Deriving criteria for teaching Spanish collocations from a learner corpus
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The aim of this paper is to explore the possibilities offered by learner corpus analysis for deriving
criteria that help us determine what types of collocations are especially problematic for SFL learners
and, therefore, should be paid special attention in teaching.

The study uses data extracted from sections of the CEDEL2 corpus (Lozano and Mendikoetxea, 2013)
in which collocations were manually annotated by at least two native speakers (see Alonso Ramos et
al., 2010a). We adopted the definition established within the phraseological tradition (Hausmann,
1989; Mel’¢uk, 1996), according to which collocations are constituted by two elements, the base,
freely chosen by the speaker and the collocate, whose selection is restricted by the base. Note that this
definition does not take into account the frequency of occurrence of collocations to consider them as
such. The annotation of learner texts involved the classification of collocation errors, according to a
typology devised by Alonso Ramos et al. (2010b). The correctness of collocations produced by
learners was established based on native speaker intuition as well as corpus data (if a collocation was
deemed incorrect by the annotators, but presented at least five occurrences in the Corpus de
Referencia del Espafiol Actual [http://corpus.rae.es/creanet.html], it was considered correct).

The full annotation scheme makes possible to retrieve information on collocation errors, as well as to
group collocations according to their syntactic pattern and the meaning of the collocate (e.g.
collocations made up of a delexical verb plus its object, collocations that consist of a noun modified by
an intensifier adjective, etc.). These groupings allow for a study that would be impossible taking into
account particular collocations. For instance, it seems futile to make generalizations based on
occurrences of a specific collocation such as dar un paseo (‘to take a walk’), since we will not be able
to find many instances of this collocation, given the limited overall number of occurrences in the
corpus. However, if we focus on more abstract entities, such as the group of collocations formed by
delexical verbs combined with predicate nouns, we can obtain a considerable amount of data.

Even though some findings based on the data resulting from this annotation process (types of errors
found, rate of lexical vs. grammatical errors, influence of the L1, etc.) have been already presented
elsewhere (Alonso Ramos et al. 2010a, Vincze et al. 2011, Wanner et al. 2013), there are still several
aspects of learners’ collocation use that have not been dealt with, such as:

a) What semantic types and syntactic patterns of collocations are most frequently used by learners and
native speakers? There is any difference between these two groups?

b) Do different collocational types present different error rates (i.e. do learners make more errors when
producing, for instance, intensifying collocates than evaluative collocates)? How are these error rates
distributed?

c) Does the frequency in a general corpus (hypothetically representing frequency in learners’ input)
have any relationship with the error rate displayed by a given collocation type?

In order to answer the questions in (a), collocations found in the learner corpus have been compared to
those found in a native corpus (also a section of CEDELZ2) to establish whether there are differences
regarding the frequency of use of different collocation types by native and non-native speakers. The
existence of differences shows that learners overuse certain groups of collocations, but there is
evidence suggesting a lack of lexical richness on their part. As for question (b), different error rates in
the case of different collocation types can indicate that certain groups of collocations are more difficult
than others for learners of Spanish. Finally, the answer to question (c) involves the comparison
between the correct and incorrect collocations found in the learner corpus in order to determine
whether the collocations attempted when incorrect collocations are produced are less frequent than the
collocations produced correctly by learners in the input received. This implies to obtain frequency
information from a Spanish reference corpus.
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The three factors analysed can be useful in predicting the difficulty of collocations and, therefore, in
considering their treatment in second language curricula.
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