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Abstract 
Restricted verb+noun collocations in English comprise delexical verb+noun collocations and lexical verb+noun 
collocations. The former are combinations containing verbs with ‘light’ meaning, such as make a mistake, take 
pictures, and have dinner, while lexical verb+noun collocations refer to combinations with technical meaning or 
figurative sense, such as draw a conclusion and hold discussions. Many studies have shown that these collocations 
are challenging to non-native English speakers, but to what extent and why one type is more challenging than the 
other has not received much research attention. The current study focuses on Chinese EFL learners’ receptive 
knowledge of delexical and lexical verb+noun collocation, particularly in relation to the influence of their first 
language (L1). To address this, the study measured Chinese EFL learners’ receptive knowledge of delexical and 
lexical verb+noun collocations using COLLEX5 collocation test and the extent to which their responses in the test 
were congruent or incongruent with their L1, i.e., Mandarin. The results show that Chinese EFL learners’ receptive 
delexical verb+noun collocation knowledge is higher than their lexical ones. The results also show that 92.3% of 
delexical verb+noun collocation errors are congruent with Mandarin. L1 influence is also evident in lexical 
verb+noun collocation errors but to a lesser extent, i.e., 72.6%. These findings indicate that L1-influenced errors 
account for a significant portion of the errors, suggesting that EFL learners' L1 influences how L2 collocations are 
processed in the mental lexicon. 
Keywords: delexical verb+noun collocation, lexical verb+noun collocation, restricted collocation, receptive 
collocation knowledge, L1 transfer 
 
1. Introduction 
Cowie (1991a, p. 102) defines restricted collocation as “word combinations in which one element (usually the verb) 
has a technical sense or a long established figurative sense which has since lost most of its analogical force”. 
Howarth later describes these collocations as “combinations in which one component is used in its literal meaning, 
while the other is used in a specialized sense. The specialized meaning of one element can be figurative, delexical or 
in some way technical and is an important determinant of limited collocability at the other”. More recently, Kuiper 
(2004) suggests that restricted collocations can be found in any type of speech. They can be described as follows: 
“pairs of words which occur together in ways that are more restrictive than the grammar of the language requires” 
(Kuiper, 2004, p. 51). 
Restricted collocations are not interchangeable. For instance, Kuiper uses give offence and take offence as examples. 
Among native speakers of English, only give or take offence is considered acceptable. Donate offence and accept 
offence cannot be accepted collocationally. For non-native speakers, restricted verb-phrase collocation is a 
challenging combination, even at the advanced level (Altenberg & Granger, 2002; Howarth, 1998; Laufer & 
Waldman, 2011; Mutahar, 2021). In restricted collocations such as draw a conclusion and make progress, nouns can 
be used without restrictions in the sense they are used. However, verbs are arbitrarily restricted to certain nouns in a 
given sense to some extent (Howarth, 1998). Nesselhauf (2005) argues that the “verb is the main locus of 
collocational deviation…practicing collocations must primarily involve practicing the verb”. In relation to this, Yang 
et al. (2020) found that ESL/EFL learners’ errors in verb+noun collocations are verb-based. Therefore, verbs are 
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more challenging for learners to understand than nouns in collocation acquisition (Gentner, 2006; Nesselhauf, 2005; 
Sanguannam, 2016).  
Verb+noun collocations are composed of three kinds of semantic manifestations of verbs, namely ‘delexical’, 
‘figurative’, and ‘technical’ and they can be categorized into two types, delexical verb+noun collocations and lexical 
verb+noun collocations (Howarth, 1996, p. 47, 91). The figurative and technical verb+noun collocations belong to 
the lexical verb+noun collocations. Delexical verb+noun collocations have verbs with little meaning and are 
combined with additional noun expressions to form predicates. In Lucy got a reply for instance, the noun reply and 
the delexical verb got constitute the delexical construction, but the determiner is usually not part of the delexical verb 
construction because it is changeable. Delexical verbs are semantically weak, which is a key characteristic. In other 
words, the semantic content of delexical verbs “is ‘light’ (or has little lexical meaning), as opposed to ‘heavy’ (or 
lexically more specified), and much of the semantic content is obtained from its arguments” (Miyamoto, 2000, p. 12). 
Sinclair and Fox (1990, p. 147) claim that “when delexical verbs contain nouns as their object, it just indicates 
someone acts, not that someone causes or produces something”.  
Lexical verb+noun collocations, on the other hand, contain restricted meanings that contain a technical or figurative 
sense (Cowie, 1978), such as cast a vote and catch a cold. This type of collocation is characterized as a “term in 
which one component (usually the verb) has a technical meaning or a long-established figurative connotation that has 
lost most of its semantic meaning” (Cowie, 1991a, p. 102). Technical meaning refers to associative collocations, such 
as the use cast in cast a vote, meaning largely ‘to vote’. Figurative meaning refers to words and phrases that combine 
literal meaning with an implied meaning to produce a certain effect, such as catch a cold, where catch does not carry 
one of its more literal meanings of ‘seizing an object with one’s hands’. In such lexical verb+noun collocations, the 
verbs lose their literal meaning and combine with the noun to form a collocation. 
Studies on delexical and lexical verb+noun collocations show non-native English learners find both types 
challenging. Delexical verbs such as have, make, take, and do are semantically weak, making it difficult to choose 
the right verb to use in verb+noun collocations. Turkish English learners, for instance, frequently mix up these verbs, 
resulting in errors such as do mistake (instead of make), and make research (instead of do) (Kahraman & Subasi, 
2022). Studies also suggest that the technical and figurative use of verbs, such as in the lexical verb+noun collocation 
draw a conclusion, can confuse learners (Hawarth, 1998; Ozen, 2019; Men, 2015). 
In relation to the above, some researchers (Wu et al., 2010; El-Dakhs, 2015; Lee, 2016) found that when speakers are 
unsure about the collocations they want to use in a second language, they resort to using their L1 to understand and 
guess at the collocation in the L2, often ending up in awkward combinations. Researchers have found that L1 
influences the mental lexicon of incorrect collocations (e.g., Biskup, 1992; Martelli, 2006; Liao, 2011), suggesting 
that learners’ L1 influences how L2 collocations are processed. 
Cowie (1998) analyzes deviant combinations from semantic parameters and verb restrictions, such as make damage 
for do damage, found in Chinese learners’ verb+noun collocation use. Learners with limited English collocation 
knowledge may choose make damage instead of do damage since the former is consistent with Mandarin, indicating 
a negative transfer. The current study set out to unravel this issue further, by investigating Chinese EFL learners’ 
receptive verb+noun collocation knowledge first, then analyzing whether the selected deviant items are congruent 
with Mandarin. 
 
2. Delexical and Lexical Verbs in Verb+Noun Collocations 
According to Zhang (1993, p. 13), collocations are commonly described as “conventionalized and prefabricated 
combinations of two or more words”. Verb+noun is one of the lexical collocations that has received much research 
attention. According to Boers et al. (2014), verb+noun collocations like make a mistake, take a break, and conduct a 
study are the most popular collocation learning targets. Nesselhauf (2003) studied verb+noun collocations and found 
that advanced English learners face difficulty in generating collocations appropriately. It also found that the verb 
should be the most significant focus in collocation teaching. There is also evidence to suggest that learners know 
verbs and nouns separately (Gyllstad, 2007), but they struggle when the verb+noun collocation patterns they are 
learning do not exist in their L1 (Nesselhauf, 2003). This is because some verbs in collocations do not “have a lexical 
meaning of their own, but take their meaning from the words they collocate with” (McCarten, 2007, p. 5). 
To illustrate the figurative use, in surf the Internet the verb surf is used figuratively. Unlike literal uses of language, 
figurative uses are not primarily intended to convey the original meaning. Figurative language is defined by Croft 
and Cruse (2004, p. 193) as “language use where...conventional constraints are deliberately infringed in the service 
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of communication”, and its use is motivated by the speaker’s belief that no literal use will yield similar results. It's 
not always easy to distinguish between literal and figurative language. Saeed (2003) points out that language change 
can result in meaning shifts, for instance, through metaphorical extensions. Using a mouse as the cursor control 
device on a computer is an example of metaphorical extension. 
One example of a restricted lexical collocation with a technical meaning is shrug one’s shoulders. The verb shrug has 
a very narrow meaning, so it cannot be combined with any other noun. Therefore, it is monosemous in this context. 
Collocations are considered technical rather than figurative not so much because of their semantics, but because of 
the way they are used in a particular register, according to Howarth (1996). Additionally, he states that "the verb 
should be chosen by the noun" (Howarth, 1996, p. 94). Fillmore et al. (2003), and Langer (2005) also recognize that 
nouns are the core elements of supporting verb constructions. 
However, it is problematic that overlaps exist in some cases (Cowie, 1978). A verb may be technical and figurative, 
such as raise interest rates. It is considered “technical” and “figurative”. Therefore, there are two kinds of 
collocations in this study: delexical verb+noun collocation and lexical verb+noun collocation. 
 
3. L1 Transfer 
Collocation acquisition studies show that a learner’s L1 has a substantial influence on the acquisition of their second 
language collocations (e.g., Nesselhauf, 2003, 2005; Laufer & Waldmen, 2011; Ying, 2009; Men, 2018). Fan’s (2009) 
study on Chinese secondary school leavers in Hong Kong found that they misuse collocations due to L1 transfer 
impacts. Based on a comparison between the Chinese learners’ writing and that of British participants whose L1 is 
English, the study found that the former have difficulty in choosing  ‘face’ modifiers, including left/right face, left 
half-face, or left side face. They translated the word pairs from the L1 into their writing. They also underused 
collocating prepositions, such as ‘around’ in wear around the neck. Instead, they preferred to use ‘on’ similar to wear 
on the neck in Chinese. 
According to Yamashita and Jiang (2010), congruency is “the degree to which the L2 word-for-word sequence is 
plausible in L1". In relation to this, EFL learners process collocations more efficiently in an L2 when there is a level 
of agreement between the collocations. The collocation make trouble for instance has translation equivalents in the 
Chinese language transferred word, which will facilitate similar collocation use in English. 
Since L1-L2 congruency influences L2 learning, researchers (e.g., Zhang et. al., 2011; Wu et al., 2013) argue that the 
L1 lexical network is automatically and spontaneously activated during the L2 juxtaposition processing by analogy 
to the bilingual single-word meaning. The L1 patterns that were already stored in the L2 learner’s memory may help 
them understand and accept congruent collocations of the L2 input. Incongruent combinations, on the other hand, are 
disadvantageous. Obukadeta (2019, p. 56) claims that “incongruency is the greatest cause of difficulty in L2 
collocations… and that L1 negative transfer is the biggest source of L2 collocational errors.” Chinese EFL learners 
for instance may choose to talk a story instead of tell a story because in the Chinese language, ‘shuo’ is the 
equivalent of the English words say, talk, and tell. Low proficiency level EFL learners, when faced with these 
choices, would have difficulty deciding on the correct collocate. 
Research into the influence of the native language on the target language suggests that a person learns an L2 partly in 
terms of the kinds of meanings learned in their L1 (Eibensteiner, 2023; Jin, Zhang & Tao, 2023; Tipprachaban, 2023). 
Beebe (1988) suggests that, when learning a second language, L1 responses are grafted onto L2 responses, and 
combined to produce a common set of meaning responses. Fitzpatrick and Izura (2011, p. 373) found that there is a 
“significant priming effect from L1 translation equivalents of cues used in the L2 association task” indicating a 
semantic mediation effect on L1 word forms in bilingual speakers’ L2s. A model of language transfer that 
demonstrates this is the Revised Hierarchical Model (RHM). As proposed by Kroll and Stewart in 1994, the 
uniqueness “of RHM is in capturing the developmental change in linking between L2 and L1 word forms and lexical 
concepts” (Pavlenko, 2009, p. 143). In other words, the model assumes that the L1 and the L2 have direct lexical 
links. Meaning can be accessed directly from the forms in the L1 and the L2. In Figure 1, it is shown that both 
concept association and word association models are incorporated into the RHM. 
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Figure 1. Revised Hierarchical Model (Kroll & Stewart, 1994) 

 
A key assumption in RHM is that the links between the three stores, namely L1, L2, and concept, are interconnected 
with varying degrees of strength depending on translation direction. A learner’s L1 lexicon is larger and more closely 
linked to concepts than their L2 lexicon, so translating L1 to L2 requires more conceptual processing than translating 
L2 to L1. RHM asserts that L1 words and meanings are closely connected. In this regard, “the RHM is a model of 
transfer” (Kroll et al., 1994). Additionally, the RHM acknowledges that word meanings can change as people acquire 
proficiency in their second language. In contrast, less proficient individuals prefer to acquire L2 words by translating 
L1 words. This model suggests that negative L1 transfer is the main cause of collocational errors in L2 (Laufer & 
Eliasson, 1993; Pavlenko, 2009; Pavlenko, 2010). Learners appear to translate “from L2 to L1 (backward translation) 
as an underlying asymmetry in the strength of the links between words and concepts in each of the bilingual's 
languages” (Kroll et al., 2010, p. 373). As a result, the activation of lexical links would fail in one language, causing 
unacceptable collocations to occur. 
In this regard, RHM’s view of language transfer can help explain the process of lexical meaning acquisition. Based 
on the model, L2 words have direct connections with their L1 counterparts. While concepts can be expressed in both 
L1 and L2 words, conceptual connections between concepts and L1 words are stronger (Kroll et al., 2002). Since L2 
learners always use their L1 as a mediator when faced with the need to use L2 words, they try to find equivalent L2 
words for the L1 words they already know. A dotted line represents the relationship between L2 words and concepts 
in Figure 1, while a solid line represents the relationship between concepts and L1 words. Linguistic links between 
concepts and L1 or L2 are bidirectional, meaning that the learner uses them both ways, but conceptual links only 
function in one direction. In Kroll’s (2002) explanation, learners do not use their L2 this way, so there is no strong 
connection between them. Alternatively, the connection between the L2 and the L1 is crucial, especially if learners 
are just beginning to learn a second language. After all, conceptual links between L2 and concepts are weak. 
Therefore, negative L1 language transfer is mainly responsible for the incorrect collocation combination. 
Given the above, RHM can be used to explain learners’ errors in the current study. For example, the correct 
verb+noun collocation is give a speech, but Chinese EFL learners may choose do a speech. This response is the 
result of backward translation from the L2 to the L1. In Mandarin, the lexical equivalent of the English verb give in 
this combination is do, which makes it difficult for less proficient learners with poor knowledge of L2 word forms 
and lexical concepts to select the correct collocation. 
 
4. Methodology 
To investigate Chinese EFL learners’ receptive delexical and lexical verb+noun collocation knowledge, two tests, 
namely the Updated Vocabulary Levels Test (UVLT) (Webb et al., 2017) and a collocation test known as the 
COLLEX5 test (Gyllstad, 2007), were employed in the study. The following sections describe the study materials 
and methods.  
4.1 Instruments 
The UVLT is an improved version of the Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) developed by Nation in 1983 and Schmitt et 
al.’s (2001) VLT. It inherits a matching format from VLT and includes five frequency word levels (1,000, 2,000, 
3,000, 4,000, and 5,000). It consists of 10 3-item clusters per vocabulary level, with 15 nouns, 9 verbs, and 6 
adjectives per word level (Webb et al., 2017). In the current study, the results of learners’ word level are essential, 
since learners’ word level correlates with vocabulary receptive knowledge (e.g., Ma & Lin, 2015; Qian, 2002; 
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Schmitt, 1996). 
The second instrument used in the study is COLLEX 5, developed by Gyllstad (2007). According to Gyllstad, “there 
is a relationship between vocabulary size, as measured in the UVLT, and receptive collocation, as measured in 
COLLEX” (2007, p. 239). The extent of this relationship can be demonstrated by the correlation between the UVLT 
and COLLEX 5, which is 0.90 in Gyllstad’s (2007) findings. 
COLLEX 5 test comprises 50 restricted verb+noun collocation items and each has three answer options. Of the 50 
collocations, 18 are delexical and 32 are lexical, as shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Delexical and Lexical Verb+noun Collocation Items on COLLEX5 

   Delexical verb+noun collocation Lexical verb+noun collocation  
1. pay a visit 
2. do a damage 
3. do harm 
4. say a prayer 
5. make apologies 
6. make friends 
7. make progress 
8. make sacrifices 
9. give birth 
10. take measures 
11. pay heed 
12. give a speech 
13. go on a journey 
14. take root 
15. take one’s revenge 
16. keep a diary 
17. keep a secret 
18. make an escape 

1. size an opportunity         
2. draw a conclusion          
3. shed tears                 
4. catch a cold               
5. strike a pose               
6. put out a fire              
7. exercise one’s rights 
8. hold discussion 
9. press charges 
10. lodge a complaint 
11. commit a crime 
12. strike a deal 
13. conduct an orchestra 
14. conduct a survey 
15. gain access 
16. pass judgment 
17. drop bombs 
18. hold one’s breadth 

19. lose count 
20. speak one’s mind 
21. spoil the fun 
22. polish shoes 
23. serve a purpose 
24. clench one’s fist 
25. blow a fuse 
26. talk shop 
27. defeat a purpose 
28. answer the door 
29. lose faith 
30. break a habit 
31. push a bike 
32. walk the street 

 
In the test, knowledge of each collocation is tested based on three options, one correct and two incorrect, as in the 
item make friends given below: 
                      a. make friends    b. gain friends    c. create friends                              
For each question, the noun remains the same, but the verbs are different, as shown in example 1. The verb “is used 
in a figurative, delexical, or technical sense” (Gyllstad, 2007, p. 287). Verbs and nouns are chosen within the same 
frequency band or higher frequency bands. When paired with a verb from category 2000 or 1000, a noun from 
category 2000 (the second 1,000 common terms) is less likely to be understood by the student without understanding 
the verb. This example illustrates the difference between terms that increase in frequency and those that decrease. 
And a large percentage of verbs and nouns are in the 1000-3000 range. Therefore, it is assumed that advanced 
learners know these words and their literal meanings well. 
4.2 Participants 
The participants of the current study are Chinese EFL students from Leshan Normal University in China. Their L1 is 
Mandarin and English is learned as a foreign language. Aged between 18 to 22 years old, the participants had formal 
English language learning for approximately 9-12 years. The majority of them passed the College English Test (CET) 
with a band 4 or 6. This means that they have reached the required English levels specified in the National College 
English Teaching Syllabus (NCETS) in China, and possess knowledge of at least 4,500 words. 
According to some empirical studies on English vocabulary (Anna, 2015; Gall et al., 1996; Khan & Liu, 2020), the 
number of participants should be between 20 to 50. “Having a large number of participants reduces the risk of 
accidentally having extreme or biased” (Martínez-Mesa et al., 2014, p. 612). Based on Gyllstad’s (2007) study, 
students are qualified to take COLLEX 5 test if their 1K to 3K vocabulary knowledge is above the average score of 
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26. In the current study, 32 participants who scored 26 from the 1000 to 3000 level sat for the COLLEX 5 test. 
4.3 Data Coding 
The UVLT consists of multiple-choice questions with correct or incorrect answers (Laufer, 2010). For example, a 
learner who scores 30.0 on 1K, 29.5 on 2K, 29.2 on 3K, 10.0 on 4K, and 4.0 on 5K, would be eligible for COLLEX 
5 test as the mean score for 1K-3K is higher than the benchmark score of 26. 
COLLEX 5 measures learners’ receptive knowledge of the verb+noun collocation. In coding the responses, correct 
responses were scored 1, and incorrect ones were scored 0. The total receptive knowledge measurement for each 
participant was based on the percentage of correct answers. For example, a learner who answers 12 delexical and 18 
lexical verb+noun collocations correctly would score 66.66% and 56.25%, respectively. 
4.4 Data Analysis 
A paired sample T-test was used to analyze the UVLT results quantitatively. The results of COLLEX 5, as explained 
earlier, were first analyzed using descriptive statistics to find out the percentage of correct and incorrect responses for 
each item. The second level of analysis involves a qualitative analysis of the incorrect responses made by Chinese 
EFL learners based on RHM. This is to find out whether they are congruent or incongruent with Mandarin. If a 
word-to-word translation between the incorrect response and Mandarin exists, it was classified as “Congruent with 
Mandarin”, and where there is no word-to-word translation, the incorrect response was classified as “Incongruent 
with Mandarin”, as exemplified in Table 2. 
 
Table 2. Sample Data Analysis of the Incorrect Response 

Deviant verb+noun collocation        Analysis based on RHM 

do a visit 

 

 

The Mandarin equivalent of ‘do’ is ‘zuo (to do/make),’ and ‘a 
visit’ is ‘fang wen.’ This collocation zuo (to do/make) and fang 
wen (a visit) represented by ‘zuo fang wen’, is congruent with 
Mandarin. Therefore, this delexical verb+noun collocation’s 
error type is congruent with Mandarin. 

Drop count The Mandarin equivalent of ‘drop’ is ‘luo xia (to fall),’ and 
‘count’ is ‘shu shu.’ This collocation luo xia (to fall) and shu 
shu (count) represented by ‘luo xia shu shu’, is incongruent 
with Mandarin. Therefore, this lexical verb+noun collocation 
error type is incongruent with Mandarin. 

 
5. Result 
The results of the 32 participants’ performance on COLLEX 5 test are presented. These results begin with the 
statistical analysis of their knowledge of two types of verb+noun collocation. Firstly, Tables 3 and 4 present the mean 
scores and the difference between delexical and lexical verb+noun collocation on COLLEX 5. In Tables 6 and 7, the 
mean percentage of correct answers and error pattern(s) are shown. 
 
Table 3. Results of the Mean Score between Delexical and Lexical Verb+Noun Collocation on COLLEX 5 

 Mean N Std. Deviation    Std. Error Mean 
Delexical verb+noun items    0.71531 32 0.105240 0.018604 
Lexical verb+noun items    0.37906 32 0.066282 0.011717 

 
As shown in Table 3, among the 32 participants, the mean values for delexical and lexical verb+noun collocations are 
71.53% and 37.91%, respectively. To test the significance in the difference between these two values, a Paired 
Samples T-Test was carried out. The results are presented in Table 4. 
The result of the Paired Samples T-Test shows a significant difference between the scores of delexical (mean=0.72, 
SD=0.11) and lexical (mean=0.38, SD=0.07) verb+noun collocation items (t=17.312; df=31; p-value=0.000). These 
results suggest that the participants of the study individually had higher level of receptive delexical verb+noun 
collocation knowledge compared to lexical verb+noun collocation. 
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Table 4. Results of Paired Samples T-Test of Delexical and Lexical Verb+Noun Collocation Mean Scores 

 

                   Paired Differences 

t df Sig. 
(2-tailed)     Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Std. Error 
Mean 

95% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference 
Lower Upper 

Delexical 
verb+noun items 
– Lexical 
verb+noun items 

  0.336250 0.109874 0.019423 0.296636 0.375864 17.312 31 0.000 

 
The next level of analysis involves examining the participants’ patterns of responses to each item in the COLLEX 5 
test. Tables 5 and 6 present the results of the patterns of incorrect responses to delexical verb+noun collocations and 
lexical verb+noun collocations, respectively. 
 
Table 5. Incorrect Delexical Verb+Noun Collocation Average Score and Its Error Pattern 
Correct answer Percentage of 

average score of 
incorrect answers 
for the 
participants 

Incorrect answer selected Correct verb  
Incorrect verb 

Error pattern: 
Congurent (C)  
with Mandarin; 
Incongurent (IC)  
with Mandarin 

1. pay a visit 50% do a visit paydo C 
2. do a damage 60% make damage domake C 
3. do harm 0% / / / 
4. say a prayer 80% speak/tell prayer sayspeak/tell C 
5. make apologies 10% do apologies makedo C 
6. make friends 0% / / / 
7. make progress 0% / / / 
8. make sacrifices 40% do/give sacrifices makedo/give C 
9. give birth 20% bring birth givebring C 
10. take measures 10% make measures takemake C 
11. pay heed 80% show heed payshow C 
12. give a speech 10% perform a speech giveperform C 
13. go on a journey 10% do a journey go ondo C 
14. take root 30% make root takemake C 
15. take one’s revenge 40% obtain/make one’s revenge takeobtain/make C 
16. keep a diary 20% run a diary keeprun IC 
17. keep a secret 10% hold a secret keephold C 
18. make an escape 40% take an escape maketake C 

 
The data in Table 5 shows that the average incorrect percentage of the 18 delexical verb+noun collocation items 
varies, except for pay a visit, do damage, say a prayer, and pay heed. A minimum of 50% of students answered 
incorrectly on these four items. The other 14 items have an error rate of less than 50%, with 3 having an error rate of 
zero. 
Overall, the results revealed that the percentage of average scores with incorrect answers for a large number of the 18 
items was below 50%. And to a large extent, the incorrect responses seem to be congruent with the participants' L1, 
except for item 16 Keep a diary. In the case of this item, 20% of the students could not get the answer correct. The 
error pattern is incongruent with their L1. As for the other 14 items’ error patterns, they were congruent collocations. 
The error pattern percentage can be easily calculated using the formula below: 

Percentage = (Value/Total Value) x 100 
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The error patterns of 15 items are 1 incongruent and 14 congruent. The corresponding percentage can be calculated 
by expressing ‘congruent’ as a fraction of the ‘total 15 items with incorrect responses’ and multiplying the result by 
100. Therefore, 92.3% of error patterns are Mandarin-congruent. 
  
Table 6. Incorrect Lexical Verb+Noun Collocation Average Score and Its Error Pattern 
Correct answer Percentage of 

average score of 
incorrect 
answers for the 
participants 

Incorrect answer selected Correct verb  
Incorrect verb 

Error pattern: 
Congurent (C)  
with Mandarin; 
Incongurent (IC)  
with Mandarin 

1. size an opportunity   90% catch an opportunity seizecatch C 
2. draw a conclusion    80% make a conclusion drawmake C 
3. shed tears           50% fell tears shedfell C 
4. catch a cold         0% / / / 
5. strike a pose         90% hit/beat a pose strikehit/ beat IC 
6. put out a fire        5% turn out a fire            put outturn out C 
7. exercise one’s rights 90% conduct one’s rights exerciseconduct C 
8. hold discussion 50% do discussion holddo C 
9. press charges 60% push/run charges pressrun/push C 
10. lodge a complaint 40% perform a complaint      lodgeperform C 
11. commit a crime 20% conduct a crime commitconduct C 
12. strike a deal 90% set /step a deal           

 
strikeset/step set a deal : C 

step a deal: IC 
13. conduct an orchestra 40% control/direct an 

orchestra 
conductcontrol/ direct C 

14. conduct a survey 50% perform a survey conductperform C 
15. gain access 80% earn/take access          gainearn/rake C 
16. pass judgment 90% set judgment passset C 
17. drop bombs 80% fell bombs dropfell C 
18. hold one’s breadth 40% keep one’s breath       holdkeep C 
19. lose count 50% drop count              losedrop IC 
20. speak one’s mind 80% talk/say one’s mind speaktalk/say C 
21. spoil the fun 20% break/destroy the fun      spoilbreak/destroy C 
22. polish shoes 10% sweep/brush shoes polishsweep/brush C 
23. serve a purpose 60% earn/win a purpose       serveearn/win C 
24. clench one’s fist 50% tie one’s fist clenchtie IC 
25. blow a fuse 20% strike/knock a fuse    blowstrike/knock IC 
26. talk shop 80% speak shop talkspeak IC 
27. defeat a purpose 20% break/refuse a purpose    defeatbreak/refuse C 
28. answer the door 15% reply/respond to the door  answerreply/respond C 
29. lose faith 50% drop/cut faith  losecut/drop IC 
30. break a habit 20% close a habit            breakclose IC 
31. push a bike 45% lead a bike              pushlead IC 
32. walk the street 80% stroll/run the street walkstroll/run C 
 
The results in Table 6 are quite different from those in Table 5. There are more items, and the results are more varied, 
with a larger percentage of participants giving incorrect responses. Of the 32 items tested, 23 items have an average 
percentage of wrong answers of 50% or above. The data also shows that 9 of the 31 incorrect responses are 
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incongruent with the learners’ L1. These responses are, i.e. strike a pose, strike a deal, lose count, clench one’s fist, 
blow a fuse, talk shop, lose faith, break a habit, and push a bike. Therefore, 72.58% of the errors are congruent with 
the learners’ L1, and 27.42% of the errors (22 items) are incongruent with Mandarin. 
 
6. Discussion 
Language transfer from one language to another causes lexical collocation errors among EFL learners, according to 
Boonraksa and Naisena (2022). This seems to be the case with the current study as well as more than half of the 
responses to the lexical verb+noun collocation items were incorrect. Their error patterns were congruent with the 
meaning in Mandarin. Hence suggesting that L1 congruence affects English collocation knowledge acquisition. This 
finding supports Yamashita and Jiang’s (2010) hypothesis that, at the initial stage of learning collocations, learners 
rely on the L1 mediation process. This results in the processing advantage of congruent collocations. The congruency 
of most error patterns of wrong answers with learners’ L1, as suggested by Suleiman (2022), is an indication of 
learners’ dependence on their L1 low proficiency levels. 
Previous research has indicated that both delexical and lexical verb+noun collocations pose significant difficulties 
for EFL/ESL learners. For instance, Choi (2019) found that Korean EFL learners make quite a few collocational 
errors with delexical verbs, and Abdullah et al. (2021) revealed that semantic deviations are more likely to occur 
with lexical verbs than with nouns to Malay ESL learners when it comes to the construction of verb+noun 
collocations in writing. In addition, Lexical verb+noun collocation, such as figurative collocations, pose a great 
challenge to Chinese EFL learenrs in a self-paced reading experiment (Shi et al., 2023). In the Chinese context, 
investigation on EFL learner use of verbs has often fallen under the error analysis tradition (e.g., Jiang, 2023; Yang, 
2022; Xu & Zhou, 2022; Ye, 2019). More recently, corpus methodology has been widely used for verb research in 
China linguistic area (e.g., Li, 2022; Wei, 2021; Luo & Li, 2022; Xu et al., 2019). There is, however, still a need for 
more empirical data before any generalizations can be made regarding verb+noun collocation among learners. There 
is a lack of empirical research on lexical verbs among Chinese ESL learners. To date, no study has used a standard 
receptive collocation test to compare and analyze Chinese EFL learners' knowledge of receptive verb+noun 
collocations. Addressing this gap, the current study on Chinese EFL learners’ receptive delexical and lexical 
verb+noun collocation knowledge found that the learners fared better in the former. One reason for this could be 
attributed to the delexical verbs in COLLEX5, do, make, and take. These verbs frequently co-occur, causing Chinese 
EFL learners to not differentiate between phrases such as make a bath and have a bath, or do good and make good. 
Also, delexical verbs lose their literal meaning in combination with other words. However, as they are 
high-frequency words, it is possible that the participants understand the meaning of single delexical verbs and nouns 
and have guessed the answer to some extent. Another possible reason is that some lexical verbs in COLLEX5, for 
instance, clench, lodge, and shed are low-frequency words, the words, and their meanings may not be familiar to the 
study participants. This makes collocations even more challenging as figurative collocations are processed more 
slowly than literal collocations (Shi, Peng & Li, 2023). 

 
Figure 2. Percentage Distribution of Error Patterns of Delexical and Lexical Verb+Noun Collocations 
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The patterns of incorrect answers can be analyzed based on RHM. As shown in Figure 2, RHM’s main assumption is 
the links between the three stores, namely the L1 lexicon, the L2 lexicon, and concept. 
As shown in Figure 2, 92.3% of delexical verb+noun collocation error patterns are congruent with Mandarin. The 
percentage of error patterns of lexical verb+noun collocation is lower (72.58%) than delexical ones. On the other 
hand, 27.42% of lexical verb+noun collocation error patterns are incongruent with Mandarin, which is higher than 
delexical ones (7.7%). The incorrect answers are attributed to an insufficient conceptual link between L2 and the 
concept which is at the root of the incorrect answers. Students’ L1 lexicon is larger and more closely linked to 
concepts, so they only have unidirectional lines between concepts and L1. It leads to backward translation from L2 to 
L1. In other words, they attempt to find L2 equivalents for L1 words they already know. Second, delexical verbs do, 
make, and take are high-frequency delexical verbs that are misused in the error patterns. This is because do, make, 
and take are all rendered in Mandarin by one word, i.e. zuo. Once delexical verbs with similar meanings appear 
together in a multiple-choice question, a word-for-word core meaning translation from L2 to L1 would render the 
same Mandarin phrase zuo+noun, and thus be treated as congruent. This shows that L1 transfer influences the error 
pattern of the delexical verb+noun collocation. Third, for the lexical verb+noun collocation, the verbs have technical 
meaning or/and figurative meaning. Technical uses are field-specific, while figurative uses are not primarily intended 
to convey the original meaning. Therefore, even though learners may know the figurative verb+noun collocation’s 
individual word meaning, idiomatic/figurative meaning cannot be directly connected to L1 equivalents. Evidently, 
learners find figurative meaning derived from words and phrases that combine literal meaning with implied meaning 
much more challenging. 
As reported earlier, past studies informed by RHM found that the primary source of errors in collocational 
knowledge is negative L1 transfer into L2 (Laufer & Eliasson, 1993; Pavlenko, 2008a; Pavlenko, 2009) as learners 
tend to translate backward (Kroll et al., 2010) due to failures in activating lexical links. The error patterns that 
emerged in the current study indicate the same trend in learners’ dependence on their L1. Therefore, there must be a 
concerted effort to give emphasis, not only on the teaching and learning of verbs but also on verb+noun collocations, 
and phraseology in general (Abdullah et al., 2021). 
 
7. Pedagogical implications and Conclusion 
In this study, a diagnostic test called COLLEX 5 was used to evaluate receptive verb+noun collocations, rather than 
just focusing on erroneous collocations or just one type of target collocations; therefore, a more comprehensive 
picture of learners' knowledge of receptive verb+noun collocations is presented. Furthermore, the study also 
examines the error pattern of incorrect answers by examining the influence of L1-L2 congruence and incongruence 
on learners' collocation selection. To date, few studies have investigated EFL learners’ acquisition of verb+noun 
collocation on a standardized collocation test known to be reliable and valid. Therefore, the results of the study add 
to the prior research base and throw some new light on EFL learners’ collocation acquisition. 
The findings of the current study on Chinese EFL learners’ receptive collocation knowledge show that Chinese EFL 
learners have better knowledge of delexical verb+noun collocation than lexical ones. The study also demonstrates 
that most incorrect responses selected by EFL learners are due to transfer from the mother tongue (Fan, 2009). While 
they may have comprehended the meanings of individual words, EFL learners failed to discern which words they 
should match in the verb+noun collocation. Pedagogically, there is a need to raise EFL learners' knowledge of 
collocations. This could begin by raising learners’ awareness of the incongruency between their L1 and L2, and by 
contrasting English verb+noun collocations with equivalent Chinese patterns (Nesselhauf, 2005). Learners’ 
congruent and incongruent collocations could be stabilized, and those they do not recognize as collocations could be 
highlighted for them. Such an instructional strategy is likely to benefit learners’ understanding and production of 
collocations. 
Teachers can present items with meaningful collocations using language corpora and attested data rather than 
made-up introspective examples. The use of corpus data can help expose learners to more varied real-language texts 
and draw their attention to repeated lexical and even grammatical patterns (Byrd & Coxhead, 2010; Folse, 
Youngblood & González, 2014; Salah, 2023). And importantly “using the computational approach as a starting point 
makes it possible to distinguish between collocations of varying frequency of use” (Henriksen 2013: 32), which 
could potentially help address the problem of choosing collocations for teaching (Nizonkiza & Van de Poel, 2019). 
In a nutshell, the findings of the current study are promising, but more research is needed. This affirms that lexical 
verbs are more problematic for Chinese learners of English as a foreign language when it comes to verb+noun 
collocations. To understand the meaning of lexical verb and noun combinations, as well as the use of delexical 
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structure, learners should understand the semantic meaning and restrictions of lexical verbs. They must also 
understand the meaning of delexical structure and the semantic meaning of lexical verbs. These are factors that help 
form the sound of verb+noun collocations. All these necessitate an understanding of verb phraseological patterns, 
implying that lexical verbs lesson plans should focus not just on grammar but also prioritize lexis. 
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