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Abstract 

Collocations — habitual and predictable word combinations — represent one of 

the most crucial yet often underappreciated aspects of linguistic competence. Mastery 

of a language extends beyond grammatical accuracy and vocabulary size; it involves 

the intuitive understanding of how words naturally co-occur within authentic contexts. 

This paper examines the theoretical underpinnings of collocations, their linguistic 

classifications, and their indispensable role in language acquisition, fluency, and 

pedagogical application. Drawing upon insights from corpus linguistics, cognitive 

linguistics, and applied language studies, the paper argues that collocational awareness 

bridges the gap between formal linguistic knowledge and communicative competence. 

It discusses how collocations contribute to the naturalness, idiomaticity, and efficiency 

of communication, and how their neglect in language pedagogy leads to fossilized 

errors and non-native-like production. Emphasis is placed on integrating collocation 

learning into vocabulary instruction and communicative teaching frameworks. The 

paper concludes that collocational competence should be prioritized as a central 

component of language study and curriculum design to produce learners who not only 

know a language but can also live it fluently. 

Keywords:  collocations; lexical competence; language acquisition; corpus 

linguistics; communicative competence; vocabulary teaching; applied linguistics. 

 

Language is not merely a random collection of words assembled through 

grammatical rules; it is an intricate system of recurring patterns, relationships, and 

habits of expression that develop through cultural and cognitive experience. When 

people communicate, they rarely select each word in isolation. Instead, they depend on 

familiar combinations that appear so frequently in discourse that they sound natural, 
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even inevitable. These combinations, called collocations, are at the heart of what makes 

language fluent, expressive, and idiomatic. 

The importance of collocations has long been recognized in linguistic theory, 

yet they remain underemphasized in many educational contexts. A collocation can be 

defined as a habitual co-occurrence of words that native speakers instinctively use 

together more often than would occur by chance (Sinclair, 1991). For instance, English 

speakers say make a decision rather than do a decision, or strong tea rather than 

powerful tea. These pairings are not arbitrary but reflect shared linguistic habits and 

cognitive associations. They embody a kind of linguistic chemistry—certain words 

attract one another through use and convention, forming stable units that express 

meaning more efficiently than the sum of their parts. 

In language learning, collocational competence often marks the boundary 

between merely correct speech and truly natural expression. A learner may possess 

excellent grammar and a wide vocabulary but still sound foreign or awkward if they 

misuse collocations. This phenomenon highlights a critical insight: true fluency is not 

just the ability to form grammatically correct sentences but to select word combinations 

that native speakers find natural. As Lewis (1993) emphasized in his Lexical Approach, 

language consists of “grammaticalized lexis, not lexicalized grammar.” In other words, 

fluency emerges from the repeated and meaningful co-occurrence of words, which 

gradually solidifies into the grammatical and lexical patterns characteristic of a given 

language. The study of collocations has developed alongside advances in corpus 

linguistics and computational analysis. Early linguistic theorists, such as J. R. Firth 

(1957), recognized that “you shall know a word by the company it keeps.” This 

observation marked a significant shift in linguistic thought—from analyzing words in 

isolation to examining how meaning arises through contextual relationships. Later, 

scholars like Sinclair (1991) and Halliday (1992) built upon this foundation, 

demonstrating through large corpus studies that the frequency and predictability of 

word pairings could be measured statistically. These findings confirmed that language 

users rely on stored lexical chunks or patterns when processing and producing 

language. 

From a cognitive perspective, collocations are more than linguistic 

conventions—they are reflections of how the human brain organizes and retrieves 

language. Words that frequently appear together become strongly associated in 

memory, allowing speakers to produce them rapidly and effortlessly. This principle 

aligns with the psychological concept of “chunking,” in which the mind groups related 

items into manageable units to reduce cognitive load. As a result, collocational 

knowledge supports both fluency and comprehension: fluent speakers retrieve 

multiword expressions automatically, while listeners decode them as familiar patterns 

rather than as individual lexical items. 

https://journalss.org/


                    T A D Q I Q O T L A R         jahon ilmiy – metodik jurnali    

 

 

       https://journalss.org                                                     76-son_7-to’plam_Dekabr-2025 99 

ISSN:3030-3613 

In second-language acquisition, collocations pose a unique challenge. Unlike 

grammar, which can often be taught through explicit rules, collocations resist simple 

explanation. Their usage is typically acquired implicitly through exposure, rather than 

through instruction. Learners who rely heavily on translation or dictionary-based study 

tend to treat words as discrete entities, resulting in combinations that sound unnatural. 

A common example is the learner who says heavy wind instead of strong wind, or do 

a mistake instead of make a mistake. Such errors, while seemingly minor, create an 

impression of unnaturalness and disrupt the fluency of communication. 

Researchers have noted that the acquisition of collocations is often what 

distinguishes advanced learners from those who have only achieved intermediate 

proficiency. Pawley and Syder (1983) described this phenomenon as the problem of 

“nativelike selection”—the challenge of choosing expressions that reflect authentic use 

rather than theoretical correctness. Learners may know all the words necessary to 

express an idea but still fail to select combinations that native speakers would naturally 

produce. Thus, the ability to use collocations accurately is a key indicator of 

communicative competence, the concept introduced by Hymes (1972) to describe the 

combination of grammatical, sociolinguistic, and pragmatic knowledge that enables 

effective communication. 

Communicative competence requires more than knowing what words mean; it 

requires understanding when and how certain expressions are appropriate. Collocations 

play an essential role in achieving this sensitivity. Consider, for example, the subtle 

difference between utterly disappointed and completely disappointed. Both are 

grammatically correct, but the first sounds more idiomatic and carries a stronger 

emotional tone. The collocation utterly disappointed belongs to a network of 

intensifying expressions—utterly useless, utterly ridiculous, utterly impossible—that 

give the phrase a native-like ring. Such distinctions may seem minor to a learner, yet 

they are critical in real communication, where nuance and naturalness often determine 

how language is perceived. 

Despite their importance, collocations remain underrepresented in traditional 

language instruction. Textbooks tend to prioritize single-word vocabulary lists or 

isolated grammatical structures, while collocations are treated as incidental details. 

This oversight stems from the assumption that learners can “pick up” natural 

combinations through exposure alone. In reality, research shows that explicit attention 

to collocations significantly enhances language retention and fluency. By teaching 

words in their natural pairings—take a break, give advice, pay attention—educators 

help learners internalize ready-made building blocks of language rather than 

assembling sentences from scratch. The difficulty in mastering collocations also lies in 

their partial arbitrariness. While some follow logical patterns, many do not. English 

speakers, for example, say make an effort but do homework; both describe actions of 
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exertion, yet different verbs are used. Such inconsistencies frustrate learners who seek 

clear rules and systematic explanations. This unpredictability is what makes 

collocations a particularly rich and challenging field of linguistic study. They reveal 

that language is not governed solely by logic but also by convention, culture, and 

history. Given these challenges, collocational instruction must go beyond rote 

memorization. It should involve context-based exposure, corpus-driven examples, and 

active use in writing and speech. Technological advances have made it easier to analyze 

authentic language data, allowing teachers and learners to explore real patterns of word 

association in large text corpora. These tools help demystify collocational behavior, 

making it more accessible to learners. Moreover, an emphasis on collocations aligns 

with communicative and lexical approaches to language teaching, both of which view 

language as a network of meaningful patterns rather than a static system of rules. 

Collocations serve as the bridge between vocabulary and grammar, linking 

meaning, form, and function in a way that reflects the living nature of language. To 

understand a language deeply is to recognize not just what its words mean individually, 

but how they choose to live together. The study of collocations, therefore, is not a side 

road of linguistics but one of its main thoroughfares—leading directly to the heart of 

how humans communicate with precision, grace, and authenticity. 

Literature Review and Theoretical Perspectives 

The study of collocations has long occupied a peculiar position within 

linguistics—too structured to be dismissed as mere coincidence, yet too unpredictable 

to be fully captured by grammatical rules. Over the past century, scholars from 

structuralist, functionalist, cognitive, and corpus-based traditions have each attempted 

to explain how and why certain words seem magnetically drawn to one another. The 

literature on collocations, therefore, mirrors the evolution of linguistics itself: a gradual 

shift from abstract theorizing toward data-driven empiricism and cognitive 

explanation. 

Early structural linguists viewed collocations primarily as patterns of co-

occurrence. Firth (1957) laid the conceptual groundwork by arguing that meaning 

resides not in individual words but in their habitual company. His famous dictum — 

“You shall know a word by the company it keeps”—captured the essence of 

collocational thinking. Firth’s followers in the London School expanded this idea 

through the contextual theory of meaning, emphasizing that a word’s semantic value 

depends on its distributional relations with neighboring items. For them, collocation 

was a statistical phenomenon reflecting associative behavior within a speech 

community. Although their methods were limited by the absence of digital corpora, 

their insight into the contextual nature of meaning anticipated later developments in 

computational linguistics. The next significant leap occurred with the rise of corpus 

linguistics in the late twentieth century. John Sinclair’s (1991) pioneering work, 
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Corpus, Concordance, Collocation, revolutionized the empirical study of language. By 

analyzing vast electronic databases of authentic texts, Sinclair demonstrated that 

collocations are neither random nor marginal—they are central to how language 

operates. His “idiom principle” proposed that native speakers rely on semi-

preconstructed phrases rather than assembling sentences word by word through the 

“open-choice principle.” In practical terms, this means that fluent communication 

depends more on familiarity with recurring lexical chunks than on conscious 

grammatical decision-making. Corpus studies since Sinclair’s time have confirmed 

that language is highly patterned, with frequent combinations such as take into account, 

pay attention, or carry out research occurring far more often than chance would predict. 

Another major theoretical strand derives from phraseology, a field with deep roots in 

Eastern European and Russian linguistics. Scholars such as Vinogradov and later 

Cowie (1994) classified fixed expressions into a continuum ranging from free 

combinations to idioms. Collocations occupy a middle position on this spectrum—they 

are neither completely fixed nor entirely flexible. While idioms like kick the bucket are 

opaque in meaning, collocations such as make progress or highly effective remain 

semantically transparent yet conventionalized. This intermediate status explains their 

pedagogical importance: they are learnable through exposure and pattern recognition, 

yet unpredictable enough to cause difficulty for learners. Phraseological theory thus 

provides a useful framework for distinguishing collocations from other types of 

multiword expressions.In parallel, cognitive linguistics has offered explanations 

grounded in human perception, memory, and conceptual mapping. From this 

perspective, collocations reflect entrenched associations in the mental lexicon formed 

through repeated experience. Langacker (1987) described linguistic knowledge as a 

network of symbolic units linked by usage patterns. When certain word pairings recur 

frequently, they become stored as ready-made schemas that can be accessed 

automatically. This notion aligns with the psycholinguistic principle of chunking, 

where the brain groups elements into manageable sequences to reduce processing load. 

Research in psycholinguistics supports this view: studies using reaction-time 

experiments show that collocational phrases are recognized and processed more rapidly 

than novel combinations of the same words. Such findings suggest that collocations 

occupy a distinct cognitive reality, functioning as prefabricated linguistic units. 

A separate line of inquiry arises from usage-based models of language learning. 

Scholars such as Ellis (2002) and Bybee (2010) argue that linguistic structure emerges 

from frequency and usage rather than from abstract universal rules. According to this 

view, learners internalize collocations through repeated exposure to language input, 

gradually abstracting patterns of co-occurrence. The probability of a particular 

combination—say, making a decision—becomes so high that it solidifies as a default 

choice. Frequency, therefore, is not a trivial statistical measure but a cognitive driver 
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shaping linguistic competence. This perspective explains why collocational mastery 

often requires sustained exposure rather than explicit explanation: the mind learns 

through repetition what the intellect cannot deduce through logic. Pedagogically, the 

recognition of collocations as central to fluency has reshaped modern approaches to 

language teaching. The lexical approach proposed by Lewis (1993, 1997) positioned 

vocabulary—not grammar—as the foundation of language learning. Lewis argued that 

the primary challenge for learners is not grammatical accuracy but the selection of 

appropriate lexical combinations. His approach encouraged teachers to move beyond 

isolated word lists and to present vocabulary in collocational frames. For example, 

rather than teaching decision as a single noun, learners should acquire typical 

collocates such as make a decision, reach a decision, or reconsider a decision. 

Classroom strategies derived from this approach include concordance analysis, 

collocational notebooks, and corpus-based exploration activities that allow learners to 

notice patterns in authentic contexts. 

Empirical research supports the pedagogical benefits of collocation-focused 

instruction. Nesselhauf (2003) investigated German learners of English and found that 

collocational errors were among the most persistent sources of non-native-like 

expression. Learners frequently produced combinations such as do a decision or take 

an advice, reflecting transfer from their first language. Similar findings were reported 

by Bahns and Eldaw (1993), who demonstrated that even advanced learners struggled 

to use collocations appropriately despite strong grammatical command. The 

persistence of such errors underscores the need for targeted collocational teaching. 

Later studies, including those by Boers and Lindstromberg (2009), confirmed that 

raising learners’ awareness of collocations through noticing tasks and mnemonic 

techniques enhances both retention and fluency.From a psycholinguistic standpoint, 

collocational knowledge contributes to the automation of speech production. Pawley 

and Syder’s (1983) concept of “nativelike fluency” emphasizes that much of everyday 

speech relies on prefabricated patterns rather than creative generation. Speakers draw 

on a vast mental inventory of lexical chunks to produce language rapidly and 

effortlessly. This reliance on stored expressions explains why native speakers can 

speak at high speed while maintaining grammatical accuracy—they are retrieving units 

rather than constructing them word by word. For learners, building such an inventory 

is essential to achieving fluent output. Explicit focus on collocations accelerates this 

process by providing access to frequently used linguistic routines. 

The literature also reveals a strong link between collocational knowledge and 

reading comprehension. Research by Nation (2001) and Schmitt (2010) shows that 

learners with greater collocational awareness process texts more efficiently because 

familiar word pairings facilitate lexical recognition and semantic prediction. In 

contrast, readers who treat each word separately expend more cognitive effort, 
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reducing overall comprehension speed. Collocational knowledge thus supports both 

receptive and productive skills, reinforcing the idea that vocabulary should be taught 

as a network of associations rather than as discrete lexical items. The integration of 

collocations into language curricula raises methodological questions about how best to 

identify and teach them. Corpus linguistics provides powerful tools for this purpose. 

Using statistical measures such as Mutual Information (MI) and t-score, researchers 

can determine the strength of association between words in large datasets. These 

quantitative methods reveal which combinations occur significantly more often than 

random distribution would predict, helping educators prioritize high-value 

collocations. For instance, analyses of the British National Corpus (BNC) have 

identified thousands of recurrent pairings—strong argument, raise awareness, deep 

concern—that dominate authentic discourse. Such data-driven insights enable teachers 

to design materials grounded in real language use rather than intuition. 

While corpus-based instruction offers precision, it also presents challenges. 

Learners may find frequency lists and concordance lines abstract or overwhelming 

without proper guidance. The pedagogical task, therefore, is to translate corpus 

findings into meaningful classroom activities that connect collocational patterns with 

communicative goals. Suggested techniques include gap-fill exercises based on 

authentic examples, collocation dictionaries, and writing tasks that require learners to 

use target combinations in context. These methods foster what Lewis (2000) calls 

collocational awareness—the conscious recognition and use of lexical partnerships as 

a natural part of expression. The theoretical convergence of corpus and cognitive 

linguistics has generated new interdisciplinary insights. Both traditions emphasize the 

role of usage and frequency in shaping linguistic behavior. Corpus data provide the 

empirical evidence of recurrent patterns, while cognitive models explain how these 

patterns become internalized. Together they illustrate that language is both a social and 

psychological phenomenon—a collective habit reinforced through individual 

cognition. Collocations exemplify this dual nature: they exist because people use them, 

and people use them because they exist. 

In addition to descriptive studies, recent research has explored the sociolinguistic 

and stylistic dimensions of collocations. Certain combinations carry cultural or 

register-specific connotations, marking social identity or professional affiliation. For 

example, legal discourse favors collocations like enter into contract or bear 

responsibility, while academic writing relies on clusters such as significant evidence 

or empirical study. Mastery of such domain-specific collocations signals membership 

within a discourse community and contributes to credibility in professional 

communication. This register sensitivity highlights that collocations are not merely 

linguistic ornaments but social indicators embedded in context. The literature further 

demonstrates that collocational competence is not static; it evolves through continued 
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exposure and use. Even native speakers adjust their collocational preferences over time 

as they encounter new genres, technologies, and sociocultural shifts. The rapid growth 

of digital communication, for instance, has generated novel collocations such as go 

viral, post online, and social media platform. These new pairings spread quickly, 

showing that collocation formation is an ongoing process shaped by collective 

linguistic behavior. For second-language learners, awareness of such dynamism 

prevents fossilization and encourages adaptive learning strategies that reflect real-

world usage. 

A persistent debate within the literature concerns the balance between explicit 

and implicit learning of collocations. Some scholars argue that collocational 

knowledge develops naturally through exposure, similar to first-language acquisition. 

Others maintain that adult learners benefit from explicit instruction, especially when 

classroom time is limited. Empirical evidence suggests a hybrid approach is most 

effective: exposure provides frequency and contextual richness, while instruction 

enhances noticing and retention. This synthesis aligns with Schmidt’s (1990) Noticing 

Hypothesis, which posits that conscious attention to linguistic input is necessary for 

acquisition. When learners are trained to recognize collocations as meaningful units, 

they are more likely to notice them in subsequent encounters, reinforcing the learning 

cycle. Despite substantial progress, the literature acknowledges several unresolved 

issues. One concerns the definition and boundaries of collocation itself. Researchers 

disagree on whether collocations should be identified purely statistically or whether 

semantic and pragmatic criteria should also apply. Another issue involves cross-

linguistic variation: how far can collocational research in English be generalized to 

other languages with different morphological and syntactic structures? Comparative 

studies, such as those by Granger (1998), have begun to address these questions 

through learner corpora, revealing that while collocational phenomena are universal, 

their surface manifestations differ across linguistic systems. 

The scholarly consensus converges on several points. First, collocations are 

central to lexical organization and communicative fluency. Second, they are best 

understood through an integration of corpus-based evidence and cognitive explanation. 

Third, their mastery requires both exposure and awareness, supported by pedagogical 

strategies that treat vocabulary as patterned rather than isolated. The literature thus 

positions collocations not as peripheral curiosities but as the foundation of linguistic 

competence and the key to natural communication. 
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