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This project used a collocations test created by the first researcher to
investigate Japanese English learners’ knowledge of collocations (e.g. heavy rain). Collocations
are essential for successful language use, but how learners acquire them is as yet unclear. We
conducted four studies involving high school and university learners. There were various conditions
under which different groups of learners were tested: across school years, repeatedly over time, or
before and after study abroad. The project’ s main findings were that: (1) The ability to produce
collocations develops very slowly. In some cases, no progress in productive collocation knowledge
was seen. (2) Changes in the quality of the collocations learners produce take place before changes
in the quantity of collocations they produce. (3) Learners with an interest in English show faster
development in collocation knowledge. This suggests motivation for English may be important.
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Vocabulary is central to second language (L 2) proficiency and one fundamental aspect of
this is how words are used together in combination. Collocations, pairs of words that
frequently co-occur, are ubiquitousin language use. They comprise around 30% of speech
(Foster, 2001) and are crucial in enabling fluency and accuracy. Collocations are, however,
“notoriously difficult for learners” (Paquot & Granger, 2012, p. 130) and “pose
considerable difficulties, even for the advanced learner” (Nesselhauf, 2005, p. 2). In
particular, productive use of collocations is a mgor chalenge for second language
learners since collocations are often unpredictable.

Intuitively, it might be anticipated that there should be a relationship between productive
collocations knowledge and overall L2 proficiency. That is, a beginner would be expected
to have very little knowledge of collocations, an advanced learner to have much more,
and there must be progression between these two points. As yet, however, the evidenceis
mixed: Barfield (2009), Gonzalez Fernandez and Schmitt (2015), and Revier (2009)
found a clear, positive relationship; Howarth (1998) and Nesselhauf (2005) did not.
Moreover, methodological issues raise some doubts about these previous findings. In
learner corpus studies, which tabulate and evaluate collocation use in samples of learner
language, there are problems with obtaining appropriate samples so as to enable reliable
analyses and fair comparisons with a reference corpus. For élicitation studies, which use
test-like tasks to elicit learners’ knowledge of particular collocations (e.g. through
trandation tasks), task design is a magjor challenge with many tasks being either too
constrained or too open and having questionable validity with respect to ordinary
language use. In addition, for studies of both types there are issues with how collocations
were identified and with the possibility that knowledge of individual words may have
confounded the measurement of collocation knowledge.

A new tool for measuring productive knowledge of collocations was developed by this
project’s principal investigator (Brown, 2018) and addresses some of the above issues. a,
Named LexCombi 2, the new tool was an extension of work by Barfield (2009) and was
devel oped through a series of studiesin which anew task format, new scoring procedures
and new cues were trialled and evaluated. Brown found that LexCombi 2 appearsto be a
measure of a single construct, produces data with high reliability and can be used with
learners across awide range of abilities. LexCombi 2 presents 30 high-frequency noun as
cues and asks learners to produce three collocates for each cue, with a 30-second time
limit per cue (e.g. for the cue QUESTION, responses might be “ask”, “answer” or
“mark’). Learners’ responses (articles and other determiners are ignored) are then scored
against a list of canonical collocates (created especialy for this research) for each cue.
Thus LexCombi 2 allows a considerable number of collocations to be elicited from
learnersin a short time period.



Brown’s (2018) initial findings using LexCombi 2 (with 146 undergraduates from four
universities in Japan) revedled no relationship between productive knowledge of
collocations and overall L2 proficiency. LexCombi 2 scores and Yes/No vocabulary size
test scores (vocabulary size having a strong correlation with L2 proficiency) had a
correlation of .05, p > .05. Furthermore, correlations between LexCombi 2 scores and
proficiency test scores (when available) were also very weak: n =29, r =.14, p > .05 for
TOEIC scoresandn= 35, r =-.02, p > .05 for TOEFL scores. Thus, proficiency as judged
in three ways had only a weak correlation at best with the LexCombi 2 scores.

One explanation for this finding may be that productive knowledge of collocations
develops relatively quickly in the early stages of acquisition, but then stagnates even as
overal proficiency further develops. Coulson (2014) found evidence of stagnation in
implicit vocabulary knowledge which may be related to this. Such a process was not
visible in Brown’s (2018) data since, although the learners varied in proficiency, all were
beyond beginner levels. A second possibility is that the findings stem from learners’
concentration on receptive skills (and neglect of productive skills) due to the perceived
demands of high-stakes examinations in the Japanese education system. This possibility
could not be investigated in Brown (2018) as background information on the learners was
lacking and due to the limited nature of the proficiency scores that were available.

The central objective of this project was to gain an improved understanding of how
productive knowledge of collocations develops as overall English proficiency develops.
In particular, with the English education context of Japanese learnersin mind, the project
aimed to go beyond Brown’s (2018) focus on university learners to also include high
school learners, and in addition to make use of a variety of research designs in order to
gain a rich picture of learners’ productive collocation knowledge and its development.
Further, it was hoped that the project’s findings may ultimately enable a better
understanding of how teachers and teaching materials can more effectively facilitate the
development of productive knowledge of collocationsin learners.

Four separate studies were conducted in pursuit of the project’s central objective.

- Study 1 was a cross-sectional study in which LexCombi 2 was administered to an
entire cohort of students (N = 579) at amid-ranking high school in central Japan. The
rational e was that since English proficiency devel opment can be expected for students
in the three grades of high school, differences in productive collocation knowledge
might be observable.

- Study 2 was alongitudinal study in which LexCombi 2 was administered repeatedly



to a single class of high school learners (N = 29) at a high-ranking high school in
central Japan. The learners were enrolled in two different courses at the high schooal,
17 were in the high school’s “English course” and 12 in the “Maths and Science”
course. Data was collected three times: towards the end of first grade (December
2021), mid-way through second grade (summer 2022) and at the end of second grade
(March 2023). The rationale was that the participants’ English proficiency should
progress over time and thus differences in productive collocation knowledge might
be observable. Moreover, it was anticipated that there might be differences in
productive collocation knowledge development between the “English course”

participants and the “Maths and Science” course participants.

- Study 3 was an intervention study in which LexCombi 2 was administered to asingle
class of high school learners (N = 33) at an elite high school in central Japan before
and after their participation in an 11-month study-abroad programme in Canada. Data
was collected at the end of first grade (March 2022) shortly before departure and at
the end of second grade (March 2023) shortly after their return. The rationale was that
these learners would make clear gains in English proficiency and would likely be
active in English use, and thus gains in productive collocation knowledge might be
observable.

- Study 4 was a correlation study in which an online version of LexCombi 2 was
administered to learners from three universitiesin Japan (N = 32) who had either valid
IELTS scores or valid TOEFL scores. The rationale was that, as a test of productive
collocation knowledge, LexCombi 2 scores might show a higher correlation with the
learners’ writing and speaking skills scores than with their reading and listening skills
Scores.

Study 1 found that in a cross-section of three school grades, there was no statistical
difference in the number of collocations produced. However, there were signs of
vocabulary development for the third-grade students in that they gave significantly more
responses to LexCombi 2 and used significantly more words as responses. Hence, these
third-grade students may have had a broader vocabulary, but were lacking in knowledge
of word usage (i.e. collocations).

Study 2 found that, over a 15-month period, there was marginal longitudinal growth in
the number of collocations produced. However, there was growth in the range of words
used and in the range of words used successfully. Thus, these learners may have extended
the range of their collocation knowledge even if they were unable to produce more
collocations. Moreover, the results differed for the learners enrolled in the two different
high school courses: the number of collocations produced improved over time for those

in the “English course”, but did not change for those in the “Maths and Science course”.



Study 3 found that after an 11-month study-abroad experience, there was no statistical
difference in the number of collocations produced. However, there was growth in the
range of words used as responses and in the range of words used successfully. Moreover,
these learners used significantly more words of lower frequency as responses after
studying abroad. Thus, there were signs of development in the quality of their collocation
knowledge even though there was no change in quantity.

Study 4 found that the number of collocations produced had medium-to-large correlations
with scores for both reading and listening skills and small correlations with scores for
writing and speaking skills. This might be explained by delayed development of these
learners’ productive skills or because writing and speaking skills are less central to
academic English proficiency than reading and listening skills.

Drawing on the results of all four studies, the project’s findings are interpreted as showing

that:

- Productive collocation knowledge develops slowly. Vocabulary learning is believed
to be an incremental process with different aspects of knowledge (e.g. spelling,
meaning) acquired over time (Churchill, 2008; Fitzpatrick, 2012) and it may be that
collocation knowledge is a later aspect to be acquired. This may particularly be the
case as collocations receive relatively little instructional attention (Brown, 2011,
Neary-Sundquist, 2015).

- The learning environment and the learners’ orientation/attitude to English may be
important. Regarding the former, the tendency for Japanese high school education to
focus on receptive skills for academic screening purposes and on item-by-item
learning (Nishino, 2012; Nishino & Watanabe, 2008; Sakai & Kikuchi, 2009; Silver
& Steele, 2005) may be important. Regarding the latter, it might be hypothesized that
for learners for whom English is only a means to success in exams (i.e. for academic
progression), productive collocation learning may be especially slow; for those who
see English as atool for communication, collocation learning may be accel erated.

- Progressin productive collocation knowledge may be as much a matter of improving
the quality of one’s knowledge as improving the number of collocations known. This
suggestion has similarities with the findings of Durrant and Schmitt’s (2009) and
Bestgen and Granger’s (2014, 2018) learner corpus studies in which more proficient
writers were found to not necessarily use more collocations in their writing but
different types of collocations. How exactly developments in quantity and quality
interact is as yet, however, unclear.

Thus, this project’s findings suggest that educators should not expect obvious signs of
progress in productive collocation knowledge in a short time period, but can also be
assured that progress in collocation knowledge is possible. The challenge now is to
understand the factorsinvolved in this progress better, with one possibility being that the
learning environment and/or individual differences between learners in their orientation
or attitude to English are key.
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