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Preface

Gaining control of collocations is a very important part of language learning,
but learners are typically slow in sounding native-like in their use of
collocations. One of the reasons for this is that the majority of collocations
occur infrequently. It is useful to bear in mind that the frequency of any
collocation will be lower than the frequency of its lowest-frequency member.

Collocations have the chance of being learned across the four strands of a
well-balanced course. In the meaning-focused input strand of a course,
collocations will be met through listening and reading. Because learning
through the strand of meaning-focused input is largely incidental learning,
large quantities of input through extensive reading and extensive listening are
needed to get enough repetitions of particular collocations for them to stay in
memory. Collocations also have the chance to be learned through meaning-
focused output, that is, through speaking and writing, where learners have the
opportunity to turn receptive knowledge into productive use and to
strengthen and enrich their knowledge of collocations. The fluency
development strand is likely to be a very important strand in the development
of collocational knowledge as the pressure to use language faster encourages a
focus on restructuring knowledge to achieve fluency by moving from the
processing of single words to greater use of multiword units. These three
meaning-focused strands all depend on incidental learning and frequency of
occurrence.

The strand of language-focused learning provides the opportunity to speed
up the learning of collocations through deliberate teaching and deliberate
learning. Such deliberate teaching and learning are most efficiently done if
there are well-researched lists of collocations to draw on. This book reports on
research that has been done with this goal in mind.

The case for giving deliberate attention to collocations is strengthened by
research that suggests that, as with the deliberate learning of vocabulary, the
deliberate learning of collocations simultaneously results in both implicit
knowledge and explicit knowledge. That is, the deliberate learning of
collocations will provide the kind of knowledge that is needed for normal
language use.

In order for something to be learned, there are three requirements of
attention. Firstly, what needs to be learned needs to be focused on. That is, the
form, the meaning, and/or the use of the collocation needs to be focused on.
Secondly, there needs to be a quantity of attention. In other words, there



xii Preface

needs to be repeated encounters and good attention for each encounter. The
greater the amount of attention, the more likely the collocation is to be
remembered. Thirdly, there needs to be good quality attention. In the case of
collocation, the quality of attention can be increased by looking at how the
parts of the collocation relate to the meaning of the whole, the use of the
collocation in a variety of contexts, and visualizing the meaning of the
collocation. These requirements of attention apply to both incidental and
deliberate learning. In incidental learning, the three requirements are
typically not as strongly applied as in deliberate learning. In incidental
learning of collocations, as in listening and reading, there tends to be brief
attention to the form, with similarly brief meaning recall. Each incidental
meeting tends to involve a small amount of attention, but with repeated
meetings, there can be a cumulative effect. The quality of attention is typically
not very deep, involving a brief focus on the form and contextual meaning.

The research in this book provides very useful support for the deliberate
learning of collocations. It makes sure that, in deliberate learning, attention is
focused on the most useful items to learn.

Paul Nation
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