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ABSTRACT 

The present study explores the impact of lexical collocation instruction on intermediate Iranian EFL 

learners' vocabulary size. For this study 84 Iranian learners, studying English as a foreign language in 

Bayan in Iran, were selected, and then they were randomly divided into two groups, experimental and 

control. At the beginning of the study, they were given a test with one-week interval time (a vocabulary 

size test). The purpose was to discover that there was no significant difference between the two groups in 

terms of their vocabulary prior to the implementation of the specific treatment. Afterwards, Lexical 

collocation was practiced for the experimental group while traditional teaching was worked on for the 

control group. The data was collected through the pretest and posttest of vocabulary tests to the both 

groups. Based on the results displayed by the statistical program, the efficiency of the treatment was 

obvious. This study recommends that lexical collocation instruction can be a worthy alternative for 

increasing the vocabulary knowledge. It showed that the experimental group got attentive of the being of 

collocations, used them and learnt them properly, and they also started to expand their vocabulary sphere 

by the help of learning collocation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Vocabulary which was neglected for many years could have its place in language learning again. After 

the emergence of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), Learners managed to converse but lack of 

knowledge of collocation and vocabulary hindered them, as a result a lot of researchers' interest was 

drawn to teaching vocabulary and its collocation. Later they came to this fact that lack of knowledge of 

vocabulary and collocation can stop learners inferring, and they also misinterpret native speakers. 

Erroneous use of collocation can make native speakers not realize what learners utter. Thornbury (2002) 

named various techniques and processes an instructor might opt to assist learners in learning new 

vocabulary items.  

Thornburt (2002) also warned teachers to think about significant items such as the number of words 

which should be presented at a time, whether to present the form or the meaning of the word first, and 

whether to translate the word into the learners' mother tongue or to use some other type of visual or verbal 

explanation. This indication will make teachers able to adopt suitable choices. Hsu & Hsu (2007) have 

examined whether the direct teaching of lexical collocations boosts general fluency of learners. They will 

illustrate the positive impact of collocation on the learners 'language skills. A lot of researches were done, 

making a comprehensive depiction of how collocation instruction will advance the skills of another 

language. Collocation has been taken into account to support learners in being more native-like, have a 

handle on books and movies better. In this study the impact of the lexical collocation instruction on 

learning vocabulary is being announced. Lexical collocation instruction, which are permanent pairs that 

have to be learnt to make learners able to communicate better, was given to experimental group within 20 

session and collocations were practiced to help the learners learn and employ them in case they will sound 

more native-like and comprehend native-speakers well enough.  

The variable which was worked on in this study to discover its effect on learning collocation was lexical 

collocation, and its impact on learning English as a foreign or second language to converse was also taken 

into consideration. At the end of this study it was obvious that the treatment was worthy as the mean 

score of the experimental group was 4.93333 points higher than that of the control group. 
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Review of Literature 

Collocations are labeled as ordered word phrases which join each other and emerge frequently while 

using English. Firth (1957), who is known as the father of collocation, quoted "You shall know a word by 

the company it keeps!”. This saying, which looks as if an instruction, is one of the most stated in the 

literature on the issue of collocations. It is what one of the most major facts in British Linguistics, J.R. 

Firth (1957), used in order to draw our attention to the truth that in natural language, words are not 

randomly joint, restrained only by syntax, but they have preferences. Firth invented the term collocations 

for usual word combinations such as'' strong accent'' but not ''powerful accent''. One can say “heavy rain'' 

but not strong rain”. Some structures are up to standard and others are not okay, and this emerges to have 

occurred by chance in the course of language growth. Lewis (1997) declared teaching collocation can 

help teachers achieve their goal. McCarthy (1990) declared that there is a great significance of 

collocations in vocabulary acquisition, also that the association of collocation is essential in the learning 

vocabulary, and collocation is a central organizing code in the vocabulary of any language. 

According to Howarth (1998), empirical studies on the understanding of collocations among different 

groups of ESL or EFL learners reveal that learners meet special problems in producing appropriate word 

combinations because of lack of collocation knowledge. According to Hermann (2003), and Zareva et al., 

(2005), the knowledge of word has been known as a significant issue in language proficiency. Hunt and 

Beglar (2005) believed that the main element of language comprehension and use is the lexicon. Although 

it has recently gained its importance in different aspects of learning second language, it still needs more 

work. Smith (2005) stated collocation must be included in the curriculum. According to Forquera (2006), 

collocation knowledge can also enhance second language learners’ mental word list and help learners’ 

memory. It is mostly approved that collocations play a crucial role in second language learning, chiefly at 

the intermediate and advanced levels equivalent of L1 collocation. Her study demonstrated that even L2 

advanced learners have complexities using collocations. Another study that showed the problems 

language learners face while learning English collocations is Koosha and Jafarpour's study, which was 

done on 200 Iranian university students in three Universities majoring in English in Shahrekord (2006). 

The participants were then randomly divided into two groups. One group undertook the conservative 

treatment on prepositions and their collocational patterns in which prepositions and their collocational 

patterns were explicitly taught to the learners in English or Farsi. The second group, experimental one, 

received a data driven-based treatment that was based on concordancing lines presented in KWIC 

method. Two completion tests on collocation of prepositions were managed as the pre-test and post-test to 

check the impact of the treatments. According to Durrant (2008), using collocations is almost certainly 

the most significant component of turning passive words into active ones; hence, collocation is a vital part 

in the acquisition of a creative language system. 

Shehata, (2008) declared that the term collocation is initiated from the Latin verb collocare, which means 

to set in order/to assemble. Hashemi (2012) in his research came to this conclusion that EFL College 

students (English majors and non-English majors), high school students, and professors are short of 

collocational knowledge because collocation has been ignored in EFL classrooms. Although studies on 

learners’ use and knowledge of collocations are admired among EFL and ESL researchers, such 

attractiveness is still not noticeable in the Malaysian context. The majority of EFL learners, to some 

extent, have adequate knowledge of English grammar and vocabulary, though they seem to have serious 

difficulties with using collocation in communication. For example; ‘take risk' is an acceptable collocation 

in the English language. Iranian learners who speak Persian utter “Risk Kardan” which literally means 

“do risk” and when it comes to English they consider in their L1 and in place of “Take risk” they write or 

say “do risk.” Literally, Iranians say "Do risk" while English speakers say "Take risk". So that is to say, to 

develop learners’ reading, writing and speaking competence, they need to use collocation in their writing 

and speaking. So we think that it would be valuable to explore the effect of a relatively new vocabulary 

teaching procedure, teaching words throughout collocations in primary EFL classes. In Iran, great 

prominence is on grammar not vocabulary during any EFL course. Students and perhaps teachers 

themselves are not alert of word groupings. Students learn the words separately and memorize the words 
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individually by translating them to their mother tongue. Therefore, when students want to construct 

collocations they fail to produce them properly and figure them out in contexts. Knowing vocabulary and 

its collocation enables students to speak about things and to do things. Collocations, even though are 

combinations of at least two words, display a degree of syntactic resistance to lexical substitution; they 

are semantically apparent; and therefore they are not idioms.  

There are linguists who do not distinguish between idioms and collocations. Idioms falling into the area 

of clear stereotypes are called 'restricted collocations', e.g. ‘Pleased to meet you’, ‘be honest with’, ‘and 

use up’. Ying (2009) carried out a study on Chinese L2 learners He endeavored at probing the relation 

between coherence and collocations in writing. He ended that there is a relationship between the correct 

use of collocations and coherence in writing. To conquer the problem, collocational knowledge of L2 

learners should be expanded to increase L2 proficiency.  

Consequently, writing will develop into more fluent, accurate, and significant because the learner knows 

collocations needed for writing. Gledhill (2011) claimed that collocation is fundamentally word-oriented 

and unified. It refers to the degree to which the occurrence and connotation of a word fit together or relies 

on the existence of another word (or words) in the same broaden of text. Hashemi (2012) in his research 

came to this conclusion that EFL College students (English majors and non-English majors), high school 

students, and professors are short of collocational knowledge because collocation has been ignored in 

EFL classrooms.  

Many scholars all around the world believe that students need to learn collocations to be comprehended 

and be able to comprehend. The main side of this study is collocation. It is claimed that learning more 

collocation can enhance understanding, and it helps learners sound more native-like. The aim of this 

article is to check how much teaching collocation affects learning them properly. Based on 

abovementioned ideas it is apparent that lots of vocabulary teaching and learning researches have been 

done so far. It seems that proficiency in language learning is related to collocation knowledge. 

Collocations can be defined in various ways, but the most commonly definition of collocations is the 

trend of one word to co-occur with one or more other words. One significant question arises here, if we 

have to teach collocation to help the learners have better understanding of native-speakers or without 

knowing collocation, the communication is impossible. This question will be answered here. 

Research Questions 

One specific research question is going to be addressed in this study: 

RQ: Does teaching lexical collocation instruction affect learners' vocabulary size?  

Research Hypotheses 

H0: Lexical collocation instruction does not have any impact on EFL learners' vocabulary size. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Method 

Participants 

This study investigated the effect of the lexical collocation instruction on EFL learners' vocabulary size of 

84 intermediate learners through teaching lexical collocation to them on a 20 session treatment in Bayan 

institutes in Iran. They were studying English as foreign language (EFL) for two years. The average age 

of the participants was 22.7. The classes were randomly assigned to two groups included 42 students 

each. Although the classes had communicative orientation, the goal of the study was to improve the 

vocabulary size of intermediate learners, and help them learn more collocations. The 84 participants of 

the study were opted randomly (randomization). The learners had been studying in the same institutes.  

Instrument and the Study Materials 

The participants in this study were given 2 tests, first the OPT test, then a vocabulary test one as pre-test 

and one as post test. 

The OPT Test 

For accomplishing this research, the researcher needed an OPT exam, which is a standard one, to ensure 

that the participants were homogenous, and then 84 intermediate students who scored 31+ in grammar 
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and vocabulary and 8+ in reading section were chosen as the main sample for the present study. Here is 

the result.  

 

Table 1: Statistics for the Results of OPT Test 

OPT test   

N Valid 150 

Missing 0 

Mean 48.6667 

Median 47.5000 

Mode 37.00 

Std. Deviation 16.83958 

Variance 317.251 

Skewness .252 

Std. Error of Skewness .197 

Kurtosis -.819 

Std. Error of Kurtosis .393 

Range 70.00 

Minimum 18.00 

Maximum 89.00 

Sum 7440.00 

                                    

Table 1 showed the results of group statistics and numerical information for the OPT test scores. For the 

present study, the main sample comprised 84 homogeneous participants who were selected. 

Main Study 

Checking Out the Normality Assumption 

Before running the parametric statistical tests namely independent samples T-test, Skeweness analysis 

was done to examine the normality assumption for the distributions. The results of the Skewness analysis 

are depicted in Table 2. It was computed by dividing the statistic of Skewness by the standard error. The 

findings indicated that the assumption of normality was met in the distribution of the scores.  

Table 2 Skewness Analyses of the Distributions 

 Pretest 

Vocabulary 

Control 

Posttest 

Vocabulary 

Control 

Pretest 

Vocabulary 

Experimental 

Posttest vocabulary 

Experimental 

N Valid 42 42 42 42 

Mean 15.785 15.857 15.9762 16.8571 

Median 16.000 16.000 16.0000 17.0000 

Mode 16.00 16.00 15.00 16.00 

Std. Deviation 1.3350 1.5860 1.45649 1.70468 

Variance 1.782 2.516 2.121 2.906 

Skewness .284 -.101 -.355 -.418 

Std. Error of 

Skewness 

.365 .365 .365 .365 

Kurtosis 1.509 -.027 1.502 .215 

Std. Error of 

Kurtosis 

.717 .717 .717 .717 

Range 7.00 7.00 7.00 8.00 

Minimum 12.00 12.00 12.00 12.00 

Maximum 19.00 19.00 19.00 20.00 

Sum 663.00 666.00 671.00 708.00 
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As it is shown in Table 1, the Skewness and Kurtosis values reported were all within the range of +2, 

suggesting that the distributions were normal and symmetric. 

Descriptive Statistics for the Pre -Test Scores of Vocabulary Size Test  

After selecting the homogenous samples and dividing them into two groups (control and experimental), a 

vocabulary test was also administered to scrutinize the possible initial differences between the two groups 

regarding their vocabulary knowledge before introducing the specific treatment of teaching collocations 

to the experimental group and placebo for the control group.  

Tables 3 and 4 represent the results of an independent samples t- test used to analyze students’ scores in 

the pre-vocabulary test (vocabulary size test).  

 

Table 2: Group Statistics for the vocabulary Test (Pre-test) 

 Groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pretest Vocabulary Control 42 15.7857 1.33500 .20600 

Experimental 42 15.9762 1.45649 .22474 

 

For the vocabulary size test, the mean scores for the control and experimental groups were (15.78) and 

(15.97) respectively.  

However, the standard deviation for the experimental group was a bit higher than that of the control group 

(SD experimental group =1.45, SD control group =1.33). 

 

Table 3: Independent Samples Test for the Vocabulary Test (pre-test) 

 Levene's 

Test for 

Equality of 

Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df Sig. 

(2-

taile) 

Mean 

Differen

ce 

Std. 

Error 

Differen

ce 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

P
re

te
st

 v
o

ca
b

u
la

ry
 Equal 

Variances 

Assumed 

.11 .74 -.62 82 .534 -.1904 .3048 -.796 .416 

Equal 

Variances not 

Assumed 

  -.62 81.38 .534 -.1904 .3048 -.797 .416 

 

Based on Table 3, there was no significant difference between the mean scores of the two groups 

(p>0.05), that is: the control and experimental groups were approximately at the same level of proficiency 

in terms of their foreign language vocabulary size in the administered vocabulary test at the beginning of 

the study. The following figure illustrates the control and experimental group's performance on pretest of 

vocabulary. 
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Figure 3: The Comparison between the Two Groups on Pre- Test (Vocabulary Size Test) 

RQ: Does Teaching Collocation have Significant Effect on the Vocabulary Size of Iranian EFL 

Learners? 

H0: Teaching Collocation has not Significant Effect on the Vocabulary Size of Iranian EFL Learners. 

Concerning the second research question, i.e., whether teaching collocation affects Iranian EFL learners' 

vocabulary learning, an independent samples T-test was run to the results of the post- test. 

The following table depicts the information related to the group statistics of the control and experimental 

groups’ post-test scores (vocabulary test). 

Table 4: Group Statistics for the Vocabulary Test (Post-Test) 

 Groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Posttest Vocabulary Control 42 15.8571 1.58609 .24474 

Experimental 42 16.8571 1.70468 .26304 

 

Table 7.4 revealed the values of means and standard deviation along with standard error of mean for the 

two groups on posttest of vocabulary. The mean score of the experimental group (mean experimental group= 

16.8571) is 1 point higher than that of the control group (mean control group= 15.8571). 

 

Table 5: Independent Samples Test for the Vocabulary Test (Posttest) 

 Levene's 

Test for 

Equality 

of 

Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t Df Sig. 

(2-

taile) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

p
o
st

te
st

 v
o
ca

b
u
la

ry
 

Equal 

Variances 

Assumed 

.38 .53 -2.78 82 .007 -1. .359 -1.71 -.285 

Equal 

Variances 

not 

Assumed 

  -2.78 81.5 .007 -1. .359 -1.71 -.285 
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The independent sample T-test presented two tests of the comparison between the control and 

experimental groups. The presupposition for the first row was that the variances of the two groups were 

identical. The Levene statistic assessed the fitness of the variances. The significance index of the statistic 

was (.53) that was greater than (.05), resulting that the groups had equal variances and therefore, the 

findings of the first test were reported. 

The results of independent samples t-test for the post-test in tables 7.4, and 7.5 were evidence of the fact 

that there was a significant difference between the two groups in their post- test of vocabulary and that 

teaching collocation affected the vocabulary learning of the two groups differently (t=2.78, 0.007 <.05). 

The experimental group significantly performed better than the control group in the post-test of 

vocabulary implying that practicing collocation had been advantageous in improving EFL learners’ 

vocabulary learning for the experimental group and thus the second null hypothesis was also rejected. The 

following figure depicts the two groups in post-test of vocabulary at the end of the study. 

 

 
Figure 5: The Comparison between the Two Groups on Vocabulary Post Test 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Result 

The major goal of the present research was to investigate the effects of lexical collocation instruction on 

Iranian EFL learners’ vocabulary size to prove that teaching lexical collocation can assist learners in 

expanding their vocabulary sphere in comparison with the traditional instruction. The major problem was 

unawareness of the learners of the existence of collocations, and their inability to recognize and to use 

them. The researcher's attention was drawn to this case, and she worked on this item to shed a light to 

help the teachers teach lexical collocations to make the learners learn more words via learning 

collocations more efficiently. Therefore, A total number of 84 EFL learners was selected based on their 

performance on OPT test. Then they were randomly divided into two groups each containing 42 subjects. 

At the beginning of the study, they were given a test with one-week interval time (a vocabulary size test). 

The purpose was to ascertain that there was no significant difference between the two groups in terms of 

their vocabulary prior to the implementation of the specific treatment. Afterwards, lexical collocation was 

practiced for the experimental group while traditional teaching was worked on for the control group. The 

data was collected through the pretest and posttest of vocabulary tests to the both groups. 

In the analysis phase of this research, the data collected from the pretest and posttest were summarized, 

and the procedures of descriptive statistics (including frequencies, means, standard deviations, etc.) along 
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with inferential statistics namely independent samples T-tests were run. The parametric Independent 

samples t-test was run in order to find out if there was any significant difference between the control and 

experimental groups in terms of their vocabulary size both at the beginning and at the end of the study. 

Before running the main statistical analysis of the present study, normality that is the main assumption of 

parametric tests was examined for all of the distributions (control group pretests, control group posttests, 

experimental group pretests, and experimental group posttests). 

In this section, the findings of the study as well as the necessary explanations are presented. The first part 

deals with the statistical analyses of the study. Afterwards, the findings of the study are discussed in 

relation to the earlier studies introduced in the literature review. Consequently, the null hypothesis is 

rejected implying that lexical collocation affects learners' vocabulary size. The mean score of the 

experimental group (mean experimental group= 16.8571) is 1 point higher than that of the control group (mean 

control group= 15.8571). 

In sum, teaching lexical collocations is beneficial for EFL learners' vocabulary sphere. The experimental 

group significantly performed better than the control group in the post-test of vocabulary implying that 

practicing. The learners in the experimental group of this study learnt more words. 

Discussion 

This section provides a specific discussion for the research question and makes endeavor to link the 

findings to the existing literature. The findings of this study showed that the experimental group, which 

received corpus-based instruction out performed better in learning collocation. Lack of knowledge of 

collocation was the problem which draws the researcher's attention. Unfortunately some English teachers 

themselves are unaware of the existence of collocations, so the learners knew nothing about collocations 

and their significance and usage. The researcher decided to work on this field to shed a light on the 

importance of the collocations and recommending a suitable way to make the learning easier. As 

mentioned in literature review, Second language acquisition researchers believe that vocabulary learning 

is the most important aspect of second language teaching; therefore it is essential for teachers to assist 

learners in learning strategies to expand their knowledge of collocation and help them use the collocations 

to expand their vocabulary size.  

This article is in line with some other scholars such as Hunt and Beglar (2005) who believed that the main 

element of language comprehension and use is the lexicon. Although it has recently gained its importance 

in different aspects of learning second language, it still needs more work. 

Smith (2005) stated collocation must be included in the curriculum. According to Durrant (2008), using 

collocations is almost certainly the most significant component of turning passive words into active ones; 

hence, collocation is a vital part in the acquisition of a creative language system. Shehata, (2008) declared 

that the term collocation is initiated from the Latin verb collocare, which means to set in order/to 

assemble.  

All these studies were in line with our study which demonstrated and proved that teaching corpus-based 

collocations had a positive effect on collocation learning and awareness. In this term, this study used 

corpus-based collocation instruction to teach collocations to make comprehension more possible. This 

study displayed that learning collocations in this way was very beneficial, and it made communication 

much easier and more native-like. It was apparent that teaching lexical collocation and arousing learners' 

awareness could also help learners get familiar with the language socioliguistically and pragmatically.  

Conclusion 

Pedagogical Implications 

The present study scrutinized the effects of lexical collocation instruction on 84 Iranian EFL learners, 

who were studying communicative English in Bayan institute in Iran. The quantitative data indicated that 

lexical collocation instruction improves the subjects’ collocation learning more than single word 

instruction. Lexical collocation instruction could be valuable to expand learners' vocabulary size. This 

study came to the conclusion that teaching lexical collocation has a constructive effect on vocabulary 

knowledge of the students, so it is recommended that teachers and material designers adjust their 

curriculum to encompass the teaching of lexical collocations into their present practices. The new words 
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should not be presented as single-item vocabularies. It is better to present them as collocation, at least 

with one or two more items. Teachers ought to make their students familiar with the notion of collocation, 

teach different types of collocation to them, and raise their awareness of such combinations through 

different exercises such as highlighting. This may entail that explicit collocation instruction is necessary 

to improve EFL/ESL learners‟ knowledge of vocabulary.  

This result seems to confirm previous scholars' propositions concerning the following aspects. First, 

vocabulary should be taught collocationally rather than individually. The findings of the present study 

give support to the previous scholars who all underscore the outcome of collocations on language skills. 

The mean score of the two groups justifies that the treatment was worthwhile as the learners in the 

experimental group were able to learn vocabulary properly. They were also very aware of the existence of 

collocations which were unidentified at the beginning of the study, and had been neglected during the 

terms they had been learning English. Therefore, this study can help authors and teachers take teaching 

lexical collocations into serious consideration so authors will try to open a space for teaching and 

practicing collocations in their books.  
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