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                                                      Collocations 

Collocations’ Origin in Phraseology and Prosody Phraseology has its roots in Russia where it appeared in 

lexicology in the twentieth century as a branch of linguistics that deals with wor ds joined as a whole unit 

(Cowie, A. P 2001: 1). Phraseology is different from lexicology in that the latter is related to the meaning 

of individual words whereas the former is related to “phraseological units”, that is word combinations that 

have become very important in first and Second Language Acquisition (SLA) (ibid). Moreover, this field 

of linguistics has been highly developed by Firth, J. R and the Neo -Firthians Halliday, M and Sinclair, J. 

Recently, corpora and web concordances have become very inf luential tools which contribute to the 

analysis of phraseology  

Collocations’ Patterns  

The grammatical words that constitute a collocation are grouped in various patterns. We have classified the 

most common patterns in the following examples:  

Adjective + noun a difficult decision Verb + noun submit a report Noun + noun radio station Verb + adverb 

examine thoroughly Adverb + adjective extremely inconvenient Verb + adjective + noun revise the original 

plan Noun + verb the fog closed in. 

We agree with McCarthy and O' Dell that “There are many types of collocations” (2005: 12) since there are 

nine parts of speech: noun, adjective, adverb, verb, preposition, conjunction, article, pronoun and 

interjection. The first five parts could be combined to compose colloca tions. We observe that Michael 

Lewis’ patterns are nearly similar to McCarthy and O' Dell’s ones. As shown in the two tables above, we 

notice that in both classifications there are the following patterns: adjective + noun, noun + noun, verb + 

adverb, noun + verb and adverb + adjective. But in the first classification, there is the pattern verb + 

adjective + noun while in the second one there is: verb + preposition + noun.  

Collocations’ Types  

Collocations are classified in various manners; each scholar has  divided them according to different 

dimensions. Some scholars have considered their strength, others their use…etc. The most common types 

are discussed below.  

Lexical Vs (Versus) Grammatical Collocations  According to Michael Lewis, collocations are either  

lexical or grammatical (2000: 134). Since this research is concerned with lexical collocations and not 

grammatical ones the term “collocation” refers to “lexical collocations”. The difference between 

grammatical and lexical collocations is that the former  includes a principal word that is an adjective, a verb 

or a noun and a grammatical word which is usually a preposition (Benson, 1989: 593) whereas the latter 

does not include grammatical words like prepositions. Lexical collocations consist only of lexica l words 

and they may be more difficult to learn. Consequently, phrasal verbs such as carry on, give up…etc are 
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The grammatical words that constitute a collocation are grouped in various patterns. We have classified the most common patterns in the following examples:
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Collocations’ Types 


Collocations are classified in various manners; each scholar has divided them according to different dimensions. Some scholars have considered their strength, others their use…etc. The most common types are discussed below. 


Lexical Vs (Versus) Grammatical Collocations According to Michael Lewis, collocations are either lexical or grammatical (2000: 134). Since this research is concerned with lexical collocations and not grammatical ones the term “collocation” refers to “lexical collocations”. The difference between grammatical and lexical collocations is that the former includes a principal word that is an adjective, a verb or a noun and a grammatical word which is usually a preposition (Benson, 1989: 593) whereas the latter does not include grammatical words like prepositions. Lexical collocations consist only of lexical words and they may be more difficult to learn. Consequently, phrasal verbs such as carry on, give up…etc are considered as grammatical collocations and they are found in all English-English dictionaries while specific dictionaries are allocated to lexical collocations which may 20 be ignored by native speakers too.


 Grammatical prepositions


Verb + prepositions Walk up 


Noun + prepositions Anger at 


Adjective + prepositions Proud of


Leexical collocations


Verb + noun set the table 


Adjective + noun Fresh breathe 


Adverb + adjective bitterly hurt


Technical Vs Academic Collocations 


Here, collocations’ types are approached from the dimension of General/ Specific English. Technical collocations are different from lexical and grammatical collocations in that the former are used in a special field within a special register. i.e. ESP (English for Specific Purposes) to help the learners acquire a specific language usage and use. However, the latter are academic/General and could be used in both General English and ESP. Moreover, technical collocations are “powerful indicators of register” (Partington, A 1998: 20). They are “pre-cooked expressions” which are needed in “many genres of writing”. Each genre has its special collocations so that what is a normal collocation within a specific genre could not be considered so in another genre.


Strong Vs Weak Collocations 


Classifying collocations according to strength refers to the degree of words’ association. Some words co-occur so often that when a word appears, its collocate 22 follows it most of the time. Here, it is qualified as a “strong collocation”. But when two words collocate rarely, the strength reduces and the collocation is not strong enough for the collocate to be predicted since the words are not always together. Hill, Jimmie (as cited in Michael Lewis, 2000: 63) classifies collocations according to strength into four categories: unique, strong, weak and Medium-strength collocations. First, there are unique collocations. As examples, Hill gives the two collocations “foot the bill” and “shrug your shoulders”. The two collocations are unique because the verbs “foot” and “shrug” are not used with any other nouns. Secondly, there are strong collocations like “trenchant criticism” and “rancid butter”. These are not unique because there are other things that can be trenchant or rancid, but these collocations are very few. Thirdly, there are weak collocations: to illustrate, adjectives like long, short, cheap, expensive, good or bad could be combined with many things (nouns) for instance red car. These combinations are “more predictable” and easy to the majority of students. Finally, the fourth type is medium-strength collocations; for example “holds a conversation” and “a major operation”. Hill (ibid) thinks that students are concerned with this type which is neither strong nor weak.


