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The issues of EFL students’ uses of collocation have gained much interest of researchers and educators (Hussein, 1998; Mongkolchai, 2000; Ying, 2009; Yan, 2010). Available literature indicated some influential factors such as limited knowledge of cultural-specific collocations and L1 transfer had impact on students’ ability in using English collocations. This paper reports results of an investigation into students’ knowledge of English collocations and collocational mistakes they made. The paper also focuses on factors that affected their misuses of collocations. Quantitative methods were used in this study. Data were collected from questionnaires and collocation tests. The subjects were fifty-nine English-majored students from a university in the Mekong Delta in Vietnam. Results showed that Adv+Adj and Noun+Noun were the two most difficult collocation types for the participants. It was also found that semantic field and culture competence were the two crucial aspects affecting EFL students’ use of collocations. 
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Being aware of collocations and using them appropriately assist English learners in expressing their ideas accurately and naturally in the target language. Indeed, collocation runs through the whole of English language. No piece of natural spoken or written English is totally free of collocation. As a result, employing right collocations will enable learners to produce natural speech and writing and more native-speaker-like (Rranger, 1998; Huang, 2001). 
However, learning and using collocations in English appropriately is a big challenge to English learners. Recent studies have shown that students still commit several different collocation mistakes (Dao & Nguyen, 2010; Duong & Lai, 2010; Mongkolchai, 2008; Nguyen, 2010). The findings have indicated that students often make collocation mistakes in the patterns of: (1) Verb + Adv, (2) Adv +Adj (Mongkolchai, 2008; Dao & Nguyen, 2010), (3) Verb + Preposition (Duong &Lai, 2010), and (4) Adj + Noun (Dao & Nguyen, 2010). Factors influencing on students’ use of collocations such as semantic fields, learners’ native language, learners’ collocational and cultural competence, teaching and learning strategies have also been discovered (Boonyasaquan, 2005; Duong & Lai, 2010; Huang, 2001; Nguyen, 2010).
Still, it is the fact that although the topic of collocation mistakes in EFL teaching and learning has widely been investigated, there have been few studies focused on violation of collocations in Vietnam, especially at university level so far. For that reason, this study was conducted to explore more deeply that issue in the context of Vietnamese universities in order to add more literature to the field of EFL teaching and learning. Specifically, the current research was carried out to investigate common collocation mistakes in writing that sophomores in English Teaching at Can Tho University make and find out key factors causing those mistakes with some implications for teaching and learning collocations.
Literature Review 
Collocation Definitions
There have been various ways to define collocations. Firstly, according to Runcie ("Oxford Collocations: Dictionary for Students of English," 2002) and McCarthy & O'Dell (2005), a collocation is a natural combination of words. For example, do and homework go together, as do make and mistakes; tall goes with man/woman and high with mountain. Similarly, Nation (2000, cited in Nguyen, 2010, p. 3) considers collocations groups of words that come together, either because they commonly occur together like take a chance, or because the meaning of the group is not obvious from the meaning of the parts, as by the way or to take someone in”. Furthermore, collocation is the property of language whereby two or more words seem to appear frequently in each other’s company ("Macmillan Collocations Dictionaty for Learners of English," 2010). In short, collocations are chunks of words that can go together so that they sound natural to native speakers.
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McKeown and Radev (1997) discovered that collocations possess four main properties.
Regarding to the first feature- being arbitrary, although a word may have a variety of synonyms, we cannot replace a word in a combination by its synonyms. For example, it is acceptable to say make an effort, but make an exertion is not. Similarly, we cannot say a running discussion, hot greetings instead of a running commentary and warm greetings. In addition, every language has its own way to combine words together. For example, an American says set the table and make a decision while a British one uses the phrases lay the table and take a decision to express the same meaning. Similarly, we know that in English, the word eat means ăn, but the native speakers never say eat a breakfast, instead they say have breakfast to indicate ăn sáng. Thus, collocations are language- specific. The third feature of collocations is that they are recurrent in context. Indeed, Collocations are combinations that occur frequently together in the same environment or given context. Several words such as go, know can combine with any other words; they are therefore used more recurrently than others. Finally, collocations are also common in technical language. In fact, words that rarely contribute to a collocation in everyday language often take part in a collocation in technical language. For instance, when discussing computers, file can be collocated with create, save, delete, and so on.
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There are four different ways to categorize collocations. Specifically, they are classified by (1) their strength, (2) their structure, (3) frequency of words and (4) parts of speech. 
Concerning their strength, collocations are classified into four types: strong, weak, medium-strength and unique collocations (Hill, 2000; Lewis, 2000, cited in Mongkolchai, 2008). Firstly, strong collocations have a very limited number of words very closely associated with one another like rancid butter or mitigating circumstance. Secondly, weak collocations refer to words that have a wide variety of collocates. For example, many things can be long or short, cheap or expensive, good or bad. Thirdly, Medium-strength collocations are words that always go together more frequently than weak collocations. Some examples are hold a meeting, carry out a study, and so on. Finally, unique collocations are collocations that are fixed and cannot be replaced by any other words. For example, to foot the bill, to foot the invoice, or to foot the coffee is obviously wrong.
Based on their structure, collocations are divided into two categories: grammatical and lexical collocations (Baker, 1997, cited in Boonyasaquan, 2005).  Lexical collocations are those that do not involve prepositions or infinitives but only content words (Benson, 1985, cited in Nguyen, 2010). Some examples are strong coffee (Adj + Noun), highly controversial (Adv + Adj) and smile proudly (Verb + Adv). Unlike lexical collocations, grammatical collocations comprise a content word (a noun, verb or an adjective) along with a grammatical one (a preposition or infinitive) (Benson, 1985, cited in Nguyen, 2010) such as Turn on the radio (Verb + Pre + Noun) and fond of (Adj + Pre).
Regarding the frequency of words, Sinclair (1991) divides collocations into downward and upward collocations. Downward collocations are words which habitually collocate with words that are less frequent than they are, e.g. words arrive, bring are less frequently occurring collocates of back. Contrary to downward collocations, upward collocations consist of words which regularly combine with the words more frequently used in English than they are themselves, e.g. back collocates with at, down, from, into, on, all of which are more frequent words than back. 
In connection to the main aim of this study which centers on common collocation mistakes of second-year English Teaching sophomores, seven types of collocations classified by their parts of speech ("Oxford Collocations: Dictionary for Students of English," 2002) have been chosen as the main focus on the basis of relevant previous studies in the context of Vietnamese universities (Pham, 2006; Nguyen, 2010). These seven types are detailed below.
1. Adverb + Adjective: deeply impressive
2. Verb+ Expression with preposition: carry out
3. Verb + Noun: give s.o a call
4. Adjective + Noun: low wage
5. Noun + Noun: a bar of chocolate
6. Verb+ Adverb: smile proudly
7. Adjective + Preposition: be annoyed with s.o
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In relation to university students’ ability in using English collocations, there have been three main studies conducted in three different contexts. The first study carried by Mongkolchai (2008) in Srinakharinwirot University revealed that Verb + Adverb and Adverb + Adjective were two collocation types that trouble English majors the most. Meanwhile, the results of a study (2010) conducted in Can Tho University by Nguyen (2010) demonstrated that the most typical collocation mistakes were Noun + Noun and Adverb + Adjective. The third research carried out in The University of Languages and International Studies, Vietnam National University, Hanoi (Duong & Lai, 2010) indicated that three highest proportions of collocation mistakes included Adjective+ Noun (16.1%), Preposition + Noun (16.9%) and Verb + Preposition (16.9%).
Notwithstanding these studies demonstrated that the use of collocations is problematic to EFL learners, the findings were diverse in connection with different situations. This research was thus carried out with the intention of contribute more literature about learning and using collocations in writing of second-year students of English education in the context of a university in Vietnam.
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First of all, Boonyasaquan (2005) and Yan (2010) share the same idea that the mother- tongue influences on EFL learner’s proficiency of collocations. Specifically, they even translate word by word from their native language into English and vice versa (Duong & Lai, 2010; Ying, 2009) or they entirely depend on the first language as the only source when learners lack collocation knowledge (Huang, 2001). 
The second factor, culture, also contributes to collocation mistakes among learners of English. According to Huang (2001), if learners are short of cultural competence, they will fail to acquire such culturally-marked collocations. In fact, some kinds of collocations are highly connected with cultural connotations and discourse stereotypes, especially unique collocations such as idioms. These collocations are perceived to be more appropriate by native speakers in specific contexts.
With regard to semantic field, there are certain collocations that are very difficult for learners, particularly, unique collocations or idiomatic expressions. They are confusing for learners such as a withering glance, It rains cats and dogs, etc. (Ying and Hendricks, 2004, Boonyasaquan, 2005). Moreover, a word has many synonyms, but each word only fits to one context or situation. Both ride and drive, for example, mean control something, but it is wrong to say ride a car (Ying, 2009; Yang, 2010). In the same way, Huang (2001, p.4) approves that the more synonyms an item had, the more difficulties learners encountered in producing a restricted collocation. 
Unlike the previous researchers, Nguyen (2010) believes that teaching is one of the most important parts affecting greatly the use of collocations as they are arbitrary and unpredictable (Lewis, 1997, cited in Nguyen, 2010). For example, it is true to say make the bed but not do the bed. Apparently, it is difficult for EFL students to handle collocations successfully if those word combinations are not focused and practised (Boonyasaquan, 2005). In other words, teaching collocation has not been paid a proper attention to in EFL classroom.
Learning strategies also have effects on the collocation use because each student has his own way of learning which may be effective such as contextual learning, dictionary and note- taking (Nguyen, 2010). As a matter of fact, weak learners are so passive in learning; they have a tendency to ignore the context and become less conscious of textual learning (Ahmed, 1980, cited in Nguyen, 2010). 
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[bookmark: _Toc291448321][bookmark: _Toc291448491][bookmark: _Toc291448917][bookmark: _Toc291449179][bookmark: _Toc291579171][bookmark: _Toc291579506][bookmark: _Toc291583794][bookmark: _Toc291584089][bookmark: _Toc291601354][bookmark: _Toc291602403]Research participants and instruments
59 second- year English teaching majors at a university in the South of Vietnam were randomly selected to be the subject of this study. Besides, in order to investigate students’ collocation mistakes as well as factors influencing their use of collocations, test and questionnaire were used to serve as instruments. 
Test
The test was designed on the basis of the classification of Lewis (2000, cited in Nguyen, 2010) and McCarthy and O’Dell (2005) with an acceptable reliability value α = .701. 
There were seven types of collocations included. They were listed as below.
1. Adverb + Adjective: deeply impressive
2. Verb+ Expression with preposition: carry out
3. Verb + Noun: give s.o a call
4. Adjective + Noun: low wage
5. Noun + Preposition + Noun: a bar of chocolate
6. Verb+ Adverb: smile proudly
7. Adjective + Preposition: be annoyed with s.o 

The questionnaire
[bookmark: _Toc291448325][bookmark: _Toc291448495][bookmark: _Toc291448921][bookmark: _Toc291449183][bookmark: _Toc291579175][bookmark: _Toc291579510][bookmark: _Toc291583798][bookmark: _Toc291584093][bookmark: _Toc291601358][bookmark: _Toc291602407]Both questionnaires for students and teachers included two main parts. The first part was participants’ demographic features including course, class, and gender. The second part of the student’s questionnaire consisted of sixteen statements about the causes of collocation mistakes and a five- point Likert scale (1- strongly disagree, 2- disagree, 3- no idea, 4- agree, 5- strongly agree) was used. The reliability of the questionnaire was .702. Meanwhile, there were thirty-three statements about their opinions about the importance of collocations and factors influencing students’ use of collocations.  
Procedure 
[bookmark: _Toc293069428][bookmark: _Toc291583799][bookmark: _Toc291584094][bookmark: _Toc291601359]The test and questionnaires were administered in class during school time. Administration took about half an hour during which students were asked to complete the test and questionnaires right after the test. The data collected from the tests and questionnaires were subjected to SPSS program in order to find out the common collocation mistakes as well as factors that have an influence on students’ misuse of collocations.
 Findings
[bookmark: _Toc291583808][bookmark: _Toc291584103][bookmark: _Toc291601368][bookmark: _Toc291602417][bookmark: _Toc293069436]Common Collocation Mistakes made by Second-Year English Teaching Majors
[bookmark: _Toc291583809][bookmark: _Toc291584104][bookmark: _Toc291601369][bookmark: _Toc291602418][bookmark: _Toc293069437]The result showed that students’ collocation competence was rather low with the mean score of 9.44 meanwhile the maximum score for the test was 21. To illustrate, summary of the percentage of incorrect answers in each type of collocation is shown in Figure 1 below.
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 Proportion of collocation mistakes in each type among English- teaching sophomores
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As can be seen from Figure 1 the two most common collocation mistakes in writing 
among sophomores of English-teaching majors were Adverb+ Adjective and Noun+ Noun with the percentage of 75.3 % and 74.1 %, correspondingly. For example, some informants combined strong with impressive, or bitterly with depressed. Actually, impressive and depressed go with deeply. Moreover, Noun + Noun were also combined incorrectly such as a pang of pride, a pool of pride and a piece of anger. In fact, the correct collocations must be a sense of pride and a surge of anger. This result was quite similar to the result of Nguyen’s study (2010).
[bookmark: _Toc291584105][bookmark: _Toc291601370][bookmark: _Toc291602419][bookmark: _Toc293069438]Factors on the Misuse of English Collocations in Writing among Second-Year English Teaching Majors
In this study students nearly strongly agreed that they had problems in using collocations (M= 4.26). Specifically, students’ beliefs about the factors that lead them to use collocations incorrectly are listed in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Students’ opinions about factors causing their misuse of collocations
Statistics from the questionnaires for students illustrated that semantic field and culture competence were two key issues impacting on the poor performance of collocations among English- teaching sophomores with the mean score 3.95 and 3.9, respectively. With the former students could not choose the proper word among the given ones to combine with the other one. For example, great and big are synonyms but only a great deal of is acceptable. For the latter, most participants believed that they had difficulty using English collocations because of the differences between Vietnamese and English culture. Besides, although teaching has the lowest mean score of 3.25, students had a tendency to agree that it was also one of the main causes.
[bookmark: _Toc291584108][bookmark: _Toc291601373][bookmark: _Toc291602422][bookmark: _Toc293069440]Implications, and Suggestions for Further Research 
[bookmark: _Toc291583811][bookmark: _Toc291584109][bookmark: _Toc291601374][bookmark: _Toc291602423][bookmark: _Toc293069441]Pedagogical implications
Based on the results of the present study, some pedagogical implications are drawn to discuss. Firstly, the paper revealed that semantics was the key factors causing students’ collocation violation. It brought to the close that second-year students of English Education need to study semantics. Additionally, culture competence was regarded as a major issue. In other word, students had poor mastery of collocations because of the lack of English culture competence. Hence, cultural factors should be considered in learning collocations (Pham, 2006). Furthermore, the native language, Vietnamese, also had a strong influence on students’ use of English collocations (Pham, 2006). Hence, the congruity and incongruity between the first and target language should be analysed in EFL classroom (Ying, 2009). Regarding teaching, collocations should be emphasized in EFL/ESL classroom teaching with the help of teachers (Boonyasaquan, 2005). As a matter of fact, teachers play an important role in guiding students to learn new collocations and reviewing the old ones because these prefabricated units are arbitrary and unpredictable (Nguyen, 2010; Lewis, 1997, cited in Boonyasaquan, 2005). 
In relation to ways to help students improve their knowledge of collocations, there are a number of tactics suggested by experts in the field (Wei, 1999; Hill, 2000; cited in Mongkolchai, 2008). First of all, in learning, students should learn collocations with an organized vocabulary notebook to record and store collocations (Hill, 2000, cited in Mongkolchai, 2008). Besides, group work and peer-correction should be used in the classroom in order to assist students in achieving their knowledge of collocations (Wei, 1999, cited in Mongkolchai, 2008). They are also advised to use both monolingual and bilingual dictionaries for effective learning of collocations (Nguyen, 2010). In addition, foreign language learners can practice collocations by writing and speaking, and it is useful for them to communicate with native speakers in order to find out their natural word combinations (Boonyasaquan, 2005). With respect to teaching, teachers should encourage students to think in the target language to avoid the interference of mother tongue language when they write or speak. In addition, classroom instructors are advised to ask students to make sentences with new collocations they have learnt (Wei, 1999, cited in Mongkolchai, 2008).
[bookmark: _Toc291583812][bookmark: _Toc291584110][bookmark: _Toc291601375][bookmark: _Toc291602424][bookmark: _Toc293069442][bookmark: _Toc291583813][bookmark: _Toc291584111][bookmark: _Toc291601376][bookmark: _Toc291602425][bookmark: _Toc293069443]Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research
The current research has two limitations. Firstly, only common collocation violations were focused on, so uncommon mistakes of collocations were not covered. Secondly, there were no more than 21 items in the test which was not enough to measure all collocation mistakes. 
With the intention of surmounting the limitations of this study, the following issues should be taken into account in future research. First of all, other types of collocation should be involved so that an overview of collocation mistakes of students in writing can be obtained. Moreover, this study only focused on common collocation mistakes in writing which is one of the two productive skills in language learning, there should be further research with a focus on speaking to investigate more findings about collocations. Furthermore, for each type of mistakes should be investigated more deeply from teachers through both questionnaires and interviews.
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[bookmark: _Toc291583815][bookmark: _Toc291584113][bookmark: _Toc291601378][bookmark: _Toc291602427][bookmark: _Toc293069445]This survey was carried out to explore some common collocation mistakes in writing among English education majors and key factors influencing on the misuse of prefabricated units with some implications for EFL teaching and learning. 
[bookmark: _Toc291574466][bookmark: _Toc291584780][bookmark: _Toc291584886]The results of the current study showed that participants had difficulties using all seven types of English collocations given in the test. Among those, two most common mistakes in using collocations fell on noun + noun with 74.1% and adverb + adjective with 75.3% incorrect answers, followed by adjective + preposition (60%), verb + adverb (59.3%), verb + preposition (56.9%), verb + noun (55.9%) and adjective + noun (53.6%). Besides, students believed that semantic field (M = 3.95) and culture competence (M = 3.9) were the two key factors. Lastly, although the suggestions on how to learn collocations effectively were given on the basic of the related studies (Mongkolchai, 2008; Nguyen, 2010; Duong & Lai, 2010), further research on the issues of collocation mistakes is still in need for a deeper understanding and more in-depth implications in EFL teaching and learning.
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