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ABSTRACT:

This study aims to find out whether English collocations could help to improve writing in
English as Foreign Language (EFL) for first-year English majored students at all. Writing

effectively is a challenge for most of EFL students. One of the problems is that they do not know
how to use the words appropriately. In this study, a 3-week trial teaching program is carried out for
thirty-eight English majored freshmen at Van Lang University (VLU) and the writing type is

descriptive paragraph. In addition, pre- and post- trial questionnaires are conducted to gain

information about students’ use of collocations, and to evaluate students’ attitudes towards

learning collocations. Data are then collected and qualitatively analyzed. The study’s results

confirm the hypothesis that using collocations contributes to improve English writing.
Keywords: English, student, first-year English majored student.

1. Introduction

1.1. Background to the study

Writing  skill is an important part of
communication. Teaching writing skill is considered
to be one of the hardest one to deal with because it
requires high accuracy to every detail. It is clearly
that the importance of writing skill should be
emphasized. However, writing effectively is a
challenge for most of EFL students.

First-year English majored students at Van Lang
University (VLU) are at pre-intermediate level,
therefore academic writing courses at school are
quite a big obstacle for them.

The current course book is a collection of books
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compiled by lecturers at VLU. The course lasts thirty
periods which includes ten writing lessons. That
shortage of time leads to inadequate knowledge for
studying especially writing skills. Students do not
know how write a paragraph effectively. One of the
problems is that they do not know how to use the
words appropriately which could be related to
lacking of knowledge about collocations. This reality
stimulates the researcher to conduct the study to
investigate the students’ difficulties, and to figure
out how English collocations could be applied to
writing courses.

1.2. Objectives of the study

This study aims to find out whether English
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collocations could help to improve writing in English
for first-year English majored students at VLU. It
also has the objectives of investigating the students’
difficulties and their attitudes towards the
application of collocations in writing.

1.3. Research questions

To achieve the above purposes, the study sets up
the following research questions:

- Does using English collocations contribute to
improve English writing?

- What are the students’ attitudes towards the
application of collocations in writing courses?

2. Literature review

This chapter first presents major issues relevant
to the traditional concepts in teaching writing skill
including paragraph writing and descriptive
paragraph. It then continues with the issues of
collocations in relation to writing.

2.1. Teaching writing

Doff (1988) states that at the lower levels of
learning English, students’ need for writing is most
likely to be for studying purposes and also for
examinations. Moreover, writing new words is one
of the helpful ways for students to remember them,
and to focus on what they are learning.

2.2. Paragraph

Smalley & Ruetten (1986:3) point out that
‘paragraph is a group of sentences and that the first
sentence of this group is intended.” They also put
paragraph as ‘a group of sentences that develops
one main idea; in other words, a paragraph
develops
a topic.’

2.3. Paragraph Organization

According to Savage & Shafiei (2012), a
paragraph includes a topic sentence, supporting
sentences and a concluding sentence. The first
sentence is the topic sentence. It introduces the
topic and a controlling idea. The following are the
developing sentences that further explain
information about the topic and the last is the
conclusion.

2.4. Descriptive Paragraph

Savage & Shafiei (2012) cite that a descriptive
paragraph gives the reader a picture of a person,
place, or thing in his or her mind. Smalley &
Ruetten (1986) also agree that the detail in a

descriptive paragraph needs to be logically
arranged, and vivid. The writer is like a painter
with words, he or she can give the reader a precise
picture. Specific detail makes writing more
interesting.

2.5. Collocations

Mclntosh, Francis & Poole (2009) define in their
dictionary that °‘collocation is the ways words
combine in a language to produce natural-sounding
speech and writing.” McCarthy & O’Dell (2005:6)
put the definition of collocations as ‘a pair or a
group of words that are often used together.’

It is very difficult to give a list of collocations,
because there are so many of them. In fact, I think
that almost every word in English has other words
that usually accompany it.

Overall, there are six types of collocations:
adjectives and nouns (heavy smoker), verbs and
nouns (make my bed), nouns and nouns (bars of
soaps), verbs and prepositions (look up), verbs and
adverbs (speak softly), adverbs and adjectives
(deeply concerned). (Savage & Shafiei, 2012)

2.6. The roles of collocations in writing

Recent studies have demonstrated the
importance of collocations for ESL and EFL
learning. McCarthy & O’Dell (2005) advise that
the common pairing of words can help students
express their ideas in the most natural way. It also
provides them with alternative ways to decide on,
which are more colorful, more expressive and
more precise combinations. Moreover,
collocations can improve students’ style in
writing, it means, with the support of collocations,
students can make their text more vivid and make
itread better.

Mclntosh, Francis & Poole (2009) suggest that
choosing the right collocations makes a student’s
writing more native-speaker-like, and reflects an
“intermediate” writing while, on the other hand,
poor collocations risk the possibility to get lower
marks in exams.

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

Participants in this study included thirty-eight
English majored freshmen at VLU. These students
were voluntary to experiment with the application
of collocations in writing courses. The course book
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chosen for writing skill is “Writing 1~ which is
compiled by the lecturers at Faculty of Foreign
Languages at VLU in 2021. The current curriculum
consisted of thirty periods for writing course. The
type of writing they study is paragraph writing.

3.2. Instrumentation

In order to fulfil the objectives of the study, the
following instruments were utilized:

3.2.1. Questionnaire

The same questionnaire was delivered at two
stages. The pre-trial questionnaire was given at
the beginning of the trial teaching program,
whereas the post-trial questionnaire was
conducted towards the end of the teaching. They
both consisted of thirteen questions, which
focused on the students’ knowledge and their
attitudes and evaluations before and after the trial
teaching. The first part included five questions
which aimed to check the students’ competence of
learning the collocations in the trial teaching. The
next part had eight questions to find out the
students’ difficulties in learning writing, and their
assessment on the effectiveness of collocations in
their writing. Combining the two sources of
information provided by the two parts of
questionnaire, the researcher conducts the trial
teaching program.

3.2.2. Trial teaching program

The trial teaching program was carried out in
three weeks. Three lesson plans were made (see
Appendix) for ninety-minute classes.

1. During the first class, collocations for
describing people were presented and practiced in
writing sentences and then writing the relevant
paragraph.

2. During the second class, collocations for
describing landscapes were introduced and
practiced in writing sentences and the relevant
paragraph.

3. During the third class, collocations for
describing food were given and practiced in writing
sentences and the relevant paragraph.

3.3. Research procedure

To begin with, the pre-questionnaire was
delivered to the students to find out the students’
potentiality and difficulties in learning writing.

Following was the trial teaching program based
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on the lesson plans. At the same time, the
observation was taken place to see the students’
feedback of the teaching.

The next phase of the research involved in post-
questionnaire to test the students’ competence and
evaluations after the trial teaching.

Subsequently, the data were collected and
analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively.

4. Data analysis and findings

4.1. Analysis of the results
questionnaires

4.1.1. Results of part A

Part A of the questionnaire, which included five
questions, aimed to test the students on some basic
knowledge of collocations. The total scores were
100. Each questions got 20 marks. The scores for
each question were divided into five scales: below
weak (0 - <7), weak (7 - <10), average (10 - <13),
fair (13 - <16), and good (16 - 20).

Jfrom the

Chart 1: Question] - Adjective and noun
collocations

200 m good
100 )
m fair
0
Pre-questionaire  Post-questionnaire W average

As seen from the chart 1 above, most of the
students did not know which adjectives go with
which nouns in the pre-questionnaire. Half of the
students (50%) were ‘below weak’, 28% took
‘weak’, and only 4% got ‘average’, whereas in the
post-questionnaire, there were no students ‘below
weak’. Nearly half of the students (55%) got
‘average’, 17% could achieve ‘fair’, and even 11%
was ‘good’.

There was an improvement of the scores
between the pre- and post-questionnaire.
Inferentially, the teaching of collocations in
describing people’s appearance was effective.

Question 2’s purpose was to test whether the
students knew the meaning of some collocations to
describe people’s characters. The chart 2 showed
that there was a big improvement of the scores
between pre- and post- questionnaire. In the
beginning, 88% of the students could get only three
answers right, which was ‘below weak’, and 12% got
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Chart 2: Question2 - common expressions of
people’s characters

150 m good
100 m fair
50
M average
0
Pre-questionnaire Post-questionnaire m weak

‘average’; meanwhile, at the end of the teaching,
only 17% was ‘weak’, half of the students (50%) was
‘average’, 28% had ‘fair’, and 5% got ‘good’.

Question 3 was to test the students’ knowledge of
collocations of describing landscapes. It was clearly
a real challenge for the students in the beginning. As
shown in the chart 3, no students could choose the
correct answers in the pre-trial questionnaire.
Remarkably, in the post-trial questionnaire, there
were five students (28%) ‘weak’, eight students
(44%) ‘average’, and five students (28%) ‘fair’.
From the results, there is a belief that the students
now can describe landscapes with the use of
collocations.

Question 4 was designed to check the students’
understanding of the phrases about food. As in the
chart 4, the number of ‘below weak’ students
dropped from 15 (84%) to 0 (0%). “Weak” scale
decreased 1 student (5%). ‘Average’ increased
from 1 student (5%) to 10 students (56%). ‘fair’ and
‘good’ rise from 0 (0%) to 6 students (34%) and 1
student (5%).

Question 5 investigated the students’ evaluations
of using collocations in writing.
At first, most of them thought

Chart 3: Question 3 - common collocations of
describing places

=0 m good

100 .
| fair

50
W average
0
B weak

Pre-questionnaire  Post-questionnaire

Chart 4: Question 4 - common collocations of
describing food

120
100
80
60
40
20
0

M good
W fair
W average

B weak

W below weak
pre post

Chart 5: Question 5 - students’self- evaluation
of using collocations in writing

150

M good

100 W fair

50 W average

W weak

0

M below weak

Pre-questionnaire  Post-questionnaire

students’ difficulties in learning writing. In The
result showed that they had almost the same
problems of studying writing: lack of vocabulary,
lack of background knowledge of the topics,

Chart é6: The students’ difficulties in their writing

that collocations did not have
much relation with writing. But
later, most of them highly
evaluated the use of the
collocation in their writing.

4.1.2. Results of part B

Part B of the questionnaire
composed of 7 questions to
assess the students’ attitude
and evaluation of using
collocations in writing.

Question 1 in part B was
conveyed to find out the

lack of vocabulary
= lack of background knowledge
= problems of grammar
= gaps between English and Vietnamese

Question 1 - Pre

Question 1 - Post

33%

120

= lack of vocabulary
= lack of background knowledge
= problems of grammar
= gaps between English and Vietnamese
It's hard for them to memorize the collocations
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Chart 7: Teaching English collocations in wrifing courses

Question 2 - pre Question 2 - post

= yes ®no
myes Hno

Chart 8: How teachers taught vocabulary in writing courses

Question 3 - pre

m providing isolated word lists
M giving writing samples
m asking students to prepare themselves

Chart 9: The students’ self-evaluation on the roles of using
collocations in their wrifing

Question 4 - Pre

Question 4 - Post

15%

= combine words comrectly
combine words comrectly = make your writing fluent
* make your wriing fluent = avoid translating words by words

* avoid translating words by words
» sound m ore native-like
= vary your writing styles

= sound m ore native-like

vary your writing styles
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problems of grammar, gaps
between English and
Vietnamese translation.
However, after studying using
collocations in writing, they
found it hard for them to
memorize the collocations.

As shown in the chart above,
question 2 investigated whether
the students used to learn English
collocations in writing courses.
The answers showed that most of
them (89%) did not have a
chance to learn  English
collocations in writing courses.

Question 3 aimed at
clarifying how teachers taught
vocabulary in writing courses.
More than half (59%) of the
respondents were “providing
isolated word lists”. The other
two common methods were
“asking students to prepare
themselves” and “giving writing
samples”.

Question 4 identified the
students’ self-evaluation on the
roles of using collocations in their
writing. Most of the students can
recognize the usefulness of
English collocations in writing
pieces.

Question 5 explored how
much the students were
interested in studying English
collocations. The results in the
chart showed that there was a
remarkable change between
pre- and post-trial teaching from
“not much interest” and “not at
all” to “much” and “very
much”.

Question 6 was designed to
find out the students’ self-
evaluation the usefulness of
English collocations in their
writing. As shown in chart 11, in
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Chart 10: The students’ inferest in studying wrifing using
collocations

Question 5 - Pre Question 5 - Post

sverymuch ®much =notmuch »notatall

0% 0%

verymuch *“much ®notmuch ®nctatall

Chart 11: The students’ assessment of how much English
collocations can improve their writing

Question 6 - Pre Question 6 - Post

0%_ 0% 0%1 0%

sverymuch =much =notmuch *notatall

verymuch *much *"notmuch ®notatall

Chart 12: The students’ expectation of frequency of teaching
English collocations in wrifing courses

Question 7 - Pre Question 7 - Post

0% 0% 0%

= very often =often = not very often » not at all

very often ® often ® not very often ® not at all

the pre-trial questionnaire, most
of the students were not highly
appreciated the roles of English
collocations in their writing;
whereas in the post-trial
questionnaire  most of the
respondents were contrary.

Question 7 showed the
students’ expectation of
frequency of teaching English
collocations in writing courses.
In the pre-trial questionnaire,
not many students expected
English collocations to be taught
very often in the class, however,
in the post-trial questionnaire
most of the students hoped to be
taught very often.

5. Conclusion

As in the title, the researcher
tried to investigate the
effectiveness of using English
collocations in writing for first-
year English majored students.
Basing on the findings, it can be
concluded that using English
collocations can contribute to
improve writing more
effectively. Using collocations
can help the students make their
writing more accurately and
more colorful, therefore it helps
enhance their level of writing.
Moreover, the students’
attitudes are positive. They
recognize the importance of
using collocation in their
academic writing although there
are some difficulties in
memorizing these collocations.
One suggestion is that they
should put these collocations in
contexts and practice them more
regularly. By those ways they
can improve their writing not
only in paragraph but also in
other types of writing later B
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SUDUNG CAC KET HOP TU PE CAI THIEN
KY NANG VIET TIENG ANH CUA CAC SINH VIEN
CHUYEN NGANH TIENG ANHNAM THU NHAT

® TRAN THI LE THUOY
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TOM TAT:

Nghién cifu nay nhim tim hiéu liéu viéc st dung cdc k&t hgp tir (collocations) c6 thé giip
cdi thién k§ niing viét ti€ng Anh clia cdc sinh vién chuyén nganh ti€ng Anh (EFL) nim thif
nh4't hay khong. Hiu hét sinh vién EFL gip khé khin trong viéc viét ti€ng Anh hiéu qua, bao
gdm viéc khong biét cich sit dung céc tir thich hgp. Nghién cttu nay da trién khai mot chuong
trinh gidng day thir nghiém kéo dai 3 tuan cho 38 sinh vién chuyén nganh ti€ng Anh nim thi
nha't cia Trudng Pai hoc Van Lang (VLU) va th€ loai viét 12 doan vin mo ti. Ngoai ra, nghién
cifu ciing st dung cdc bang ciu héi trude va sau thit nghiém d€ tim hiéu vé sy st dung cac két
hdp tir clia sinh vién, ciing nhu d€ d4nh gid thdi dd cta sinh vién véi viéc hoc cich st dung cdc
ké&t hop tir. Céc dit liéu nay sau d6 dugc phan tich dinh tinh. K&t qud nghién citu x4dc nhan gid
thuy&t ring viéc st dung cdc tip hop tir, gép phan cdi thién viéc vi€t ti€ng Anh clia sinh vién.

Tw khéa: ti€ng Anh, sinh vién, sinh vién chuyén nganh ti€ng Anh nim thi nhat.
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