

between theory and practice.  Reason and Bradbury (2008) believe a theory without action is 

meaningless.  Furthermore, a strength of AR is that the research informs practice and vice 

versa (Avison et al., 1999).  It is a “cycle of activities, including problem diagnosis, action 

intervention, and reflective learning” (Avison et al., 1999 p. 94).  

 As mentioned earlier, AR is particularly suitable for TESOL because it can be a 

pedagogical methodology.  Researchers are now realizing that a teacher’s knowledge about 

teaching is more than facts and theories, but this knowledge comes from experiences and 

classrooms to which teachers have been exposed (Johnson, 1996).  Theories only influence 

classroom practice if the teacher makes sense of the theory.  For this to happen, the theory 

must be situated in a context similar to their own (Johnson, 1996).  AR is highly 

contextualized within a teacher’s practice and provides an opportunity to look into, question, 

and investigate realities of one’s practice (Burns, 2009a).  AR provides the necessary 

structure to help teacher researchers through an investigative process. 
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 In the early stages of AR, theory is used to justify an action plan.  In AR, a researcher 

will try out a theory in a real classroom, gain insight from this experience, modify the theory 

based on the insight, and try it again.  Each of these cycles adds to the theory (Avison et al., 

1999).  Theory guides the action plans.  It must also form the basis for evaluating the 

outcomes.  However, theory itself can be questioned and reflected upon.  If a theory is 

inappropriate, it should be replaced by one which better explains the situation and predicts 

the outcomes of change (Davison et al., 2012).  What is learned then leads to a new theory 

which is the basis for more experimentation and/or action taken.  This leads to differences 

between what the theory can explain and what is seen through observation (Stephens et al., 

2009).  In addition, the teacher will develop new abilities to create knowledge (Reason & 

Bradbury, 2008).  Burns (2009a) describes this development by stating “Action researchers 

are interested in understanding what their explorations reveal and so developing personal 

practitioner knowledge and ‘practical theories’ is a central focus of this type of research” 

(p.114). 

 The role of theory within AR, specifically the notion of AR being a generator of theory 

(Baskerville & Wood-Harper, 1996; McKay & Marshall, 2001), is also a possible source of 

concern.  It can be difficult to develop a precise and holistic understanding of a 

teaching/learning situation and as a result, identifying a suitable intervention plan can be 

recondite.  Even if the change is based on theory, you need a strong practical justification to 

implement these changes.  The implemented change should be based in theory in regard to 

how it will improve the teaching/learning situation (Davison et al., 2012).  However, one of 

the strengths of AR is its exploratory nature.  Initial theories might need to be changed in 

subsequent cycles if they are found to be inappropriate (Davison et al., 2012).  For this study, 

the initial theories (described in Chapter three) were mainly proposals for how an alternative 

approach to vocabulary instruction could potentially benefit my students. 

For this investigation, the theory used to justify the initial intervention (see Chapters 

two and three) mainly consisted of a series of proposals and/or empirical evidence generated 

through investigations of higher proficiency language learners than the population under 

investigation in this study.  By investigating an alternative student population and testing the 

proposals made in an authentic language classroom, new theories based in practice may be 

generated. 

 

4.3.6 Mixed methods within action research studies. 

As mentioned in section 4.1, this study used aspects of the mixed methods methodology to 

address the research questions.  Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007) define mixed 

methods research as: 
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 Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of 
 researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research 
 approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, 
 analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of 
 understanding and corroboration. (p. 123) 
 

Creswell (2003) notes that mixed methods researchers believe that the research problem is 

best understood through the collection of diverse types of data.  He also states that both 

quantitative and qualitative information are represented in the final database thus providing 

the best understanding of a research problem.  Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) note that 

approaches to research design have become more complex while also becoming more 

flexible in their application of methods resulting in mixed methods becoming more common 

and accepted. 

 As described in section 4.2, mixed method methodology is associated with the 

pragmatic paradigm which is considered to be consequence-oriented, problem-centered, and 

pluralistic (Creswell, 2003).  Burke Johnson et al. (2007) state that “Mixed methods research 

is, generally speaking, an approach to knowledge (theory and practice) that attempts to 

consider multiple viewpoints, perspectives, positions, and standpoints (always including the 

standpoints of qualitative and quantitative research)” (p.113).  The justification for using the 

mixed method methodology is rooted in the epistemological and ontological qualities of the 

pragmatic paradigm along with the flexibility and open-mindedness of the methodology itself. 

 Perhaps the most compelling reason for employing the mixed method methodology 

(or aspects of it) is the ability to better triangulate data sources.  Themes which emerge 

through the process of qualitative data analysis (described in section 4.6.3) can be compared 

against quantitative findings.  Qualitative findings can also provide further insight and a 

deeper understanding of what is learned through the application of statistical measurements 

such as those used in this study.  Jick (1979) asserts that the limitations of one method can 

be neutralized through the use of another method.  Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and 

Sechrest (1966) believe the use of two or more independent measurement processes 

reduces the uncertainty in the interpretations made during data analysis.  This belief is also 

shared by other researchers (Burke Johnson et al., 2007; Creswell, 2003). 

 Triangulation is just a part of the rationale for utilizing a mixed method methodology.  

Sechrest and Sidana (1995) identified the following four advantages: for verification 

purposes; for estimating possible error in the underlying measures; for facilitating the 

monitoring of data collected, and; for delving into a data set to gain a better understanding of 

its meaning.  Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) also note that mixed method approaches 

provide greater insight into data analysis.  Creswell (2003) that the use of this methodology 

allows the research problem to dictate the data collection process implemented. 
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 The flexibility of action research is described throughout this chapter, and mixed 

methods can be incorporated into AR studies to address research problems when 

appropriate.  Brooke (2013) shares a similar conviction when he writes that “The commitment 

to do what seems to be right for oneself and significant others should be the essence of 

educational action research with its multi-voiced and multi-methodological approach” (p. 

434).  He also states that “Action research is well-suited as an approach in the TESOL 

environment. This is because, first, it is founded on humanitarian characteristics, second, it 

seeks more multi-voiced and multi- methodological findings and third, it strives to find 

solutions to real life problems” (p. 434).  His second point endorses the use of both 

quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis within AR studies.  Kemmis and 

McTaggart (2008) also distinguish AR from strictly qualitative research when they state that 

“The participatory action researcher will differ from the one-sidedly qualitative approach that 

asserts that action can be understood only from a qualitative perspective” (p. 290).  Similarly, 

Burke Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) write that epistemological beliefs should not limit 

the data collection methods a researcher utilizes. Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) express the 

notion of incorporating the most appropriate data collection tools regardless of the overriding 

research paradigm or methodology when they state:  

researchers are not quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods researchers, rather a 
researcher may apply the data collection and analysis methods most appropriate for 
a particular research study. It may in fact be possible for any and all paradigms to 
employ mixed methods rather than being restricted to any one method, which may 
potentially diminish and unnecessarily limit the depth and richness of a research 
project. (p. 200) 

In educational research, particularly in AR studies which seek improvement through change, 

the use of different methodologies (Kemmis, 1993), specifically the use of a variety of data 

collection tools, should not be restricted.  This pluralism will allow for more effective research 

(Burke Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  In section 4.6.1, a more detailed description of 

quantitative research is given as it relates to this study. 

 

4.4 Why AR was Chosen for this Study 

AR was chosen for this study because of the important role reflection has, the relationship 

AR has with theory and the ability to triangulate the data collected.  In addition, AR is suitable 

for the topic under investigation in this study because of its emergent nature.  Furthermore, 

AR is an appropriate choice of methodology for research which has the ultimate goal of 

improving a pedagogical situation from both the teacher’s and students’ perspective. 

The findings from AR studies are not generalizable, but the initial goal of this 

investigation was to produce findings which would ultimately help teachers improve a 

pedagogical situation. However, it was unclear how this would be accomplished, so this 
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study needed a flexible research design which would allow knowledge to be gradually 

accumulated.  

By using AR, the researcher is part of the process and can collect data from their own 

perspective.  This firsthand access to information is unavailable through the use of other 

methodologies.   Most methodologies encourage the researcher to distance themselves from 

the study to avoid influencing the results.  However, in studies which are strongly 

pedagogically based, such as this investigation, it would be unnatural for a teacher 

researcher to be removed from the process.  This close proximity to the intervention and data 

collection should be viewed as an advantage in this research context.  Somekh (2006) 

described AR researchers as ‘insiders’ with access to information typically unavailable 

through the use of other methodologies. 

 AR is a form of professional development in which the primary purpose is to learn 

more about what is happening in the classroom in order to improve the situation (Burns, 

2009b).  Teachers who engage in AR are able to address important concerns related to their 

classroom teaching  (Avison et al., 1999; Wyatt, 2011).  AR is a viable methodology for the 

context of this investigation because it is cyclical, and can fit into normal teaching activities.  

The cyclical aspect of AR can be easily readjusted for the university semester system, and 

the techniques and exercises which I use in everyday teaching routines can be adapted to 

become data collecting tools and intervention procedures. 

Reflection is part of the AR process.  The structure of the AR design accepts that 

researchers will go through a process of self-understanding.  Reflection encourages teachers 

to be open-minded.  It also enables teachers to better understand the theories, knowledge 

gained through experience, and criteria they use to make classroom decisions (Somekh, 

2006; Wyatt, 2011).  At the beginning of the study, it was thought that this personal 

introspection would provide valuable insight throughout this investigation. 

 AR’s strongest attribute might be that it bridges the gap between theory and practice.  

AR generates both practical and scholarly knowledge through a change or intervention 

(Davison et al., 2012).  The research is connected with the classroom more so than with 

other methodologies.  Teaching situations vary, so a theory cannot easily be generated to 

cover all situations.  However, the initial action plan is based on theory, and the subsequent 

reflective cycles will either support or bring into question the original premise.  AR’s primary 

purpose is to learn more about what is happening in the classroom in order to improve the 

situation (Burns, 2009b).  The research goals for this study are largely pedagogical, so action 

research’s close connection to the classroom is appealing. 

 While AR is not typically associated with statistical testing, quantitative analysis was 

possible within the research design for this study.  This numerical data collection allows for a 

triangulation of the findings.  This triangulation can strengthen or bring into question the 
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findings of a study.  Furthermore, the data collection tools that are available for AR will also 

provide triangulation of findings in that this study will use both observational and non-

observational methods and collect data from the students and the teacher. 

 Given the subject under investigation, the research context, and the resources 

available to the teacher researcher, AR was determined to be particularly suitable for this 

study.  AR is an exploratory methodology, and the subject under investigation in this study 

requires a trial and error approach.  While a great deal of forethought was put into the 

research design, the direction the study would go in is largely unknown at the initial stages.  

The cyclical nature of AR allows the researcher to recalibrate and incorporate newly 

discovered information.  In addition, AR is particularly suitable for TESOL.  It encourages the 

telling of the whole research story.  This is especially useful for this study because it will be 

such a long process and much will be learned and changed at each stage.  Finally, AR 

requires a stable teaching situation for the researcher.  However, it is not overly burdensome 

because the time demands of conducting research can be managed and a great deal of the 

intervention procedures and data collection overlaps with the responsibilities of normal 

teaching. 

 Action research is also an appealing choice of methodologies because of its potential 

influence on a researcher’s teaching abilities.  As described earlier, an investigation starts 

from an area of concern.  It is a structured look into a change in procedures.  The second 

stage (see Figure 4.1) is similar to what a teacher would normally do when trying to solve a 

classroom problem.  Going through the stages in an AR study increases a teacher’s 

awareness of their own teaching practice.  They may enhance their self-efficacy and find the 

experience empowering.  It may also make all future instruction more effective, and teachers 

may become more confident and autonomous.  They could also improve their ability to 

create lessons based on student need. 

 The final reason AR was chosen as the methodology is its focus on the participants in 

the study (Avison et al., 1999; Somekh, 2006; Wyatt, 2011).  AR is a partnership with the 

students: the researcher attempts to improve their teaching practice which is also in the best 

interest of the students.  The researcher acknowledges the students’ desire to succeed, and 

the ultimate goal of the study is to improve the situation.  AR takes into consideration the 

notion that students are not interested in theory, and that they want their time and effort to be 

utilized in the most efficient way possible. Furthermore, AR does not seek to produce 

findings which are universal.  The researcher can focus on their students and what is best for 

them. 

 To summarize, AR was chosen for this study because of its distinctiveness as a 

methodology, the value it places on reflection and its connection with theory.  In addition, AR 

allows for results to be triangulated through the use of a variety of data collection tools and 
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quantitative analysis.  It was also chosen because it is particularly suitable for the topic under 

investigation in this study.  Finally, conducting AR will help me gain a better understanding of 

my teaching practice and ultimately benefit my students. 

 

4.5 Participants and Context 

The data collection for this investigation was conducted over a three-year period.  During this 

time, three separate groups of participants took part in the study.  While the three groups of 

participants were of a similar level in terms of English proficiency (low-proficiency), there 

were some important differences in regard to their experiences studying collocations and 

vocabulary.  The three groups will henceforth be referred to as Toyo 1, Toyo 2, and HUE 1.  

In the Japanese university system there are two semesters per year, with the ‘spring’ 

semester beginning in early April and finishing at the end of July and the ‘fall’ semester 

begins in early October and finishes at the end of January.  There are typically 15 weeks of 

instruction per semester, and each reflective cycle for this study was conducted over one 

university semester. 

 As a way of providing a background to the English educational experiences of these 

students I will briefly describe the approach used for English instruction in Japanese schools.  

All of the participants in the three groups studied English in Japanese elementary school (for 

three to six years depending on the school), junior high school (three years), and senior high 

school (three years).  In Japanese elementary schools, English is taught as a second 

language, where students typically take only two classes per week which meet for 40 

minutes per class.  The classes focus on simple greetings and basic vocabulary, and the 

classes are largely conducted in Japanese and are not very communicative (Matsuura, 

Chiba, & Hilderbrandt, 2001; Ryan, 2009). 

 In Japanese junior and senior high school classes, the students usually study English 

twice a week for one hour per class.  The classes focus on English vocabulary which is 

thought to be useful on university entrance exams (Benson, 1991; Berwick, R. & Ross, S., 

1989; Brown & Yamashita, 1995; Ryan, 2009), and grammar translation is still used as the 

major approach to English instruction.  As a result, the students’ receptive knowledge of 

English can be at a much higher level than their productive abilities (Ryan, 2009).  However, 

it is common for Japanese high schools to employ native speaking assistant language 

teachers (Kubota, 2002; Matsuura et al., 2001; Scholefield, 1996).  Typically, the Japanese 

homeroom instructor will decide how often and in what capacity to use the assistant 

language teacher (ALT).  Some ALTs simply read dialogues and provide a ‘native voice’ to 

the text while other ALTs are given the freedom to conduct their own classes, which tend to 

be more communicative (Scholefield, 1996). 
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 While there are some exceptions, Japanese students usually have a limited ability to 

communicate in English when they enter university despite having studied it since 

elementary school.   Nakata states (2006) “There is a general consensus that the 

educational system has resulted in Japanese learners with weak English communication 

ability and low motivation to learn the language” (p.166). The students are familiar with 

grammar translation but have had limited experience in communicative English classes.  

Vocabulary has been emphasized during junior and senior high school, but the targeted 

words are chosen to aid the students in preparation for entrance examinations.  Japanese 

students entering college often display decreased levels of motivation or confidence to speak 

English (Gilfert & Croker, 1997 as cited in Kubo 2009).  Kubo (2009) states “Generally 

[Japanese university students] do not possess the confidence to speak despite having 

studied the target language for six years or more” (p.40).  For the reasons stated above, I will 

use the term ‘low-proficiency’ throughout this thesis to describe the students level.  A 

discussion of the students’ previous experiences studying is given in sections 5.3.4 and 

5.3.5. 

 

4.5.1 Toyo 1 participants. 

The students who participated in the first reflective cycle in this study were all low-proficiency 

level Japanese university students (TOEIC scores 210 - 425) from a private university in 

Gunma prefecture. The students were in their second year and were all science majors. The 

majority of the students were 19 or 20 years old at the time of the intervention, and the 

students who participated in this reflective cycle were evenly divided over two classes (21 

students in each class).  Each class also had approximately the same number of male 

students as female students.   

In their first year of university, every student had taken two communicative English 

classes: one in the ‘spring’ semester and one in the ‘fall’ semester.  I taught both of these 

classes which met once per week for 90 minutes per class.  It was during this first year that I 

used the approach based on the general service list, described in Chapter one.  This 

approach was largely unsuccessful in the goal of improving the students’ productive abilities 

and is the motivation behind this current study.  To paraphrase, the area of concern (as 

described in section 4.3.2) for this investigation was the students’ lack of productive ability 

using previously taught individual words from the GSL. 

In total, 41 students out of a possible 42 chose to participate. I was conscious of 

creating, as close to possible, a pressure-free research environment, so I did not enquire into 

the one student’s reason for not taking part in the study.  As mentioned above, the 

participants’ ESL proficiency was low but they were, for the most part, friendly and willing to 

engage in classroom activities.  In brief, the important difference between this group and 
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subsequent groups was the fact that I had previously taught these students individual words 

from the GSL. 

 

4.5.2 Toyo 2 participants. 

The second group of students was from the same private university as the Toyo 1 group.  

This group participated in the second reflective cycle.  They were also science majors, but 

this group consisted of only first-year students, so the majority of the students were 18 or 19 

years old with approximately an equal number of male and female participants.  The students 

were divided over six classes with the largest class having 32 students and the smallest 

class having 24.  The overall English level was thought to be similar to the Toyo 1 group, but 

this level assessment could not be confirmed through TOEIC scores because only a few of 

the students in this group had taken the test at that time.  The data collection took place 

during their first university semester, the spring semester.  The treatment period was 

therefore the first time I had taught this particular group of students (as opposed to the Toyo 

1 group).   

 In total, 153 students chose to take part in this investigation.  However, only 135 

students completed the second questionnaire which was administered after the intervention 

period.  Overall, this group of students, while not at a high English proficiency level, was 

friendly and engaged throughout the intervention period. 

 

4.5.3 HUE 1 participants. 

The final group of participants, involved in the third and fourth reflective cycles in this study, 

was from a public university in Hokkaido, Japan. While the change in research contexts was 

not originally anticipated, it was advantageous in that I was able to investigate the same topic 

but collect data from a different group of students.  I believe this change adds an increased 

level of robustness to the findings.   The students were all in their first year and majoring in 

education.  The students were mostly 18 or 19 years old with approximately 60% being 

female.  There were also two female students who were slightly older (22 and 25 years old).  

The students were evenly distributed over two classes.  

The first intervention period (reflective cycle three) was during the spring semester 

(their first university semester), so it was also the first time I had taught this particular group 

of students.  The fourth reflective cycle was conducted in the following semester, the fall 

semester.  The students were also at a low-proficiency level.  TOEIC scores were not 

available, but having taught this group and the Toyo 2 group with similar materials, I 

estimated their English proficiency to be at a similar level.   

 Initially 43 students agreed to take part in this study, but the post-intervention 

questionnaire was completed by only 21 participants for reflective cycle three and 38 
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participants for reflective cycle four for unknown reasons. However, the students were 

friendly and willing to participate in the activities during the treatment period. 

 

4.6 Data Collection 

AR avails itself of a wide range of data collection tools, and by including quantitative analysis 

within the action research methodology, numerical data can be collected and used to support 

or question findings as well as offer a level of triangulation.   

 For this study, triangulation of the data will be achieved by utilizing different collection 

tools to investigate a common research question.  Data collection techniques for qualitative 

research can be divided into two groups: observational and non-observational (Borg, 2011; 

Burns, 2009b).  Observational methods include field notes, journals, recordings and 

transcripts of conversations which take place in a natural setting.  Non-observational 

methods include questionnaires, interviews and student work (Brooke, 2013; Burns, 2009a).  

I believe another level of triangulation is achieved through the inclusion of data collection 

tools from both groups.  For this study, field notes, questionnaires and audio-recordings were 

used; the justification for each of these data collection tools is given in section 4.6.2. 

 Traditional methodologies emphasize that by collecting data through the use of 

multiple tools, researchers can maximize the chances of producing credible results.  AR can 

also be enhanced in this way by using several data collection techniques (Burns, 2009a).  

Some researchers also encourage that quantitative data collection tools be used in 

collaboration with qualitative methods when they state “Evaluation demands the use of a 

variety of research tools, … including both quantitative and qualitative research methods” 

(Brown & Rogers, 2009, p.248).  

 AR, while accepting of quantitative data, still relies on detailed qualitative analysis.  

Thick rich description is common in AR (Burns, 2009a).  Burns encourages action 

researchers to tell their ‘research story’ in chronological, selective, particular, or conceptual 

form (Burns, 2009a).  This narrative aspect is not common in other methodologies. 

 

4.6.1 Quantitative analysis within action research. 

This AR study uses quantitative measures to juxtapose the qualitative data.  To justify this 

approach, criticisms of AR will be described from a quantitative perspective, and reasons for 

including quantitative analysis within research projects will be presented.  The final 

paragraph will present some criticisms of quantitative data of which researchers should be 

aware. 

While AR is viewed as being excellent for small-scale investigations, its 

appropriateness for other types of studies have been questioned by researchers who believe 

larger studies suitable for publication in peer-reviewed journals should use advanced 



! 86! !
!
analysis techniques, such as statistical measurements (Sholdt, Konomoto, Mineshima, & 

Stillwell, 2012).  Quantitative researchers are critical of qualitative methods because they do 

not seek to prove the validity of their findings (Brooke, 2013).  However, by incorporating 

measures found in quantitative research into qualitative studies, the strengths of one method 

will compensate for the weaknesses of another.  This combination can be accomplished by 

researchers using qualitative methods to quantify some data sets or by using research 

designs which integrate fieldwork and survey research; however, this approach is atypical 

(Jick, 1979).   

 While AR is not commonly associated with statistical results, I believe the findings 

from this AR study can be strengthened through their use.  AR may incorporate quantitative 

measures of performance where change is proposed because these tests allow researchers 

to measure the improvements in performance resulting from the change (Davison et al., 

2012).  Researchers often choose only one form of data analysis; however, there are 

advantages to using an approach which incorporates aspects of different methodologies.  To 

gain a deep understanding, research should be multi-methodological or triangulated.  The 

data can then be compared to see if they corroborate one another (Brooke, 2013).  Similarly, 

qualitative and quantitative methods should be viewed as being complementary.  By using 

both methods together, the weaknesses found in a single method design are minimized 

(Jick, 1979). The research design for this investigation uses quantitative measures to 

determine both the initial and resulting levels of spoken fluency.  Evaluations should consider 

the pre-intervention state in order to determine the success of the implemented change 

(Davison et al., 2012).  In addition, the desired end-state should be formally identified in the 

planning phase.  Quantitative measure can then be used to determine if the objectives have 

been met (Davison et al., 2012).  Language teachers undertaking quantitative research need 

to use appropriate research designs, accurately interpret statistical results, and draw 

measured conclusions from these results (Sholdt et al. 2012). 

Quantitative analysis has also received criticism as it relates to AR.  AR presents 

several challenges for the quantitative researcher.  AR is exploratory, so pre-ordinate 

planning is difficult because researchers cannot determine where an AR project will lead 

(Ross & Bruce, 2012).  Furthermore, quantitative research relies on the randomization of 

professional learning strategies which is difficult to implement in AR projects (Ross & Bruce, 

2012).  While presenting numbers may be a part of data analysis, statistical calculations are 

not common (Burns, 2009a).  Furthermore, incorporating statistical tests into a study involves 

more than collecting quantifiable data.  Bachman (2004) explains “In order to analyse 

quantitative data appropriately and meaningfully, we need to understand the specific 

assessment procedures or instruments we have used to collect the data, and the properties 

of the numbers these procedures provide” (p.13).  The difference between quantitative and 
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qualitative research is that the two research methodologies represent different ways of 

thinking (Brooke, 2013).  However, since qualitative research methodologies are accepted as 

equal in value to quantitative approaches (Avison et al., 1999), there is an opportunity to 

utilize the strengths of both approaches within a single study, in this case, an AR study. 

 

4.6.2 Data collection tools. 

As described in section 4.4, a strength of the qualitative research methodology is the ability 

to triangulate by using multiple kinds of data from different sources.  Consequently, I have 

chosen to use questionnaires, field notes, and audio-recordings as data collection tools for 

this investigation.  The following sections will describe each tool and its appropriateness for 

this study. 

 

4.6.2.1 Questionnaires. 

Questionnaires are a versatile data collection tool which can target specific data through the 

use of explicit questions and can be used to collect both subjective qualitative data and 

quantitative data.  Dörnyei (2007) explains “(questionnaires) are relatively easy to construct, 

extremely versatile and uniquely capable of gathering a large amount of information quickly 

in a form that is readily processible” (p.101-102).  Furthermore, Brown and Rogers state “you 

may need to use a survey in order to understand better how things are really operating in 

your own, personal environment- in your classroom or other learning setting” (2009, p.117).  

Qualitative data can be collected via a questionnaire through the use of open-ended 

questions.  These questions can yield unexpected data and “provide a far greater richness 

than fully quantitative data” (Dörnyei, 2007, p.107).  Turner (1993) believes open-ended 

questions allow respondents to express attitudes and opinions that are not offered through 

the use of closed questions and that they may be a more accurate measurement of their 

opinions.  One approach to analyze open-ended data is to look for emerging themes or 

patterns.  Categories should emerge from the data and be supported by quotes which are 

used to demonstrate the concepts (Burns, 2009a). 

 For this study, questionnaires were chosen with both the research context and 

research questions in mind.  Questionnaires are a useful data collection tool in studies 

investigating a large number of participants.  Dörnyei (2007) notes that they are efficient in 

both time and effort required for administration and data processing.  The research questions 

initially focused on the learners’ opinions and the anonymity of questionnaires was therefore 

seen as being advantageous to maximize the chances of honest responses.  Brown and 

Rogers (2009) state “Typically, survey studies focus on a group’s attitudes, opinions, and/or 

characteristics” (p.3).  Furthermore, as Busch (1993) notes questionnaire items employing 

Likert type scales are commonly used for investigating opinions, beliefs, attitudes and beliefs 
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about language learning. In addition to Likert scale items, open-ended questions were 

included because they are necessary when we do not fully know the range of possible 

answers (Turner, 1993) which for an exploratory study such as this investigation is beneficial. 

 In order for questionnaires to yield useful data, careful consideration must be a part of 

their creation.  An ill-constructed questionnaire can provide unreliable data (Dörnyei, 2007).  

Questionnaires should be short with clear instructions, examples on how to respond to the 

contained items, and translations for respondents who might not fully understand what is 

expected of them.  Turner (1993) states that “When questionnaires are presented in a 

language that respondents are engaged in learning, limitations in their language ability may 

prevent them from responding in a manner that accurately reflects their true opinion or 

attitude” (p. 736).  Piloting a questionnaire beforehand, with a similar group to the target 

participants, can help address these issues.  Furthermore, if an online questionnaire is used, 

they should be easy to complete, be easy to access and provide anonymity for the 

participants (Lefever, Dal & Matthíasdóttir, 2006).  I have responded to these issues by 

constructing and piloting a short questionnaire with a Japanese translation for all instructions 

and items.  Dörnyei (2007) also notes that for qualitative research, questionnaires have a 

weakness in that the respondent only has a superficial and brief engagement with the topic.  

To address this issue, I believe questionnaires should be used in conjunction with other data 

collection tools. 

 Several of the research questions for this study are suitably addressed through the 

collection of data via a questionnaire.  From reflective cycle one, all four research questions 

focus on the students’ opinions of the collocation focus.  As described above, questionnaires 

are useful for collecting data pertaining to attitudes and opinions.  In the subsequent 

reflective cycles, open questionnaire items were added to enable the students to expand on 

their responses about their perceptions of the collocation focus.  This study was exploratory 

in nature, and the open questionnaire items added richness to the data collected and allowed 

me to better address the research questions pertaining to the students’ opinions about the 

intervention procedure. 

 For reflective cycle one, a paper version of the questionnaire was given to the 

students in the final class, and the findings were compiled manually.  A description of the 

procedure used to administer this questionnaire, to pilot the questionnaire, and to ensure an 

accurate translation of the questionnaire can be seen in section 5.2.4.  For the final three 

reflective cycles, the questionnaire was administered online to make data analysis more 

efficient.  In reflective cycle two, the questionnaire was completed in class, while for the final 

two reflective cycles, the students were instructed to complete the questionnaire online after 

class.  For the final three questionnaires, the students were instructed that they could answer 
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the open items in Japanese, and an experienced Japanese professor translated their 

responses into English before data analysis. 

 

4.6.2.2 Field notes. 

Data collected through the use of field notes can juxtapose the data elicited from 

questionnaires.  Wallace (1998) describes field notes as being flexible and easily 

implemented, and Dörnyei (2007) writes that an orderly set of field notes can be a valuable 

source of data.  Field notes do not require anyone else besides the researcher, and for the 

purposes of classroom research, they can be collected during lessons while the students are 

engaged in an activity.  Wallace (1998) explains that field notes provide a self-evaluation of a 

lesson or activity, and they allow the teacher/researcher to focus on a particular aspect of a 

class.  Field notes enhance awareness of one’s practice and are an excellent resource for 

reflection. 

 A concern with using field notes is the ability of the researcher to record her/his 

observations without delay.  Wallace (1998) cautions that fleeting observations are easily lost 

and that fatigue can impair recall if the researcher does not record their thoughts in a timely 

manner.  Nunan (1992) presents several techniques for documenting classroom interaction, 

but researchers need to consider their teaching context and research goals when deciding 

on how to record observations and what is relevant. 

The process of writing field notes has not been examined closely enough.  While it is 

not practical to have universal guidelines for writing field notes, researchers can develop a 

specific set of guidelines to better understand their particular research context through their 

use (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011). 

 There are many possibilities for how an event can be captured through field notes. 

How researchers understand and recount events varies, so different researchers write 

different notes depending on variables such as their area of research interest, their 

personality, mood, and background.  Field notes transform observed events into words on 

paper and thus selection is required.  The writer omits certain things while focusing on 

others.  Some researchers will emphasize certain aspects while ignoring others (Emerson et 

al., 2011).  Geertz (1973) mentions how field notes allow a research to revisit a passing 

event.  The researcher will have a written account of an event which at first may appear 

innocuous but later prove relevant. 

 Given their proximity to the participants, researchers using field notes cannot be 

completely neutral.  Field researchers actively participate in the context and cannot be 

completely detached from the observed phenomena.  This immersion gives the researcher a 

deeper sensitivity to the process under investigation and the interactions which take place 

during the process (Emerson et al., 2011).  The firsthand interactions with the participants 
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may provide a greater understanding which would not be available through observation 

alone.  However, Karp and Kendall (1982) believe that the researcher, despite being part of 

the observed event, still differs from the participants in commitment and constraints. 

 For this study, the data collected through the use of field notes was not of the same 

quantity or quality as the data collected through the questionnaires and audio-recordings.  

However, this data did provide another perspective on the intervention, and when considered 

alongside the data collected through the other tools, offered some insight into the area under 

investigation.  Field notes were chosen as a data collection tool because they could be used 

to characterize the students’ development of competence in using collocations as assessed 

by the teacher throughout the course (research question three for the final three reflective 

cycles).  I wrote the field notes immediately after the classes finished and focused on 

creating a weekly log which captured the events that took place and their sequence.  An 

excerpt from my field notes can be seen in Appendix 8. 

 

4.6.2.3 Audio-recordings. 

The final data collection tool described here is audio-recordings.  For this study, participants 

create a narrative from a picture sequence.  This procedure was chosen because it had been 

previously used in fluency research (Hansen, Gardner, & Pollard, 1998; Lennon, 1990a; 

Lennon, 1990b).  Furthermore, for this investigation a picture sequence was appropriate for 

the students’ level and standardized the speech sample during data collection (Wood, 2010).  

The recording elicited through this procedure is also advantageous for assessing fluency 

when compared to a speech sample taken from an interview or conversation because it 

avoids the variance created through different interlocutors and ensures the ability for all 

students to express themselves.  Additionally, Pawley and Syder (1983) state that narrative 

discourse constitutes a great deal of everyday speech. 

Audio-recordings have been used in previous fluency studies.  Kluge and Taylor 

(1999), Kubo (2009) and Kessler (2010) used audio-recordings in their studies and found 

them useful for fluency development.  Kessler noted that most of the students enjoyed the 

taping procedure.  Similar to my study, these three studies used an initial audio-recording of 

a speech sample and compared it with a post-intervention recording.  While fluency was the 

focus of these studies, during the intervention, the students did additional recordings 

throughout the intervention.  

 The Kluge and Taylor study (1999) focused on fluency, but they also emphasized the 

importance of developing a procedure to implement an outside of class taping process for 

their students.  Their fluency assessment used the average words per minute for the initial 

and post-intervention speech samples.  Their findings showed an improvement, but they did 
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not conduct a statistical analysis (aside from calculating the mean and standard deviation) to 

determine if the improvement was significant. 

 Kubo (2009) also used words per minute to measure fluency. His study investigated if 

students who engaged in outside of class pair taping exercises would improve their spoken 

fluency and confidence in using English orally.  His results showed the audio-recording task 

had a positive effect on both measures.  

 Kessler’s fluency study (2010) used a similar length audio-recording (about two-

minutes) to my study.  However, in his study, rate, pausing, utterance length, and volume 

were measured individually on a six-point scale, while in my study, I compiled these variables 

under a general heading of listener perception and used a seven-point scale.  Kessler 

compared audio-recordings for the aspects of fluency mentioned above in relation to the 

observable influence of anxiety upon fluency for audio-recordings taken in two different 

environments: recorded in a laboratory setting and recorded using mobile audio devices 

(MP3 players).  The recordings made using mobile devices such as MP3 players were 

ranked more positively for the fluency variables described above than using an audio-

laboratory.  I chose a setting similar to the laboratory in Kessler’s study, so I could ensure 

completion of the speaking tasks.  In Kessler’s study, the students identified their self-

consciousness and anxiety resulting from the presence of other students in the laboratory.  In 

my study, the students completed the recordings in an empty classroom, hopefully, 

minimizing the negative effects of anxiety. 

Previous fluency studies (Griffiths, 1991; Lennon, 1990a; Riggenbach, 1991; 

Schmidt, 1992) have identified rate, pausing, utterance length, and volume as characteristics 

of fluency.  Listener perceptions are also important to consider when assessing fluency.  The 

use of audio-recordings in fluency studies is suitable as it accounts for these characteristics.  

However, Kessler (2010), when referring to the use of audio-recordings taken outside of 

class, notes that “Students may be more inhibited” (p.362).  He also writes that “Speaking 

can heighten anxiety and anxiety negatively affects fluency” (p. 362).  The pressure of doing 

the audio-recording might add to this anxiety.  Similarly, Emerson et al. (2011) contend that 

audio-recordings do not capture everything that is occurring.  The speech sample is 

dependent upon when, where and how the recorder is used.   The participants might be 

negatively influenced in their performance depending on how they react to the recorder’s 

presence. 

For this study, audio-recordings were used in the second and third reflective cycles to 

address the research questions pertaining to differences seen in the students’ spoken 

fluency between an initial and a summative spoken assessment task.  The procedure used to 

administer the pre-intervention and post-intervention spoken assessments for reflective 

cycles two and three is described in section 5.3.2. 
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 The three data collection tools described above were each chosen with careful 

consideration of their strengths and weaknesses in regard to addressing the research 

questions for this study.  Their use in conjunction should minimize their respective 

weaknesses and offer the quality of triangulation to my findings.  A summary of research 

questions initially targeted through the use of each data collection tool can be seen in Table 

4.2. 

 

Table 4.2 Data collection tools for the research questions 

 Questionnaires Field notes Audio-recordings 
Reflective cycle one 
research questions 

(section 5.2.2) 

1, 2, 3, and 4 (Used, but did not 
address any specific 
research question) 

(not used) 

Reflective cycle two 
research questions 

(section 5.3.1) 

1, 2, and 6 3 4 and 5 

Reflective cycle three 
research questions 

(section 6.2.1) 

1, 2, 4, and 6 3 5 

Reflective cycle four 
research questions 

(section 6.3.1) 

1, 2, 4 and 5 3 (not used) 

 

4.6.3 Approach to analysis. 

The research design for this study did not strictly adhere to any one methodology.  

Consequently, a range of data collection tools (described in section 4.6.2) were available and 

were selected based upon how well they could address the research problems under 

investigation in this study.  The qualitative data underwent thematic analysis (TA) as it was 

thought this process would reveal underlying themes present in the field notes and student 

responses from the questionnaires.  Braun and Clarke (2006) note TA’s flexibility when they 

state “thematic analysis is not wed to any pre-existing theoretical framework, and so it can be 

used within different theoretical frameworks (although not all), and can be used to do 

different things within them” (p. 85).  They also mention that TA is relatively easy to conduct 

and provides core skills for qualitative analysis.  TA is flexible in that it can be used in 

different ways to determine themes as long as the researchers are consistent in their 

approach within any particular analysis.  Furthermore, it can provide a rich and detailed 

report of the qualitative data while still uncovering complex elements to consider (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). 

 As mentioned above, TA is flexible in how it can be conducted; however, there are 

commonalities in how it is commonly used by various researchers.  Brooke (2013) describes 

the overall process as being: 
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commonly done using a word or phrase to amalgamate data segments which inform 
the research objectives. Once coding is accomplished, analysis often consists of: 
summarizing the predominance of codes, presenting similarities and differences in 
related codes or comparing one or more codes. (p. 432) 

Unlu and Wharton (2015) emphasize that coding can be done progressively to reveal salient 

themes.  A thorough description of the process is given by Braun and Clarke (2006).  They 

identify the following six phases of analysis: 

 Phase 1: familiarising yourself with your data. 

 Phase 2: generating initial codes. 

 Phase 3: searching for themes. 

 Phase 4: reviewing themes. 

 Phase 5: defining and naming themes. 

 Phase 6: producing the report. (pp. 92-99) 

They also emphasize that the themes should emerge from the data and not simply from the 

questions which were asked during the data collection. 

 While the process appears linear as presented using the six phases, in actuality, it is 

iterative.  Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that “analysis is not a linear process where you 

simply move from one phase to the next. Instead, it is more recursive process, where you 

move back and forth as needed, throughout the phases” (p. 92).  The recursive nature 

thematic analysis is also present when considering themes which emerge over several 

reflective cycles.  Burns (2005b) states that “Research themes that link prospectively and 

retrospectively through different iterations of the research serve to strengthen explanations 

that are developed over periods of time” (p. 67).  Kemmis and McTaggart (2008) emphasize 

that the goal of identifying themes within data sets is to identify problems and issues which 

can be improved upon.  The importance of a theme is not determined by the number of times 

it occurs within the data set, but it is ascertained by how the theme relates to the research 

questions. 

  Burns (2005b) states that “The aim of the research is to provide rich descriptions and 

practical solutions that might have resonance for other practitioners in comparable situations” 

(p. 67).  McGregor and Murnane (2010) add that “The role of researchers is to create an 

audit trail showing the thinking behind their interpretation of the participants’ accounts of their 

world” (p. 423).  Consequently, the following paragraphs describe the thematic analysis 

process I used when examining the qualitative data. 

The qualitative data from both the questionnaire and my field notes were analyzed 

through a procedure in which each student response was assigned one or more ‘tags’.  The 

tags referred to possible themes or categories of responses.  After a data set was completed, 

all the responses for a particular tag were considered as a whole.  From this analysis, further 

sub-themes emerged and the tagging procedure was repeated.  This process was muddled, 



! 94! !
!
and responses often had to be reclassified; however, I believe it exposed the themes present 

within each data set.  To exemplify, the following student response (taken from Table 5.13) 

was initially given the tag ‘problems with vocabulary study’: 

‘I had trouble when I had to figure out how I can use the words in a particular 

situation.’ 

After this data set was analyzed, all of the responses with this tag were considered together.  

These responses were then assigned a sub-category tag such as ‘differences from their L1’ 

or ‘semantics’.  The response given above was assigned the tag ‘use’.  While this entire 

process was time consuming, it did allow for a structured analysis of a large data set.  

 The surveys used in the four reflective cycles also elicited quantitative data which 

were subjected to statistical analysis.  For each questionnaire administered over the course 

of this study, there were several Likert scale items.  The initial research questions (section 

1.6.1 or section 5.2.2) focused on the students’ attitudes towards a change in procedure for 

vocabulary instruction.  The inclusion of these questionnaire items was appropriate because 

“Likert scales are generally useful for getting at respondents’ views, judgments, or opinions 

about almost any aspect of language learning” (Brown & Rogers, 2009, p.120).  By using a 

numerical scale, Likert scale responses represent a form of interval data which can be used 

to calculate percentages, means, and standard deviations (Bachman, 2004; Brown & Rogers, 

2009; Larson-Hall, 2010).  These findings could then be compared over the course of the 

four reflective cycles. 

 For the audio-recordings, native speaker judgment was used to measure fluency.  

Three expert judges assessed the voice recordings blind on a seven point scale with a score 

of one representing extreme dysfluency and a score of seven representing extreme fluency.  

This scoring procedure was chosen for two reasons.  First, it has been previously used in 

past fluency research (McGuire, 2009). Secondly, I believe this scoring procedure dovetails 

well with the previously mentioned (section 3.4.1) definition for the term ‘fluency’ which is 

from Lennon’s study (1990a) in which “fluency is an impression on the listener’s part that the 

psycholinguistic process of speech planning and speech production are functioning easily 

and efficiently.” (p. 391).   

Prior to the assessment period, the three expert judges took part in a benchmark 

session to standardize the assessment criteria.  The benchmark session procedure was 

based upon Wood’s (2010) study in which expert judges were used to identify formulaic 

sequences in spoken discourse.  Initially, I sent each judge an information package including 

the spoken assessment task completed by the students and the fluency definition described 

above.  I also included three different voice samples which I had personally assessed at the 

following three scores: two, four and six.  After the judges had read through the information 

package and listened to the three recordings, I sent each judge six voice recordings for them 
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to assess.  Each judge received the same six recordings, and these recordings were different 

from the initial three which I had assessed.  Three of the six recordings were graded 

differently by the judges; however, in each case the grades only differed by one point on the 

seven point scale.  We briefly discussed the three recordings which received different scores 

via Skype, and a second set of three recordings was sent to each judge.  These recordings 

were all given the same scores.  All voice recordings used for the benchmark session were 

excluded from further analysis.  This overall approach to analysis was implemented with the 

goal of minimizing the potential problems with data collecting described in the next section. 

  

4.6.4 Data collection concerns. 

AR studies have a potential weakness in regard to both the data collection and analysis.  

Specifically, the researcher needs to be aware of the quality of the data collected, the 

influence conducting an AR study has on the results, and the applicability of the results for 

other situations. 

Perhaps the greatest potential area of concern is in regard to the data collected during an 

AR study.  In this study, AR relies on the collaboration between myself as the researcher and 

the students as participants in the investigation.  The nature of the power relationships will 

affect the data (Somekh, 2006), so as the researcher, I need to account for and minimize this 

effect.  Furthermore, AR teachers need to assure the quality of the data they collect; 

otherwise, their findings are not of value (Borg, 2011; Dörnyei, 2007).  AR is exploratory and 

the research goals might change over the course of an investigation; however, researchers 

should have a plan for data collection which allows for the greatest amount of objectivity.  

Researchers need to identify and use appropriate metrics of performance to objectively 

evaluate the outcomes of the intervention (Davison et al., 2012), since it can be difficult to 

assess the effectiveness of the change.  After the intervention period, the reflective stage is 

another potential quagmire because a challenge for AR researchers is to make sense of the 

data in order to show what is revealed (Burns, 2009a).  The quality of data is crucial for any 

methodology; however, action researchers need to be especially vigilant in this regard given 

their close proximity to the participants.  Given the practical goals of my study, I focused on 

the well-being of the students and adjusted the research goals accordingly while collecting 

data to determine student improvement.  

The teacher researcher is an influential part of an AR study.  Others note that 

“Traditionally scientific enquiry takes place in a closed system where the influence of the 

environment is minimized whereas in AR the influence of the environment is part of the 

experiment” (Stephens et al., 2009, p.471).  They expand on this point by stating “AR 

recognizes and integrates the influence of the environment into the enquiry process” 
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(Stephens et al., 2009, p.473).  For the purposes of this investigation, my influence on the 

data collection helps ground the findings by connecting the research to practice.  

Traditionally research has strived to produce findings which are applicable to other 

situations.  Burns (2009a) notes “One point to remember is that action research does not set 

out to answer questions that can be generalised to other classrooms. Nor does it aim for the 

kind of objectivity required in experimental quantitative research” (p.128).  Wallace (1998) 

presents a similar point when he states “[other methodologies] are much more concerned 

with what is universally true, or at least generalizable to other contexts” (p.17).  For this 

study, the goals (as seen in the research questions presented in Chapter one and sections 

5.2.2, 5.31, 6.2.1, and 6.3.1) focus on improving my own teaching practice in order for my 

students to more effectively use the target language to improve their productive abilities. 

 

4.6.5 Ethics. 

The ethical aspects of conducting an AR research study with Japanese university students 

were considered prior to the undertaking of the data collection period of this study.  This 

process focused on the principles which should be considered for conducting research in 

language classes, the issue of informed consent, the consent form given to the students, and 

the review process conducted by the Aston University ethics committee.   

Wiles, Heath, Crow and Charles (2005) state that “Social research ethics are closely 

aligned with medical research ethics” (p.6) and that “Principle-based approaches involve 

adherence to moral principles which can be outlined as follows:  

• Autonomy: people must be free to make their own informed decisions about 

participation in research  

• Non-maleficence: research must not inflict harm  

• Beneficence: research should benefit others  

• Justice: people must be treated equally within the research process.” (p.7) 

Given the anonymity in the data collection, the research goals, and the pedagogical nature of 

the research design, I believed the later three moral principles listed above would be 

accounted for throughout this study.  However, the first principle, autonomy, needed to be 

addressed. 

 Wiles et al (2005) write that there is a “need to provide sufficient information to enable 

participants to make informed decisions about participation” (p.12) and that ““Information 

provision generally comprises written information in conjunction with, or followed by, oral 

information” (p. 12). The student population under investigation in this study were low-

proficiency English language learners, so I compensated for the students’ lack of English 

comprehension by providing a Japanese translation on the consent form described below.  I 

also enlisted the help of a Japanese member of the English faculty at both universities in 
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which I conducted this study.  These professors were well informed about the nature of my 

research and both agreed to serve as intermediates if any students had questions or 

concerns.  However, to the best of my knowledge, no students approached these professors 

over the four reflective cycles.  The students were also made aware that they were free to 

withdraw from the study at any time.  I am confident that through my oral description and the 

Japanese translation the students were well aware of what was expected of them.   

 The use of consent forms is subject to some debate as there is a greater chance that 

having a signed consent form could compromise confidentiality and anonymity (Coomber, 

2002).  However, I believe that the benefit of receiving informed consent outweighs this 

potential risk.  When designing the consent form, I considered the advice of other 

researchers and provided the information in a user-friendly way (Wiles, Crow, Charles & 

Heath, 2007).  I also tried to “avoid information sheets that look too official” (Truman, 2003).  

For the issues of informed consent and consent forms, Wiles et al. (2005) state “The 

important message emerging from work in this area is that it is crucial that researchers 

understand the information needs of the group that they want to research and that they use 

this knowledge to provide information in a way that will enable potential study participants to 

understand what participation will involve” (p. 13).  

The final issue described here involves the review process.  For research proposals, 

Stanley and Wise (2010) state that “It takes a knowledgeable expert assessor to evaluate the 

appropriateness of the stance adopted” (p.7).  They also state that professional bodies “are 

the fundamental focal point for ensuring good practice across many aspects of professional 

conduct” (p.8).  Accordingly, prior to the treatment period for this first study, the Languages 

and Social Science (LSS) research ethics committee at Aston University approved my 

proposal for data collection.  Each participant signed a consent form that described the 

nature of the research and explained that her or his participation was on a voluntary basis.  

The consent form was translated into Japanese to ensure the students fully understood what 

was being asked of them.  The LSS research ethics committee recommended the use of a 

drop box for the consent forms, so the students would not feel pressured into participating; 

this suggestion was followed, thus ensuring both anonymity and voluntary participation.  A 

copy of the consent form used for this study can be seen in Appendix 22. 

4.7 Intervention Procedures 

The intervention procedures, along with the results, for reflective cycles two and three will be 

described in Chapter five, while Chapter six will present the intervention procedures and 

results for reflective cycles three and four.  By describing what occurred in each reflective 

cycle in turn, the emergent nature of how the research progressed over time and the reasons 
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for changes to the procedures can be illuminated. As is common in AR, the findings from one 

reflective cycle influenced the intervention procedures in the next reflective cycle.   

In order to illustrate the progress of the research over the four cycles, Table 4.3 

summarizes the participants at each stage, the focus in the collocation list, the intervention 

activities, the initial purpose and the data collection tools used.  

 

Table 4.3 Summary of the progress for the four research cycles  

Reflective 
cycle 

Participants Collocation 
list 

Intervention Initial 
purpose 

Data 
collection 
tools used 

1 Toyo 1 Frequent verb 
+ noun 

Writing 
sentences. 

Exploratory 
Viability of 
teaching 
collocations 

Field notes 
Post-
treatment 
questionnaire 

2 Toyo 2 Delexicalized 
verb + noun 

Matching 
exercises. 
Receptive vs 
productive 
tasks. 

Receptive 
vs 
productive 
tasks for 
collocations 
in regard to 
spoken 
fluency 

Field notes 
Initial 
questionnaire 
Post-
treatment 
questionnaire 
Audio-
recordings 

3 HUE 1 Delexicalized 
verb + noun 

Productive 
tasks. 

Highly 
demanding 
productive 
tasks for 
collocations 
in regard to 
spoken 
fluency 

Field notes 
Initial 
questionnaire 
Post-
treatment 
questionnaire 
Audio 
recordings 

4 HUE 1 Frequent 
Adjective + 
noun 

Productive 
tasks. 

Comparing 
students’ 
feelings 
towards 
adj+noun 
collocations 
compared to 
verb+noun 

Field notes 
Post-
treatment 
Questionnaire 

 

4.8   Summary of Chapter Four 

AR was chosen for this study because it is flexible, exploratory and pedagogical. AR studies 

investigate an issue which directly affects the students.  This study began with my realization 

that my approach to vocabulary instruction was flawed.  My ultimate goal is to produce 

findings which will shed light upon this issue and offer a solution.  The AR design will help me 

accomplish this aim. 

Chapter four focused on the AR methodological approach used in this study. I argued 

that AR is appropriate for this study because for educational research it is a structured 
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investigation of a change in procedures in teaching practice.  Since my research was 

pedagogically oriented and focused on innovations in my own teaching, it was a highly 

appropriate.  For the purposes of this thesis, AR has been described from the perspective of 

TESOL. 

 The final sections of this chapter described the three groups of participants who took 

part in this study.  In addition, a brief preview of the various intervention procedures was 

given in order that readers could orient themselves as to the direction of the research, and 

specifically this thesis.  These intervention procedures will be described in greater detail, 

along with the results, in the following two chapters.  This outline was used to present this 

study in a chronological manner.  
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Chapter 5: The First and Second Reflective Cycles 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter, along with Chapter six, presents the findings of this investigation in 

chronological order.  Chapter five conveys the findings of reflective cycles one and two, while 

Chapter six focuses on reflective cycles three and four.   

Initially, a justification for the procedure used for reflective cycle one is explained and 

the research questions are presented.  Secondly, the procedures and data collection used 

during the intervention are described in detail.  The intervention procedures are detailed for 

each class and for the semester as a whole.  In the following sections (5.2.5 and 5.2.6), the 

quantitative and qualitative results are discussed.  Finally, the changes made for subsequent 

reflective cycles are described and justified.  This sequence is then repeated for reflective 

cycle two.  Descriptions of the participants involved in the research are included in Chapter 

four in section 4.5. 

 

5.2 First Reflective Cycle 

 As is frequently the case in action research (AR), the research questions in this reflective 

cycle were different from those that emerged in the subsequent cycles.  As I explained in 

Chapter four, one of the reasons for choosing AR as a methodology was its exploratory 

nature.  It was therefore likely to be the case that my focus and key concerns would change 

over time. When I started this investigation, I was unsure of how to proceed.  My first goal for 

the first reflective cycle in the AR process was to determine if there was potential in an 

increased focus on collocations in my classes.  My second goal was to develop a set of 

procedures and activities to introduce the students to collocations.  My teaching approach 

would ultimately need to be efficient in regard to class time and seen as worthwhile in the 

opinion of the students.  If I dedicated too much time to teaching collocations, I would not be 

able to cover the other required components of my curriculum.  I also wanted to use an 

approach which would parallel approximately the same amount of time as my former 

instruction using the General Service List (GSL) did in the previous semester.  Furthermore, 

if the students did not recognize the value of the new approach, they would not be receptive 

to the change in procedure and the move away from the GSL instruction (described in 

Chapter one).  Therefore, I decided to focus on the learners’ responses to studying 

collocations and to gauge the amount of class time required for this new form of instruction.  I 

believed the experiences gained through collecting the data and the insights I would gain 

would provide a template upon which future reflective cycles could be based. 

 

5.2.1 Why are learners’ responses important?  
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When designing lessons and instructing classes, teachers often put value in their own 

experiences as language learners; they express their views and beliefs about techniques, 

methods and/or approaches that were successful for them (Prentice, 2010).  However, the 

teacher’s view does not necessarily account for learners’ personality, aptitude, culture or 

many of the other factors which can determine if a learner is successful or not. 

Learners’ responses refer to how effective a certain approach to teaching is in their 

opinion. In terms of language learning, the learner will put more value on, and in turn be 

more willing to engage in, activities they feel improve their L2 proficiency.  Specifically for this 

study, the relevant question was whether students felt that a focus on collocations improved 

their productive ability in spoken English.   

Learners’ responses can help teachers understand the underlying beliefs students 

possess toward language learning.  Learner beliefs are an important aspect of the language 

learning experience (Oxford & Lee, 2008; White, 2008).  For language learning, learner 

beliefs are similar to learners’ responses because they refer to how learners view language, 

language learning, and the contexts they participate in as language learners.  White states, 

“Beliefs are important because learners hold their beliefs to be true and these beliefs then 

guide how they interpret their experiences and how they behave” (2008, p.121). Beliefs will 

affect the effort students put into their work.  If learners feel a new approach is superior to 

what they have experienced in the past, they will be more willing to partake. 

 

5.2.2 Research questions for reflective cycle one. 

The research questions I developed directly influenced the items used in the questionnaire.  

At this point in the research, I understood that reflective cycle one would be the first in a 

series of steps to investigate the area of concern of this study.  Therefore, I decided to 

embrace the exploratory nature of AR and seek data which would further justify the direction 

of my research and provide insight into how to proceed. 

 The research questions focused on the learners’ responses to the activities which I 

used to teach the targeted collocations from list 1 (described in section 5.2.3.2 and included 

in Appendix 1).  I was primarily interested in eliciting their responses to the following five 

issues:  

• if studying collocations was worth their time and effort,  

• if they felt able to productively use the targeted collocations in conversations, 

• if this approach was superior to targeting individual words,  

• if writing sentences was helpful,   

• if 15 collocations per week was a suitable number.   
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In later reflective cycles, these learner responses would need to be reconfirmed, especially in 

regard to their perceived ability to use the targeted collocations productively.  However, I felt 

that the responses to these initial research questions would rationalize my line of inquiry and 

provide insight into how to progress. 

The research questions for reflective cycle one were as follows: 

1. What are low-proficiency Japanese university students’ responses to studying 

collocations?  

2. Will the students feel capable of using the collocations in conversation? 

3. In the students’ opinion, is the productive task of writing sentences helpful? 

4. From the students’ perspective, how many collocations should be targeted each 

week? 

 

5.2.3 Procedures for reflective cycle one. 

The research was carried out during the students’ communicative English classes that met 

once a week. The collocation intervention (which will be described in the following 

paragraph) was presented to the students as part of their normal class work. The participants 

for this reflective cycle (the Toyo 1 group described in section 4.5.1) spent a similar amount 

of class time and did a similar amount of homework in the vocabulary component of their first 

year communicative English class, which I taught the previous year.  This previous in-class 

experience, which focused on individual words taken from the first 500 words of the GSL, 

was used as a comparison for considering their responses to my new teaching approach. 

The intervention consisted of giving the students 15 collocations from collocation list 1 (see 

Appendix 1 for collocation list 1) a week. For explicit instruction, 10 to 15 vocabulary items is 

seen as being a suitable number for low-proficiency students (Morgan & Rinvolucri, 2004). 

The process and criteria used to create the collocation list are described in more detail in 

section 5.2.3.   

Before the first set of collocations was given to the students, I briefly explained the 

term ‘collocation’.  So as not to confuse the students, I simplified the definition for 

‘collocations’ to the following: two or more words often used together.  The students wrote 

the weekly collocations (the collocations targeted each week) into a vocabulary notebook, 

and their homework was to write a Japanese translation for each collocation and a sentence 

using the given collocation. Researchers have endorsed the use of L1 for vocabulary 

instruction (Lewis, 2008; Morgan & Rinvolucri, 2004; Nation, 2008; 2004; Ur, 1991).  Morgan 

and Rinvolucri (2004) state that “The mother tongue is the launch pad for the second 

language (p. 8). The following week a short activity using the previous week’s collocations 

was given to the students; typical activities recommended for vocabulary instruction used 

during this intervention include matching the verb and noun components of the collocations 
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(Morgan & Rinvolucri, 2004), completing a cloze activity (Nation, 2001; Ur, 1991), or having 

pairs of students exchange their vocabulary books and quiz each other (Lindstromberg & 

Boers, 2008). The researchers mentioned above recommended these activities for the 

teaching of individual lexical items, but the activities were easily adapted for the teaching of 

collocations. Furthermore, by using a follow-up activity in the following class the overall 

procedure repeatedly exposed the students to the targeted collocations which is also seen as 

being an effective strategy for acquiring new vocabulary (Lewis, 2008; Schmitt, 2008; Ur, 

1991).  Lewis (2008) asserts that “We acquire an individual word by meeting it a number of 

times… meeting it frequently with no explicit teaching is both a necessary and sufficient 

condition for its acquisition” (p. 51). The students then wrote the next week’s collocations into 

their vocabulary notebooks. The total class time each week for this process was 

approximately 15 minutes. Every week I collected the notebooks at the end of class and 

corrected the students’ sentences (described in the following paragraph). The students were 

able to collect their books later that day or anytime after. Both Brown (2007) and Ur (1991) 

have advocated that vocabulary should be taught in separated, spaced sessions.  Ur (1991) 

states that “It is better to teach vocabulary in separate, spaced sessions than to teach it all at 

once” (p.67). 

The feedback consisted of reading the students’ sentences, and identifying the type 

of errors present (missing words, verb mistake, spelling, wrong word choice etc.). Each kind 

of error was assigned a symbol, which would then be written (in red) on the sentences. For 

each sentence containing an error, the students had to rewrite the sentence and try to 

correct any errors present. If the student were unable to correct the error in this second 

attempt, I would write the correct sentence. Occasionally, class time was available to have 

the students work in pairs and help each other with error correction. 

This routine was repeated for four weeks.  In the next week’s class, the students 

engaged in activities targeting the fourth set of collocations, but I did not introduce a new set 

of collocations to the students. Thirty minutes of the following week’s class, the sixth class, 

was dedicated to reviewing the first four sets of collocations.  During the next week’s class, 

the first 60 collocations were tested. The test lasted 20 minutes and consisted of three 

sections: matching verb and noun components, completing a cloze activity, and writing 

sentences. The actual test for the first four sets of collocations can be seen in Appendix 5.  

The test sections were similar to the class activities and homework.  

This whole procedure was then repeated for the second half of the semester.  

However, I made one change in procedure for the sets of collocations targeted in these 

weeks.  Instead of having the students write Japanese translations for the collocations as 

part of their homework, I created a matching exercise which required the students to match 

the English collocation with its Japanese translation.  The students completed this exercise in 
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class as they copied the targeted collocations into their notebooks.  After three or four 

minutes, I showed the class the correct answers for the matching exercise.  An example 

matching exercise can be seen in Appendix 6.  The reasoning for this change in procedure 

will be described in section 5.2.7.  Table 5.1 summarizes the weekly activities and 

intervention procedure for reflective cycle one. 

In total, the collocation component accounted for 30% of the students’ final grade 

(15% per test). This whole procedure was identical to that of the previous year with the only 

difference being that the students studied collocations as opposed to individual words from 

the first 500 words on the GSL. 

 

Table 5.1 Summary of procedure for reflective cycle 

Week In class collocation work Class time 
required in 
minutes 

Homework 

1 There were no collocation exercises done during the first class. 
2 Explain the term ‘collocation’.  

Students copied the first set of 
collocations into their notebooks. 

5 Write a Japanese translation 
for each collocation in the first 
set.  Write a sentence for each 
collocation. 

3 Class activity using the first set of 
collocations (see section 5.2.3 for 
examples of the activities used). 
Students copied the second set of 
collocations into their notebooks. 

15 Write translations and 
sentences for second set of 
collocations. 
Make corrections for the first 
set sentences. 

4 Class activity using the second set 
of collocations. 
Students copied the third set of 
collocations into their notebooks. 

15 Write translations and 
sentences for third set of 
collocations. 
Make corrections for the 
second set sentences. 

5 Class activity using the third set of 
collocations. 
Students copied the fourth set of 
collocations into their notebooks. 

15 Write translations and 
sentences for fourth set of 
collocations. 
Make corrections for the third 
set sentences. 

6 Class activity using the fourth set 
of collocations. 

15 Make corrections for the fourth 
set sentences. 

7 Collocation review for set one, two, 
three, and four. 

30 Study for the test. 

8 Collocation test for set one, two, 
three, and four. 
Students copied the fifth set of 
collocations into their notebooks 
while doing the Japanese 
translation matching exercise. 

25 Write sentences for the fifth set 
of collocations. 

9 Class activity using the fifth set of 
collocations. 
Students copied the sixth set of 
collocations into their notebooks 
while doing the Japanese 

15 Write sentences for the sixth 
set of collocations. 
Make corrections for the fifth 
set sentences. 
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translation matching exercise. 
10 Class activity using the sixth set of 

collocations. 
Students copied the seventh set of 
collocations into their notebooks 
while doing the Japanese 
translation matching exercise. 

15 Write sentences for the seventh 
set of collocations. 
Make corrections for the sixth 
set sentences. 

11 Class activity using the seventh set 
of collocations. 
Students copied the eighth set of 
collocations into their notebooks 
while doing the Japanese 
translation matching exercise. 

15 Write sentences for the eighth 
set of collocations. 
Make corrections for the 
seventh set sentences. 

12 Class activity using the eighth set 
of collocations. 

15 Make corrections for the eighth 
set sentences. 

13 Collocation review for set five, six, 
seven, and eight. 

30 Study for the test. 

14 Collocation test for set five, six, 
seven, and eight.  

20  

15 Questionnaire. 
 

5.2.3.1 Collocation lists. 

Over the four reflective cycles that constitute this investigation, three different collocation lists 

were used with the students in the study.  The first collocation list was a collection of frequent 

verb + noun collocations (henceforth referred to as ‘Collocation list 1’).  This collocation list 

was used in reflective cycle one, but subsequent reflective cycles used a different list due to 

the findings of the first cycle which will be discussed in section 5.2.7.  The second collocation 

list, which was used in reflective cycle two, is a collection of delexicalized verb + noun 

collocations.  This list was also used for the third reflective cycle.  The third collocation list 

was a collection of frequent adjective + noun collocations.  This list, which was the fourth 

reflective cycle’s target language, is used primarily to investigate a different type of 

collocation (adjective + noun collocations as opposed to verb + noun collocations). The 

procedures used to compile each list are described below. 

 

5.2.3.2 Collocation list 1. 

In total, 120 collocations were covered over the course of reflective cycle one. All of the 

collocations were of the verb + noun variety, chosen on the basis that use of only verb + 

noun collocations would provide a clear definition of what a collocation is for the students 

(Woolard, 2000).   For this first cycle of research, I assumed that by using this type of 

collocation my students would be better able to write sentences and use the collocations in 

productive ways. 

The collocation list used in this cycle was almost entirely comprised of medium-strength 

collocations. Medium strength collocations have the following characteristics: 



! 106! !
!

• account for a large part of what we say and write, 

• are more restrictive than freely combining words (old house) but less restrictive than 

words where you strongly expect a second word based upon the presence of the first 

word (foreseeable future),  

• contain individual words which most learners are familiar,  

• each collocation can be stored in a learners mental lexicon as a single item, 

• learners, especially low-proficiency students, are often unfamiliar with the specific 

combination.   

Hill (2000) and Conzett (2000) recommend initially targeting this type of collocation, and 

therefore this principle was also adopted for this study. 

 In order to compile this list, I started by creating a pool of possible collocations which 

could be targeted.  I collected collocations from the ‘Elementary/Pre-intermediate’ level 

activities in the ‘Collocations Extra’ workbook (Walter & Woodford, 2010) and from the ‘Study 

pages’ of the ‘Oxford Collocations Dictionary: For Students of English’ (Oxford, 2009).  When 

I was unsure of how restrictive a certain collocation was, I referred to the ‘LTP Dictionary of 

Selected Collocations’ (LTP, 1999).  This dictionary states that the contained collocations are 

not combinations of freely combining words, are combinations of words that are useful for 

English language learners, and are likely to cause some comprehension problems for these 

learners.  The final stage of this process was to compare the individual words which 

comprised the collocations against the GSL.  

The individual words that made up the collocations came largely from the first 1000 

words on the GSL (84.4%).  Researchers (Durrant, 2009; Handl, 2009; Shin & Nation, 2008) 

recommend using frequency as a guide when determining which collocations to target.  It 

should not be the only factor but is a useful criterion when compiling a collocation list.  The 

words not included in the first 1000 were usually associated with computers (software, 

password, website etc.) or school (homework, essay, exam etc). It was felt that these words, 

while not being highly placed on the GSL, still represent the most useful words for university-

aged students. 

A certain amount of professional judgment based upon the previous experience of 

teaching students at this stage of learning was also used when choosing the collocations; I 

tried to include the most useful collocations in regard to the students’ interests and future 

needs, based on my previous experience of teaching vocabulary.   

As mentioned in Chapter one, the GSL (West, 1953) was used to compile the list of 

the individual words which were targeted in the vocabulary component of my classes.  The 

GSL was also used to measure the frequency of the individual words which are contained in 

collocation list one.  However, the GSL has been criticized for using a corpus which is dated 
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and too small (2.5 million words).  Consequently, the individual words contained in 

collocation list one have been compared against the New General Service List (Browne, C., 

Culligan, B., & Phillips, J., 2013) which is based on a 273 million-word subsection of the 

Cambridge English Corpus.  The findings showed that 80.98% of the individual words from 

collocation list one are represented within the first 1000 words of the New General Service 

List (NGSL).  Consequently, I do not feel the use of the original GSL is a major source of 

concern for this study. 

 

5.2.3.3 Collocation list 2. 

The second collocation list for this study focused on delexicalized verb + noun collocations 

(see Appendix 2 for the collocation list).  As mentioned above, the reasons for using a 

different collocation list from the first reflective cycle are described in more detail in section 

5.2.8.  It should also be noted that there is considerable overlap between the collocations 

used for this list and collocation list one; Of the 120 collocations from list one, 58 are also 

included on list two.  

This collocation list was used for the second and third reflective cycles.  As with 

collocation list 1, there are 120 collocations on this list.  The list was compiled by 

investigating the most common collocates for delexicalized verbs.  Delexicalized verbs are 

common sources of error for language learners (Chan & Liou, 2005; Chi, Wong, & Wong, 

1994; Sinclair & Renouf, 1988).  In order to create this list, I started by including the 58 

collocations from list one which contained a delexicalized verb and were problematic for the 

students in reflective cycle one.  I then used the delexicalized verb as the node word and 

found other common collocations using the ‘Oxford Collocations Dictionary: For Students of 

English’ (OCD) and the ‘LTP Dictionary of Selected Collocations’.  The OCD also provided 

some delexicalized verbs not included in collocation list one, which were used as node words 

for list two.  The first 1000 words of the New General Service List contain 78.31% of the 

individual words contained in list two.  Of the 120 collocations on this list, 83 (69.2%) 

contained a delexicalized verb that is within the 100 most common words on the GSL 

(exactly the same for the NGSL).  In addition to frequency, student need and teachability 

were criteria used in the selection process.  As with the first collocation list, a certain amount 

of intuition based upon previous experience was used to meet these criteria.  This collocation 

list was used in the second and third reflective cycles. 

 

5.2.3.4 Collocation list 3. 

The third collocation list was used in the fourth (final) reflective cycle (see Appendix 3 for the 

collocation list).  This list is comprised of 120 highly frequent adjective + noun collocations.  

By using a list of 47 problematic nouns for second language learners, I was able to compile a 
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list of adjective + noun which are highly frequent and address the criteria of student need.  

The original list of nouns was compiled by Hill, Lewis and Lewis (2010) and entitled 

‘Problematic but Really Useful Words: 47 nouns whose meanings depend on the adjectives 

used with them’.  The researchers did not specify if any other criteria, aside from intuition, 

was used to create this list.  From the list of 47 nouns, 33 were chosen based on frequency.  

Each of these 33 nouns is within the first 1000 words of the GSL. 

 Using these nouns as pivot words, I used frequency to determine which adjective + noun 

collocations to include.  All of the adjectives used in the collocations on this list are also from the 

first 1000 words of the GSL (West, 1953).  I used five criteria to find collocations in the corpus: 

• Nouns from the ‘list of 47’ which were not within the first 1000 most frequent words 

were not investigated (33 nouns met this cutoff).  

• All adjectives are within the first 1000 most frequent words except if the adjective plus 

noun collocation occurred at least 200 times within the BNC. 

• All collocations must occur at least 50 times within the BNC. 

• Only the five most common adjectives for each noun were included. 

• However, all collocations that have 200 or more occurrences within the BNC are!

included.!(Antle, 2014, p. 301) 

The final criterion enabled nouns which have many highly frequent collocations to be fully 

represented.  It was thought that excluding these highly frequent collocations would be 

counterproductive.   

 The ‘Phrases in English’ concordancer (Fletcher, 2011), which incorporates a 

database from the BNC, was used to conduct the analysis.  All of the collocations on list 

three are 2-grams (sequences of two words).  Each of the 33 nouns was investigated 

individually by entering ‘adjectives: all’ into the first position and the noun under investigation 

into the second position. The concordancer produced a list of all the adjectives which 

collocated with the noun from the BNC.  The criteria described above were then used to 

select the most appropriate collocations to target.  After the 33 nouns were investigated, the 

resulting list had 154 collocations.  I then reduced this number to 120 collocations in total by 

considering student need and teachability. 

 

5.2.4 Data collection for reflective cycle one. 

Building on the advice of Jiang (2009) and Nesi (2009), the main data collection tool I used 

during this phase of the research was a questionnaire (see Appendix 4 for the 

questionnaire).  The questionnaire was piloted with five students who were at a similar level 

to the participants, but who did not partake in this study.  With the aid of another Japanese 

professor, I asked the five students if the instructions and questions were clear, if they were 
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able to answer all of the questions, and if they found any of the questions objectionable or 

irrelevant.  The five students completed the questionnaire in less than five minutes. 

I administered the questionnaire to my students at the end of the semester. It 

consisted of several statements posed as Likert scales. Five of the statements (listed below 

in the results section) were related to the research questions for this study and the results for 

these questions are shown in Table 5.2 and 5.3 in the following section. Due to the students’ 

low-proficiency level in English, it was decided that all parts of the questionnaire would be 

accompanied by a Japanese translation. The term ‘collocation’ was likely familiar to the 

students because I explained the term during the second class.  However, the questionnaire 

also provided an explanation as well as an example to ensure comprehension. The 

translation was done by a Japanese English teacher and was checked by another Japanese 

member of the faculty. Both were confident that the students would not have any trouble 

understanding the term ‘collocation’, the instructions for the questionnaire, or how to respond 

to each question. 

 

5.2.5 Quantitative results for reflective cycle one. 

A total of 41 students completed the survey, in which they indicated the degree to which they 

agreed with the following statements. A Likert scale was used and a point value was 

assigned to each response (strongly agree – 5 points, agree – 4 points, neutral – 3 points, 

disagree – 2 points, strongly disagree – 1 point).  I used the five-point scale, so the findings 

from this reflective cycle could easily and concisely be compared with the findings from future 

reflective cycles.  The four statements were: 

1. Studying collocations has been useful. 

2. I am able to use the collocations we studied in conversations 

3. Studying collocations is more helpful than studying individual words 

4. Writing sentences using the collocations was helpful. 

 

Table 5.2 shows the results for four of the statements from the survey. 

 

Table 5.2  Students’ responses of studying collocations 

Question Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative 
Responses (%) 

Mean StdDev 5 4 3 2 1 
1 3.44 0.84 7.3 41.5 41.5 7.3 2.4 
2 2.90 0.77 0.0 22.0 48.8 26.8 2.4 
3 3.54 0.78 4.9 53.7 34.1 4.9 2.4 
4 3.73 0.78 12.2 53.7 31.7 0.0 2.4 
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In addition to the four statements above, a fifth question was posed in order to determine if 

the number of collocations targeted each week was a suitable number for low-proficency 

students. Table 5.3 shows the results for the statement: 

Each week we studied 15 collocations. That was… 

 

Table 5.3 Students’ responses in regard to the number of collocations covered 

each class 

Question Negative responses Positive 
responses 

Negative responses 

Way too 
many 

Too many Just about right Not 
enough 

Not nearly 
enough 

5 2.4% 12.2% 85.4% 0% 0% 
 

The results shown in Table 5.2 were evidence that the alternative approach was seen as 

successful.  The first and third statements indicated that the students had a favorable 

impression of studying collocations: 48.8% of responses agreed or strongly agreed studying 

collocations was useful, and 58.6% of responses agreed or strongly agreed studying 

collocations was more helpful than studying individual words.  The majority of students 

(65.9%) also agreed or strongly agreed that the task of writing sentences was useful.  

However, the second statement showed that the students still did not feel confident in their 

ability to use the words productively: 78.0% of the participants strongly disagreed, disagreed 

or gave a neutral response to the statement ‘I am able to use the collocations we studied in 

conversations’.  The results shown in Table 5.3 (85.4% thought 15 collocations per week was 

just about right) indicated that 15 collocations was a manageable number for the low-

proficiency level students to handle for the procedure described in section 5.2.3. 

 

5.2.6 Qualitative findings for reflective cycle one. 

The questionnaire for this reflective cycle did not contain open-ended questions, so the 

qualitative data are drawn from my field notes.  Table 5.4 presents the themes from the data 

which were especially relevant to the continuation of the procedures I used in the research.  

The examples from the data are actual quotes taken from my field notes which influenced the 

decisions made in regard to targeted language and procedures used. 

 

Table 5.4 Insights from the reflective cycle 

Category Sub-category Examples from the data 
Difficulties 
for the 
students 

Delexicalized 
verbs 

The students have a lot of trouble with the delexicalized 
verbs. 

Collocation 
meaning 

The majority of errors stem from a misunderstanding of the 
collocation’s meaning. 
The students are more able to write sentences which show 
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they understand the collocation’s meaning since I 
implemented the matching exercise. 

Student 
participation 

In-class The students are more engaged during the in-class activities 
than they were during the in-class activities for the individual 
GSL words the previous semester. 

Homework The students are putting more effort into their homework. 
They seldom copy sentences from a dictionary or each 
other. 

Procedural 
challenges 

Teacher 
feedback 

Marking the students’ sentences is very time consuming. 

 

Each of these categories will be addressed in the following two sections: ‘Discussion for 

reflective cycle one’ and ‘Changes in procedure implemented for reflective cycle two’. 

 

5.2.7 Discussion of reflective cycle one. 

The data collected provided me with enough information to address the research questions 

for this reflective cycle and also to reflect on the implications of the data for taking the 

process of action research further.  Specifically, the field notes were helpful in that they 

provided a great deal of information which would help shape future reflective cycles. 

 The first research question, ‘What are low-proficiency Japanese university students’ 

responses to studying collocations?’, was specifically addressed by the first and third 

questionnaire items.  The students had a positive impression of studying collocations (3.44 

mean for questionnaire statement 1) and felt studying collocations was more helpful than 

studying individual words (3.54 mean for questionnaire statement 3).  The students’ 

responses on the questionnaire indicated they felt this alternative approach to vocabulary 

instruction to be more useful than targeting individual words.  However, the results also 

showed that the majority of students are still not confident in their abilities to productively use 

the collocations.  Questionnaire item 2 asked if the students feel capable of using the 

collocations in conversations, and the mean response was 2.90.  This indicated, in the 

students’ opinion, that the approach used in the first reflective cycle needed to be adapted if 

the students were to improve their spoken fluency with the targeted collocations.  

Additionally, the findings from this questionnaire item only elicited the students’ self-

assessment of their abilities with the targeted collocations; there was no evidence collected 

during this reflective cycle to support or question the students’ opinion. 

 The questionnaire item eliciting responses about the value of writing sentences 

indicated this activity to be beneficial in the students’ opinion.  Item 4 on the questionnaire 

had a mean of 3.73 which indicated the students’ positive feelings towards the productive 

activity of writing sentences.  However, it is interesting to consider why this item received 

such a positive response and item 2 did not.  I believe there are two possible reasons for this 

disparity.  The first is that the students valued improving their written fluency even if this 
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improvement did not help their spoken fluency.  The second possibility is that the students 

were underestimating their ability to use the targeted collocations in conversations.  It was 

clear that I needed to address this problem in reflective cycle two. 

 The final research question, ‘From the students’ perspective, how many collocations 

should be targeted each week?’, was addressed by questionnaire item 5.  Overall, the 

students felt 15 collocations was a suitable number per week for the activities and homework 

in reflective cycle one. 

Based upon the observations recorded in my field notes, the alternative approach to 

the vocabulary component was a success, as evidenced by quotes such as the following: 

 

‘The students are more engaged during the in-class activities than they were during 

the in-class activities for the individual GSL words the previous semester.’ 

‘The students are putting more effort into their homework.’ 

 

An example of how this increased level of engagement and effort was manifested could be 

seen in the students’ homework.  Specifically, I noticed that the students seldom copied 

sentences from their dictionaries; this was a common problem during the semester when 

individual words were taught from the GSL. The students probably did not know how to find 

sentences with a certain collocation in a dictionary and were left with no other option but to 

write the sentences themselves. Furthermore, since the student sentences were original and 

contained mistakes, they provided an excellent opportunity for individual and pair revision 

based upon my feedback.  During the pair revision tasks, the students actively helped their 

partners and would often ask me questions about specific mistakes, which collectively, they 

were unable to solve.  However, despite the productive exercise of writing sentences 

appearing to be beneficial, it was time consuming for both the students to complete as 

homework and for my revisions.  A more time efficient approach for teaching collocations 

needed to be investigated in reflective cycle two (see section 5.3.2). 

After the first collocation test in week eight, I addressed a weakness in the procedure 

for the first reflective cycle: the students often misunderstanding the meaning of the 

collocations.  The matching exercise described in section 5.2.3 (see Appendix 6 for an 

example of this matching exercise) helped in this regard.  In subsequent reflective cycles, I 

decided that the students would have access to a ‘collocation dictionary’ that I prepared 

which included a Japanese translation of each collocation, an example sentence, and a 

picture.  I predicted that this dictionary would provide the same assistance as the matching 

exercise. 

As I mentioned in section 5.2.3, I decided to use a different collocation list for 

reflective cycle two.  The reason for this change was that based upon the sentences the 
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students wrote throughout the intervention period it was apparent that collocations containing 

delexicalized verbs were the most problematic collocations.  The errors made by the 

students when using delexicalized verb collocations were numerous and fundamental.  To 

illustrate one fundamental error, a common student sentence for the collocation ‘get lost’ was 

the following: 

‘I get lost my keys.’ 

This exact same sentence was submitted by six of the students and several others made a 

similar error with this collocation.  I did not believe the students copied each other because I 

had warned them not to and the other sentences for this homework assignment were not the 

same.  I considered this to be a fundamental error because it violates the form, meaning, and 

use of this particular collocation.  This error appeared to be made because the students 

understood one possible definition for ‘lost’ and did not realize that the collocation ‘get lost’ 

had a different meaning.  The students’ use of this error strengthens the argument that 

students should learn how to use the words they already know as opposed to simply 

acquiring new individual lexical items (Hill, Lewis, & Lewis, 2000; M. Lewis, 1994; Morgan 

Lewis, 2000; Wollard, 2005).  While this was the most common error, other delexicalized 

verbs were also misused in a similar way as seen in the following sentences taken from 

student workbooks: 

‘I make time for 12 clock.’ 

‘I catch fire matches.’ 

‘I go bad and my mother is angry.’ 

There were of course many other errors within the sentences for different collocations, such 

as the following: 

‘I apply for a job for money.’ 

‘I went quickly because I miss the bus.’ 

However, the majority of sentences written by the students for non-delexicalized verb 

collocations, such as the examples presented above, indicated they understood the 

collocations’ meaning. 

 To summarize, this reflective cycle provided me with useful data which addressed the 

initial research questions.  Specifically, the knowledge gained through my field notes also 

influenced the procedures for future reflective cycles.  

 

5.2.8 Changes in procedure implemented for reflective cycle two. 

The first reflective cycle proved to be a worthwhile undertaking.  The data I collected 

encouraged me to continue with this line of investigation, but during this cycle I became 

aware that I needed to make procedural changes.  The changes made between the first and 

second reflective cycles were more numerous than between any other subsequent cycles.  
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As mentioned earlier, the first reflective cycle was exploratory.  As I progressed through the 

AR process, the procedures I used became more refined.  As a result, I did not need to make 

as many procedural changes as I did between the first two reflective cycles. 

 As mentioned in section 5.2.3, the initial intervention for reflective cycle one involved 

the students writing an example sentence for each collocation.  This procedure for 

subsequent reflective cycles was changed for two reasons.  The first reason was the amount 

of time required to edit all of the students’ sentences each week.  Each week I had to edit the 

15 new sentences and check the revisions for the previous set of sentences.  I was able to 

complete this task for the 42 students I was teaching at the time, but I felt I would be unable 

to accomplish this level of feedback for the larger group of participants (153 students) 

involved in reflective cycle two.  The second reason was that students often wrote short 

sentences, while grammatically correct, which did not illustrate if they actually knew how to 

use the collocation correctly.  An example of this type of sentence is: 

‘I will break the rules.’ 

While writing sentences is a productively demanding activity, I felt it was unsuitable for 

teaching the correct usage of the target collocations.  Additionally, I feel having the students 

write sentences is only a worthwhile exercise if the sentences are checked by their teacher.  I 

base this assumption of the fact my students tended to misunderstand the collocation’s 

meaning while writing sentences, and that they often wrote simple sentences, like the 

example given above, which did not illustrate a productive ability for the targeted collocation.  

Therefore, for reflective cycle two, I decided to compare the receptive and productive tasks 

described in section 5.3.2 (also seen in Appendix 10 and 11).  Since the students felt unable 

to use the collocations in conversations, there was a need to identify the tasks which enabled 

them to improve their productive abilities. 

 The second part of the students’ homework for reflective cycle one was having the 

students write a Japanese translation for each collocation.  However, it was difficult for me to 

check the accuracy of the Japanese translations.  After the first collocation test, I provided 

the translations myself through a matching exercise and I found that this change in 

procedure addressed this issue.  For the next reflective cycle, I decided to provide an online 

collocation dictionary which had a Japanese translation, an example sentence, and a picture 

which depicted the given collocation.  This dictionary should provide a similar function as the 

matching exercise.  An example page from this dictionary can be seen in Appendix 7. 

 In the first reflective cycle I targeted 15 collocations per week for eight weeks.  I 

decided to reduce this number to 12 per week for ten weeks for reflective cycle two.  In the 

second reflective cycle, I planned to introduce the targeted collocations during the last 15 

minutes of each class.  Given the nature of the productive and receptive tasks for reflective 
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cycle two, I felt 12 collocations was a suitable number.  However, just as in reflective cycle 

one, 120 collocations were taught to the students in the next reflective cycle. 

The collocation list for the second phase also needed to be adjusted.  The original list 

included collocations that were thought to be highly useful for the students as well as being 

highly frequent.  The second list included collocations that have these characteristics, but 

focused on collocations with a delexicalized verb (do, make, take etc.).  The reasoning for 

this change was presented in the previous section.  These collocations are very common in 

spoken and written English and are problematic for students (Chan & Liou, 2005; Chi, Wong, 

& Wong, 1994; Nation, 2001; Nesselhauf, 2005; Sinclair & Renouf, 1988).  Students have 

also shown the ability to make greater improvements with these collocations as opposed to 

collocations with synonymous verbs, hypernymy verbs, and troponymy verbs (Chan & Liou, 

2005). 

The second reflective cycle (described below) included a spoken assessment that 

measured fluency.  This addition was time consuming to administer and assess, but I felt it 

was necessary if improvements in spoken fluency were to be confirmed. 

Initial feedback from the students on their previous experiences of studying 

vocabulary was not collected during the first reflective cycle.  However, I realized that this 

data would provide further insight into the students’ responses.  Thus, the second reflective 

cycle included an initial questionnaire which elicited the learners’ responses about the 

usefulness of studying vocabulary and strategies they used previously. 

 The final changes are related to how the collocations were introduced to the students 

and the tasks the students undertook.  These activities will be described in the procedure 

section for reflective cycle two (section 5.3.2). 

 

5.3 The Second Reflective Cycle 

The research goals for this reflective cycle were pedagogical and stemmed from the findings 

of cycle one.  I collected evidence in the preceding reflective cycle indicating that the 

students would benefit from a focus on delexicalized verb collocations.  I also realized that 

while the productive exercise of writing sentences is beneficial if there is teacher feedback, it 

is not a plausible activity for larger groups of students.  Therefore, this reflective cycle 

investigated if receptive exercises alone can help improve the students’ spoken fluency.  

Productive tasks were also investigated for spoken fluency using a different group of 

students.  Both groups completed pre-intervention and post-intervention spoken 

assessments, so statistical analysis could be conducted. 

 I was interested in finding an approach to teaching collocations that improved spoken 

fluency.  Changes in procedure were looked at in the light of whether they were efficient in 

regard to class time and beneficial in regard to improvements in spoken fluency. 
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5.3.1 Research questions for reflective cycle two. 

The research questions for this reflective cycle were developed based upon the data 

collected during reflective cycle one.  Research questions 1, 2, and 6 were also questions 

from reflective cycle one.  These questions were included to determine if the changes in 

procedure for the intervention affected the learners’ responses.  Research question 3 was 

largely answered through my own observations and field notes.  The fourth and fifth 

questions required that two spoken assessments (pre-intervention and post-intervention) 

were measured for fluency. 

 

1. What are the low-proficiency Japanese university students’ responses to studying 

collocations? 

2.  Will the students feel capable of using the collocations in conversation? 

3. What characterizes the students’ development of competence in using collocations as 

assessed by the teacher throughout the course? 

4.  For the students undertaking receptive tasks, what differences can be seen in the 

students’ spoken fluency between an initial and a summative spoken assessment 

task? 

5. For the students undertaking productive tasks, what differences can be seen in the 

students’ spoken fluency between an initial and a summative spoken assessment 

task? 

6. From the students’ perspective, how many collocations should be targeted each 

week? 

 

5.3.2 Procedure for reflective cycle two. 

This reflective cycle was carried out over the course of one university semester.  This 

semester was from April through July and was the students’ first semester at university.  The 

intervention was presented to the students as part of their normal course work.  The 

participants for this reflective cycle, the Toyo 2 group, are described in section 4.5.2.  In total, 

153 students chose to partake in this reflective cycle. 

 During the second class, the students completed an initial questionnaire eliciting 

information about their previous experiences studying vocabulary.  This questionnaire can be 

seen in Appendix 14, and the findings are presented in section 5.3.4  

 After the students completed the questionnaire, they were randomly assigned to 

group A (the receptive task group) or group B (the productive task group).  I gave a brief 

description of the term ‘collocation’.  To avoid confusion, I explained that a collocation was 

two or more words often used together with the first word being a verb.  I also gave several 
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examples of collocations which fit the description.  During this same class, the students 

completed the initial spoken assessment task.  The assessment task required the students to 

record themselves describing a series of pictures.  A narrative retell was chosen for the 

spoken assessment because of its use in previous fluency studies (Hansen et al., 1998; 

Lennon, 1990a; Lennon, 1990b).  I told the students that this voice recording would have no 

impact on their final grade and asked that they simply try their best.  The picture sequence is 

included in Appendix 9.  To ensure the students understood what was expected of them 

during the spoken assessment, I demonstrated how to describe a picture sequence by using 

a different set of pictures.  Following my demonstration, I used yet another picture sequence 

and had the students practice with partners.  After both students had the opportunity to 

describe the pictures, I did the exercise myself in front of the class.  I repeated this last step 

one final time with another picture sequence.   

 For the weekly exercises, the students in group A completed receptive tasks targeting 

the collocations.  Receptive tasks were investigated because researchers had questioned 

whether receptive tasks will lead to productive abilities for targeted vocabulary (Nation, 

2001).  Each week 12 collocations were targeted, and the students did these exercises on a 

computer at the end of class for approximately 15 minutes.  There was a test in the seventh 

class which covered the first five sets of collocations.  This process was repeated for another 

five sets of collocations with a test covering collocation sets six to ten.  In total 120 

collocations were targeted over the course of the semester.  The students in group B 

undertook the same process with the same collocations.  The only difference was that their 

exercises had a productive aspect.  The two tests accounted for 30% of the students’ final 

grade.  The second of these two tests can be seen in Appendix 12.  Table 5.5 summarizes 

the weekly activities and intervention procedure for reflective cycle two. 

 The receptive tasks followed the same pattern for each set of collocations.  There 

were three parts in each receptive task.  In part A, the students were given a list of 12 

collocations and instructed to use the collocation dictionary to search for the meaning of each 

collocation.  The collocation dictionary was placed on a website I created, and the definitions 

were listed alphabetically.  Other researchers have stated the merits of having students use 

a dictionary for vocabulary acquisition (Morgan & Rinvolucri, 2004; Nation, 2001; Nation, 

2008; Schmitt, 2008; Ur, 1991).  In part B, the students read example sentences containing 

the collocations, whereas in part C, the students answered questions based on the 

sentences from part B.  Each question contained one of the targeted collocations.  An 

example of the receptive tasks can be found in Appendix 10.  The answers for the part C 

questions were made available before the next class. 

 The productive tasks followed the same pattern for each set of collocations; however, 

there were only two parts in each productive task.  In part A, the students used the 
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collocation dictionary to search for the meanings of the targeted collocations.  This step was 

identical to part A in the receptive tasks and targeted the same collocations.  In part B, the 

students completed a cloze exercise using the same collocations and sentences from part B 

of the receptive tasks.  An example of the productive tasks is included in Appendix 11.  The 

students checked their own answers for the part B cloze activity.  When designing both the 

receptive and productive tasks, I attempted to include an aspect of need, search, and 

evaluation. Laufer and Hulstijn (2001) believe each of these aspects contribute to the amount 

of involvement while processing new words, which in turn affects their acquisition. 

 In the penultimate class, I administered the post-intervention spoken assessment.  As 

with the initial voice recording, I prepared the students by having them describe the same 

example picture sequences with partners.  I explained that this voice recording would be 

used with the initial recording as a before and after comparison.  I explained again that the 

recording would not influence their grade and encouraged the students to try their best.  The 

final questionnaire, which was translated using the same procedure as reflective cycle one, 

was administered in the final class.  A summary of the weekly activities can be seen in Table 

5.5. 

 

Table 5.5 Summary of intervention activities for reflective cycle two 

Week Activities for group A  
(receptive group) 

Activities for group B  
(productive group) 

Class 
time 
required 

1 No collocation activities were done in the first class  
2 Initial spoken assessment 

Vocabulary questionnaire 
Randomly assigned to group A or B 
Receptive activities for set 1 

Initial spoken assessment 
Vocabulary questionnaire 
Randomly assigned to group A or B 
Productive activities for set 1 

35 

3 Receptive activities for set 2 Productive activities for set 2 15 
4 Receptive activities for set 3 Productive activities for set 3 15 
5 Receptive activities for set 4 Productive activities for set 4 15 
6 Receptive activities for set 5 Productive activities for set 5 15 
7 Collocation test for sets 1 to 5 30 
8 Receptive activities for set 6 Productive activities for set 6 15 
9 Receptive activities for set 7 Productive activities for set 7 15 
10 Receptive activities for set 8 Productive activities for set 8 15 
11 Receptive activities for set 9 Productive activities for set 9 15 
12 Receptive activities for set 10 Productive activities for set 10 15 
13 Collocation test for set 6 to 10 30 
14 Post-intervention spoken assessment 12 
15 Questionnaire 10 
 

 As mentioned in section 5.2.8, there were several procedural changes made for this 

reflective cycle.  These changes were made to address a different set of research questions 



! 119! !
!
and to make the data collection more efficient.  A summary of these changes is presented in 

Table 5.6. 

 

Table 5.6 Procedural changes made between reflective cycle 1 and 2 

 Reflective cycle one Reflective cycle two 
Participants Toyo 1 group Toyo 2 group 
Number of collocations 
targeted each week 

15 12 

Collocation dictionary No Yes 
Homework Writing sentences and 

translations 
No collocation homework 

Number of groups 1  2 (receptive and productive) 
Intervention activities Matching collocations with 

their translations 
Writing sentences 

Receptive group- answering 
questions 
Productive group- cloze 
activity 

Initial questionnaire about 
previous vocabulary 
experience 

No. Yes.  Contained both closed 
and open-ended questions. 

Post-intervention 
questionnaire 

Yes. Contained only closed 
questions. 

Yes. Contained closed and 
open-ended questions. 

Spoken assessments No. Yes.  An initial and post-
intervention assessment. 

 

 

5.3.3 Data collection for reflective cycle two. 

I collected data for this reflective cycle using questionnaires, field notes, and audio-

recordings of a spoken assessment. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected 

during the treatment period. 

A second questionnaire was given to the students following the intervention period.  

This questionnaire asked the participants to compare their previous experiences of studying 

individual words to that of studying collocations.  The participants were specifically asked if 

they felt able to use the targeted collocations productively.  This questionnaire was similar to 

the one used in the first reflective cycle (described in section 5.2.4).  However, the data 

collected from this questionnaire was both quantitative and qualitative.  A Japanese 

translation also accompanied all instructions and questions. 

At the beginning of the intervention, the participants completed an initial spoken 

assessment recorded using a voice recorder. This procedure was repeated at the end of the 

intervention period.  The audio-recordings were then assessed blind by three judges for 

spoken fluency.  The judges were experienced English language instructors.  These results 

were subjected to statistical analysis.  A description of the procedure used to implement the 

audio-recording is given in section 5.3.2, and a justification for the use of an audio-recording 

for assessing fluency is given in section 4.6.2.3. 
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Throughout the intervention period I also used field notes.  These field notes 

documented how engaged the students were in the collocation exercises from my (their 

teacher’s) perspective and were also used to compare differences in how the students 

completed the receptive and productive tasks. 

 I believed that these data collection tools were suitable for this reflective cycle given 

the research questions for several reasons.  The research questions regarding the learners’ 

responses and feelings (research questions 1, 2, and 6) could be addressed by the data 

collected from the closed questionnaire items.  The fourth and fifth research questions could 

only be investigated through the use and analysis of a spoken assessment.  Field notes and 

the open-ended questionnaire item addressed the research question about characterizing 

the students’ collocation development.    

 

5.3.4 Quantitative and qualitative data about the learners’ previous vocabulary 

experiences. 

During the first reflective cycle, I realized I needed to collect information about the 

effectiveness of the students’ experiences studying vocabulary.  The primary goal was to test 

the argument that the students were not sufficiently improving their productive abilities with 

previously targeted individual words (see section 1.1 for a detailed description of the 

motivation for this study and section 1.5 for a description of the communicative English class 

in which this problem was identified).  This questionnaire also provided the opportunity to 

collect data about the strategies used by the students and their feelings about vocabulary 

instruction in general.  Before analyzing the findings, I was unsure of what trends would be 

identified in the data. 

 The initial questionnaire eliciting information about the students’ previous vocabulary 

experience is included in Appendix 14.  The participants completed this questionnaire prior to 

the intervention period.  As stated above, the purpose of the questionnaire was to learn 

about the participants’ experiences studying vocabulary, and in general, the experiences for 

low-proficiency first year Japanese university students.  The initial questionnaire was 

completed by 153 participants at the beginning of their second semester.  As mentioned in 

section 4.5, the second Japanese university semester begins in October and continues 

through January.  The questionnaire elicited both quantitative and qualitative data, and due 

to the students’ low-level in English, a Japanese translation for each question was given.  

The following discussion reports the quantitative and qualitative findings.  

The following four statements had the participants assess their receptive and 

productive abilities with the targeted vocabulary they had previously studied.  I assigned 

each response a point value so mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) could be calculated.  
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A response of ‘strongly agree’ was assigned a value of 5, ‘agree’ had a value of 4, ‘neutral’ 

had a value of 3, ‘disagree’ had a value of 2, and ‘strongly disagree’ had a value of 1.   

Statement 1: ‘I can usually understand the words I studied when I hear or read them.’ 

Table 5.7 Receptive knowledge of previously studied vocabulary 

Statement 
(n=153) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
1 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
2.88 0.90 4 

(2.6%) 
33 
(21.6%) 

65 
(42.5%) 

43 
(28.1%) 

8 
(5.2%) 

 

The following statement was designed to have the students assess their productive ability 

with previously taught vocabulary.   

Statement 2: ‘ I can usually use the words I studied when speaking or writing.’ 

Table 5.8 Productive knowledge of previously studied vocabulary 

Statement 
(n=153) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
2 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
2.51 0.84 0 

(0%) 
19 
(12.4%) 

55 
(35.9%) 

64 
(41.8%) 

15 
(9.8%) 

 

Statement three is similar to the first statement, however, the focus is on the students’ 

retention of their receptive ability for previously taught vocabulary.  

Statement 3: ‘After several weeks, I can still understand the words I studied when I hear or 

read them.’ 

Table 5.9 Retention of receptive knowledge of previously studied vocabulary 

Statement 
(n=153) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
3 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
2.60 0.81 1 

(0.7%) 
16 
(10.5%) 

70 
(45.8%) 

53 
(34.6%) 

13 
(8.5%) 

 

The following statement was designed to have the students assess their productive ability 

with previously taught vocabulary after a period of several weeks.  

Statement 4: ‘After several weeks, I can still use the words I studied when speaking or 

writing.’ 

Table 5.10 Retention of productive knowledge of previously studied vocabulary 

Statement 
(n=153) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
4 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
2.33 0.81 0 

(0%) 
14 
(9.2%) 

42 
(27.5%) 

78 
(51.0%) 

19 
(12.4%) 
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The fifth Likert scale statement from questionnaire 1 asked the participants to rank their level 

of agreement (similar to statements 1 to 4) to the following statement: 

Statement 5:  ‘Studying individual words in my previous classes has been useful.’ 

Table 5.11 Students’ perception of the usefulness of their previous vocabulary 

study 

Statement 
(n=152) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
5 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.99 0.70 30 

(19.7%) 
98 
(64.5%) 

17 
(11.2%) 

7 
(4.6%) 

0 
(%) 

 

 

The final closed question from questionnaire 1 had the students identify the various 

techniques/tools they had used to study vocabulary either in class or on their own.  This 

question allowed the participants to choose more than one answer, so the total percentage is 

greater than one hundred.  Statement 6: ‘I have used the following methods to study 

vocabulary (please check all that apply).’ 

Table 5.12 Techniques used for studying vocabulary by participants 

Technique/Tool for Studying Vocabulary 
(n=153) 

Number of 
participants who 
have used this 
technique 

Percentage of 
participants who 
have used this 
technique 

Word cards 81 52.9% 
Vocabulary notebooks 129 84.3% 
Memorizing word lists 66 43.1% 
Writing sentences 65 42.5% 
Fill in the blank exercises 75 49.0% 
Writing translations from a dictionary 107 69.9% 
Memorizing words from reading passages 68 44.4% 
Other 4 2.6% 
 

The following section presents the qualitative data collected from the open-ended 

questionnaire item.  Since this set of data was collected before the students undertook their 

respective receptive or productive tasks, I did not feel it was necessary to separate the 

responses based upon their group.  The students’ comments about their previous vocabulary 

experiences are classified into several categories.  The questionnaire item elicited responses 

about the students’ likes and dislikes, and also what the students found easy or difficult in 

regard to studying vocabulary.  As a result, the majority of the responses could be classified 

as being positive or negative.  Table 5.13 presents the positive responses and Table 5.14 

presents the negative responses.  The full data set is included in Appendix 19 and 20. 

The procedure used to analyze the qualitative data involved a categorizing process in 

which each response was given one or more tags relating to possible themes or patterns.  
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After all learner responses were tagged, each theme was investigated individually.  Within a 

theme, a second cycle of tagging was often conducted to identify sub-categories.  By 

grouping the responses in this manner, the patterns within the data were identified.    

The themes which emerged from the data through analysis indicated the learners had 

beliefs for how vocabulary should be introduced, what words should be targeted, what 

techniques were effective for acquiring the targeted structures, and how this targeted 

vocabulary should be reviewed.  Additionally, the learners identified components of English 

vocabulary which were problematic and aspects of vocabulary instruction which were not 

enjoyable. 
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Table 5.13 Positive responses about experiences studying vocabulary 

Category Sub-category  Example from the data 
Learners’ responses 
about techniques  used to 
introduce vocabulary 

 Pronunciation for the 
target vocabulary 

Remembering the pronunciation makes vocabulary easy. 
 

New vocabulary 
through readings 

Memorizing words from a reading passage is easier because we can learn how to use 
the words.  
 

New vocabulary 
through listening 

Looking at vocabulary as I listen is effective.  

Memory I like to memorize.  
Quantity Not having to memorize too many new words.  If the number of words is small, it’s easy.  

When I think it seems easy, it’s easy to get started.  
Learners’ responses 
about techniques for 
reviewing previously 
taught vocabulary 

Vocabulary cards Vocabulary cards are a good way to study.  
 

Vocabulary books Studying vocabulary notebooks everyday is helpful. 
Repetitive exposure   

Trying to use the vocabulary over and over again helps me remember. 
 

Learners’ responses 
about  activities which 
help students acquire 
targeted vocabulary 

Dictionary It is easy to remember as I look up words in the dictionary.  
 

Use I like easy to use vocabulary. We can use the word straightaway.  
 

Learners’ responses 
about what vocabulary 
should be targeted  

Type of word Learning familiar words for our daily life and nouns and verbs is good.  
Short words Short words and common words in long sentences are easy to remember. 

 
Common words .  

Daily English is good for studying. 
 

L1 Comparing English words with Japanese is helpful.  For example, ‘My mother is angry 
with me’ and ‘My mother Is occurred with me.’ (It doesn't make sense, but angry and 
occur both mean OKORU in Japanese.  
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Table 5.14 Negative responses about experiences studying vocabulary 
Category Sub-category An examples from the data 
Learners’ responses 
about  aspects of studying 
vocabulary which are 
problematic 

Use targeted 
vocabulary 

I had trouble when I had to figure out how I can use the words in a particular situation.  
 

Words which have 
many meanings 

If the vocabulary has many meanings, it's difficult.  
 

Differences from their 
L1 

It’s difficult to remember the vocabulary which we don’t use in Japanese.  
 

Learners’ responses 
about aspects of 
vocabulary instruction 
which they did not enjoy 

Studying uncommon 
words 

I want to improve my English skill, so I’ll try to answer in English. I like studying 
vocabulary, but it is often difficult for me. The reason is some words are not useful in daily 
conversation. Actually, some Japanese students learn English only for passing entrance 
exam or getting high scores, so many students dislike studying vocabulary I think.  

Dictionary I dislike having to look up new words in a dictionary every time.  
Memory and quantity Learning too many new words is not fun.  
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5.3.5 Discussion of the findings about experiences studying vocabulary. 

Based on the findings presented above, it is clear that overall the learners felt studying 

vocabulary was useful.  Statement five shown in Table 5.11 had a mean score of 3.99 

indicating that the students’ overall impression of their experiences studying vocabulary is 

positive.  However, they did not feel confident in their ability to productively use the targeted 

vocabulary, especially after several weeks.  Statement four (Table 5.10) had a mean score of 

2.33 with 51% of the students disagreeing with the statement that they felt able to use 

previous taught vocabulary after several weeks. 

 The findings from statement four and five are contradictory to a certain degree.  The 

students felt their previous vocabulary study was useful, yet they also felt unable to use the 

words which were targeted.  However, I believe the students’ positive response to statement 

five was due to their appreciation of the potential value an improved vocabulary could have 

on their overall English proficiency.  These findings were consistent with the original area of 

concern described in Chapter one (I described how the students struggled to productively 

use previously taught vocabulary).  Based on these findings, the students also identified this 

weakness in their previous English studies. 

 Table 5.12 shows the findings concerning the various strategies used by the learners 

for studying vocabulary.  Vocabulary notebooks were the most common strategy used by the 

students (84.3%), while writing translations was also common (about 70%).  Other strategies 

were used by between 42 and 53% of the students.   

The open-ended questionnaire item elicited mostly responses which could be 

classified as being positive or negative.  After categorizing the responses, several patterns 

emerged from the data.   

 Table 5.13 presents the learners’ responses which were classified as being positive.  

I believe six themes could be extracted from this data: 

1. The way new words were presented was important in the students’ view.   

2. Students preferred to learn new words extracted from a reading or listening text. 

Alternatively, they liked to learn a new word’s pronunciation along with its meaning. 

3. Targeting too many words at one time could be counterproductive in their opinion.  

One student responded that between 10 and 20 new vocabulary items is a suitable 

number. 

4. The students also felt repeated exposure to new vocabulary was necessary for 

acquisition. 

5.   Vocabulary cards were the most effective strategy for studying vocabulary in the 

students’ opinion.  The students explained that by using vocabulary cards, they were 

repeatedly exposed to the targeted vocabulary. 
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6. Targeted vocabulary should be common and/or useful for daily life.  The low-

proficiency students in this study likely preferred vocabulary which was at their level. 

The students often responded that using the targeted vocabulary productively was 

crucial for acquisition.  

The negative responses can be seen in Table 5.14. The learners commonly responded 

about two problematic aspects of studying vocabulary.  

1. The students did not like to study words which they identified as being uncommon or 

not useful.  This pattern is similar to the students’ positive feelings about common 

vocabulary, but could indicate the students would lose motivation when asked to 

learn words which they characterize as not being useful. 

2. The students felt words which have several meanings are especially difficult.  Though 

not mentioned specifically, it was likely some students were referring to delexicalized 

verbs.  Delexicalized verbs are common enough that the students would have been 

exposed to them several times, but they also have meanings which vary depending 

on the collocates with which they are used. 

The findings from this questionnaire were evidence that the initial area of concern for this 

study was also viewed by the students as a weakness in their previous vocabulary study.  

The responses also impressed me by the level of awareness shown by the students.  They 

commonly identified characteristics such as ‘repetition of targeted vocabulary’, ‘using new 

words productively’, and ‘selection of targeted vocabulary’ as being important aspects of 

vocabulary instruction.  Additionally, I was surprised by the number of students who identified 

‘words with many meanings’ as being problematic.  If I am correct in assuming delexicalized 

verbs are included in this category of words, my choice to target these structures in this 

reflective cycle was appropriate. I felt these findings provided insight into procedures which 

were effective in the students’ view and thus likely to improve student motivation.  

Furthermore, these findings supported the original area of concern for this study and choice 

of targeted vocabulary. 

 

5.3.6 Quantitative results for reflective cycle two. 

Tables 5.15 to 5.22 show the results for the questions from the survey. A total of 67 students 

from group A and 68 students from group B completed the survey.  The students indicated 

the degree to which they agreed with the statements listed below. A Likert scale was used for 

Tables 5.15 to 5.21, and, as in cycle 1, a point value was assigned to each response 

(strongly agree – 5 points, agree – 4 points, neutral – 3 points, disagree – 2 points, strongly 

disagree – 1 point). The eight questions are: 

1. Studying collocations has been useful. 

2. I am able to use the collocations we studied in conversations. 
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3. Studying collocations is more helpful than studying individual words. 

4. For group A students only: Reading the definitions and example sentences has been 

useful. 

5. For group A students only: Answering questions about the sentences has been 

useful. 

6. For group B students only: Reading the definitions and example sentences has been 

useful. 

7. For group B students only: Doing the 'Fill in the blank' questions has been useful. 

8. Each week we studied 12 collocations. That was...... 

Table 5.15 shows the results for the first questionnaire item. 

Table 5.15 Students’ responses about studying collocations 

Question 
(n=135) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

1 Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
Group A 3.70 0.92 11(16%) 33(49%) 17(25%) 4(6%) 2(3%) 
Group B 4.04 0.68 17(25%) 37(54%) 14(21%) 0(0%) 0(0%) 
Total 3.87 0.82 28(21%) 70(52%) 31(23%) 4(3%) 2(1%) 
 

Both groups of learners had an overall positive impression of studying collocations.  

However, the productive group had a higher average response compared to the receptive 

group (4.04 compared to 3.70 for the receptive group). 

 

Table 5.16 Students’ responses about their ability to use collocations in 

conversations 

Question 
(n=135) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

2 Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
Group A 3.25 1.03 7(10%) 23(34%) 19(28%) 16(24%) 2(3%) 
Group B 3.16 0.80 4(6%) 16(24%) 35(51%) 13(19%) 0(0%) 
Total 3.21 0.92 11(8%) 39(29%) 54(40%) 29(21%) 2(1%) 
 

The receptive group and the productive group had a similar average response in regard to 

their ability to use collocations in conversations.  The receptive group has a 3.25 average, 

while the productive group has a 3.16 average. 

 

Table 5.17 Students’ responses comparing studying collocations to individual 

words 

Question 
(n=135) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

3 Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
Group A 3.52 1.01 12(18%) 23(34%) 21(31%) 10(15%) 1(1%) 
Group B 3.81 0.80 11(16%) 37(54%) 17(25%) 2(3%) 1(1%) 
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Total 3.67 0.91 23(17%) 60(44%) 38(28%) 12(9%) 2(1%) 
 

 

The productive group had a higher average response when comparing studying collocations 

to studying individual words.  The productive group had an average response of 3.81, while 

the receptive group had an average response of 3.52. 

 

Table 5.18 Group A students’ responses about reading the definitions and example 

sentences 

Question 
(n=69) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
4 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.77 0.79 11(16%) 35(51%) 19(28%) 4(6%) 0(0%) 

*69 responses (two group B students answered this question by mistake) 

 

The receptive group had a positive impression about reading the definitions and example 

sentences in the collocation activities.  The average response was 3.77. 

 

Table 5.19 Group A students’ responses about the receptive task of answering 

questions about the sentences 

Question 
(n=69) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
5 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.67 0.83 11(16%) 29(42%) 24(35%) 5(7%) 0(0%) 

*69 responses (two group B students answered this question by mistake) 

 

The receptive group also responded positively to the receptive activity if answering questions 

during the collocation tasks.  The average response was 3.67. 

 

Table 5.20 Group B students’ responses about reading the definitions and example 

sentences 

Question 
(n=62) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
6 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.95 0.71 12(19%) 37(60%) 11(18%) 2(3%) 0(0%) 

*62 responses (six group B students did not answer this question) 

 

The productive group had a positive impression about reading the definitions and example 

sentences in the collocation activities.  The average response was 3.95. 

 

Table 5.21 Group B students’ responses about the cloze task (productive task) 
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Question 
(n=62) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
7 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
4.00 0.68 14(23%) 34(55%) 14(23%) 0 0 

*62 responses (6 group B students did not answer this question) 

 

The productive group had a positive impression about the cloze activity in the collocation 

activities.  The average response was 4.00. 

 

Table 5.22 Students’ responses in regard to the number of collocations covered 

each class 

Question 
(n=135) 

Negative responses Positive 
responses 

Negative responses 

 
8 

Way too 
many 

Too many Just about right Not 
enough 

Not nearly 
enough 

Group A 0(0%) 14(21%) 47(70%) 5(7%) 1(1%) 
Group B 1(1%) 5(7%) 59(87%) 1(1%) 2(3%) 
Total 1(1%) 19(14%) 106(79%) 6(4%) 3(2%) 
 

Given the tasks and time required to complete them, 12 collocations was perceived to be an 

appropriate number per week in the students’ opinion.  The productive group had a higher 

percentage of students who responded (87%) that 12 collocations was ‘just about right’ 

compared to the receptive group (70%). 

 The audio-recordings were assessed blind for fluency by three judges.  The means 

and standard deviations are shown in Table 5.23.  The blind judges used a seven-point scale 

to judge fluency: a score of 1 was extremely dysfluent and a score of 7 was extremely fluent.  

Prior to the assessment, the blind judges undertook a benchmark identification session to 

minimize the chance of inconsistent judgment.  The voice recordings used during this 

session were not part of the later assessment process.  A Fleiss’ Kappa test was conducted 

to measure inter-rater reliability.  The observed agreement was measured at 0.375. 

 

Table 5.23 Mean, Standard Deviation, and t-value for spoken fluency assessment 

 Group A (receptive) Group B (productive) 
 Pre-

intervention 
Post-
intervention 

Difference Pre-
intervention 

Post-
intervention 

Difference 

M 2.81 3.09 0.28 2.84 3.56 0.72 
SD 1.53 1.17  1.39 1.50  
t 1.6048 2.9112 
 

Both the receptive group and the productive group had higher scores on their post-

intervention spoken fluency assessment.  The receptive group’s post-intervention score (a 

seven-point scale) was 0.28 higher than their pre-intervention score.  The productive group’s 
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post-intervention score was 0.72 higher than their pre-intervention score.  A two-tailed 

dependent t-test was performed on the results for the productive and receptive groups.  

There was not a significant effect for the receptive group, t(31) = 1.60,p<0.05.  There was a 

significant effect, however, for the productive group, t(31) = 2.91,p<0.05, with the students 

receiving a higher score on the post-intervention spoken fluency assessment. 

 The quantitative results will be discussed in greater detail in section 5.3.9.  These 

results will also be compared with the qualitative results from the open-ended questionnaire 

item.  Overall, these quantitative responses indicate the collocation intervention was 

worthwhile in the learners’ opinion, and there is evidence the productive group improved their 

spoken fluency.  Several transcripts of the narrative retells are presented in the following 

section. 

 

5.3.7 Transcriptions of the narrative retells used for the fluency assessment. 

The following is a random sampling of the narrative retells.  The narrative retell task can be 

seen in Appendix 9, and a description of the procedures used to implement this assessment 

are given in section 5.3.2.  The students’ identification numbers for this study are followed by 

both transcripts of their pre-intervention and post-intervention spoken assessments.  Within 

each transcript, pauses are indicated by brackets with the number within the bracket 

indicating the duration of the pause in seconds.  The students’ use of a Japanese word or 

expression is indicated by (J), and (?) represents an utterance which I could not identify. 

After each transcript the expert judges’ scores for fluency are given.  The scale for this 

assessment ranges from a score of 1 for an extremely dysfluent speech sample to a score of 

7 for an extremely fluent speech sample. 

  

Receptive group (group A) 

1920100013OA - male (first retell) 
wake up seven o’clock (2.2) at (12.2) (J) (5.7) at eat breakfast and (5.8) clean. In the 
afternoon, (1.7) stretch (1.0) at (1.6) to study (4.2) after (8.2) (J) (4.7) goodnight. Sorry. At 
night, (3.6) cooking at night (1.2) after watch TV. Last, (2.8) bed in. 
Fluency score: 1 
 
1920100013JA (second retell) 
get up bed and dress. After breakfast, eat eat breakfast.  After, (2.9) (J) (2.4) clean.  In the 
afternoon, (2.8) in the afternoon (1.8) stretch, after (3.0) study study. After sleep.  At night, 
cooking. After, watch TV and (1.5) go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 

Here, the student’s initial attempt to complete the narrative picture sequence consists of 

many lengthy hesitations and some use of Japanese when the English word was unknown.  

The second attempt is slightly better, but there are still lengthy pauses and some repetition.  
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For the second picture in the sequence, the student was able to use the word ‘dress’ in the 

second retell; in the first retell the student could not articulate this part of the retell at all.  The 

collocation ‘get dressed’ was a targeted collocation from list 2.  In the second attempt, he 

also used another targeted collocation ‘go to bed’ whereas in the first retell, the unnatural 

expression ‘bed in’ was used.   

 

1930110093OA- male (first retell) 
wake up at seven. And I (2.3) I (2.3) take (2.5) take off my clothes and taking my clothes. I 
eat and I eat breakfast and I (1.4) wash my (1.8) clothes.  In the afternoon, I (2.0) I play 
sports and I (1.4) study (2.2) I study studied.  And (2.7) I (1.6) and I (2.3) I slept (2.0) slept 
(0.9) on the sofa with cat. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
1930110093JA (second retell) 
got up seven at seven. I (3.1) (J) I changed clothes (1.9) I have breakfast (1.7) and I (2.6) I 
(2.4) do do laundry.  In the afternoon, I (1.8) I exercise (1.1) I play exercise and I (2.7) 
studies (1.7) I study. And I (0.9) and I sleep.  At night, I make dinner and I watch TV and I go 
to bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 

The student reduced both the total number of pauses and their total duration in the second 

retell.  Furthermore, the second retell contains several natural collocations such as ‘changed 

clothes’, ‘have breakfast’, ‘make dinner’, ‘do laundry’ and ‘go to bed’ (the final two 

collocations listed here are from list 2).  In the first retell, he also uses some collocations, but 

these collocations are accompanied by repetition (I eat and I eat breakfast), mistakes in 

meaning and accuracy (take off my clothes and taking my clothes), or pauses within the 

chunk of language (wash my (1.8) clothes).  

 

1910110004OA- male (first retell) 
get up and (3.2) wear the (1.9) clothes and eat breakfast.  (8.5) and (4.2) wash the clothes.  
In the afternoon, (2.3) training and study (6.0) and (2.2). At night, cook the dinner and watch 
the TV (1.9) and go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
1910110004JA (second retell) 
get up (1.1) and (2.9) wear the clothes.  After, eat breakfast.  After, wash the clothes.  In the 
afternoon, (3.2) training, (1.3) and (2.0) studying and (1.3) sleeping.  At night, (3.4) cooking 
dinner.  After, watch the TV. After, go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 

The student was able to reduce the duration of the pauses for the second retell, but both 

retells contain several unnatural collocations such as ‘wear the clothes’, ‘cook the dinner’, 

and ‘watch the TV’. 

 

1910110115OA- female (first retell) 
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get up (1.1) seven and change my clothes. And take breakfast and (1.2) wash (1.4) (?) 
clothes.  In the afternoon, (1.8) I stretches and study (6.8) and sleep (0.8) on the sofa.  At 
night, I cooked and watching TV, at last sleep. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
1910110115JA (second retell) 
get up (1.0) at seven and changed (1.0) clothing (1.0) change clothes and (2.2) have 
breakfast and (2.8) cleaning (2.6) clothes. In the afternoon, I (2.3) usually exercise(0.5)ing 
exercise and do my homework and sleep on the sofa. At night, (0.9) I cooking for dinner and 
watching TV and sleep and go to bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 
Both retells contained several pauses, but the second retell finished with a relatively long 

section of mostly uninterrupted speech.  The first retell also had a long pause within the 

collocation ‘wash clothes’ which likely indicated dysfluency to the judge.   

 

1910110117OA- female (first retell) 
get up (0.7) seven and wear clotha and eating (0.6) breakfast (1.7) and (3.5) washing (1.2) 
clothes. In the afternoon, (7.5) stretch, and (4.5) do my homework (2.5) and (4.3) sleep. At 
night, cooking (1.0) dinner, watch TV (4.6) go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
1910110117JA (second retell) 
get up after (2.1) wear (1.4) wear my clothes.  After, (2.1) eat breakfast. After, (1.6) washing 
(1.8) clothes.  In the afternoon, (4.0) exercise. After, (1.9) do my homework after (3.2) have a 
nap.  At night, (1.7) cook cook the dinner, after, watch TV, after, go to bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 

Both retells contained several lengthy pauses, but the first retell was marked with three 

occasions of pauses occurring within a collocation: ‘eating (0.6) breakfast’, ‘washing (1.2) 

clothes’, and ‘cooking (1.0) dinner’.  The second retell only had one instance of this 

dysfluency marker.  Another noticeable difference in the second retell was the increased use 

of the simple present which was the correct verb tense for this narrative description.  She 

also used the collocation ‘have a nap’ which better describes that part of the retell as 

opposed to ‘sleep’ which was used in the first retell. 

 

Productive group (group B) 

 

1910110018OB- female (productive group – first retell) 
get up at seven and (2.6) warm clothes and have a breakfast and do laundry.  In the 
afternoon, (1.2) I (3.2) training and (1.4) study and go to (0.6) bed.  At night, (2.2) cook 
dinner and watch (1.1) TV and (1.2) go to (0.6) bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 
1910110018JB (productive group – second retell) 
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wake up and clothes (4.1) clothes and have a breakfast and do laundry.  In the afternoon, 
(1.9) I (1.6) I do exercise and (1.5) do homework and (1.1) sleep (0.9) in the bed. At night, 
(1.7) do cooking do cook and watch TV (1.0) and go to bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 

Both retells are similar in the number of pauses and their duration.  Furthermore, mostly the 

same collocations and words were used to describe the narrative picture sequence.  In the 

second retell she used ‘do exercise’ (as opposed to ‘training’) which was likely the result of 

the collocation ‘do some exercise’ being taught during the intervention.  However, she also 

used an unnatural collocation ‘do cook’ as opposed to the more natural expression ‘cook 

dinner’ which was used in the first retell.  

 

1910110119OB- male (first retell) 
get up at seven. (3.5) I take off my pajama.  (3.6) I (5.3) I eat breakfast. (4.3) clean clean my 
clothes clothes.  In the afternoon, (8.6) exercise (1.2) work hard. (4.3) sleep. At night, (5.8) 
cook (0.8) cook dinner, watching TV, go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
1910110119JB (second retell) 
get up early. (3.5) I usually (1.2) wear my clothes, having (3.6) have a breakfast, (2.3) 
washing (1.4) wash my clothes. In the afternoon, (3.2) training, studying hard, (4.7) have a 
nap.  At night, (5.2) cook a dinner, watch a TV, (5.9) go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 

The student was able to convey each picture from the sequence; however, in both retells 

there are frequent and lengthy pauses which indicate dysfluency. 

 

1930110090OB- female (first retell) 
woke up at 8 (1.3) and (1.4) change the clothes.  After that, eat breakfast (1.4) and (4.0) (?) 
(6.3). In the afternoon, (3.4) do exercise and (5.7) (?) homework.  After that, (2.3) (?) sleep. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
1930110090JB (second retell) 
get up at eight and (2.2) dressed up (1.9) and eat breakfast.  After that, do laundry.  In the 
afternoon, do some exercise and study (1.2) and have a nap.  At night, make dinner and 
watch TV. After that, go to bed. 
Fluency score: 5 
 

The most noticeable difference between the two retells is the absence of pauses within the 

second attempt.  The second attempt also contained several targeted collocations from list 

two such as ‘do laundry’, ‘do some exercise’, ‘have a nap’, ‘make dinner’ and ‘go to bed’.  In 

the first retell, she was either unable to articulate these parts of the picture sequence or used 

an unnatural word or expression.  

 

1910110121OB-female (first retell) 
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get up and (1.7) take clothes and eat breakfast and (1.5) clean clothes.  In the afternoon, 
(5.4) training, and (3.4) study and (2.0) sleep.  At night, (2.5) I usually (1.9) cook (2.3) for 
dinner and watch TV and go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
1910110121JB (second retell) 
get up and change (1.4) my clothes and (5.2) have breakfast and (5.3) washing (2.6) clothes.  
In the afternoon, (1.0) I usually (1.8) stretch and (3.3) do my homework and (5.5) sleep.  At 
night, I usually (3.4) cooking cook dinner and watch TV and go to bed. 
Fluency score: 4 
 

Both retells contained several lengthy pauses.  In the second retell, she used the collocation 

‘change my clothes’ which is a suitable description for this part of the picture sequence as 

opposed to ‘take clothes’.  She also self-corrected and was able to produce ‘cook dinner’ 

whereas in the first retell she produced ‘cook for dinner’. 

 

1920110060OB- male (first retell) 
get up at (2.8) ten (3.6) and I (4.6) I take I put (1.4) on (0.9) clothes and I eat breakfast (3.1) 
and wash (1.9) my clothes.  In the afternoon, (4.2) I (1.9) exercise (2.0) and (0.8) study (2.2) 
and sleep.  At night, (3.3) I cooked (1.3) I cook (3.6) dinner and watch TV (1.3) and (2.6) go 
to bed at eleven. 
Fluency score: 3 
 
1920110060JB (second retell) 
wake up (1.5) wake at (4.3) get up at seven.  (4.0) and put on (3.9) clothes (2.7) eat (1.4) 
breakfast (2.0). Then (2.0) I wash (1.3) clothes.  In the afternoon, (2.5) I (2.9) I have exercise 
(1.8) and (1.9) study my homework. (3.2) and sleepy (1.3) on sofa.  At night, (1.9) I cook 
dinner and watch TV. Finally, I go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 

Both retells have many pauses.  However, the student was able to correctly articulate each 

picture in the sequence in the first retell.  In the second retell, his fluency score was likely 

lowered because he used three unnatural collocations: ‘have exercise’, ‘study my 

homework’, and ‘sleepy on the sofa’. 

 

In these segments of the students’ narrative retells, several themes emerged.  In 

instances where the students were able to improve their fluency scores, there was one or 

more of the following qualities:   

• avoiding pauses within collocations,  

• decreasing the number of pauses and their total duration,  

• using more natural expressions,  

• and having longer uninterrupted utterances.   

Several of the second retells transcribed above contain one or more of the targeted 

collocations from the intervention.  In some instances, the student used the targeted 
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collocation in the second retell whereas they used an equally appropriate expression in the 

first retell to describe that part of the picture sequence.  For example, 1910110115OA used 

the word ‘study’ in her first retell and ‘do my homework’ in her second retell; both of these 

choices adequately convey the meaning of this part of the narrative retell.  In other instances, 

such as with 1930110090JB, the student used a targeted collocation from list two in their 

second retell to articulate a part of the picture sequence which they were unable to describe 

in their first attempt. 

 As described in section 3.4.1, for this study the focus was on perceived fluency which 

Lennon (1990a) defines as “Fluency is an impression on the listener’s part that the 

psycholinguistic process of speech planning and speech production are functioning easily 

and efficiently” (p. 391). The blind judges could take all aspects of the speech sample into 

account such as speed, pauses, repairs, conveying meaning, accuracy, intonation and 

pronunciation.  The transcriptions are presented here to provide a more thorough account of 

the assessment process; however, they do not convey all aspects of the speech samples 

which could have potentially influenced the fluency assessment. 

 

5.3.8 Qualitative results for reflective cycle two. 

The open-ended item on questionnaire two together with my field notes provided useful 

qualitative data.  While the student responses were generally short, and my field notes only 

provided insight into the procedures, several patterns emerged during the analysis which are 

presented below.  The student responses commonly emphasized the value of studying 

collocations and the problematic nature of delexicalized verbs.  Many responses focused on 

the level of the material and how useful the targeted collocations were in their opinion.  A 

final group of responses critiqued the procedures used during the intervention.  Within this 

group, there was a pattern of support for productive tasks.   

During my analysis of this data set, I made every effort to be objective, drawing 

extensively on the words of the students to convey the patterns I noticed within their 

responses.  In analyzing these patterns it was important not to select data to support my 

preconceived notions as a teacher researcher or to use them selectively to support the 

outcomes I wanted to achieve.  In Table 5.24, the qualitative data has been categorized to 

convey the themes which emerged during the analysis of the data.  The full set of data can 

be seen in Appendix 21. The main themes which emerged through the qualitative analysis 

focused on the value of studying collocations, the problematic nature of delexicalized verbs, 

and the suitability of the materials and procedures used during the intervention.  Additionally, 

the students made recommendations for techniques which in their opinion would help in the 

acquisition of collocations. 
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Table 5.24 Cycle two: Qualitative data 

Category Sub-category Examples from the receptive group data Examples from the productive group 
data 

Value of studying 
collocations 

Important part of vocabulary 
learning 

I’m really glad I learned collocation.  I’m 
in group A.  I read the questions and 
answer. I got many new vocabulary from 
it.   

Studying collocation makes my English 
improve.   
 
 

Comparison with individual 
word study 

I don't like studying individual words, but 
this was collocations and I studied it so 
enjoy.  

It was difficult to put verb and noun 
together before.  
 

Productive challenges of 
collocations  

  
It is really tough to study collocation for 
me.   

Delexicalized verbs Variations in verb meanings It is difficult because the verbs like ‘have’, 
‘take’, etc. are used the same but the 
meaning is different.   

It was difficult to remember the meaning 
of the collocation.   
 

Productive challenges It is easy to mix up the arrangement for 
verbs like have and get.   
 

 
It was difficult to figure out that I should 
use ‘take’, ‘have’, or ‘make’.  

Level appropriateness There were some familiar vocabulary.  It 
was good there are many easy 
vocabulary in the sentences.  

The vocabulary was easy and good.  It 
was really useful to study that 
vocabulary.  

Materials used in the 
intervention 

Level That was the perfect amount of work and 
level. Vocabulary in the class is useful for 
ordinary conversation.  

The collocation dictionary was good. 
The level was perfect for me.  
 

Learner need It was easy to understand and useful for 
future. 

Studying collocation is useful. 
 

Procedures used Exercises The exercises made me remember the 
vocabulary. 
 
I liked I could use the words which I 
memorized. 

The filling up the gap was just like a 
game and fun! 

Dictionary It was easy to study because of I could I think we should look up the 
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look up difficult vocabulary in the 
dictionary. 
 
 

collocations in the dictionary by 
ourselves to memorize vocabulary. 
Because of we can fill up the gap after 
we look up the dictionary. 

Memory It was easy to remember the 
collocations. 

It was enjoyable to memorize 
vocabulary. 

Learner responses 
regarding exercises that 
should be used 

Value of productive tasks It was good to learn vocabulary and 
arrange the sentence to future one and 
past one. But speaking is difficult. 

It is difficult using the words in 
conversation. 
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  5.3.9 Discussion for reflective cycle two. 

The data collected during this reflective cycle proved useful to me in addressing the research 

questions shown in section 5.3.1.  Each research question will be discussed individually to 

show what findings were made and what implications I could draw then out for further 

investigation. 

 The first research question asked about the students’ responses to studying 

collocations.  As in reflective cycle one, the students formed a positive impression of the 

exercises which they undertook.  This finding was also supported by the qualitative data 

collected.  Many students responded in the open-ended question that they felt studying 

collocations was worthwhile and useful.  In my field notes, I wrote ‘the students are engaged 

and seem to enjoy the tasks’.  These findings support the incorporation of collocation 

activities into low-proficiency English classes due to the students’ positive impression of 

these tasks.  However, the collocation activities were a new approach to vocabulary study for 

the students, and there was a possibility that the students would become less enthusiastic 

about this approach over time. 

As with the first reflective cycle, the students also indicated that in their opinion 

studying collocations was more beneficial than studying individual words.  Several open-

ended questionnaire responses also mentioned that collocations were more helpful than 

individual words.  As mentioned in Chapter one, the initial area of concern for this study was 

the students’ inability to use the targeted items from the GSL.  The hope was that by 

teaching a verb + noun collocation, which represents a larger portion of an utterance, the 

students would be more able to use the collocations productively.  One possible explanation 

for these results is that the students made the same assumption that collocations were 

easier to use while speaking. 

 The average score for the first and third questionnaire items was higher in reflective 

cycle two than in the first reflective cycle.  I believe that this difference is largely the result of 

the students preferring the tasks in the second reflective cycle.  I base this opinion on the 

number of positive responses about the procedure from the open-ended item on 

questionnaire two. 

 The second questionnaire item addressed the second research question.  In 

comparison to reflective cycle one, the students had a slightly more positive belief in their 

ability to use the targeted collocations while speaking (3.21 compared to 2.90).  However, if 

the overall goal of this study was to be reached, this number needs to be higher.  The lack of 

productive ability was also commonly mentioned in the qualitative data collected.  It was 

clear that in the next reflective cycle, the tasks need to be designed with the goal of 

increasing the students’ confidence in their productive abilities. 
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 Research question 3 concerns the students’ development of competence in using 

collocations from the teacher’s perspective.  I believed that explicit instruction of 

delexicalized verb collocations is beneficial for low-proficiency students.  The exercises used 

helped the students identify a problematic area within their English knowledge and also 

provided a support system for them to gradually improve their productive abilities.  The 

students answered favorably to the questionnaire items regarding the specific tasks used 

during the intervention (Tables 5.18 to Table 5.21).  This impression was reinforced through 

the qualitative data which largely endorsed the procedures used during reflective cycle two.  

In particular, the students felt the dictionary and cloze activity were useful and effective.  

However, the low-proficiency students in this study identified delexicalized verbs as being 

especially problematic.  Furthermore, they are not confident in their ability to use the targeted 

collocations in conversations.  From my perspective as their teacher, I concurred with the 

students’ self-assessment.  It is my opinion that these structures should be explicitly taught to 

low-proficiency students who do not receive a great deal of exposure to English outside of 

the classroom. 

 I also considered ‘level’ when answering research question 3.  Both the quantitative 

data and qualitative data indicated the collocations targeted for this study were of a suitable 

level for my students.  The Likert scale questionnaire items (quantitative data) showed a 

positive response for studying collocations and a more neutral response for the ability to use 

the collocations in conversations in the students’ opinion.  Many student responses to the 

open-ended questionnaire item focused on level, specifically classifying the individual words 

as ‘easy’, but using this adjective in a positive way.  By ‘positive way’, I am referring to the 

fact that, despite the words being ‘easy’, they mostly thought they were a suitable choice for 

this class (not too easy).  I believe that over the course of the intervention, the students 

became aware that the targeted collocations were in fact problematic, especially in regard to 

their productive ability. 

 The fourth and fifth research questions were addressed through the spoken 

assessments.  Both the productive and receptive group improved their spoken fluency as 

assessed by expert blind judges.  However, only the improvement of the productive group 

was significant.  While these results are somewhat disappointing considering the initial goal 

of this study, they did provide information which was used in subsequent reflective cycles. 

 The final research question concerns the number of collocations targeted each week.  

In reflective cycle one, each week 15 collocations were targeted and the students felt this 

was ‘just about right’ (85.4%).  In the second reflective cycle, each week 12 collocations were 

targeted and 79% of the students classified this number as being ‘just about right’.  However, 

there was a considerable difference between the receptive students (70%) and the 

productive students (87%) who chose this answer.  It was not clear to me what caused this 
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difference given that in my field notes I mentioned that both groups of students took about 

the same amount of time to complete the weekly tasks. 

 The data collected over the course of this reflective cycle was helpful in addressing 

the research questions.  The students’ responses and quantitative findings also influenced 

the procedures used in the next reflective cycle. 

 

5.3.10 Changes in procedure implemented for reflective cycle three. 

Based on the qualitative and quantitative results for reflective cycle two, I decided to make 

several procedural changes for the next reflective cycle.  These changes are made with the 

goal of finding the most efficient and effective method for teaching delexicalized verb 

collocations to low-proficiency students.  I defined efficient in regard to the total time required 

to complete the exercises.  I place more value on class time as opposed to homework time.  

Effective refers to improvements in the students’ spoken fluency. 

 The first change was a switch from the Toyo 2 group of participants to the HUE 1 

group.  The data for this AR study was collected over three consecutive university years.  

However, I started working at a new university during this period, so this move necessitated 

the change in participants.  I believed the HUE 1 group was of a similar level to the Toyo 2 

group; I based this assumption on the fact I taught both groups communicative English 

classes using the same material with approximately the same amount of student 

comprehension.  Unfortunately, this belief could not be strengthened by comparing the 

results from a standardized test, such as TOEIC, due to the small number of students who 

had completed such a test.  I did not believe this change in participants hindered the data 

collection in any way.  Aside from the fourth reflective cycle, the collocation exercises were 

presented as an alternative form of vocabulary study. 

 The other changes made between these two reflective cycles involve procedure.  I 

decided to have the students do the initial collocation exercise as homework.  Based on my 

field notes, I did not think there is much advantage in having the students complete these 

exercises in class.  In addition, I decided not to use the receptive exercises (see Appendix 10 

for an example of the receptive exercises).  The students still used the collocation dictionary 

(a receptive task), but they did not answer the receptive questions like the group A students 

in the second reflective cycle.  Based on the qualitative and quantitative data, I felt there was 

evidence indicating that productive tasks were superior to receptive tasks for improving 

productive ability with students of this level. 

 The final change is that I used the final 15 minutes of each class to engage the 

students in productively demanding tasks using the previous week’s collocations.  For the 

purposes of clarity, these tasks will be referred to as ‘productive+’ tasks.  These tasks will be 
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explained in greater detail in the procedure section for reflective cycle three.  A summary of 

these changes can be seen in Table 5.25. 

 

Table 5.25 Procedural changes made between reflective cycle two and three 

 Reflective cycle two Reflective cycle three 
Participants Toyo 2 group HUE 1 group 
Number of collocations 
targeted each week 

12 12 

Collocation dictionary Yes Yes 
Homework No collocation homework Productive collocation 

exercises (Appendix 11) 
Number of groups 2 (receptive and productive) 1 (productive+) 
Intervention activities Receptive group- answering 

questions 
Productive group- cloze 
activity 

Productive+ tasks (explained 
in 6.2.2) 

Initial questionnaire about 
previous vocabulary 
experience 

Yes.  Contained both closed 
and open-ended questions. 

No. 

Post-intervention 
questionnaire 

Yes. Contained closed and 
open-ended questions. 

Yes. Contained closed and 
open-ended questions. 

Spoken assessments Yes.  An initial and post-
intervention assessment. 

Yes.  An initial and post-
intervention assessment. 

 

5.4 Summary of Chapter Five 

The two reflective cycles presented in this chapter produced valuable insight into how low-

proficiency students develop productive ability in using delexicalized verb collocations.  The 

data collected during the first reflective cycle supported the belief that low-proficiency 

Japanese university students could benefit from a collocation focus.  Furthermore, this 

reflective cycle was the first step in the process of developing a set of procedures to 

introduce collocations to the low-proficiency students.  A third important finding was the 

problematic nature of delexicalized verbs which motivated me to continue my focus on these 

structures for the next reflective cycle. 

 The second reflective cycle was enlightening in regard to productive and receptive 

tasks.  The data collected were evidence that productive exercises are superior to receptive 

exercises for fluency development.  In addition, the procedures used for the collocation 

instruction were further refined, and this development can be seen in the next reflective cycle 

described in Chapter six. 

Over the course of this study, each reflective cycle produced data which aided in 

addressing the specific research questions.  The results also helped shape the subsequent 

reflective cycle in terms of the procedures used and the overall goals for the study.  The final 

two reflective cycles will be presented in Chapter six. 
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Chapter 6 – The Third and Fourth Reflective Cycles 

6.1 Introduction 

Along with Chapter five, Chapter six presents the findings from this study.  Chapter six shows 

the findings from the third and fourth reflective cycles.  As mentioned earlier, this sequence 

of chapters was chosen because it presents the findings in a logical and chronological 

manner. 

 The descriptions for each reflective cycle start with a brief introduction.  The research 

questions for the reflective cycle are then presented.  The section that follows describes the 

procedures and data collection tools used during the intervention.  The quantitative and 

qualitative findings are then presented and a discussion section follows these findings.  The 

last section for reflective cycle three describes the changes in procedure implemented for 

reflective cycle four.  The final section in Chapter six serves as a conclusion for the third and 

fourth reflective cycles conducted during this study. 

 

6.2 The Third Reflective Cycle 

The third reflective cycle built upon the findings of reflective cycle two.  The focus was on 

productive tasks, and this cycle was carried out with a different group of participants (HUE1).  

The procedures were further refined based upon the findings of previous cycles.  However, 

the research focus was still on finding an effective way to improve the students’ productive 

abilities in using the targeted collocations.  

 

6.2.1 Research questions for reflective cycle three. 

The same research questions from reflective cycle two were used for reflective cycle three.  

In addition, research question 4 compares the groups from reflective cycle two with the group 

from this reflective cycle.  This repetition of questions allowed me to compare the students’ 

responses for the productive+ tasks (tasks, described in the procedure section of this 

chapter, which had greater productive demands than the tasks from reflective cycle two) with 

the students’ responses for the tasks from reflective cycle two.  A different group of students 

participated in this reflective cycle as explained in section 4.5.    

 

1. What are the low-proficiency Japanese university students’ responses to studying 

collocations?  

2. In the students’ opinion, do they feel capable of using the collocations in 

conversation? 

3. What characterizes the students’ development of competence in using collocations as 

assessed by the teacher throughout the course?  
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4. What differences in the learners’ responses can be seen for the productive+ group 

compared to the receptive and productive groups from reflective cycle two? 

5. What differences can be seen in the students’ spoken fluency between an initial and 

a summative spoken assessment task? 

6. From the students’ perspective, how many collocations should be targeted each 

week? 

 

6.2.2 Procedures for reflective cycle three. 

This reflective cycle was carried out at my new university (HUE) from April to July 2013, the 

following year from reflective cycle two.  This period represents one university semester, and 

it was the students’ first semester at university.  The intervention was presented to the 

students as part of their normal course work.  The participants for this reflective cycle, the 

HUE 1 group, are described in section 4.5.3.  In total, 43 students chose to partake in this 

reflective cycle; however, only 21 students completed the final questionnaire.  In previous 

reflective cycles, I was able to remind the students a second time to complete the online 

questionnaire.  However, at my new university I did not have the opportunity to see the 

students after I first instructed them to complete the questionnaire.  This lack of a reminder 

likely contributed to the small number of students who completed this questionnaire. 

 During the second class, the students completed an initial spoken assessment task.  

The procedure used to administer this spoken assessment task was the same procedure 

used in reflective cycle two (described in section 5.3.2).  After the audio-recordings were 

completed, I explained the term ‘collocation’ in a similar manner as in reflective cycle two.  I 

also gave the students the web address where I posted the weekly collocations and 

homework assignments. 

For the weekly homework exercises, the students were given a set of 12 collocations 

and instructed to use the collocation dictionary to search for the meanings.  The second part 

of the exercise was a cloze task using the targeted collocations.  This exercise is identical to 

the exercise used with group B in reflective cycle two and can be seen in Appendix 11. 

In the final 10 to 15 minutes of the following class, I used these targeted collocations 

in productively challenging tasks.  Several researchers have stated the benefits of using 

productive tasks for vocabulary instruction (Lewis, 2008; Nation, 2001; Nation, 2008; 

Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992).  Brown (2003) encourages the use of productive tasks which 

give students more control and allow for uninterrupted communication, so fluency can 

progress.  Griffin and Harley (1996) conducted a study with students in their first year of 

French study that showed productive tasks to be superior for improving productive abilities.  

They state “For production, learning in the direction of English-French is the more effective, 

since the forward association of English-French will be used at recall” (p. 453).  However, the 
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productive tasks for the Griffin and Harley study were translation tasks which did not have 

the spoken requirement as the tasks used in this reflective cycle.  In this reflective cycle, the 

productively challenging tasks required the students to attend to the form, meaning and use 

of the targeted collocations during a spoken exercise. 

The productive tasks for reflective cycle three once more exposed the students to the 

targeted collocations adding further repetition to the overall procedure which Nation (2001; 

2008) believes aids in vocabulary acquisition. For the purposes of this thesis, henceforth I 

will refer to these classroom exercises as productive+ tasks.  The productive+ tasks were 

designed to be more productively challenging than cloze tasks.  By more productively 

challenging, I required that the tasks had the students say the targeted collocation out loud 

as part of a larger discourse while also including the productive challenges associated with 

cloze exercises.  In total I used five different productive+ tasks: 

 

1. Translate and make a sentence – I (the teacher) placed 12 cards around 

the classroom.  Each card had one of the English collocations from the 

previous week’s homework assignment written on the back and the 

Japanese translation on the top.  The students worked with a partner, and 

each pair of students started at one of the cards.  The first student in each 

pair read the Japanese translation and said the corresponding English 

collocation.  The second student in the pair then used the English 

collocation in a sentence.  If both students agreed that the sentence was 

suitable, they moved to another card.  If they were unsure, they raised their 

hands and I provided help.  The students could also check the English 

translation on the back of the card. 

 

2. Half a crossword – I created two crossword grids.  On grid ‘A’, I wrote half 

of the previous week’s collocations as the across answers.  On grid ‘B’, I 

wrote the other half of the previous week’s collocations as the down 

answers.  There were no clues provided on either crossword.  The students 

worked in pairs: one student had crossword grid ‘A’ and the other student 

had ‘B’.  One student asked for a hint from their partner by saying ‘what is 

number 2?’  Their partner had to provide a ‘hint(s)’.  A hint could be a 

Japanese translation, a cloze sentence, or a description of the targeted 

collocation.  The students continued asking for and giving hints until both 

crossword grids were complete. 
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3. Create a conversation – Each student worked with a partner.  I gave each 

pair of students one of the previous week’s collocations.  The students 

worked together and wrote a short two person four-line conversation which 

included the targeted collocation.  As the students were working, I walked 

around the class and corrected their English.  The most common problem 

was the students’ creation of an unnatural use for the targeted collocation.  

After most of the pairs of students had finished, they posted their completed 

short conversations on the wall.  The students then walked around the 

class with their partner reading out loud each other’s conversations. 

 

4. Conversation cloze – This activity was similar to ‘create a conversation’; 

however, in this activity I wrote all of the short two person four-line 

conversations myself.  The conversation was a cloze activity with the 

targeted collocation removed and written on the back of the card, so the 

students could check their answers.  One student was ‘A’ and read the first 

line of the conversation.  The other student was ‘B’ and read the second 

line.  This continued until the conversation was completed.  When one of 

the students encountered the blank space, they had to fill it in with the 

correct collocation in the correct verb tense for the given situation.  All of 

the collocations were from the previous week’s list.  The students continued 

around the classroom until all 12 conversations had been completed. 

 

5. Partner quiz – Each student worked with a partner.  On the projector, I 

showed the 12 English collocations from the previous week’s homework.  

The students would alternate quizzing each other.  The students could ask 

for a Japanese translation, for an English translation, or for a sentence 

using one of the collocations.  If the students were unsure about a 

sentence, they raised their hands and I offered assistance.  

 

Each week, I prepared one of the activities for the class.  All five of these activities could be 

done within 15 minutes of class time if the students had completed the homework. These 

productive+ tasks will be critiqued in the discussion section on this reflective cycle (section 

6.2.7).   

 In the eighth class, the students completed a test covering the first five sets of 

collocations.  A test covering collocation sets six through ten was administered in the 

fourteenth class.  Each of these tests constituted 15% of the students’ final grade.  The tests 

were the same ones as used for reflective cycle two.  An example can be seen in Appendix 
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12.  Since the focus of this study was spoken fluency, the test results were not used as 

evidence of the students’ increased ability to use the collocations productively. 

 In the last class, the students used the voice recorders for the post-intervention 

spoken assessment.  The assessment was administered in exactly the same way as it was 

done in the second class and as it was done in reflective cycle two.  The two audio-

recordings did not influence the students’ final grade.  The students were encouraged to do 

their best.  In addition, I instructed the students to complete the post-intervention 

questionnaire which was posted on the same website as the homework assignments.  A 

summary of the procedures used in reflective cycle three can be seen in Table 6.1. 

 

Table 6.1 Summary of procedure for reflective cycle three 

Week In class collocation work Class time 
required in 

minutes 

Homework 

1 There were no collocation exercises done during the first class. 
2 Pre-intervention voice recordings. 

Explain the term ‘collocation’.   
Explained homework exercises. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 1. 

3 Productive+ task for collocation set 
1. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 2. 

4 Productive+ task for collocation set 
2. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 3. 

5 Productive+ task for collocation set 
3. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 4. 

6 Productive+ task for collocation set 
4. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 5. 

7 Productive+ task for collocation set 
5. 

15 Study for the test. 

8 Collocation test for set one, two, 
three, four and five. 

30 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 6. 

9 Productive+ task for collocation set 
6. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 7. 

10 Productive+ task for collocation set 
7. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 8. 

11 Productive+ task for collocation set 
8. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 9. 

12 Productive+ task for collocation set 
9. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 10. 

13 Productive+ task for collocation set 
10. 

15 Study for the test. 

14 Collocation test for set six, seven, 
eight, nine and ten.  

30  

15 Post-intervention voice recordings. 
Post-intervention questionnaire 
(completed outside of class). 

12  

 

6.2.3 Data Collection for Reflective Cycle Three. 
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I used three data collection tools during this reflective cycle.  At the beginning and end of the 

intervention, I collected audio-recordings from the students.  The procedure used to collect 

these recordings was the same as reflective cycle two and is described in section 5.3.2.  

Both sets of recordings were assessed for fluency. 

 The second data collection tool was a questionnaire.  The questionnaire was 

administered at the end of the intervention.  It contained closed items posed as Likert scale 

questions and an open-ended question.  The questionnaire provided both qualitative and 

quantitative data.  Despite 43 students participating in this reflective cycle, only 21 completed 

this questionnaire (see section 6.2.2 for an explanation). 

 The final data collection tool was the field notes I wrote during the intervention.  The 

field notes were primarily produced during time the students completed the productive+ 

tasks.  These notes provided qualitative data. 

 

6.2.4 Quantitative Findings for Reflective Cycle Three. 

The quantitative data for reflective cycle three was gathered through the use of closed 

questionnaire items and the assessment of the voice recordings.  Each questionnaire item 

was designed to provide insight into a specific research question for this reflective cycle.  

Several of the questionnaire items were the same as the ones used for previous reflective 

cycles to allow for comparison.  This overlap allowed me to determine if the change in 

intervention procedure differently affected the students’ responses for specific aspects of 

studying collocations.  The questionnaire used in this reflective cycle can be seen in 

Appendix 15. 

 Table 6.2 shows the results for the questionnaire item ‘studying collocations has been 

useful’. 

Table 6.2 Students’ responses about studying collocations 

Question 
(n=21) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.85 0.79 4(19%) 11(52%) 5(24%) 1(5%) 0(0%) 

 

Approximately 71% of the students agreed or strongly agreed with the questionnaire 

statement.  The mean for this statement was 3.85. 

 The learners’ responses to the questionnaire item ‘I am able to use the collocations 

we studied in conversations’ are shown in Table 6.3. 

 

Table 6.3 Students’ responses about their ability to use collocations in 

conversations 

Question Likert Positive Responses Neutral Negative Responses 
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(n=21) (%) (%) 
 
 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.33 0.80 1(5%) 8(38%) 9(43%) 3(14%) 0(0%) 

 

Of the students who completed this questionnaire, 12 gave a neutral or negative response 

about their productive ability.  The mean is 3.33 for this questionnaire item. 

 The students were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statement 

‘studying collocations is more helpful than studying individual words’.  The results for this 

item are presented in Table 6.4.  

Table 6.4 Students’ responses comparing studying collocations to individual 

words 

Question 
(n=21) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
4.14 0.65 6(29%) 12(57%) 3(14%) 0(0%) 0(0%) 

 

For this item, 86% of the responses agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.  The mean 

was 4.14. 

 Tables 6.5 to 6.7 show the learners’ responses for the specific activities used during 

the intervention.  Table 6.5 shows the learners’ responses for the statement ‘reading the 

definitions and example sentences has been useful’.  This statement references the first part 

of the collocation homework (Appendix 11). 

Table 6.5 Students’ responses about reading the definitions and example 

sentences 

Question 
(n=21) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.71 0.78 3(14%) 10(48%) 7(33%) 1(5%) 0(0%) 

 

The mean is 3.71 for this statement.  Thirteen of the 21 responses either agreed or strongly 

agreed with this questionnaire item. 

 The students were asked to assess the usefulness of the cloze task.  The results for 

the item ‘doing the fill in the blank questions has been useful’ are seen in Table 6.6. 

Table 6.6 Students’ responses about the cloze task (productive task) 

Question 
(n=21) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
4.00 0.63 4(19%) 13(62%) 4(19%) 0(0%) 0(0%) 

 

The percentage of positive responses for this questionnaire item is 81%.  The mean score is 

4.00. 
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 The final questionnaire item specifically enquiring about the exercises used during the 

intervention asked the students to assess their level of agreement for the statement about 

the usefulness of the productive+ tasks.  The results shown in Table 6.7 refer to the 

questionnaire item ‘doing the speaking and crossword questions at the end of class has been 

useful’. 

Table 6.7 Students’ responses about the productive+ tasks  

Question 
(n=21) 

Likert Positive Responses 
(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 
(%) 

 
 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 
3.81 0.87 4(19%) 11(52%) 4(19%) 2(10%) 0(0%) 

 

This questionnaire item elicited a positive response rate of 71%.  The mean is 3.81. 

 As with the other questionnaire, the students were asked about the number of 

collocations targeted each week.  The results for the questionnaire item ‘each week we 

studied 12 collocations.  That was …’ are seen in Table 6.8. 

Table 6.8 Students’ responses in regard to the number of collocations covered 

each class 

Question 
(n=21) 

Negative responses Positive 
responses 

Negative responses 

 
 

Way too 
many 

Too many Just about right Not 
enough 

Not nearly 
enough 

 0(0%) 0(0%) 20(95%) 1(5%) 0(0%) 
 

Of the 21 students who completed this questionnaire, 20 responded that 12 collocations per 

week was ‘just about right’. 

 Table 6.9 shows the mean, standard deviation, and t-value or the spoken 

assessment.  The pre-intervention and post-intervention scores represent the average 

student fluency on a scale of one to seven as assessed by a blind judge.  

Table 6.9 Mean, Standard Deviation, and t-value for spoken fluency assessment 

 Productive+ group 
 Pre-intervention Post-intervention Difference 

M 2.81 4.14 1.33 
SD 0.91 1.17  

t 8.54694 
 

The productive+ group had higher scores on their post-intervention spoken fluency 

assessment.  Fluency was measured on a seven-point scale.  A score of one was extremely 

dysfluent and a score of seven was extremely fluent.  The productive+ group’s post-

intervention score was 1.33 higher than their pre-intervention score.  A two-tailed dependent 

t-test was performed on the results for the productive+ group.  There was a significant effect 

for the productive+ group, t(42) = 8.54,p<0.05, with the students receiving a higher score on 



! 151! !
 

the post-intervention spoken fluency assessment.  A random sampling of transcripts from the 

spoken assessment for this reflective cycle can be seen in section 6.2.5. 

 The quantitative finds will be discussed in greater detail in section 6.2.7.  These 

findings will be juxtaposed with the qualitative findings from the open-ended questionnaire 

item and field notes.  Overall, these quantitative responses indicate the collocation 

intervention was worthwhile in the learners’ opinion, and there is evidence the productive+ 

group improved their spoken fluency.  

 

6.2.5 Transcripts from spoken assessment for reflective cycle three. 

The following transcriptions were randomly taken from the audio-recordings of the pre-

intervention and post-intervention speaking task.  The speaking task was a narrative retell, 

the same as was used in reflective cycle two and can be seen in Appendix 9.  The same 

procedures as reflective cycle two were used to implement this assessment (section 5.3.2).  

For both the first and second retells, the same spoken task was used; however, there was a 

gap of approximately four months between the administration of each of these assessments, 

so the effects of task repetition were believed to be minimal.   

The transcripts below are introduced by the student’s identification number for this 

study and the student’s gender. Pauses within a retell are indicated by brackets with the 

number within the bracket indicating the duration of the pause in seconds.  A (J) indicates 

that the student used a Japanese word or expression during this part of the retell.  The 

expert judge’s scores for fluency are given after each transcript and range from a score of 1 

for an extremely dysfluent speech sample to a score of 7 for an extremely fluent speech 

sample. 

 

A132046 – female (first retell) 
get up as the seven o’clock and then change my clothes and eat breakfast. Then wash my 
clothes.  In the afternoon, I do the training and then (1.3) I do that (0.6) I do the study and I 
study English or I do my homework and then I have a slept a little bit.  At night, I cook (0.9) 
the dinner and watch TV.  After that, I go to bed. 
Fluency score: 4 
 
J132046 – (second retell) 
got up in the morning and then change my clothes (0.6) and have a breakfast.  After that, 
(0.6) wash my clothes.  In the afternoon, I usually do some exercise, studied, and have a 
nap.  At night, I make a dinner. Then watch TV and fall asleep. 
Fluency score: 5 
 

Both retells have a few short pauses, but these pauses likely did not hinder the student’s 

fluency to a great degree.  In the second retell, she used two targeted collocations (do some 

exercise, have a nap) which better described these parts of the narrative retell than the word 
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choices used in her first retell (do the training, have a slept a little bit).  In both retells, she 

was able to convey all parts of the picture sequence with only a few minor mistakes. 

 

A133004 – female (first retell) 
get up (3.2) seven o’clock (1.7) and (7.1) wear (5.2) change and eat breakfast (1.5) and (2.2) 
wash (7.2) wear.  In the afternoon, (4.2) stretch and study.  After that, (4.5) go bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
J133004 (second retell) 
get up seven o’clock.  After that, I changed clothes and eat breakfast.  (9.3) After breakfast, I 
wash my clothes (5.4) I do laundry.  In the afternoon, (2.4) I stretched and studies English 
(2.7) and (0.9) have a nap.  At night, I cook I make dinner (6.9) and (1.2) after eat dinner I 
watch TV (4.7) and I go to bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 

Both retells have frequent lengthy pauses.  However, in the second retell, the student had 

longer utterances which conveyed the meaning of the corresponding pictures in the narrative 

retell.  The second retell also has the targeted collocations ‘do laundry’, have a nap’, ‘make 

dinner’ and ‘go to bed’.  In the first retell, she either did not articulate this part of the picture 

sequence or used an inappropriate word combination (wash wear). 

 

A133005 – male (first retell) 
get morning get (2.6) get up and wear the T-shirts (1.7) and (2.7) I eat breakfast then(2.5) I 
wash the T-shirts.  In the afternoon, (1.9) I sports and (2.2) study (2.2) so I very I am very 
tired.  Then I go to sleep go to bed.  At night, (6.0) I cooking I am cooking (1.1) after I am 
cooking and watching TV.  (2.2) Then I go to bed. 
Fluency score: 2 
 
J133005 - (second retell) 
get up morning and wear T-shirts.  (2.6) In morning, I eat breakfast and after (1.2) washing 
up my shirts.  In the afternoon, I was I (1.7) I training and study training and study (5.3) and 
go to bed (6.0) take a break.  At night, I make dinner and after the dinner I after dinner I 
watching TV and go to bed sleep. 
Fluency score: 3 
 

The second retell had fewer pauses than the first, but both retells had several unnatural 

expressions and verb tense mistakes.  However, despite these mistakes, the student was 

able to articulate each picture in the sequence. 

 

A133010 – female (first retell) 
get up and (1.4)(J) I usually get up and (4.5) (J) wear the clothes and eat breakfast then (1.9) 
wash a lot of (1.7) clothes.  In the afternoon, I training and study and have a nap.  At night, 
(2.7) I at night, I cook (1.3) I cooking and watch TV then I go to the bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 
J133010 – (second retell) 
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got up early and (2.8) (J) got up early and (5.8) change clothes and eat breakfast and do 
laundry.  In the afternoon, (1.4) (J) I I do some exercise, and study and have a nap.  At night, 
I eat I cook dinner and watch TV and go to bed. 
Fluency score: 5 
 

Both retells were hindered by the use of Japanese and at least one lengthy pause.  However, 

the student was able to express each part of the narrative sequence in both retells.  The 

main difference between the two retells was the use of natural expressions such as ‘change 

clothes’, ‘do laundry’, and ‘do some exercise’ in the second retell where in the first retell 

these same parts of the narrative picture sequence were expressed using awkward word 

combinations such as ‘wear the clothes’, ‘wash a lot of (1.7) clothes’, and ‘I training’. 

 

A133022 – male (first retell) 
get up (2.9) and (3.4) change the clothes.  Next, I (1.0) have a breakfast and wash (1.0) all 
(0.6) clothes.  In the afternoon, (5.8) I (1.5) play (7.7) stretch.  Next, I study (0.9) English and 
(4.0) I take a nap.  At night, (2.0) I cooking cook (1.8) dinner and watch the TV and go to bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 
 J 133022 - (second retell) 
get up and (3.3) I change clothes.  Next, next I have a breakfast and (2.4) (J) (4.0) (J) wash 
laundry.  In the afternoon, (4.6) I stretched (3.4) my body and next I do a homework and I 
take a nap.  At night, (4.3) I make a dinner and (3.3) I watch (1.2) the TV.  In the end, I go to 
the bed. 
Fluency score: 3 
 

Both retells have frequent lengthy pauses.  Each picture in the sequence is articulated in 

both the first and second retells; however, each retell contains several awkward expressions 

and grammatical mistakes. 

 

The transcripts presented above are included in this section to provide additional 

information about the spoken assessment.  Similar to the transcripts from reflective cycle 

two, several themes emerged.  Pauses within a retell adversely affected the students’ 

fluency; however, in instances in which the pause was short and/or between a clause 

boundary, it appeared the students’ fluency score was only slightly lowered.  In several 

retells, the students were able to convey the meaning of all the pictures in the narrative 

sequence despite using unnatural expressions and utterances with grammatical errors.  

Finally, many of the targeted collocations from the intervention were used in the second retell 

to help the students articulate a section of the picture sequence which they were unable to 

accurately express in their first attempt.  The judge likely considered other aspects of the 

speech samples, but these themes appear to be particularly influential.   

 

6.2.6 Qualitative findings for reflective cycle three. 
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The qualitative data for this reflective cycle was compiled through the use of an open-ended 

question on the post-intervention questionnaire and from my field notes.  Compared to 

reflective cycle two, only a small number of students completed the questionnaire.  However, 

I noticed several patterns in the data which provided insight into:  

• the learners’ responses in regard to the speaking exercises using the targeted 

collocations, 

• the value of the collocation dictionary, 

• the advantages of studying collocations as opposed to exclusively studying individual 

words, 

• the usefulness and suitability of the material used during the intervention, and 

• the effectiveness of the productive+ tasks used during the intervention. 

The students’ responses are categorized in Table 6.10.  All examples from the data are 

actual quotations from the students elicited by the open-ended questionnaire item. 
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Table 6.10 Qualitative findings from reflective cycle three 

Category Sub-category Example from the data 
Procedures 
used for 
collocation 
instruction 
 

Speaking aspect 
of the 
productive+ 
exercises 

I think speaking makes our English improve. Just studying vocabulary doesn't help me.   
I feel I improve my English when I use new vocabulary in conversation.   
 
I think studying collocations is good for speaking English because we use collocations when we speak 
English.   
 
It was tough to memorize the collocations but I could use them in the conversation. That was good.   

Productive+ 
tasks as a whole 

I like the exercise at the end of each class. There are 4 reasons. First, we can study collocations with 
classmates. Second, we can stand up, walk around and move our body. Third, collocations consist of 
words which we have already know, so it is not too difficult but also it is not too easy. Fourth, it is useful 
studying about collocations. Japanese students haven't studied about collocations enough because we 
don’t need them to pass an university entrance examination, but we need them when we try to write an 
essay.   

Materials used 
for collocation 
instruction 

Dictionary That was good to make example sentences.   
 
It was easy to remember collocation with some pictures. I feel happy when I understand the meaning with 
it.   
It was sometimes difficult to understand the pictures but if I knew collocation I could understand it.   

 Usefulness and 
level 

When I can make just simple English sentences. I'm not sure I achieved goal of the class.   
 
It was difficult to memorize collocation but it was useful.   
 
It's very useful.   
 
It is confusing to use verb such as take a bus and get a train.   

Comparison to 
studying 
individual words 

 Learning collocation is more fun than just memorize vocabulary.   
 
It was difficult figure out put "a" or nothing. ex.) visit a website? visit website.   
 
Collocation is better than just memorize vocabulary. It's easy to remember. It was difficult to remember on 
and for (preposition).   
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6.2.7 Discussion for reflective cycle three. 

The data collected during reflective cycle three was useful in addressing the research 

questions from section 6.2.1.  The research questions will be discussed individually to show 

what findings were made and the aspects of the findings which were further investigated. 

 The first research question focused on the students’ perception of their experiences 

of studying collocations.  As with the first two reflective cycles, the students’ impression of 

this experience was positive.  The mean score for the first questionnaire item, as seen in 

Table 6.2, was 3.85, which indicated the students thought the collocation instruction was 

useful.  Additionally, Table 6.4 shows the findings from the questionnaire item comparing 

studying collocations to studying individual words.  The mean score of 4.14 indicates the 

students believed a focus on collocations is more helpful than studying individual words.  The 

qualitative data also supported this positive response.  The following quotes taken from 

Table 6.10 show the students find collocation study to be useful and more effective than 

addressing vocabulary instruction by targeting individual words: 

‘It was difficult to memorize collocation but it was useful.’ 

‘Collocation is better than just memorize vocabulary. It's easy to remember. It was 

difficult to remember on and for (preposition).’ 

These findings are consistent with the findings from the first two reflective cycles. 

 The second questionnaire item, which had the students assess their productive ability 

in using the targeted collocations, addressed research question 2.  The mean score for this 

item was 3.33 (Table 6.3) with nine students (43%) agreeing or strongly agreeing that they 

are capable of using the targeted collocations in conversations compared to three students 

who disagreed with the statement.  Since a lack of productive ability using previously taught 

vocabulary was the initial area of concern for this study (described in Chapter one), this 

finding is encouraging, especially when considered with the findings for the fifth research 

question described below.  The qualitative data also supported the notion that the students 

felt they were making progress in regard to their spoken proficiency as seen in the following 

responses: 

‘I feel I improve my English when I use new vocabulary in conversation.’ 

‘I think studying collocations is good for speaking English because we use 

collocations when we speak English.’ 

‘It was tough to memorize the collocations but I could use them in the conversation. 

That was good.’ 

The following two quotes taken from my field notes also address the students’ ability to use 

the targeted collocations in conversations: 

‘The students who did not do the homework, had a lot of trouble in the speaking 

exercises.’ 
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‘The students enjoyed the speaking exercises.’ 

These responses and excerpts from my field notes show the students had a favorable 

impression of the speaking exercises, but it is not clear that this enjoyment is synonymous 

with an improvement in productive ability.  However, it should be noted that my impression 

during the intervention was that the students needed the homework exercise to prepare them 

for the productively challenging tasks used at the end of the class.  Each of the productive 

tasks described in section 6.2.2 will be discussed in greater detail at the end of the section.  

 The third research question focuses on the students’ development of competence in 

using collocations throughout the intervention.  This question is best answered by examining 

the students’ performance during the productive tasks because during this portion of the 

class the students demonstrated their ability (or lack of ability) in using the targeted 

collocations.  The following quotation taken from my field notes provides insight: 

It was clear that many students did not do the homework, perhaps as many as 30%.  

I can easily tell the students who did the homework from those who didn’t, especially 

by monitoring the students at one of the cloze conversations.  The students who had 

done the homework would fill in the blank correctly or make a mistake that still 

indicated they had an idea about the answer (used an incorrect delexicalized verb, 

used a different collocation from the homework, were able to provide one half of the 

collocation).  If I suspected a student of not having done the homework, I would ask 

them directly.  Most of these students admitted they did not do the homework.  The 

students who did not do the homework had very little chance of doing the exercises 

successfully. 

The quotation above underscores the importance of repetition in acquiring collocation 

competence.  To efficiently enable students to use a collocation productively, it appears 

necessary to progress through a series of stages where students are initially exposed to the 

targeted structures, are required to compete exercises involving the collocations, and then 

engage in productively challenging tasks.  The majority of my students had to prepare 

themselves for the speaking exercises by completing the homework, and the students who 

did not prepare performed at a much lower level than the other students, so they were easily 

identified.  Other researchers (Lewis, 2008; Schmitt, 2000; Ur, 1991) have also stressed the 

positive influence of repetition on vocabulary acquisition. 

 The fourth research question compared the findings from this reflective cycle to 

reflective cycle two.  The purpose of this question was to gauge the learners’ responses for 

the productive+ tasks used in this intervention to the receptive and productive tasks from 

reflective cycle two.  The students had a positive impression of the usefulness of the tasks 

from this cycle as seen in the following mean scores taken from Table 6.5, 6.6, and 6.7: 

reading definitions and example sentences (3.71); cloze tasks (4.00); productive+ tasks 
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(3.81).  In reflective cycle two (Tables 5.18 to 5.21), the learners’ responses about the 

usefulness of the receptive tasks had the following mean scores: reading definitions and 

sentences (3.77); answering questions about the sentences (3.67).  The learners’ responses 

about the productive tasks from reflective cycle two had the following mean scores: reading 

definitions and example sentences (3.95); cloze tasks (4.00).  While each group of students 

had a positive impression of their tasks, the mean scores for the productive and productive+ 

tasks were higher.  As mentioned in the procedures section for reflective cycle three, 

researchers have stated the effectiveness of productive tasks (Lewis, 2008; Nation, 2001; 

Nation, 2008; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992).  The qualitative data also supported the notion 

that the learners preferred tasks which were productively demanding as seen in the following 

quotes: 

‘I think speaking makes our English improve. Just studying vocabulary doesn't help 

me.’ 

‘I feel I improve my English when I use new vocabulary in conversation.’ 

In reflective cycle two, the qualitative data (section 5.3.8) also indicated the students 

preferred tasks which were productively demanding. 

 To address the fifth research question, a comparison of an initial (pre-intervention) 

and summative spoken assessment was conducted.  As seen in Table 6.9, the mean score 

for the students’ spoken fluency increased by 1.33 as measured blind by an expert judge on 

a seven-point scale (see section 5.3.6 for a description of this procedure).  This difference 

was statistically significant and is evidence the productive+ tasks lead to an improvement in 

the learners’ speaking ability. 

 The final research question focused on the number of collocations targeted each 

week.  In this reflective cycle, 95% of the students responded that twelve collocations per 

week was ‘just about right’.  This is consistent with the previous two reflective cycles in which 

the students also responded positively about targeting twelve or fifteen collocations on a 

weekly basis. 

 While this was not an original research question, the qualitative data also included 

quotes which I used to evaluate the productive+ tasks used during this reflective cycle.  The 

following quotes concerning the procedures used were taken from my field notes.  I have 

organized this data in Table 6.11 according to the specific productive+ task to which it refers. 

 

Table 6.11 Data taken from field notes concerning productive+ tasks 

Productive+ 
task 

Examples from data 

Translate and 
make a 
sentence 

The students did not put much effort into this exercise. 
 
This exercise was difficult to monitor. 
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Students progress through this exercise much faster than I anticipated.  
When I join a group to offer assistance, it takes much longer to complete 
the translation and sentence.  Either the students are not making 
sentences when I am not present or they misunderstood what to do. 

Half a 
crossword 

Crosswords were very enjoyable for the students. 
 
Many Ss would stick to the simple translation hints. 

Create a 
conversation 

The writing of a conversation using a collocation was okay, but I had to 
check the students’ usage of the collocation.  Many groups used the 
collocations in unnatural ways.  Every group which had the collocation ‘get 
comfortable’ misused this collocation.  They understood the meaning after I 
showed them the picture from the dictionary. 
 
Having the students go around and read the other collocation 
conversations was enjoyable for them. 

Conversation 
cloze 

Spoken cloze activity was my favorite, but it was also the most difficult to 
monitor. 
 
Ss really tried to understand the situation of the conversation. 
 
The simple act of moving around seems to keep the students 
interested/motivated. 
 
The students seem to like the challenge of filling in the blanks. 
 
The first few times they would make verb tense mistakes, but they would 
reduce these mistakes in later conversations. 

Partner quiz The partner quiz was very difficult to monitor.  However, I did not notice 
many mistakes.  The students would sometimes discuss if the sentence 
was okay in partners. 
 
Occasionally, some students would ask me for help but not as much as I 
would have liked. 
 
Some students might have assumed their partner created a good sentence 
and did not ask for confirmation from me.  Most of the corrections I made 
were when I listened in as opposed to being asked for help.  

 

With the exception of ‘translate and make a sentence’, all of the tasks were worthwhile in my 

opinion as the teacher.  However, it was difficult to verify if the language produced by the 

students was accurate as seen in the following quote from my field notes: 

‘All of the productive+ tasks were difficult to monitor.’ 

Overall, I believe the productive aspects of these tasks were well received by the students as 

evidenced by the questionnaire responses discussed above and effective for improving the 

students’ spoken abilities as corroborated by the improvement in the spoken assessment. 

 

6.2.8 Changes in procedure implemented for reflective cycle four. 
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Reflective cycle three not only provided data which addressed the research questions for this 

cycle, but it also brought to light other aspects of an increased collocation focus in 

classrooms, such as exposure to the targeted structures and task design, which were 

investigated in the fourth and final reflective cycle for this study.  Specifically, the findings 

from the third reflective cycle supported the claims of other researchers (Lewis, 2008; 

Schmitt, 2008; Ur, 1991) that an instructional procedure which incorporates repetition of 

targeted structures and requires use of these structures is effective for improving the 

students’ productive abilities.  Between previous cycles, it was necessary to make changes 

in procedures to specifically address the research questions for the next reflective cycle.  

This need was also present between the third and fourth cycles.  The most notable change in 

procedure was the shift in focus from delexicalized verb collocations to frequent adjective + 

noun collocations.  Table 6.12 presents the changes in procedures which were implemented. 

 

Table 6.12 Procedural changes made between reflective cycle three and four 

 Reflective cycle three Reflective cycle four 
Participants HUE 1 group HUE 1 group 
Number of collocations 
targeted each week 

12 15 

Collocation dictionary Yes No 
Homework Productive collocation 

exercises (Appendix 11) 
Productive collocation 
exercises (Appendix 17) 

Number of groups 1 (productive+) 1 (productive+) 
Intervention activities Productive+ tasks (explained 

in 6.2.2) 
Productive+ tasks (explained 
in 6.2.2) 

Collocations targeted Delexicalized verb + noun 
collocations 

Frequent adjective + noun 
collocations 

Post-intervention 
questionnaire 

Yes. Contained closed and 
open-ended questions. 

Yes. Contained closed and 
open-ended questions. 

Spoken assessments Yes.  An initial and post-
intervention assessment. 

No 

 

It should be noted that for the fourth reflective cycle a collocation dictionary was not used.  

This decision was made because I felt the adjective + noun collocations were more 

challenging than the delexicalized verb collocations from the previous two reflective cycles.  I 

believed the task of matching the English collocations with their Japanese translations would 

increase the likelihood of acquiring the targeted collocations. 

 A second change in procedure was using collocation sets containing 15 structures as 

opposed to 12.  This modification was made because there was a possibility one class during 

the semester would be cancelled.  Having eight sets as opposed to ten, created a degree of 

flexibility which ultimately was not needed. 

 

6.3 The Fourth Reflective Cycle 
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This reflective cycle was the final data collection period for this study.  As with previous 

cycles, its purpose was to address issues or questions which arose through the research 

process which had been undertaken to date. 

The goals for this reflective cycle were similar to the previous cycles in that there was 

a focus on the students’ responses.  However, there were two procedural changes made in 

order to address the specific questions for this cycle.  The first change was targeting frequent 

adjective + noun collocations as opposed to the delexicalized verb collocations from 

reflective cycles two and three.  This change was implemented to investigate whether the 

data collected to date was a direct result of the language targeted as opposed to the 

procedures used.  The second change was the use of the same group of participants from 

reflective cycle three.  The previous reflective cycles all used a different group of participants.  

This cycle was the first opportunity to collect data from a group of students who had 

previously studied collocations. 

 

6.3.1 Research questions for reflective cycle four. 

As mentioned above, the research questions for this cycle focused on the learners’ 

responses and were influenced by the two procedural changes described in section 6.3.  As 

with other reflective cycles, there was an overlap between questions for this cycle and 

questions from previous cycles.  This repetition was included to allow for a comparison of 

learners’ responses. 

 

1. What are the low-proficiency Japanese university students’ responses to studying 

collocations?  

2. Will the students feel capable of using the collocations in conversation? 

3. What characterizes the students’ development of competence in using collocations as 

assessed by the teacher throughout the course?  

4. What differences did the students identify between studying the adjective + noun 

collocations this semester as compared to the delexicalized verb collocations from 

the previous semester? 

5. From the students’ perspective, how many collocations should be targeted each 

week? 

 

6.3.2 Procedures for reflective cycle four. 

This reflective cycle was carried out over the participants’ second university semester which 

was from October through January.  This semester immediately followed the data collection 

period from reflective cycle three and the same group of participants were used (the HUE 1 

group described in section 4.5.3).  The intervention procedure was presented to the students 
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as part of their normal course work.  For this cycle, 43 students agreed to participate, but 

only 38 students completed the final questionnaire.  I am unsure of the reason the five 

students did not complete this final questionnaire. 

 During the second class, I briefly explained that the target language would be 

frequent adjective + noun collocations.  Since these students undertook the exercises from 

reflective cycle three, I am confident they understood the term ‘collocation’.  I explained that 

each week they were required to complete the exercises for one set of collocations, and that 

these exercises could be found on a website I created.  Each exercise presented a list of 15 

collocations in ‘part A’ in the form of a matching task: the students had to match the English 

collocation with its Japanese translation.  Morgan and Rinvolucri (2004) have stated that 15 

vocabulary items is a suitable number for each session.  As with the previous reflective 

cycles, the 15 collocations for each set were randomly compiled from the collocation lists. 

The second part (part B) of the exercise was a cloze task using the 15 targeted collocations 

from ‘part A’.  After completing the exercise, the students could check their answers which 

were also posted on the website.  The use of L1 for introducing vocabulary has been 

endorsed by researchers (Lewis, 2008; Morgan & Rinvolucri, 2004; Nation, 2008; 2004; Ur, 

1991) because “Translation is … an instinctive part of the way the mind approaches learning 

a second language” (Lewis, 2008, p. 60).  The inclusion of cloze tasks is also recommended 

for vocabulary instruction (Nation, 2001; Ur, 1991). 

 During the final ten to fifteen minutes of the following class, the previous week’s 

collocations were used in a productive task in order to maximize the likelihood of acquisition 

by repeatedly exposing the students to the targeted vocabulary (Lewis, 2008; Schmitt, 2008; 

Ur, 1991) and by requiring the students to use the words in spoken discourse (Lewis, 2008; 

Nation, 2001; Nation, 2008; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992).  Nation (2001) states that 

“Repetition thus adds to the quality of knowledge and also to the quantity or strength of this 

knowledge” (p. 76).   

The productive tasks were the same tasks used in the third reflective cycle and are 

described in detail in section 6.2.2 and critiqued in section 6.2.7.  The only difference from 

the previous reflective cycle was that I did not use the ‘translate and make a sentence’ task 

due to the difficulties I had with this task described in section 6.2.7.  Each of these tasks 

could be completed in the allotted time despite the use of a different type of collocation 

(adjective + noun). 

 In the seventh class, the students completed a short review exercise.  I used the 

same ‘partner quiz’ task described in section 6.2.2 with the only difference being the students 

could quiz their partner on any collocation from sets one through four.  A second review 

exercise was conducted in the thirteenth class for sets five through eight. 
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In the eighth class, the students completed a test covering the first four sets of 

collocations.  A test covering collocation sets five through eight was administered in the 

fourteenth class.  Each of these tests constituted 15% of the students’ final grade.  The tests 

were in a similar format to the tests used in reflective cycles two and three.  An example can 

be seen in Appendix 18.  

 In the last class, I instructed the students to complete the post-intervention 

questionnaire which was posted on the same website as the homework assignments.  A 

summary of the procedures used in reflective cycle four can be seen in Table 6.13. 

 

Table 6.13 Summary of procedure for reflective cycle four 

Week In class collocation work Class time 
required in 

minutes 

Homework 

1 There were no collocation exercises done during the first class. 
2 Explain the term ‘collocation’.   

Explained homework exercises. 
5 Complete the collocation 

exercises for set 1. 
3 Productive+ task for collocation set 

1. 
15 Complete the collocation 

exercises for set 2. 
4 Productive+ task for collocation set 

2. 
15 Complete the collocation 

exercises for set 3. 
5 Productive+ task for collocation set 

3. 
15 Complete the collocation 

exercises for set 4. 
6 Productive+ task for collocation set 

4. 
15 No homework. 

7 Review for collocation sets one, two, 
three and four. 

15 Study for the test. 

8 Collocation test for set one, two, 
three, and four. 

30 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 5. 

9 Productive+ task for collocation set 
5. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 6. 

10 Productive+ task for collocation set 
6. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 7. 

11 Productive+ task for collocation set 
7. 

15 Complete the collocation 
exercises for set 8. 

12 Productive+ task for collocation set 
8. 

15 No homework. 

13 Review for collocation sets five, six, 
seven and eight. 

15 Study for the test. 

14 Collocation test for set five, six, 
seven, and eight.  

30  

15 Post-intervention questionnaire 
(completed outside of class). 

5  

 

 

6.3.3 Data collection for reflective cycle four. 

For this reflective cycle, two data collection tools were used.  The first tool was field notes 

which were taken during the last 15 minutes of each class while the students were 
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completing the speaking tasks.  My goal was to assess how engaged the students were 

during these exercises and to determine if the students were using the target language 

correctly. 

 The second data collection tool used during reflective cycle four was a post-

intervention questionnaire.  During the fifteenth week, the students were instructed to 

complete the questionnaire sometime after class. The questionnaire elicited both quantitative 

and qualitative data. 

 

6.3.4 Quantitative findings for reflective cycle four. 

The quantitative data for the fourth reflective cycle was collected through the use of closed 

questionnaire items.  Each item provided insight into a specific research question for this 

reflective cycle.  As with the post-intervention questionnaire used in reflective cycle three, 

several of the items were the same as items from previous cycles.  This overlap allowed me 

to determine if the change from delexicalized verb collocations to frequent adjective + noun 

collocations affected the students’ responses for specific aspects of the intervention.  The 

questionnaire used in this reflective cycle can be seen in Appendix 16. 

 As with the quantitative data from the three previous cycles, a Likert scale was used 

and the responses were assigned a value, so the mean and standard deviation could be 

calculated.  Table 6.14 shows the results for the questionnaire item ‘studying collocations 

has been useful’. 

Table 6.14 Students’ responses about studying collocations 

Question 

(n=38) 

Likert Positive Responses 

(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 

(%) 

 

 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 

3.79 0.62 4(11%) 22(58%) 12(32%) 0(0%) 0(0%) 

 

Approximately 69% of the students agreed or strongly agreed with the questionnaire 

statement.  The mean for this statement was 3.79. 

 The students’ responses shown in Table 6.15 refer to the questionnaire item ‘I am 

able to use the collocations we studied when I am having a conversation’. 

Table 6.15 Students’ responses about their ability to use collocations in 

conversations 

Question 

(n=38) 

Likert Positive Responses 

(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 

(%) 

 

 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 

3.58 0.83 5(13%) 15(39%) 15(39%) 3(8%) 0(0%) 
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Of the students who completed this questionnaire, 18 gave a neutral or negative response 

about their productive ability.  The mean is 3.58 for this questionnaire item. 

 The students were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statement 

‘studying collocations is more useful than studying individual words’.  The results for this item 

are presented in Table 6.16.  

Table 6.16 Students’ responses comparing studying collocations to individual 

words 

Question 

(n=38) 

Likert Positive Responses 

(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 

(%) 

 

 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 

3.89 0.92 12(32%) 12(32%) 12(32%) 2(5%) 0(0%) 

 

For this item, 64% of the responses agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.  The mean 

was 3.89. 

 Table 6.17 shows the students’ responses for the statement about the level of 

difficulty of this semester’s collocation work to the previous semester’s.  The statement was 

‘studying the adjective + noun collocations this semester was easier than studying the verb + 

noun collocations last semester’. 

Table 6.17 Students’ responses about the level of difficulty of this semester’s 

collocation work compared to the previous semester 

Question 

(n=38) 

Likert Positive Responses 

(%) 

Neutral Negative Responses 

(%) 

 

 

Mean Std-Dev 5 4 3 2 1 

3.23 0.94 4(11%) 10(26%) 15(39%) 9(24%) 0(0%) 

 

The mean is 3.23 for this statement. Of the 38 students who responded, 14 agreed or 

strongly agreed that the collocation study this semester was easier than last semester.   

 As with the other questionnaire, the students were asked about the number of 

collocations targeted each week.  The results for the questionnaire item ‘each week we 

studied 15 collocations.  That was…’ are seen in Table 6.18. 

Table 6.18 Students’ responses in regard to the number of collocations covered 

each class 

Question 

(n=38) 

Negative responses Positive 

responses 

Negative responses 

 Way too Too many Just about right Not Not nearly 
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 many enough enough 

 0(0%) 4(11%) 32(84%) 1(3%) 1(3%) 

 

Of the 38 students who completed this questionnaire, 32 responded that 15 collocations per 

week was ‘just about right’.  As mentioned earlier, reflective cycles one and four targeted 15 

collocations per week while the second and third cycles targeted 12 collocations per week. 

 The qualitative data collected through the open-ended questionnaire item is 

presented in the following section.   In section 6.3.6, I will discuss both sets of data and how 

the data address the research questions from section 6.3.1. 

 

6.3.5 Qualitative findings for reflective cycle four. 

The qualitative data was elicited through the use of an open-ended item administered at the 

end of the intervention.  The students’ responses were organized based upon the patterns 

which emerged through analysis and provided insight into the following themes: 

• The value of studying collocations. 

• The level of the material used. 

• The procedures used during the intervention. 

Table 6.19 presents the students’ responses from this reflective cycle. 
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Table 6.19 Qualitative findings from reflective cycle four 

Category Sub-category Example from data 
Value of 
studying 
collocations 

Collocations in 
general 

I don’t like that in Japanese classes, English is taught according to a fixed rule with words, and it makes 
the meaning. I thought that it was very beneficial as a person using English that the relationship of real 
English was able to be studied from Mr. Joshua who is an English native and understands such points. 
Thank you.  
 
By repeating the study of collocations, many English words could be memorized and it was useful. Since 
the opportunity to come into contact with English was increased by studying collocations compared to 
high school, I think that collocation activity was good. 
   
I think studying collocations is very useful to learn English effectively. I wanna learn more collocations. 

The adjective + noun 
collocations from 
reflective cycle four 

It was difficult to learn the native ways of using properly words, such as Current and Present. 
  
I thought that the collocation learned in the class was very practical, and helpful for the future.  
 
There were many words which were alike rather than the first half, and although it was easy to 
memorize, proper use of the fine meaning was difficult.  
 
Although the words were not difficult and there was no problem in particular, since many words which are 
the same or were alike were used, it was hard to memorize. 
  
I thought that it was difficult because combinations of adjective + noun which used different words had 
the same meaning. However, various expressions can be studied.  

Level Comparison with 
collocations from 
reflective cycle three 

The material of the verb plus noun felt easy. A verb plus noun was easier to understand, even if the 
adjective plus noun collocation has an example and it has scene-setting.  
 
At the point, I think that the collocations of the second half had a less clear meaning than the first half.  
 
Since the verbs in the first half was known, I thought that it was easier. 

Collocations from 
reflective cycle four 

Since the adjective and nouns were easy and contained mostly in daily conversation, it was easy to 
memorize.  

Procedures Speaking activities I think that it was good we needed to make a text from the learned collocation although it is difficult. 
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used   
It was easy to translate into Japanese but it was difficult to make an English sentence.  
 
I think that I was able to learn grammar and daily conversation in relation to the collocations.  
 
Crossword puzzle was interesting.  

Initial collocation 
exercises 

I can also check the homework myself and I think that it was good. 
  
The material and exercises were helpful in order to memorize vocabulary.  
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As in the previous reflective cycles, the students indicated through the open-ended item on 

the questionnaire that they thought an increased focus on collocations was worthwhile.  They 

also identified the targeted collocations in this reflective cycle as being problematic due to the 

similarities in several of the collocates’ meanings.  The high frequency of the targeted 

collocations and their problematic nature appeared to justify the explicit instruction used 

during the intervention.  However, my field notes which were taken during the speaking 

exercises indicated that the students had trouble productively using the collocations as seen 

in the following quotations:  

‘The speaking exercises are more challenging than last semester.’ 

‘The students often misuse the collocations.’  

The students also commented on the relative difficulty of the collocations targeted in this 

reflective cycle compared with cycle two: 

‘At the point, I think that the collocations of the second half had a less clear meaning 

than the first half.’  

 ‘Since the verbs in the first half was known, I thought that it was easier.’ 

The students’ responses indicate that while the targeted structures were useful, they were 

more challenging than the previous semester’s collocations.  

 The qualitative data also indicated that the delexicalized verb collocations from 

reflective cycle three were easier than the adjective + noun collocations for this cycle.  The 

students mentioned that the collocations last semester were familiar and their meaning was 

easier to understand.  While frequency of the collocations and the individual collocates was a 

criterion for inclusion on this semester’s collocation list, delexicalized verbs are still much 

more frequent and likely more familiar to the students.  Additionally, the noun components of 

collocation list three were specifically chosen because their meaning varies depending upon 

the adjective with which they are used. 

 The final group of responses focused on the procedures used during the intervention.  

Similar to the qualitative data from previous reflective cycles, the students’ responses 

indicated they endorsed the use of productively demanding tasks.  These tasks were difficult 

as seen in the quotations from my field notes above and the example responses from the 

data in Table 6.19; however, the students felt it was necessary to use the targeted structures 

productively if acquisition was to occur. 

 In the following section, I discuss the findings of reflective cycle four.  I will juxtapose 

the quantitative and qualitative data in order to address each research question. 

  

6.3.6 Discussion for reflective cycle four. 

The research questions will now be discussed individually in reference to the quantitative and 

qualitative data which were collected over the course of the intervention for reflective cycle 
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four.  The first research question was addressed through both the quantitative and qualitative 

data.  The students’ responses to the open-ended questionnaire item indicated that they 

valued the collocation instruction during both this semester and the previous semester.  The 

students felt that studying collocations was an effective way to improve their English abilities.  

This finding was also supported by the quantitative data presented in section 6.3.4.  The 

Likert scale questionnaire item ‘studying collocations is useful’ elicited a mean score of 3.79 

with 69% of the students agreeing or strongly agreeing with this statement.  Furthermore, 

64% of the learners agreed or strongly agreed that studying collocations is more useful than 

studying individual words.  The mean score for this questionnaire item was 3.89 with only 5% 

of the learners disagreeing to the statement. 

 The second research question asked if the students felt capable of using the targeted 

collocations in conversations.  While the qualitative data suggests the students felt the 

speaking tasks were beneficial, only 20 of the 38 students agreed or strongly agreed that 

they felt confident in their productive ability to use the targeted structures.  However, the 

mean score of 3.58 for this statement was higher than the 3.33 mean for the same statement 

in reflective cycle three. 

 My field notes were useful in addressing research question three.  As seen in section 

6.3.5, I noted that the students struggled with using the collocations during the speaking 

tasks.  The students’ responses in Table 6.19 indicated that the speaking tasks were 

challenging because many of the collocates were similar in meaning.  I believe that the 

students were able to do the initial computer exercises for each set of collocations because 

these tasks were less productively demanding.  However, as the productive demands 

increased, the students were less able to complete the tasks.  While explicit instruction is 

useful to expose students to problematic collocations, language instructors must create tasks 

in which the students must repeatedly use the targeted structures for acquisition to occur.  

This finding is similar to Nation’s (2001) belief that 

It is possible and helpful to approach the learning of word forms, for example, through 
explicit learning, but that essentially the most effective knowledge for this aspect of 
vocabulary is implicit and there must be suitable repeated opportunities for this kind 
of learning to occur. (p. 34)   
 

 The fourth research question can be addressed by comparing the third and fourth 

reflective cycles.  The responses for both cycles indicated the students felt the targeted 

collocations to be useful for their future English language needs and a worthwhile focus of 

study.  However, the qualitative and quantitative data are contradictory in regard to a 

comparison of level for the two reflective cycles.  The quantitative data suggests the students 

felt the material for reflective cycle four was easier than for reflective cycle three.  However, 

the qualitative data suggests collocation list three to be more difficult.  My field notes 
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indicated that the students had trouble completing the speaking tasks for both collocation 

lists two and three.  I believe the data supports the choice of these collocations for instruction 

based upon the students’ productive difficulties and the high frequency of these structures. 

 The final research question can be addressed through the quantitative data seen in 

Table 6.18.  In regard to the number of collocations targeted each week, 84% of the students 

felt that 15 collocations was ‘just about right’.  This result is similar to the three previous 

reflective cycles in which the students indicated that 12 or 15 collocations per week was 

suitable. 

 

6.4 Summary for Chapter Six 

Chapter six presented the findings from the final two reflective cycles for this study.  These 

two cycles presented the opportunity to use the same group of participants with two different 

types of targeted collocations: delexicalized verb collocations for reflective cycle three and 

frequent adjective + noun collocations for reflective cycle four.  The findings indicated that 

despite the type of collocation targeted, students felt a collocation focus was useful.  

Furthermore, tasks which required learners to use the structures were seen as being 

beneficial for language acquisition.  The collocations included in lists 2 and 3 were chosen 

because they were thought to be problematic for low-proficiency English language learners.  

This belief was supported through the findings as many students indicated that these 

structures were difficult to use productively.  

 The fourth reflective cycle was the final data collection period for this study.  The 

following chapter will discuss all four reflective cycles through an overview and comparison of 

the findings. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion and Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

Chapter seven, the final chapter, focuses on the implications of the findings and 

methodological choices beyond the scope of this paper.  The findings are interpreted from 

the perspective of the field of vocabulary acquisition as a whole as opposed to specifically 

looking at the teaching of collocations.   

 The first section of this chapter discusses the limitations of the findings.  The following 

section revisits the original purpose for the investigation.  The initial motivation and desired 

outcome are reviewed from the perspective of the completed study and its findings.  The next 

section describes how the findings from this study relate to one theory of language 

acquisition which applies to vocabulary.  The implications of the findings in regard to the 

teaching of vocabulary and the education of future second language instructors are then 

discussed.  Next, the methodology of action research (AR) is revisited, but the focus shifts to 

my experiences and thoughts about the process of conducting an AR study.   Finally, a 

possible future research agenda which builds upon the knowledge gained throughout this 

investigation is set out. 

 

7.2 Limitations of this Research 

In this section, I will discuss several limitations of this study.  Over the course of the four 

reflective cycles, several procedural changes were made to better suit the needs of my 

students.  However, by making these procedural changes, the comparisons I made between 

intervention groups are subject to debate. In the discussion that follows I will discuss the 

possible limitations in the findings which were made, the data analysis which was used, and 

the procedures which were implemented in the intervention stage of this study.  

 

7.2.1 Limitations of the findings. 

While this study had four reflective cycles using three different groups of participants, all of 

the students who took part in this investigation were of the same English proficiency level 

(low-proficiency) and from the same country (Japan).  The decision to focus on low-

proficiency students was made to address the disparity in collocation research which to date 

has largely focused on advanced students (Eyckmans, 2009; Jiang, 2009; Nesselhauf, 2003; 

Revier, 2009).  However, by only focusing on low-proficiency students, the findings may not 

be applicable to students at a higher English proficiency level. 

 Another possible limitation of the findings is the fact that over the course of this study 

only two specific types of collocations (delexicalized verb collocations and frequent adjective 

+ noun collocations) were investigated.  These two types represent only a small portion of 
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the total number of collocations used in English, and the findings from this study might have 

been different if various types of collocations were investigated. 

 As seen in the findings presented in Chapters five and six, the students had a positive 

impression of studying collocations.  However, the student responses were elicited after only 

one semester (reflective cycles one, two, and three) or two semesters (reflective cycle four) 

of explicit collocation instruction.  It is possible that the positive responses are partially the 

result of the novelty of a different approach to vocabulary acquisition.  It is unknown if the 

students would still have a positive impression of studying collocations over a longer period 

of time.  Furthermore, the questionnaire included the word ‘useful’ which might have 

indicated a preferred response to the students. 

 The post-intervention questionnaire findings for reflective cycle three can also be 

questioned.  Of the 43 participants who took part in this reflective cycle, only 21 completed 

the final questionnaire.  It is possible that the more motivated students were the ones to 

complete this questionnaire, and that these findings are not representative of the total group 

of participants. 

 

7.2.2 Limitations in the data analysis. 

In regard to the data analysis, there are three possible limitations.  The first limitation 

concerns the students’ responses elicited through the four questionnaires which had open-

ended items.  Many of these responses were written in Japanese by the students and then 

translated to English by an experienced Japanese university instructor with a high level of 

English proficiency.  However, the responses were not back translated to ensure accuracy. 

 The statistical analysis from reflective cycles two and three can also be brought into 

question.  A matched pair t-test was used to analyze the difference in a pre-intervention and 

post-intervention spoken fluency assessment.  For reflective cycle two especially, a valid 

argument can be made that the ANOVA would have been a more suitable statistical 

measurement given the fact that there were two intervention groups (receptive and 

productive).  Furthermore, the Fleiss’ Kappa test that was conducted to measure inter-rater 

reliability only had an observed agreement of 0.375. 

 The spoken assessment (see sections 5.3.6.1 and 6.2.4.1 for excerpts) was an 

elicited monologue in which the students described a series of pictures.  While this procedure 

provided a measure of consistency in the assessment between students, it can be argued 

that a monologue is not the most representative speech sample for measuring fluency.  A 

speech sample taken from a conversation might be a more accurate indicator of a student’s 

fluency. 

  

7.2.3 Limitations in the procedures used. 
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Several aspects of the procedures used during the various reflective cycles can also be 

questioned.  In Chapter seven, I compared findings from the second and third reflective 

cycles.  While these two cycles used the same collocation list (list 2), reflective cycle three 

included a homework assignment, but reflective cycle two did not.   

 Another potential weakness in the procedures used during this study concerns the 

spoken assessment task.  To elicit the speech sample, I used a series of pictures depicting 

daily routine activities.  Collocation list 2, which was used for the two cycles in which a 

speech sample was taken, contained several delexicalized verb collocations which could be 

used to describe these activities.  Specifically, eight of the 120 collocations (6.7%) from list 

two could have been used during the spoken assessment, and the excerpts seen in sections 

5.3.6.1 and 6.2.4.1 show that several targeted collocations were used.  Therefore, the 

improvements in spoken fluency might only relate to the students’ ability to use the targeted 

collocations as opposed to their overall fluency capabilities. 

 Finally, between the second and third reflective cycles, I started working at a different 

university.  As a result, the participants used during these two cycles were also different, yet I 

compared the findings from the two cycles in Chapter seven.  Specifically, I proposed that 

the productive+ tasks from reflective cycle three were superior for improving fluency to the 

receptive and productive tasks from cycle two.  The fluency improvement seen in the findings 

could have been a result of using a different group of students as opposed to the change in 

procedure.  However, this change did provide a measure of triangulation to my findings. 

  

 

7.3 Revisiting the Original Purpose for the Study 

Before conducting this study, I targeted individual words from the General Service List (GSL) 

and designed classroom activities around these individual lexical items.  I included an aspect 

of vocabulary instruction within my curriculum, and I specifically allotted class time each 

week to teach targeted structures in my low-proficiency university communication classes.  

However, at that time my students were not effectively improving their spoken abilities with 

the targeted words despite my efforts.   

A review of the literature suggested a focus on collocations might address this 

shortcoming in my teaching practice.  However, the literature contained mostly proposals for 

the benefits of a collocation focus with little empirical evidence provided as support.  

Furthermore, the majority of studies which had been conducted tended to use intermediate 

or advanced level language learners.  Despite these studies using participants with a 

different proficiency from those in this study, the research designs did provide a framework 

for my own investigation.  I decided initially to investigate the students’ impressions of a 

classroom focus on collocations as opposed to individual words.  I wanted to learn how the 
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students would respond to this new form of instruction and gain insight into effective ways to 

teach collocations. 

I recognized these two aims were vague and consequently it was inefficacious to 

strictly define the direction the research would take.  However, I postulated that by framing 

research questions around student responses I would gain the knowledge necessary to 

advance my research in both design and desired outcome. 

While I was initially unsure of how I would arrive at my goal, the desired outcome of 

my study was never in doubt: the improved productive abilities of my students in using 

targeted language.  I wanted to produce a procedure, based in theory and supported by 

evidence, for how language instructors can efficiently approach vocabulary instruction within 

the constraints of their classes.  The findings should be viewed from this pedagogical 

perspective and the importance of this investigation should be determined by its value to 

second language instructors. 

The exploratory and pedagogical nature of this study can be seen in the research 

questions from the first reflective cycle through to the final cycle.  Initially, the research 

questions focused on students’ perceptions, specifically their impression of the alternative 

form of vocabulary instruction, their self-assessment of their productive abilities with the 

targeted structures, and their perception of the procedure used during the treatment.  The 

second reflective cycle’s research questions overlapped and evolved from the questions in 

the first cycle.  The students’ perceptions of the value of a classroom collocation focus and 

their impressions of the procedures used within the intervention were addressed.  The 

research questions for the third reflective cycle were similar to the second cycle with the 

exception that one of these questions focused on the procedural differences employed in 

these two cycles.  This inclusion illustrates how the intervention procedures evolved as the 

study progressed and how the focus remained on pedagogy.  To address the final set of 

research questions I elicited the students’ perceptions as I had in the previous three cycles.  

However, in this cycle the targeted structures had been changed from delexicalized verb 

collocations to frequent adjective plus noun collocations.  The goal of this cycle was to add a 

level of robustness to the findings by using the most effective procedure from the previous 

cycles to target a different type of collocation.  The evolution of the research questions shows 

how the findings influenced procedural changes in subsequent reflective cycles while the 

research focus remained on producing practical classroom knowledge.  

 

7.4 How the Findings Relate to Form-focused Instruction 

While form-focused instruction was not an area which was copiously presented in the 

literature review of this thesis aside from sections 3.5.1 and 3.5.4, the findings from this study 

support the belief that this type of instruction is beneficial in second language classrooms 
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(Brown, 2007; Ellis, 2001; Ellis, 2006; Williams, 2005).  Spada (1997) describes form-

focused instruction as “Any pedagogical effort which is used to draw the learners’ attention to 

language form either implicitly or explicitly” (p. 73).  Brown (2007) similarly explains that 

within form-focused instruction, there are many possibilities for how language content can be 

presented to the students ranging from consciousness raising activities to explicit instruction 

of target language depending on the learning context and purpose.  The value of form-

focused instruction is seen in the growing evidence that language learning is aided by the 

deliberate teaching and learning of language items (Nation, 2001). 

 Of particular relevance to this study, is the approach used to teach vocabulary.  

During the early years of communicative language teaching, form-focused vocabulary 

instruction was not prioritized (Brown, 2007).  However, researchers (Hulstijn, 2001; Laufer & 

Paribakht, 1998; Nation, 2008; Read, 2004) believe that explicit vocabulary focus is more 

effective for vocabulary acquisition than relying on incidental exposure alone.  Brown (2007) 

states “Learners can be guided in specific ways to internalize these important building blocks 

of language” (p.436).  Nation (2001) contends that explicit vocabulary instruction should 

constitute a substantial portion of a language course.  He states “A course should involve the 

direct teaching of vocabulary and the direct learning and study of vocabulary” (2001, p.2).  

Other researchers (Durrant & Schmitt, 2010; Nesselhauf, 2003; Webb & Kagimoto, 2009) 

have specifically endorsed the use of explicit instruction for the teaching of collocations.  In 

this study, the students received this form of direct vocabulary instruction, and they showed 

improvement in spoken fluency between an initial and post intervention spoken assessment.  

 

7.5 Implications for the Teaching of Vocabulary 

The focus of this study was collocations; however, the evidence discovered over the course 

of the investigation can also be used to scrutinize other aspects of vocabulary instruction.  

These findings provide insight into the choice of language to target, the techniques used to 

introduce new vocabulary to students, the importance of ‘use’ within exercises, and the need 

for repetition for acquiring new words. 

 The choice of targeted vocabulary is important in terms of both level and usefulness.  

The students’ responses indicate that the length, meaning and frequency of a given word 

contribute to its level of difficulty.  The students expressed that long words are problematic 

while shorter words are easier to acquire.  Additionally, the meaning of a word also 

influences the effort required to acquire it.  For example, words with one concrete meaning 

and/or a direct L1 equivalent are easier to learn than words with multiple meanings or words 

which do not have an identical L1 counterpart.  Nation (2008) makes a similar claim when he 

compares the meaning for the word ‘free’ in Thai and English to illustrate the difficulties 

students encounter when learning words with multiple meanings.  In Thai, ‘free’ has only one 
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meaning of not needing to be paid for, but in English it has other additional meanings.  A 

word’s frequency also influences how difficult it is to acquire in the students’ opinion.  This 

belief of the students is consistent with Milton (2009) who states that frequency is influential 

in when a word is acquired by a language learner.  Words which are frequent in the L2 are 

seen as being easier based upon the fact that the number of exposures is likely to be higher 

for these words.  While these characteristics contribute to an individual lexical item’s level, it 

is also important to consider the number of new vocabulary items to which teachers expose 

their students (Milton, 2009; Schmitt, 2008).  The learners indicated that targeting too many 

words at one time is counterproductive and harmful to student motivation.  A word’s 

usefulness is determined by how common it is in the L2 and the students’ ability to 

productively use the new structure.  Words which are common and/or used to express 

ubiquitous concepts, such as daily routines are easier to acquire in the students’ opinion.  

Schmitt (2008) also endorses the targeting of these words as they provide a solid basis for 

more advanced study. Similarly, if a new word can be immediately used in a productive 

situation, it is seen as being easier to learn.  To summarize, instructors should consider the 

criteria described above and their students’ English proficiency when choosing new 

vocabulary to target.  Additionally, to maximize the chance of acquisition, they should focus 

on words which can be immediately used in speaking tasks. 

 Another aspect of target vocabulary selection requires the instructor to identify 

categories of language which are suitable for explicit instruction.  These categories of 

language likely consist of structures which are difficult to acquire through exposure alone.  

During this study, I identified two such categories: delexicalized verb collocations and 

frequent adjective + noun collocations.  Delexicalized verb collocations are unlikely to be 

learnt through exposure alone because the word combinations are often arbitrary and 

students might not consider the complete collocation when they encounter these chunks of 

language.  The finding that this collocation structure is problematic for English language 

learners is consistent with previous researchers’ (Chan & Liou, 2005; Nation, 2001; 

Nesselhauf, 2005) statements about the challenges students have with delexicalized verbs.  

Specifically, Chi, Wong and Wong (1994) state that the delexicalized verb loses its original 

meaning depending on the words with which it is used making these collocations especially 

difficult to acquire.   

In the second group, the nouns from the frequent adjective + noun collocations have 

meanings which are largely dependent on the adjectives with which they are used.  For 

example, the meaning of the noun ‘way’ has a different meaning in the collocation ‘best way’ 

from its meaning in the collocation ‘long way’.  It is logical to assume that ‘way’ would be 

more difficult to acquire through exposure alone than nouns with a concrete meaning.  

However, by focusing on the complete collocation, these structures become less 
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problematic.  While exposing students to large quantities of comprehensible input is an 

effective approach to English language instruction, the findings from this study indicated that 

this approach should be supplemented with explicit teaching of structures such as the two 

previously described.  This approach is consistent with researchers such as Nation (2008) 

and Schmitt (2008) who also endorse the selective use of explicit instruction for vocabulary 

instruction.  Furthermore, it dovetails with the recommendations of researchers (Bahns & 

Eldaw, 1993; Conzett, 2000; Handl, 2009; Hill, 2000; Jiang, 2009; M. Lewis, 1994; Reppen, 

2010; Wray, 2008) about the benefits of collocation instruction. 

  Over the course of this investigation, I continually refined the procedure for 

introducing and reviewing the targeted collocations.  In the third and fourth reflective cycles, I 

assigned homework containing receptive tasks with L1 translations and cloze exercises to 

introduce the collocations to the students.  I feel this approach is also suitable for teaching 

individual lexical items as it does not require class time and it prepares the students for 

productively challenging tasks in the following class. 

 The findings from this study show evidence that vocabulary tasks are most effective 

when there is a requirement to use the targeted language productively.  The students in the 

third reflective cycle made significant improvements in spoken fluency after a semester of 

productively challenging speaking exercises.  Other researchers (Milton, 2009; Nation, 2000; 

Schmitt, 2008) have also stated the benefits of productive exercises for vocabulary 

acquisition, and Fan (2009) specifically mentions use as being important for the students if 

they are to acquire collocations.  Furthermore, the learners’ responses indicate that they 

value these exercises and that they feel their previous vocabulary instruction did not 

adequately prepare them to use new words in productive situations.  Having an aspect of 

‘use’ in vocabulary exercises also has a consciousness raising effect by making the students 

aware that despite their receptive knowledge of the new words, they lack the productive 

ability needed to articulate the new language. 

 Lastly, repetition was identified as being a consequential element in vocabulary 

instruction similar to the proposals made by other researchers (Durrant & Schmitt, 2010; 

Nation, 2008; Schmitt, 2008).  Fan (2009) and Wood (2010) have stated that repetition, along 

with use, is critical for improving a student’s productive ability.  By repeatedly exposing the 

students to previously introduced vocabulary through both receptive and productive tasks, 

the likelihood of acquisition increases.  This finding is supported by the learner responses 

concerning previously studied vocabulary, my field notes taken during the third and fourth 

reflective cycles, and the students’ improvement on a summative spoken assessment from 

the third reflective cycle in which repetition was an influential aspect of the procedure used. 

 To summarize, the findings from this study are applicable to the larger field of 

vocabulary teaching.  Specifically, instructors should deliberately select the new target 
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words, introduce these words through tasks which do not consume class time, and 

incorporate ‘use’ and repetition into follow-up classroom exercises. 

  

7.6 The Relevance of the Study for Teacher Education 

The findings from this study are also applicable to the larger field of teacher education.  

Teacher education programs should make prospective teachers aware of collocations and 

the importance collocations have on a learner’s productive abilities.  Teachers should also be 

conscious of aspects of language which are suitable for explicit instruction.  Additionally, a 

well-designed language program should expose students to the target language repeatedly. 

 While new teachers are likely mindful of the importance of vocabulary, they need to 

be made aware of the depth of knowledge required to gain command over a given word.  

Receptive ability of a lexical item is only one aspect of the knowledge required before a word 

is fully acquired by a language learner.  Learners need to be aware of a lexical item’s form, 

meaning and use.  Form includes aspects such as a word’s pronunciation, spelling, and how 

it can be conjugated.  Meaning can be represented by an L1 translation, but it also involves 

the meaning a word carries in the L2 given the context in which it is used.  ‘Use’ includes 

aspects of knowledge such as the formality a word has, its register, and also the words with 

which it is commonly used (a word’s collocates).  Collocation knowledge is another way to 

refer to this last aspect of ‘use’.  Instructors can improve a learner’s knowledge of 

collocations in a variety of ways such as explicitly teaching collocations as chunks of 

language as I did in this study.  Another approach is to simply raise awareness, so students 

will notice collocations within the input they receive.  Henriksen and Stenius Stoehr (2009) 

state that language instructors have not paid enough attention to collocations due to several 

reasons such as a lack of comprehension problems despite collocation errors, a lack of 

collocation awareness in both the teacher and student, and a lack of understanding of the 

importance of improving the depth of vocabulary knowledge for a given word.  Collocation 

knowledge influences a learner’s productive ability more so than their receptive ability.  A 

language learner might be able to comprehend an utterance without having knowledge of the 

specific collocations which were used.  The learner might not be aware that they are 

incapable of using a lexical item because they do not know the words that are commonly 

used with the lexical item.  By expanding a student’s knowledge of words that they are 

already familiar with, as opposed to continually teaching unknown individual lexical items, an 

instructor can attend to a language learner’s productive ability in a more effective manner. 

 Language instructors would become more efficient if they differentiated aspects of 

vocabulary which are more suitable for explicit instruction.  As mentioned previously, two 

such areas were identified and targeted over the course of this investigation, and 

researchers (Handl, 2009; Shin & Nation, 2008; Wood, 2010; Wray, 2008) have stated the 
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importance of identifying suitable collocations for instruction.  I use one criterion for 

identifying these categories of language: a problematic nature for acquisition through 

exposure alone.  For example, the adjective + noun collocations from the fourth reflective 

cycle are structures which would be difficult to acquire through exposure alone because the 

noun collocate has a meaning which is dependent upon the adjective with which it is used 

(see the previous section for an example).  However, if the entire collocation is treated as a 

chunk of language, the different meanings associated with the one lexical item can be 

acquired.  To illustrate with the previous example, if a student learns that the noun ‘way’ has 

a meaning similar to ‘method’ they would likely understand and be able to produce the 

collocations ‘easy way’ and ‘best way’.  However, if they encountered the collocation ‘long 

way’ they might be able to understand its meaning given the context, but they would be less 

likely to be able to use this collocation in a conversation.  They might produce a chunk of 

language like ‘long distance’ instead of ‘long way’ to describe this concept.  On the other 

hand, if they learn these collocations as chunks of language, this productive problem is 

avoided.  In addition to determining if an aspect of vocabulary is opaque for language 

learners, instructors should consider their students’ needs and level along with the 

teachability and frequency of the target structures when identifying groups of words more 

suitable for explicit instruction.  While I only employed two such aspects of vocabulary during 

this study, it is likely that for each different English proficiency level many more categories of 

words exist which would be suitable for explicit instruction.  Language teachers should view 

vocabulary from this perspective when determining the content and approach for their 

classes. 

 The third finding which has relevance to the larger field of teacher education is the 

importance of repetition within a language course.  The nature of the teaching/learning 

situation influences how much conscious thought an instructor needs to spend trying to 

incorporate repetition of targeted vocabulary into their curriculum.  The more exposure a 

language learner has to the target language, the less important repetition becomes.  For 

example, learners studying at an intensive language school in an L2 speaking country will be 

exposed to a large amount of input and the repetition of targeted vocabulary will be an 

organic process.  However, in an EFL setting in which the students only receive a small 

amount of exposure to the target language (similar to this study), instructors need to be 

deliberate in incorporating repetition into their classes.  The students supported this belief 

through their responses on the previous vocabulary experiences questionnaire.  While they 

were specifically addressing vocabulary instruction when they endorsed repetition, this 

concept likely applies to all aspects of English.  Furthermore, the students in this study made 

the greatest improvements in the third reflective cycle, which had the most repetition of the 

delexicalized verbs.  However, it is not possible to quantify the impact repetition had on the 
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students’ performance compared to previous reflective cycles, given that this cycle also used 

a homework assignment and speaking activities while reflective cycle two did not.  In spite of 

that, the repetition of the delexicalized verb collocations throughout the intervention likely 

contributed to the students’ improved performance on the summative spoken assessment.  

Language classes would become more effective if instructors design several activities which 

elicit the targeted vocabulary and spread these activities over several classes. 

 This study had a specific focus on two types of collocations, but the findings yielded 

insight into the larger field of vocabulary acquisition.  This study produced evidence that 

explicit instruction is an effective way to teach certain groups of vocabulary, that students 

benefit from a focus on collocations, and that repeatedly exposing students to the target 

language aids in its acquisition.  Education programs should include these three concepts 

when instructing future teachers on how to design vocabulary components within a well-

balanced language curriculum. 

 

7.7 Action Research as a Methodology 

The choice of AR as a methodology was made with consideration of the research goals, the 

teaching context, and the expected outcome of this study.  The research goals for this 

investigation were pedagogical in that each goal was related to how vocabulary can be 

effectively taught, so that students can productively use newly acquired words.  The teaching 

context allowed for a longitudinal study, but it also narrowed the possibilities for the research 

design.  At the conclusion of this study, I expected to have produced practical knowledge 

which would be beneficial for teachers in their approach to vocabulary instruction.  The 

methodology of AR proved to have strengths and weaknesses in regard to the original aims, 

the teaching/learning situation, and the expected results. 

 This original motivation for this study started when I noticed a weakness in my 

teaching practice: my students’ inability to use previously taught individual lexical items 

productively.  Each research goal for this study focused on one aspect or perspective of this 

classroom problem.  Consequently, AR was a sound choice of methodology because of its 

close connection to the classroom.  The findings from an AR study are generated through a 

monitored intervention in procedure, which in the case of this study was a new approach to 

vocabulary instruction.  The methodology of AR allowed me to elicit student responses 

concerning the new approach and then make procedural changes based upon the newly 

acquired knowledge in subsequent reflective cycles. Each change in procedure was justified 

by my and the students’ observations of the activities using collocations, and was thus 

closely connected to pedagogy. However, while other language instructors might empathize 

with the original weakness in my teaching practice, the findings from this AR study might not 

be relevant to another teaching/learning situation. 
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 This investigation was conducted at two Japanese universities over the course of four 

semesters.  Using AR in this teaching/learning situation offered both advantages and 

disadvantages. Firstly, the demands of conducting an AR study dovetail well with the normal 

responsibilities of a university language instructor.  The methodology of AR is flexible in 

research design and accommodating of newly acquired knowledge. Consequently, AR 

studies can be aligned with the specific teaching environment and appropriately altered after 

data analysis. As described in Chapter four, a university language classroom provides a 

suitable environment to carry out AR as action research produces practical knowledge 

through an intervention in one’s teaching practice.  Interventions can involve changes in 

classroom procedure and data collection can be done during classes and/or through actual 

assessments.  However, in my experience the ongoing nature of AR studies can be difficult 

to manage.  For example, at the beginning of this study, I did not anticipate conducting four 

reflective cycles, and consequently had to adjust the research goals throughout the process.  

Furthermore, when a study extends over a longer than anticipated time frame, the likelihood 

of a change in working situations also increases.  This change could necessitate a 

substantive adjustment in research design and goals. 

 Finally, by conducting research within a pedagogical setting the findings are likely to 

be of practical value because aspects of the study, such as the procedure, data collection 

and data analysis are influenced by the constraints of language instruction within a 

classroom.  The research goals for this study were made with the aim of both understanding 

and improving an aspect of my practice which I identified as a weakness.  However, I was 

limited by constraints such as the number of students in my class, the amount of class time I 

could earmark for the intervention, and the English proficiency of the students. As the 

research process progressed, I was able to adapt and extend the study as necessary in 

order to realize the original goals, but each change was still restricted by the characteristics 

of the classroom previously described.  While these restrictions presented challenges 

throughout the AR process, they also increased the probability of the results being of 

practical value to language instructors.  Given the ongoing nature and pedagogical 

influences of an AR investigation, the culmination of a study has a high likelihood of 

addressing the original area of concern. 

 The overall process of conducting an AR study was rewarding, but it also presented 

several challenges which had to be overcome.  The study’s aims, context, and expected 

outcome should be considered when deciding on AR as a methodology. 

  

7.8 Research Agenda 

Throughout this AR process, I became aware of several areas of collocation instruction 

which need further investigation but were not addressed in this study.  I therefore make the 
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following four proposals for extending the research of this study and for furthering other 

avenues of collocation research. 

1. Experimental study using a different fluency assessment.  The procedures used 

throughout this investigation could also be used in a quantitative study to produce 

findings which could be generalized to other teaching/learning situations.  A study of 

this nature could employ two groups: a control group which focuses on individual 

lexical items and a treatment group which focuses on collocations.  The fluency 

assessment could be completed using audio-recordings and software similar to what 

was used in Wood’s (2010) study.  By controlling the variables and using a research 

design which is replicable, the findings would likely be of greater value to the second 

language acquisition community. 

2. Case study using low-proficiency students and general collocation instruction. This 

study used several large groups of low-proficiency students and two specific types of 

collocations. However, a greater depth of knowledge might be gained by using a 

research design similar to Jiang’s (2009) consciousness-raising study but with a case 

study of a small group of low-proficiency students.  Instead of the specific focus on 

delexicalized verb collocations and frequent adjective plus noun collocations seen in 

this study, an investigation of a consciousness-raising approach to all kinds of 

collocations might provide evidence of the potential benefits of collocation instruction 

for low-proficiency students.  The case study approach would allow the researcher to 

examine how low-proficiency students acquire collocational knowledge in a greater 

depth than was possible in this investigation. 

3. Investigation of different types of collocations and aspects of English suitable for 

explicit instruction. As mentioned in the previous proposal, this study focused on two 

specific types of collocations.  However, it is unknown if the students would have had 

a similar amount of success if a different kind of collocations were targeted.  

Furthermore, other aspects of English, aside from the collocation lists used in this 

investigation, are likely best taught through explicit instruction as opposed to relying 

on exposure alone.  The identification of these categories of the English language 

would help instructors target problematic language.  However, when compiling these 

lists, researchers should use some empirical evidence to support their selection as 

opposed to only using intuition. 

4. Collocation instruction and written fluency. This investigation focused on spoken 

fluency; however, it is not clear if the findings have any relationship with written 

fluency.  The procedure used for a study on writing and collocations could use a 

similar approach but with a fluency assessment of student writing.   
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While I tried to be as comprehensive as possible over the course of this study, it became 

clear the field of collocation research has many avenues in need of further investigation. 

 

7.9 Conclusion 

Considering the initial goals for this study, I believe the time and effort spent have been 

worthwhile.  Originally, I wanted to produce practical knowledge which would be of use to 

other language teachers, to help my students with their spoken fluency, and to ultimately 

become a better language teacher.  The findings from this study are useful for teachers 

whose students struggle with their spoken abilities.  Furthermore, the students who took part 

in this study on average improved their spoken fluency.  I have also improved my abilities as 

a language teacher by engaging in reflective practice and by learning more about how to 

effectively teach vocabulary. 

 Aside from the original goals, this study also shed light on other aspects of 

vocabulary instruction.  This study is new in extending a focus on phraseological collocations 

to lower proficiency learners, in investigating a range of pedagogic tasks via which such 

learners can be engaged, and in developing their awareness of phraseological collocations 

as a concept.  Furthermore, over the course of the four reflective cycles, I identified two types 

of collocation suitable for explicit instruction.  Through a form-focused instructional approach, 

these structures can be more easily acquired by English language learners.  Furthermore, 

the procedures used for this explicit instruction provide a template for how targeted 

vocabulary can be introduced to the students and elicited in spoken tasks. 

 The process of conducting an AR study was also challenging and rewarding.  I found 

the ongoing nature of my study to be formidable, but through this form of trial and error 

investigation I was able to ultimately end on a satisfactory result.  I strongly believe there is a 

need for more AR studies in second language classes as they connect the research to 

pedagogy.  

 My initial thoughts for how this study would progress were quickly dismissed as data 

were collected and analyzed.  I did not foresee the extended nature this study would 

ultimately take or how often I would need to adjust my research design to best serve the 

needs of my students.  The original goal was to produce practical knowledge which would be 

of value to language instructors while also being supported by empirical evidence.  

Considering the original area of concern and the progress made by the students in the final 

two reflective cycles, I feel I have achieved this goal.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 Collocation list 1 
Apply for a job 
Arrange flowers 
Attract tourists 
Be in a good mood 
Be in a queue 
Board a plane 
Break a promise 
Break a record 
Break the rules 
Call a taxi 
Call an ambulance 
Call friends 
Catch a ball 
Catch a cold 
Catch a plane 
Catch fire 
Catch fish 
Cause damage 
Change trains 
Check email 
Climb a mountain 
Come early 
Come to a decision 
Cross the road 
Depart from an airport 
Do a search 
Do business 
Do housework 
Do nothing 
Do someone a favour 
Do the washing-up 
Fall in love 
Feed your pet 
Feel lonely 
Feel sick 
Follow the road 
Get a job 
Get divorced 
Get dressed 
Get drunk 
Get in touch 
Get into a car 
Get lost 
Get married 
Get out of bed 
Get ready 
Get upset 
Get worried 
Give someone a lift 
Go bad 
Go bald 
Go by sea 

Go on foot 
Go online 
Go out for dinner 
Go out with friends 
Go overseas 
Grow flowers 
Hand in your work 
Have a drink 
Have a headache 
Have a problem 
Have children 
Have lunch 
Hire a car 
Install software 
Keep a promise 
Keep an appointment 
Keep calm 
Keep quiet 
Leave the light on 
Live on your own 
Live together 
Look for a job 
Look in a drawer 
Make a mess 
Make a noise 
Make friends 
Make furniture 
Make money 
Make progress 
Make someone laugh 
Make time for 
Miss a bus 
Owe money 
Park a car 
Pay attention 
Pay bills 
Pay by credit card 
Pay off a loan 
Pay someone a compliment 
Pay someone a visit 
Plant crops 
Ride a bike 
Run out of time 
Save a document 
Save electricity 
Save energy 
Save money 
Save someone a seat 
Save someone’s life 
Save something on a computer 
Save time 
Set the alarm 
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Set the table 
Set up a business 
Slip on the ice 
Spend some time 
Stay at someone’s house 
Stay in touch 
Take a break 
Take a chance 

Take a rest 
Take a taxi 
Throw a party 
Tidy your room 
Use the stairs 
Wait for a bus 
Waste time 
Work in the garden

 
 
Appendix 2 Collocation list 2 (node words are in bold)
Apply or a job 
Be in a good mood 
Call an ambulance 
Carry out experiments 
Catch a cold 
Catch a plane 
Catch fire 
Cause damage 
Check email 
Come early 
Come late 
Come on time 
Come prepared 
Come right back 
Come to a decision 
Delete a file 
Do a search 
Do housework 
Do laundry 
Do nothing 
Do some exercise 
Do someone a favour 
Do the cooking 
Do the washing up 
Do your best 
Do your hair 
Do your homework 
Fall asleep 
Fall in love 
Feel sick 
Find a partner 
Forward an email 
Get a haircut 
Get a job 
Get a loan 
Get a train 
Get angry 

Get comfortable 
Get divorced 
Get dressed 
Get drunk 
Get home 
Get lost 
Get married 
Get ready 
Get wet 
Get worried 
Give someone a lift 
Go abroad 
Go bad 
Go fishing 
Go online 
Go out for dinner 
Go out of business 
Go out with friends 
Go overseas 
Go to bed 
Hand in your work 
Have a baby 
Have a bath 
Have a conversation 
Have a drink 
Have a good time 
Have a headache 
Have a holiday 
Have a nap 
Have a problem 
Have a rest 
Have an argument 
Have children 
Have fun 
Have lunch 
Have time 
Install software 
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Keep calm 
Keep in touch 
Keep quiet 
Live on your own 
Live together 
Look for a job 
Make a difference 
Make a mistake 
Make a noise 
Make a reservation 
Make an appointment 
Make dinner 
Make money 
Make someone angry 
Make someone laugh 
Make the bed 
Open an attachment 
Pay attention 
Pay someone a visit 
Pay the rent 
Pay well 
Restart a computer 
Save a document 

Save electricity 
Save energy 
Save money 
Save something on a computer 
Save time 
Spend some time 
Take a break 
Take a bus 
Take a class 
Take a look 
Take a message 
Take a photo 
Take a seat 
Take a taxi 
Take an exam 
Take medicine 
Take notes 
Take someone’s temperature 
Take your time 
Visit a website 
Waste time 
Write a prescription 
Write an essay 

 
Appendix 3 Collocation list 3 (node words are in bold)
Account balance 
Bad behavior 
Best performance 
Best way 
Better idea 
Better position 
Better use 
Big difference 
Clear idea 
Clear view 
Close relationship 
Complete change 
Conscious decision 
Current account 
Current position 
Current situation 
Current state 
Detailed account 
Different story 
Different view 
Different way 
Difficult decision 
Difficult question 
Difficult situation 
Direct effect 

Direct result 
Easy way 
Effective use 
Effective way 
Full account 
Full use 
Further action 
Further discussion 
Further information 
General view 
Good behaviour 
Good condition 
Good effect 
Good idea/great idea 
Good performance 
Good question 
Good reason 
Good relationship 
Good result 
Good use 
Good view 
Good way 
Good work 
Great interest 
Hard work 
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High interest 
High performance 
Human behaviour 
Immediate action 
Immediate effect 
Important difference 
Important question 
Long story 
Long way 
Main argument 
Main difference 
Main problem 
Main reason 
Necessary condition 
New idea 
New information 
New plan 
New position 
New system 
New way 
Only answer 
Only difference 
Only problem 
Only reason 
Only way 
Open question 
Other information 
Other reason 
Other way 
Other work 
Particular interest 
Particular problem 
Particular situation 
Particular way 
Political decision 
Political situation 
Political system 
Poor condition 
Poor performance 
Present position 
Present situation 
Present state 
Present system 
Private information 
Public interest 
Real problem 
Real reason 
Recent work 
Right answer 
Right decision 
Right way 
Serious problem 
Short answer 
Short stories 
Simple answer 

Small change 
Social action 
Social behaviour 
Social change 
Social system 
Special relationship 
Strong argument 
Strong position 
Sudden change 
True story 
Whole question 
Whole story 
Whole system 
Wrong way 
(5) Year plan 
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Appendix 4 Post-treatment questionnaire used during reflective cycle one 
 
Questionnaire -  
Studying collocations (verb + noun word units) - ( + )
	  

The purpose of this questionnaire is to learn about students' attitudes towards studying 
collocations (verb + noun word units: for example `check email`). Please answer the 
questions honestly. There are no right or wrong answers. The results will be confidential and 
anonymous. Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. 
 

( + : 'check email')
	  

	  
	  	  

	  
 
Please check the most appropriate answer. - 	  
 
1. Studying collocations has been useful. 

	  
 
Strongly agree  /  
Agree /  
Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /  
 
2. I am able to use the collocations we studied when I am having a conversation. 

	  
 
Strongly agree  /  
Agree /  
Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /  
 
3. Studying collocations is more useful than studying individual words. 

	  
 
Strongly agree  /  
Agree /  
Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /  
  
4. Writing sentences using the collocations was helpful. 

	  
 
Strongly agree  /  
Agree /  
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Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /  
 
5. Each week we studied 15 collocations. That was ... 

15 	 	 	 	  
 
Way too many /   
Too many /   
Just about right /   
Not enough /   
Not nearly enough /  
 
If you would like to see the results of this questionnaire, please leave your email address and 
I will send you a copy. Thanks again for taking the time to do this questionnaire. 

E 	 

	  
	  

 
 
Appendix 5 First test used during reflective cycle one 
 
Vocabulary Test #1       Name:___________  Student #:_____________Class: _______ 
 
Score:________/30 
 
Part 1 
Match the words         /5 
Feel   Forward   Direct   Run   Restart   Keep   Break   Make   Do   Pay 
 

1.  _______ sick  
2.  _______ a movie 
3.  _______ business 
4.  _______ a computer  
5.  _______ cash 
6.  _______ out of time  
7.  _______ someone’s heart 
8.  _______ progress 
9.  _______ an email 
10.  _______ a promise  

Part 2 
Complete the story using some of the phrases from the box.  You might have to change the 
verb tense (go!went).        /10 

 
Last Sunday, I had a relaxing day.   I woke up early and _______________ to the 
store to buy some eggs, bread, and potatoes.  I didn’t have any cash so I 
_________________.  I came home and cooked a big breakfast for my wife.  She 
usually _______________ but I wanted to help her.  I ___________ because she 
was still sleeping.  After she woke up, we ate breakfast, and then I cleaned the 
house.  I ____________________, _________________, and  washed the windows.  
In the afternoon, we _________________ together.  We sat on the sofa and talked 
about many things.  We ______________ about our next vacation: we will go to 
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Hawaii!!!  In the evening, we opened a bottle of wine and ___________________ 
outside our house.  It was a nice evening.  Before bed, I ______________________ 
and brushed my teeth.  I love Sundays!  
 

Have a drink     Take a taxi     Have a bath 
Come to a decision       Pay by credit card     Keep quiet     Make the bed 

Do the cooking     Do the washing up       Spend some time 
 

Part 3 
 
Choose 5 of the following phrases and write a sentence.  You must show you 
understand the phrase.  Longer sentences are better.       /15 
 
Apply for a job   Do a favour   Take a photo 
Go bad   Save electricity  Have a holiday 
 
1. _________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
2. _________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
3. _________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
4. _________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 
5. _________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________ 

 
Appendix 6 Example of a matching exercise from reflective cycle one 
  

Collocation Set 5 
Match the following `verb + noun` collocations with the meaning.  After you check the 
answers write the collocations and the meanings in your vocabulary notebook. 
Arrange flowers Board a plane Clear the table 
Arrive at an airport Call a taxi Climb a mountain 
Attract tourists Catch fish Climb over a fence 
Be in a queue Change the sheets Cross a river 
Be out off petrol Change trains Cross the road 
Meanings: 
A. Ýıĩ;Â�x�.�  
 

B. ŖŃ;p6×
.�  
 

C. »;ú6.�  
 

D. DMbg;}�è��.
��  
 

E. �'m, 
 

F. Ŋł;ú6.� 
 

G. ĭ;ą�.�  H. º'ĉ6.� 
 

I. KhS;«
.� 
 

J. Ŝıí'p7  
 

K. ¥é;p6Ł�.� 
 

L. NFKh;�,!16#
� 
 

M. ėû'�ď�.�  
 

N. QhYc;�8�'�
.� 
 

O. Š;Õ6.� 
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Answers: 
Arrange flowers – G Board a plane – J Clear the table – N 
Arrive at an airport - M Call a taxi – L Climb a mountain – H 
Attract tourists – A Catch fish – O Climb over a fence – K 
Be in a queue – E Change the sheets – I Cross a river – C 
Be out off petrol - D Change trains - B Cross the road - F 
 
Appendix 7 Excerpt from the collocation dictionary 
 
Delete a file – X=@c;�œ�7– You can delete the file.  I 
made a copy. 

 
 
Do a search – êĞ�7– Use google to do a 
search for information about Japan.�  

 
 
Do housework – ´s;�7– I did housework on Saturday.  I cleaned 
the windows, swept the floor, and washed the sheets. 

 
 
*Do laundry – øþ;�7– I do the laundry every Sunday 
morning. 
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Do nothing – {1�&�� – I was tired so I did nothing all 
weekend. 

 
 
Appendix 8 Excerpt from field notes taken during reflective cycle two 

Data collection week 3 

What happened: 

I noticed a student writing translations for all of the collocations in a notebook prior to doing 

the exercises.  I had encouraged the students to initially look up the words in the dictionary 

which was provided to them.  Some students seem to be finishing the exercises quite 

quickly.  I had to ‘quiz’ a student who completed the task in 10 minutes (allotted time was 20 

minutes).  It turned out he did not have a good grasp on the collocations.  Hopefully, he will 

spend more time on them next class.   

 

General observations for receptive and productive groups: 

Not much value to doing these exercises in class.  Can easily be done outside of class.   

Ss are not using the collocation dictionary enough.  Do they really understand the 

collocations or just think they do?  Overconfident.  This is the same for both treatment 

groups.  Perfect example of this is ‘catch fire’.  Ss all seem to believe it means ‘to light a 

cigarette’.  I catch fire a cigarette.  I do not notice any difference in regard to level of 

engagement or time spent completing the activity depending on the treatment group.  Will 

questionnaire 2 support this?  Having the Ss do the exercises on the computer seems to 

have increased the level of interest as opposed to last RC.   

 
Appendix 9 Spoken assessment task 
 
On Sundays, I usually …….. 
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In the afternoon…..  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

At night …  
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Appendix 10 Example of receptive task for reflective cycle two 

Set 3 Group A 
Part A: Use your collocation dictionary for these: 
 
Do some exercise Get angry Look for a job 
Call an ambulance Get drunk Pay well 
Come prepared Go out of business Save a document 
Do nothing Have an argument Take a/an (English) class 
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Part B: Read the following sentences.    

1. I need money.  I will look for a job this weekend.  I want a job that pays well and is 
not difficult.   

2. Tom does some exercise everyday.  He goes to the gym or he rides his bike for 30 
minutes. 

3. Next year Anna will take an English class.  She wants to work for an international 
company after university. 

4. I saved the document on the desktop.  You can copy it. 
5. The man got drunk at a bar and drove his car home.  He hit another car and hurt 

his head.  A woman called an ambulance from a pay phone at 7-11. 
6. Hiro and Akiko had an argument about money.  Hiro got angry because Akiko 

bought a new car. 
7. I was lazy last weekend.  I did nothing on Saturday and I just did a little homework 

on Sunday. 
8. The restaurant went out of business because it was too expensive. 
9. Come prepared to class tomorrow.  Please bring your notebook, textbook, and 

your homework. 
 
Part C: Answer the following questions. 

1. Where did I save the document?  
2. What did the man do after he got drunk?  
3. Who called an ambulance? From where?  
4. When will I look for a job?  
5. Do I want a job that does not pay well?  
6. How does Tom do some exercise?  
7. Why did the restaurant go out of business?  
8. When did I do nothing?  
9. What did Hiro and Akiko have an argument about?  
10. Why did Hiro get angry?  
11. The students need to come prepared to class tomorrow.  What will they bring?  
12. What class will Anna take next year? 

 
 
Appendix 11 Example of productive task for reflective cycle two 

Set 3 Group B 
Use your collocation dictionary for these: 
 
Do some exercise Get angry Look for a job 
Call an ambulance Get drunk Pay well 
Come prepared Go out of business Save a document 
Do nothing Have an argument Take a/an (English) class 
 
Read the following sentences and fill in the blanks using the collocations above.     

1. I need money.  I will                   this weekend.  I want a job that 
__________________ and is not difficult.   

2. Tom _________________everyday.  He goes to the gym or he rides his bike for 30 
minutes. 

3. Next year Anna will                           .  She wants to work for an international 
company after university. 

4. I ________________________on the desktop.  You can copy it. 
5. The man __________________at a bar and drove his car home.  He hit another 

car and hurt his head.  A woman _____________________ from a pay phone at 7-
11. 
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6. Hiro and Akiko __________________ ________ about money.  Hiro         because 
Akiko bought a new car. 

7. I was lazy last weekend.  I ___________________ on Saturday and I just did a 
little homework on Sunday. 

8. The restaurant _______________________ because it was too expensive. 
9.                            to class tomorrow.  Please bring your notebook, textbook, and 

your homework. 
 
Appendix 12 Collocation test from reflective cycle two 

Collocation Test 2 
Name:    Student number: 

Score:            /100 
Part 1 - Write the English translation. 
 Answers 
1. ŗ�'�"�7 
2.!Ļş;��7!
3. áő;ěĝ�7 
4. �č;Ø7 
5. ABYJ@S'�� 
6. \hc;ńň�7 
7.  �ś�'�7  
8. ¼;$7  
9. ¬ŝ;!�7 
10.�ŗ;�1! 
11.İ;Ş/ 
12. à·;�7 
13. ļ 
14. �ŏ;Ĕ� 
15. Ì'į�7  

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 

/30 
Part 2 - Fill in the blanks. You might have to change the verb tense. 

take a break     have lunch     fall asleep    catch a plane 
hand in your work     waste time    take a seat 

have time     get a job     come early    get ready 

Answers 

Student A: Did you __(1)__ yet? 
Student B: No, not yet.  Let’s go to the cafeteria.    
     I’m hungry. 
Student A: Did you __(2)__ for English class? 
Student B: Yes.  I gave it to the teacher this   
     morning.  I __(3)__ and finished it in the library    
     this morning. 
Student A: Why didn’t you finish it last night? 
Student B: I didn’t __(4)__.  I have been really  
     busy.   I __(5)__ at 7-11 last month and I work  
     every Sunday night.   
Student A: Did you __(6)__? 
Student B: Yes.  From 9:30 until 10:00pm.  I  
     didn’t study or do homework.  I just __(7)__ and  
     read a magazine.  What did you do last night? 
Student A: Nothing. I was really tired.  I __(8)__ at  
     9pm. 

1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
4. 
 
5. 
 
6. 
 
7. 
 
8. 
 
 
                              /16 
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Part 3 - Read the story and answer the questions. 
I will go to bed early tonight because tomorrow I am going to Hawaii.  I saved money for 
three months so I could pay for this trip.  I am catching a plane from Haneda airport at 5am in 
the morning.  My friend is giving me a lift to the airport because the buses and trains start at 
6am.   I don’t want to take a taxi because they are expensive.  I have already gotten ready.  I 
prepared my passport and packed my bags this morning.  I am going to go fishing in the 
ocean and have fun on the beach. 
 Answers 

1. What time am I catching a plane? 
2. When did I get ready for this trip? 
3. Why will I go to bed early tonight? 
4. Will I give my friend a lift to the 

airport? 
5. How long did I save money for? 
6. Is taking a taxi expensive? 
7. Where will I go fishing? 
8. Where will I have fun? 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 

                                                                                                                           /8 
 
Part 4 - Fix the mistakes in the following sentences.  If there are no mistakes, write `okay`. 
 Answers 

1. The students made a search on the Internet for 
information about Japan. 

2. Mike and Sally have a baby last year. It was a girl. 
3. I will make a reservation at the new restaurant. 
4. The milk went bad because I didn’t put it in the 

fridge. 
5. The doctor made a prescription for me.  I had a cold. 
6. We will had a good time at the park tomorrow. 
7. John is making a nap on the sofa.  He is tired. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 

/14 
 
Part 5 – Fill in the blanks.  Complete the sentences using collocations from the homework.   

1. Akiko  __________  _________  ________________  for the dentist.  She will go 
there on Friday at 2 pm. 

2. Jane  ______  ______  _______  for the test.  She studied for 2 hours every night the 
week before the test.  She got an `A`. 

3. The building  ________  _______  last night at 1 am.  It was burning  
until 3 am. No one was hurt but the building is destroyed. 

4. After university, I  _______  _____  ______  _______  in a small apartment in 
Toronto.  It was an old apartment but I liked it. 

5. Jane and Bill are a great couple.  Bill  _________  ______  _________ with his jokes 
and he is a lot of fun.  Jane is more serious but she is very nice. 

6. I will  ________  ________  next year.  I want to go to Australia or Canada. 
7. I  ___________  _____________  on my computer last weekend.  I now have 

Microsoft Word, Excel and Powerpoint. 
8. Sally  ________  __________.   She went to a yakiniku restaurant for lunch and she 

ate too much.  She will take some medicine. 
9. The students  _________  ________  teacher  _________  in class today.  They were 

talking during class and did not pay attention to the teacher.  She was really upset. 
10. Mike will  _________  ___________  tomorrow.  He has a dentist appointment in the 

morning. 
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11. I  ___________  ___________  ________________ on my computer and on my 
memory stick.  I can email you a copy.   

12. I _____________  ____________  _____________  at the barber shop in Sapporo 
station.  It was really cheap and quick. 

13. You can  _________  a lot of  __________  working for Google. 
14. I ____________  _____________  ____________ and the baby woke up.  My mother 

was upset and told me to be quiet. 
15. The best way to get from the airport to the city is to _________  ___________  

____________.  The buses are about the same cost and not as convenient. 
16. There’s John!  He is walking to school today.  We should _______  _______  

_______  _______.  It looks like it might rain, and he has that big bag. 
/32 

 
Appendix 13 Post-intervention questionnaire used in reflective cycle two 
Questionnaire 2 - アンケート 
 
Studying Collocations (multi-word units) - ( + ) . 
check email) 	  
I am a PhD student conducting research about vocabulary.  The purpose of this 
questionnaire is to learn about your attitudes towards studying collocations (multi-word units: 
for example, check email).  There are no right or wrong answers.  Please answer the 
questions honestly.  The results will be confidential and anonymous.  Thank you for taking 
the time to complete this questionnaire. 

	  
. check email)

	  
	 	  

	  
 	  
Please check the most appropriate answer. 

	  
 
1.Which group were you in? 	     
 A 
 B 
 
2.Studying collocations has been useful. 	  
 Strongly agree   
 Agree  
 Neutral  
 Disagree  
 Strongly disagree  
 
3.I am able to use the collocations we studied in conversations.

	  
 Strongly agree   
 Agree  
 Neutral  
 Disagree  
 Strongly disagree  
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4.Studying collocations is more helpful than studying individual words. 
 

 Strongly agree   
 Agree  
 Neutral  
 Disagree  
 Strongly disagree  
 
5.Each week we studied 12 collocations.  That was......  12

	 	 	 	  
 Way too many.  
 Too many  
 Just about right.  
 Not enough  
 Not nearly enough  
 
6.For group A students only: Reading the definitions and example sentences has been useful. 

A 	 	  
 Strongly agree   
 Agree  
 Neutral  
 Disagree  
 Strongly disagree  
 
7.For group A students only: Answering questions about the sentences has been useful. 

A 	 	  
 Strongly agree   
 Agree  
 Neutral  
 Disagree  
 Strongly disagree  
 
8.For group B students only: Reading the definitions and example sentences has been useful. 

B 	 	  
 Strongly agree   
 Agree  
 Neutral  
 Disagree  
 Strongly disagree  
 
9.For group B students only: Doing the 'Fill in the blank' questions has been useful. 
B 	  	  
 Strongly agree   
 Agree  
 Neutral  
 Disagree  
 Strongly disagree  
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10. Please comment on your feelings about studying collocations (the exercises we 
did at the end of each class). For example, what did you like? What did you find easy? 
What did you dislike? What did you find difficult? You can answer in Japanese.

	 

	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
If you would like to see the results of this questionnaire, please leave your email address and 
I will send you a copy.  Thanks again for taking the time to do this questionnaire. 

E 	 

	  	  
Email address: 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Appendix 14 Initial vocabulary questionnaire for reflective cycle two 
Studying Collocations (multi-word units) - ( + ) 	  
I am a PhD student conducting research about vocabulary.  The purpose of this 
questionnaire is to learn about your attitudes towards studying vocabulary.  There are no 
right or wrong answers.  Please answer the questions honestly.  The results will be 
confidential and anonymous.  Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. 

	  
	  

	 	  
	  

 	  
 
Please check the most appropriate answer. 
- 	  
 
How motivated are you about studying English?

? * 
 
•   Very motivated >  
•   Motivated  
•   Neutral  
•   Not too motivated.  
•   Not motivated at all.  
 
Have you studied vocabulary words before (word lists, word cards, memorized words 
from a text book, memorized words from a reading passage etc.)?



! 210! !
 

	 

 * 
 
yes no 
 
I can usually understand the words I studied when I hear or read them. 

	  * 
 
  Strongly agree  
  Agree  
  Neutral  
  Disagree  
  Strongly disagree  
  NA 
 
I can usually use the words I studied when speaking or writing. 

	  * 
 
  Strongly agree  
  Agree  
  Neutral  
  Disagree  
  Strongly disagree  
  NA 
 
After several weeks, I can still understand the words I studied when I read or hear 
them. 

	  * 
 
  Strongly agree  
  Agree  
  Neutral  
  Disagree  
  Strongly disagree  
  NA 
 
After several weeks, I can still use the words I studied when speaking or writing. 

	  * 
 
  Strongly agree  
  Agree  
  Neutral  
  Disagree  
  Strongly disagree  
  NA 
 
Studying individual words in my previous classes has been useful. 

	  * 
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  Strongly agree  
  Agree  
  Neutral  
  Disagree  
  Strongly disagree  
  NA 
 
I have used the following methods for studying vocabulary (please check all that 
apply). 	 

	  
 
  word cards  
  vocabulary notebooks  
  memorizing word lists  
  writing sentences  
  fill in the blank exercises  
  writing translations from a dictionary  
  memorizing words from reading passages  
 
Please comment on your feelings about studying vocabulary. For example, What do 
you like? What do you find easy? What do you dislike? What do you find difficult? You 
can answer in Japanese. 

	 

	 	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
If you would like to see the results of this questionnaire, please leave your email address and 
I will send you a copy.  Thanks again for taking the time to do this questionnaire. 

E 	 

	  	  
Email address: 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 15 Post-intervention questionnaire for reflective cycle three 

 
Studying Collocations (multi-word units) - ( + ) . 
check email) 	  
I am a PhD student conducting research about vocabulary.  The purpose of this 
questionnaire is to learn about your attitudes towards studying collocations (multi-word units: 
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for example, check email).  There are no right or wrong answers.  Please answer the 
questions honestly.  The results will be confidential and anonymous.  Thank you for taking 
the time to complete this questionnaire. 

	  
. check email)

	  
	 	  

	  
 	  
Please check the most appropriate answer. 
- 	  
 
* Required 
How motivated are you about studying English?

? *  
   Very motivated >  
   Motivated  
   Neutral  
   Not too motivated.  
   Not motivated at all.   
  
Studying collocations has been useful. 	  *  
   Strongly agree   
   Agree  
   Neutral  
   Disagree  
   Strongly disagree  
  
I am able to use the collocations we studied in conversations.

	  *  
   Strongly agree   
   Agree  
   Neutral  
   Disagree  
   Strongly disagree  
  
Studying collocations is more helpful than studying individual words. 

 *  
   Strongly agree   
   Agree  
   Neutral  
   Disagree  
   Strongly disagree  
  
Reading the definitions and example sentences has been useful. 

	  *  
   Strongly agree   
   Agree  
   Neutral  
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   Disagree  
   Strongly disagree  
  
Doing the 'Fill in the blank' questions has been useful. 

	  *  
   Strongly agree   
   Agree  
   Neutral  
   Disagree  
   Strongly disagree  
  
Doing the speaking and crossword questions at the end of class has been useful.  *  
   Strongly agree   
   Agree  
   Neutral  
   Disagree  
   Strongly disagree  
  
How long did it take to finish the computer activities each week?

	  *  
   Less than 10 minutes.  10  
   10 to 15 minutes 10-15  
   15 to 20 minutes 15-20  
   20 to 25 minutes 20-25  
   More than 25 minutes. 25  
  
Each week we studied 12 collocations. That was...... 12

	 	 	 	  *  
   Way too many.  
   Too many  
   Just about right.  
   Not enough  
   Not nearly enough  
  
Please comment on your feelings about studying collocations (the exercises we did at 
the end of each class). For example, What did you like? What did you find easy? What 
did you dislike? What did you find difficult? You can answer in Japanese.
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If you would like to see the results of this questionnaire, please leave your email address and 
I will send you a copy.  Thanks again for taking the time to do this questionnaire. 

E 	 

	  	  
Email address: 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Appendix 16 Post-intervention questionnaire used during reflective cycle four 
 
Questionnaire -   Studying collocations (verb + noun word units) - ( +

) 	   The purpose of this questionnaire is to learn about 
students' attitudes towards studying collocations (adjective + noun word units: for 
example `hard work`). Please answer the questions honestly. There are no right or wrong 
answers. The results will be confidential and anonymous. Thank you for taking the time to 
complete this questionnaire.  ( + : 

'check email')
	  	  

	  	  
	    

Please check the most appropriate answer. - 	    
 
1. Studying collocations has been useful. 	  
Strongly agree  /  
Agree /  
Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /    
 
2. I am able to use the collocations we studied when I am having a conversation. 

	  
Strongly agree  /  
Agree /  
Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /  
 
 3. Studying collocations is more useful than studying individual words. 

	  
 Strongly agree/  
Agree /  
Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /  
  
 
 4. Studying the adjective + noun collocations this semester was easier than studying the 
verb + noun collocations last semester. 

	  
 Strongly agree/  
Agree /  
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Neutral /  
Disagree /  
Strongly disagree /  
 
 5. Each week we studied 15 collocations. That was ... 15

	 	 	 	  
 Way too many /   
Too many /   
Just about right /   
Not enough /   
Not nearly enough /   
 
Please comment on your feelings about studying collocations (the exercises we did at the 
end of each class).  For example, What did you like?  What did you find easy? What did 
you dislike? What did you find difficult? You can compare studying collocations this 
semester (adjective + noun) to studying collocations last semester (verb + noun). You 
can answer in Japanese.

	 

	 

	 

	  
 
 
 
 
 If you would like to see the results of this questionnaire, please leave your email address 
and I will send you a copy. Thanks again for taking the time to do this questionnaire. 

E 	 

	  	  
 
 
Appendix 17 Example homework assignment from reflective cycle four 
List!8!1!Adjective!+!Noun!Collocations!
Part!1!1!Match!the!English!collocation!with!its!Japanese!translation.!
!
1.!Different!story!
!
2.!Political!situation!
!
3.!Other!reason!
!
4.!(Account)!balance!
!
5.!Recent!work!
!
6.!Good!way!
!
7.!Particular!problem!
!
8.!New!position!
!

!
!

!!
!

!
!

!
!

!
!

!
!

!
!

!
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9.!Particular!interest!
!
10.!Good!view!
!
11.!Good!use!
!
12.!Strong!argument!
!
13.!Complete!change!
!
14.!Only!difference!
!
15.!Good!idea!
!
!

!
VagL!
!
Ĭ�Ü÷!
!
ý��ķ�r�!
!
���Ć�7!
!
�t(¢Ś!
!
Ĭ�ĳ
7�Ĭ�Ď0!
!
ā'ŒÈ!
!

!
Part!2!1!Fill!in!the!gaps!with!the!collocations!from!above.!
!
1.!He!made!a!___________,!but!I!still!disagreed!with!him.!
2.!The!house!I!so!different.!!It!looks!so!good.!!It!is!a!____________.!
3.!The!__________________!between!the!two!apartments!is!that!this!one!has!a!slightly!bigger!kitchen.!
4.!That’s!a!_______________!!!Let’s!go!to!the!new!Italian!restaurant.!
5.!He!has!a!_______________!in!African!art.!
6.!She!liked!her!_________________,!but!she!missed!her!children.!
7.!This!_________________!is!very!common!among!the!elderly.!
8.!We!don’t!know!why!the!car!wouldn’t!start.!!Maybe!the!battery!died!or!there!might!be!some!
_________________.!
9.!The!______________________!in!South!Africa!is!much!better!than!it!was!twenty!years!ago.!
10.!There!were!green!fields!as!far!as!the!eye!could!see.!But!inside!the!house!it!was!a!
_______________;!there!wasn't!much!space!at!all.!
11.!She!put!her!university!degree!to!_______________!by!getting!a!good!job!at!a!large!company.!
12.!It!was!a!nice!apartment!with!a!_____________!of!the!river.!
13.!The!job!is!very!difficult!and!doesn’t!pay!well.!!It!is!not!a!________!to!earn!money.!
14.!His!_______________!is!quite!different!from!what!he!did!in!the!past.!
15.!I!checked!my!________!at!the!ATM.!
!
 
Appendix 18 First test from reflective cycle four 

Collocation Test 1 
Name: ________________    Student number:_______________ 
 

Score:      /130 
Part 1 – Write the English translation for the following collocations: 
  (each translation is worth 2) 
1.�À(Ľğ or Ľğ&¨�  
2.  tő(ı�  
3.  Í�ĂÐ  
4.  ãĠô²  
5.  ŎĲ&ŋ�  
6. ßđ&>@R?>  
7. lÒģ�lÔ  
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8.  Ã�Ę©�§¤&Ę©  
9. o&¢Ś  
10. ¢Ś(�µ  
11. Ĭ�ŀ¢  
12. ā�&Œ�  
13.  ăĂö  
14. ăĂ  
15. ŐļšļŐ�Ţ  
16. Ùõ�¿  
17. ³ŔĊ}Ćī�  
18. Ő�Ŋ(6  
19. �èĊ&Ü÷  
20. w(vs  
 
/40 
 
Part 2 – Fill in the blanks with collocations from the homework.  Write your answers in the 
space on the back of page 1. 
(each question is worth 3) 
 

1. I really need to find a job soon.  My current a_______________ b_____________ is 
only 20000 yen.  I need more money before next month. 

2. The government took i_______________ a__________________ after the 
earthquake.  They quickly sent help to the area. 

3. My m_____________ a__________________ is that we need more room.  This 
apartment is too small for us.  We should move. 

4. The students in the grade 4 class are showing g_______________ 
b_________________ this year.  Last year, in grade 3, they caused a lot of trouble. 

5. I bought a bike from a second hand store yesterday.  It is a few years old, but it is in 
g___________ c_____________.  I saved money and still got a nice bike. 

6. I want to make the r______________ d______________, but I am not sure.  If I 
move to Tokyo, I can get a good job.  However, if I stay here, I will be close to my 
family.  I don’t want to make a mistake. 

7. He did his presentation in a very e________ w______.  It was easy to understand. 
8. The committee has not decided yet.  There will be f________________ 

d_______________ next week. 
9. There is a b___________ d______________ in the size of the 2 apartments.  The 

first one is really big, but the second one is tiny. 
10. He had a b____________ i_______________ about the project.  We should use 

Powerpoint instead of making a poster.  It will look really good and be easier. 
11. You can get f________________ i________________ about the typhoon at 6 pm on 

NHK.  They will discuss it in more detail. 
12. There is h_____ i___________ in the new exhibit at the museum. 
13. She gave such a g____________ p_______________.  I really enjoyed the movie.  

She is a great actress. 
14. I moved the plant to a b______________ p________________ in front of the 

window.  It wasn’t getting much sunlight where it was. 
15. Sally might get promoted from her c_______________ p_________________ as 

sales clerk.  She might become a manager. 
16. I have an i________________ q________________: what should we do if it rains 

and we cannot go to the park? 
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17. The students asked the teacher many --ff----- -------ns.  The teacher did not know all 
the answers. 

18. Bill told me the ---l ---s-- he is not coming to the party.  He isn’t sick.  He just doesn’t 
want to see his ex-girlfriend.  

19. I have a very ---se --la-------- with my sister.  We always talk on the phone and help 
each other. 

20. They got lost in the mountains when they were hiking, but their -------lar s-------- was 
not that bad.  They had enough supplies and the weather was good. 

21. I am in a real -----cu-- --tu-----.  My two best friends are fighting.  They both get 
jealous when I spend time with the other friend. 

22. I just read a great book.  It was the ---e ----y about four friends who got lost in the 
mountains.  They were lost for three days. 

23. The school is using a --w –st-- for class registration.  It is much easier than before. 
24. A day at The Sanctuary in London costs £35 and this includes     ---l --e of facilities 

such as pools, sauna, steam room and jacuzzi. 
25. You need to make --tt-- --- of your time.  You spend too much time playing games 

and not enough time studying. 
26. The --l- --- to get to the airport from the station is by bus.  The train does not go there. 
27. The ---t --- to clean a coffee maker is to use vinegar. 
28. I can show you an –as- w-- to print.  Just hit ‘control’ and ‘p’ at the same time. 
29. There is  ---a- ---e---- in the new English program at the university.  Many high school 

students came to the presentation at open campus. 
30. If you want a job as a pizza delivery person, you need a car.  That is a ----ss---  -o-----

-- for the job. 
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Appendix 19 Table A.1 Positive responses about experiences studying vocabulary (full data set) 
 
Category Sub-category Examples from the data 
Learners’ 
responses 
about 
techniques  
used to 
introduce 
vocabulary 

 
Pronunciation 
for the target 
vocabulary 

It is easy when we learn the pronunciation.  
Learning the accent helps me. 
We should memorize words with sounds.  
Remembering the pronunciation makes vocabulary easy. 
If it’s easy to understand the pronunciation, it is easy to remember. 
Learning the pronunciation is fun.  
I like reading new words out loud.  

New 
vocabulary 
through 
readings 

It is easy to memorize vocabulary as I read a sentence.  
Remembering words as reading sentences is an easy way to study vocabulary. 
Learning vocabulary that is in a long passage as I understand the story.  
I think it's effective way to learn to remember the vocabulary with whole sentences.  
Memorizing words from a reading passage is easier because we can learn how to use the words.  
When I learn words in a long story.  I can consider the words’ meaning.  
I like when I guess the meaning for the unfamiliar word in the long passage and my guess was correct.  
I like when we can figure out with an example sentence.  
If we know vocabulary, we usually can guess the meaning, so I think vocabulary is important.  

New 
vocabulary 
through 
listening 

Remembering the spelling and guess the spelling with listening. 
Looking at vocabulary as I listen is effective.  

Memory Just memorizing is easy.  
I like to memorize.  

Quantity Learning new words in a group of 10 or 20 is good.  
Not having to memorize too many new words.  If the number of words is small, it’s easy.  When I think it seems 
easy, it’s easy to get started.  

Learners’ 
responses 
about 
techniques 
for reviewing 

Vocabulary 
cards 

Trying to check vocabulary cards over again is good.  
Vocabulary cards are a good way to study.  
Checking vocabulary cards every day is helpful.  
Using vocabulary cards everyday.  
Remembering with vocabulary card.   



! 220! !
 

previously 
taught 
vocabulary 

Writing some examples with vocabulary words.  
Vocabulary 
books 

Using a vocabulary book is a good way to study.  
Using a vocabulary book is easy.  
Studying vocabulary notebooks everyday is helpful. 

Repetitive 
exposure 

It was easy to remember words that occur frequently in a long passage.  It was easy to remember the word 
which we use in daily life. 
Easy to remember words which I have heard before or Japanese English.  
Trying to use the vocabulary over and over again helps me remember. 
I feel I can memorize the words when I try it many times.  

Learners’ 
responses 
about  
activities 
which help 
students 
acquire 
targeted 
vocabulary 

Dictionary Looking up new words in a dictionary. 
It is easy to remember as I look up words in the dictionary.  
I like looking up the meaning of vocabulary.  

Use It is important to write, not just read. 
write speak write speak write speak !!!  
Writing the vocabulary is useful.  
Looking up the words in a dictionary and trying to write a lot is good. 
Filling up the gap exercises are easy.  
I like learning new words – improving conversation by learning new words.  We can improve our English with 
new vocabulary.  
I like easy to use vocabulary. We can use the word straightaway.  
I like using the new vocabulary in conversations.  
I like using the new vocabulary which I just memorized.  
I like when I use the vocabulary and remember how to use it in the conversation in English.  
I'm really glad to increase the number of new words. It makes me study harder. 
I prefer speaking to reading.  
If we can increase the number of words, it makes our conversation better.  

Learners’ 
responses 
about what 
vocabulary 
should be 
targeted  

Type of word Verbs and nouns are easy to remember.  
It was easy to remember interesting words.  
It was easy to remember my favorite words. 
Learning challenging vocabulary.  It is more interesting to learn a little difficult vocabulary than easy ones.  
I like learning new words in sentences or word combinations (multi-word units), remembering with sentences 
and collocation.  
Learning familiar words for our daily life and nouns and verbs is good.  
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Short words Short words and common words in long sentences are easy to remember. 
Easy to read words are easy to remember.  If the vocabulary is simple to spell, it’s easy to remember, so I like 
them.  

Common 
words 

Daily life vocabulary is easier. 
Familiar words in Japanese are easier to remember.  
Daily English is good for studying. 
It's easy to remember easy words.  
It's easy to remember verbs and the frequent words.  
Words with short spellings and frequent ones are easy.  
The words which have short spellings and are used for daily English.  
Daily English words are easy.  
It was easy to remember daily English.  
It is easy when I try to remember the short spelling and familiar ones.  
If it's a familiar word, I can just remember.  
Familiar words which I can use in daily life are the best.  
Easy vocabulary and useful words are the best.  
It is good when we learn the word which is useful in our daily life.  

L1 It was easy to remember the words which are Japanese English.  
It was easy to remember the word such as Japanese English and familiar ones.  
It is easy when the words have a translation.  
Comparing English words with Japanese is helpful.  For example, ‘My mother is angry with me’ and ‘My mother 
Is occurred with me.’ (It doesn't make sense, but angry and occur both mean OKORU in Japanese.  

 
Appendix 20 Table A.2 Negative responses about experiences studying vocabulary (full data set) 
 
Category Sub-category Examples from the data 
Learners’ 
responses 
about  
aspects of 
studying 
vocabulary 
which are 

Use targeted 
vocabulary 

We have to use the proper verb, for instance past, present, and future.  
Memorizing the spelling and how to use vocabulary is hard.  
Writing the sentence with the vocabulary can be hard.  
I had trouble when I had to figure out how I can use the words in a particular situation.  
It's enjoyable to remember some vocabulary but it's difficult use them in the sentences.  
It was difficult to remember collocations, idioms and prepositions.  It’s confusing.  
Even if I think I already memorized some vocabulary, but it's easy to forget when I don't see the vocabulary for 
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problematic a long time. I realized I memorized new words when the vocabulary came up in my mind right away.  
Filling up the gap and long sentences are difficult.  
Filling up the gap is tricky.  

Words which 
have many 
meanings 

It was difficult to remember vocabulary which has a similar meaning and spelling.  
Words which are similar to other words are difficult. 
Remembering vocabulary which has many different meanings is difficult, so I have to try harder.  
I have trouble with pronunciation and when the word has many meanings. 
The words which have many meanings are difficult to understand.  
It's difficult to remember vocabulary which has many meaning and similar spelling ones.  
Similar spellings and meanings of vocabulary is difficult.  
If the vocabulary has many meanings, it is hard to learn.  
Words which have many meanings are difficult.  
Each word has different meanings, so we have to be flexible to use them.  
If the vocabulary has many meanings, it's difficult.  
When I learn similar spelling vocabulary which has many meanings, I have trouble.  
It should be a familiar word for me but it's confusing if they have another meaning.  
If the word has many meanings, it is difficult.  
It was difficult to remember some basic verbs like ‘take’, ‘make’, etc.  
It is hard to remember the vocabulary which has many meanings.  
I have trouble telling the difference between the vocabulary which has many meanings.  
It's difficult to learn difficult pronunciation words and when the vocabulary has many meanings or similar 
meanings.  
It makes me feel tired when I see the vocabulary has many different meanings.  

Differences 
from their L1 

It’s difficult remember the vocabulary which we don’t use in Japanese.  
It's easy to remember ordinary words that we also use in Japanese, and I can use them flexibly, but if it's not 
familiar word, such as we don't use them even in Japanese, it is difficult.  

Learners’ 
responses 
about  
aspects of 
vocabulary 
instruction 
which they 

Studying 
uncommon 
words 

The vocabulary which we never use in our life is difficult and long spelling ones.  
Unfamiliar vocabulary is hard to learn.  
When I feel the words we study are a waste of time.  

I want to improve my English skill, so I’ll try to answer in English. I like studying vocabulary, but it is often 
difficult for me. The reason is some words are not useful in daily conversation. Actually, some Japanese 
students learn English only for passing entrance exam or getting high scores, so many students dislike studying 
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did not enjoy vocabulary I think.  
It is difficult when we don't usually use the new words in our life and they don't have any rules about spelling. 
We have to just memorize. That's why I don't like it.  

Dictionary I dislike searching in a dictionary.  
I dislike having to look up new words in a dictionary every time.  

Memory and 
quantity 

When we try to just memorize voc, it's boring.  
Learning too many new words is not fun.  
Too many words for memorizing.  
I don't like to just memorize automatically because there isn’t any goal.  
Basically, I don't like to memorize vocabulary, but if there are new words in the sentences it's fun to learn.  
It is difficult to memorize long words.  

 
Appendix 21 Table A.3 Qualitative data for reflective cycle two 
Category Sub-

category 
Examples from the receptive group data Examples from the productive group data 

Value of 
studying 
collocations 

Important 
part of 
vocabulary 
learning 

I think you are good at communicate with students. 
And you taught vocabulary with collocation. That was 
good.  
 
Your teaching stuff, all of them were really fun!  I could 
remember some familiar idioms which I didn’t know 
before.   
 
I could learn new expressions.   
 
I’m really glad I learned collocation.  I’m in group A.  I 
read the questions and answer. I got many new 
vocabulary from it.   

Studying collocation makes my English improve.   
 
It was good to learn many idiom.   
 

Comparison 
with  
individual 
word study 

Your class is more useful than another English class 
which I took before.   
 
I don't like studying individual words, but this was 
collocations and I studied it so enjoy.   

I don't like to learn only one word.   
 
It was difficult to put verb and noun together before.  
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Productive 
challenges 
of 
collocations  

 It was difficult to choose article for the collocation.   
 
It is really tough to study collocation for me.   
 
It was difficult to memorize the collocations.   

Delexicalized 
verbs 

Variations 
in verb 
meanings 

‘Make’ must be memorized with the word following it 
since various meanings are accomplished.   
 
It is difficult because the verbs like ‘have’, ‘take’, etc. 
are used the same but the meaning is different.   
 
The meaning changes of ‘have’ and ‘get’ when they are 
used differently.   
 
It is difficult to know the difference between ‘a’ or ‘an’, 
or the difference between ‘have’ and ‘make’.   
 
I liked connecting the meaning with the verb.   

It was difficult to remember the meaning of the 
collocation.   
 
 

Productive 
challenges 

It is easy to mix up the arrangement for verbs like have 
and get.   
 
 
It is easy to make a sentence when using have or take. 
 
It is difficult when the collocation is different from 
Japanese (give someone a lift).   

It was confusing to use make, take, and have.  
 
It was difficult to figure out that I should use ‘take’, 
‘have’, or ‘make’.  
 

Level 
appropriate
ness 

I think the class was too basic and easy for me. You 
should let us study more difficult vocabulary.  
 
There were words that had already been known.  
There were some familiar vocabulary.  It was good 
there are many easy vocabulary in the sentences.  

The vocabulary was easy and good.  It was really 
useful to study that vocabulary.  
 
I liked the collocations that had an easy English word in 
it.  It was good there are many easy vocabulary in the 
sentences.  
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Materials 
used in the 
intervention 

Level That was perfect for me.  
 
It was difficult to memorize the vocabulary.  
 
The English was simple and easy to understand for 
me.  
 
That was perfect. The amount of work and level.  
 
That was the perfect amount of work and level. 
Vocabulary in the class is useful for ordinary 
conversation.  
 
The questions were too easy for me.  
 
I thought it’s enjoyable to study easy vocabulary and 
use it in the class.  

The collocation dictionary was good. The level was 
perfect for me.  
 

Learner 
need 

I thought it’s really useful for ordinary life. The answers 
for the English sentence were pretty easy.  
 
It was easy to understand and useful for future. 

It was useful. 
 
Studying collocation is useful. 
 
I like studying verbs which are for ordinary life. 

Procedures 
used 

Exercises The exercises made me remember the vocabulary. 
 
I love answers the questions after reading. 
 
I don’t like filling up the gap and memorize idiom. 
 
I liked the number of questions. 
 
I liked I could use the words which I memorized. 
 
I could study productively because of the question 
sentences are not too long. 

The filling up the gap was just like a game and fun! 
 
I think that filling the blank is the easiest. 
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Dictionary It was good to have the translation as reading. The 
sentences are not too long. 
 
It was easy to study because of I could look up difficult 
vocabulary in the dictionary. 
 
I liked the dictionary.  The picture attached helped me 
memorize. 
 
 

I think we should look up the collocations in the 
dictionary by ourselves to memorize vocabulary. 
Because of we can fill up the gap after we look up the 
dictionary. 
 
The collocation dictionary is a good idea, but it was a 
little difficult to look up the vocabulary. And not simple 
to do that. I hope you change for the better. 
 
It is useful to do work and look up the dictionary. 
 
Looking up in the dictionary made us improve.  
 
I think that searching word's mean is the most difficult. 
 
I like to learn with pictures. 
 
I didn’t use a dictionary because most of the meanings 
I already knew. 
 
The collocation work is very useful. I just want you to 
translate in Japanese above the vocabulary on the 
computer. 

Memory It was easy to remember the collocations. 
 

I liked memorizing vocabulary. 
 
It was enjoyable to memorize vocabulary. 

Learner 
responses 
regarding 
exercises 
that should 
be used 

Value of 
productive 
tasks 

I think you should let students fill up the gap with 
collocation. Not just let them answer ‘ yes, he does’. 
 
It was difficult to know how to use collocations. 
 
It is difficult to have a conversation with the vocabulary. 
 
I’d like to try to read example sentences in our 

It is difficult using the words in conversation. 
 
It is difficult to translate from ordinary Japanese 
conversation to English one. It’s more difficult to speak 
English than to write English. 
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conversation. 
 
It was good to learn vocabulary and arrange the 
sentence to future one and past one. But speaking is 
difficult. 
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Appendix 22 Consent form 
!
Consent Form( ) 
 
Background ( ): 
As a research student, I am conducting a small scale experiment about students’ perceptions 
of studying collocations (verb + noun word units: eg check email). In very general terms, my 
aim is to improve understanding of how students best learn collocations in L2.  Using 
productive ability as a measure (do students retain the collocations and are they able to use 
the collocations in a productive assessment), I hope to improve our understanding of the 
effectiveness of productive and receptive tasks.  Additionally, I will measure student 
perceptions of the usefulness of studying ‘verb+noun’ collocations. 
 ( ) 	  

( )check email)
	   

(
) 

	   ‘ +
'

	   
I would like to use the information I have collected from you in class.  Your results will be 
kept confidential and anonymous.  You do not need to take part in this study.  If you do take 
part, you can withdraw at any time.  Thank you. 

	  
	 	 

	  	  
Agreement ( ): 
I hereby agree that the work I have been asked to hand in as part of my English class can be 
used for research purposes conducted by Joshua Antle. 

	  
 
 
 
            SIGNED            .................................................................. 
 
            DATE                        .................................................................. 
 
            NAME                        ..................................................................   
 
             
 
 
 
 




