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Table 1:  Absolute frequency of collocational errors in the students’ texts. 

 

To what extent can collocational errors be explained by L1 interference? 

 

Approaches to collocations (Allerton et al 2004) 

1. Frequency based (Firth 1951): 

• Occurrence of word combinations that is greater than by chance in its context  

• Collocations are word pairs that are found together more frequently than the 

occurrence of their component words would suggest. 

 

2. Phraseological (Cowie 1998):   

• A collocation is considered as a type of word combination that can be delimited from 

other types of word combinations. 

• Word combinations: free collocations (combinations), restricted collocations, 

figurative idioms as well as pure idioms 

 

Types of collocations 

• adverb + adjective: completely satisfied 

• adjective + noun: a heavy smoker 

• noun + noun: a surge of anger 

• noun + verb: prices fall  

• preposition + noun: for ages  

• verb + noun: commit suicide  

• verb + expression with preposition: run out of money 

• verb + adverb: remember vaguely 

Data 

• Eleven written texts, 1980 words in total 

• Gymnasium, Year 11, 6th year of learning  

• Writing task about Educating Rita by William Martin Russel: “Rita tells Frank that she feels 

‘out of step’ […]. Explain what Rita means.”  

 

Occurrences of collocational errors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Comparison with grammatical errors:  

 

Figure 1: Occurrences of collocational errors compared to errors in other grammatical categories (absolute frequencies).  
 

Learners’ use of collocations in more detail  

Criteria for further analysis (Nesselhauf 2003)  

1. Congruence:  
congruent = combinations that sound natural in both languages 
to fulfil a duty – eine Pflicht erfüllen → congruent 
to do one’s homework – seine Hausaufgaben machen → non-congruent 
 

2. Restriction 
Free combination: Substitutability of elements is restricted due to their semantic properties 
Example: to read books vs ?to eat books 
Restricted combination: Restriction is to some degree arbitrary 
Example: to reach a goal vs ?to achieve a goal 
 

Results  

Table 2: Occurrences of correct/wrong verb-noun-collocations with congruence and restriction (absolute frequencies and 
percentages). 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 3: Occurrences of correct/wrong adjective-noun-collocations with congruence and restriction (absolute frequencies 
and percentages). 

 

 

Comparison with findings from Nesselhauf’s (2003) study  

Investigation of verb + noun collocations in 32 essays written by German-speaking university 

students of English (500 words per student) 

Table 4: Results from Nadja Nesselhauf’s study on collocations. Correlation of correct/wrong verb-noun-collocations with 
congruence and restriction. 

 

Nesselhauf’s findings support my own results regarding congruence. 

➔ Restriction plays a less significant role than it does in the students’ texts.  

Conclusion 

• Collocations pose one of the biggest challenges for EFL learners 

→ deserve a place in language teaching 

•  L1 has a considerable impact on the production of collocations 

• Learners have to be aware of L1-L2 differences (Contrastive analysis)  

• Criteria for collocation selection:  

- frequency of occurrence in a corpus 

- congruence  

- restriction 

       Usage of corpora and collocation dictionaries useful and should be taught at school 
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