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Abstract

Multi-word units (MWUs) are defined as two or more words that
commonly co-occur. There is evidence that knowledge of high-frequency
MWUs is essential to language fluency, leading to growing research
identifying valuable MWUs to learn and the impact of L1-L2 congruency
and semantic transparency on the learning burden of MWUs. Therefore,
there needs to be more research on which MWUs should be selected with
these criteria. This article highlights an investigation of the role of
congruency and semantic transparency using a corpus-based list that
offers a sizable sample of MWUs that appear in general English. In this
study, we analysed a list of 11,212 high-frequency MWUs created using a
lemmatised concgramming approach to examine the role of semantic
transparency and L1-L2 congruency. The list was translated into Persian,
and L1-L2 congruency ratings were given to each item. The list was also
classified based on Grant and Bauer’s (2004) taxonomy to explore the role
of semantic transparency to determine the extent to which these two factors
play a role in the learning burden of the MWUs. The results showed that
85% of items were literal, and a low number of opaque items were found
in the high LI1-L2 congruency rating, suggesting a positive relationship
between congruency and transparency. The current research then
discusses the implications of these two criteria for teaching English as a
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second language and considers their importance in designing teaching
materials.

Keywords: L1-L2 congruency, lemmatised concgramming approach,
multi-word units, second language acquisition, semantic transparency.

1. INTRODUCTION

Multi-word units (MWUs) aid receptive and productive fluency (Boers, 2020)
and are considered to be essential for language proficiency (Shin & Chon, 2019).
Improved productive/receptive comprehension speed and more native-like fluency
have become the fundamental reasons to focus on MWUs (Hoey, 2005). Therefore, a
growing emphasis has been placed on MWU s in second language acquisition (SLA)
research over the last two decades since a significant portion of spoken and written
discourse consists of such items (Erman & Warren, 2000; Foster, 2001).

A substantial body of literature indicates MWUs are the most challenging aspect
of learning English in various contexts (e.g., Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Yamashita &
Jiang, 2010; Zhou, 2016). There are several reasons why learning MWUs is
challenging. First, there are inconsistencies in terminology (Wolter, 2020), which
creates problems for researchers and practitioners. Scholars have defined collocations
and MWU s in several ways (Rogers et al., 2021, p. 143). Therefore, various terms have
emerged, such as ‘fixed expressions’, ‘formulae’, ‘formulaic language’, ‘phrasal
expressions’, ‘prefabricated language chunks’, and ‘word associations.” Inconsistent
use of terminology makes it challenging for teachers, students, and even novice
researchers to understand the distinctions between the various types of MWUs. This
study defines collocations and MWUs as one entity and uses these terms
interchangeably.

Another issue is that there needs to be an agreement on what identifying criteria
are used for selecting the essential MW Us for students. Much research has focused on
developing resources such as general and academic collocations lists (e.g., Martinez
& Schmitt, 2012; Rogers et al., 2021; Shin, 2006), but there is only a small amount of
guidance on which MWUs to prioritise during instruction. For example, Martinez and
Schmitt (2012) state that non-transparent or non-compositional MWUs are valuable
for L2 learners. Shin (2006), on the other hand, used grammatical well-formedness as
a criterion. In addition, MWUs are rarely addressed in language courses and are seldom
incorporated into teaching materials and classroom activities (e.g., Boers et al., 2017).

Researchers have observed some factors that affected the learnability of L2
collocations: frequency, L1-L2 congruency, and semantic transparency. The
importance of frequency has been confirmed in learning MWUs when more frequent
items should be learned faster than infrequent ones (e.g., Wolter & Gyllstad, 2013).
Also, much research has explored how congruent collocations (e.g., L1 translation
equivalents) are less challenging than incongruent items (e.g., Yamashita & Jiang,
2010). An illustration of congruent items between Persian and English would be ‘take’
in ‘take a photo’ (L5 «Xe /?3ks bigiir/), which are word-to-word equivalents.
However, ‘take’ in ‘take medicine’ is treated as an incongruent item since the verb of
the phrase in Persian literally means ‘eat’ (_.s3» /boxo:r/). Therefore, a word-to-word
translation strategy to produce MWUs could lead to unaccepted word combinations.
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Furthermore, another factor that could affect the processing of collocations is the
degree of semantic transparency or how literal/figurative an MWU is. Gyllstad and
Wolter’s (2016) study found that participants’ reaction times were shorter for more
transparent word combinations. For instance, a Persian learner can more quickly
understand the meanings of two words in ‘take the money’ that make up a literal
collocation. In contrast, non-transparent combinations such as ‘take a side’ or ‘take
someone to task’ could be challenging for Persian learners.

Few studies have focused on teaching L2 collocations (e.g., Laufer & Girsai,
2008). Laufer and Girsai emphasised the importance of using contrastive analysis and
translation in teaching collocations based on form-focused instruction or intentional
learning. By using awareness-raising activities with form-focused instructions and
tools, teachers can help learners develop their collocational fluency (see Barghamadi
et al., 2022). Explicit instruction regarding semantically opaque or non-transparent
word combinations that frequently co-occur is recommended (e.g., Martinez &
Schmitt, 2012; Moon, 1994). Since a large percentage of collocations are semantically
transparent (Rogers, 2017), it may not be reasonable to focus only on non-transparent
items.

Some evidence suggests that second language learners should focus on learning
MWUs which are semantically non-transparent because such items have a higher
learning burden than literal combinations of words (e.g., Macis & Schmitt, 2017a).
Also, L1-L2 congruency should play a role in selecting items to teach when learners
are prone to make errors comprehending or producing MWUs which are said
differently than in their L1 (Peters, 2016).

Thus, this paper investigates whether L1-L2 congruency or semantic
transparency are fundamental criteria for selecting useful English MWUs to teach
explicitly to native Persian speakers in a large-scale study. This research explores the
percentage of high-frequency MWUs based on L1-L2 congruency and semantic
transparency by utilising Rogers’ (2017) list of 11,212 high-frequency MWUs as a
starting point; we addressed the following two research questions:

1. What percentage of high-frequency word combinations is semantically opaque?
2. What percentage of high-frequency English MWUs are incongruent with their
Persian translations?

The current study identifies the fundamental criteria for selecting high-frequency
MWU s to teach explicitly based on a modern lemmatised concgramming approach.
Additionally, this study aims to provide a new perspective for second language
practitioners and guidelines for incorporating MWUs into their courses. The following
sections will provide an overview of the definition of MWUs and the role of L1-L.2
congruency and semantic transparency.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Defining and Identifying MWUs

Defining MWU should start with defining what collocations are because,
depending on the perspective, both share similar characteristics. For example,
depending on the number of words in a phrase, Biber et al. (1999) differentiated
collocations from MWUs. According to their research, collocations consist of two
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words, while idioms or lexical bundles go beyond that. Depending on the approach
taken, collocations are handled differently from MWU. However, frequency-based and
phraseological approaches are common approaches to conducting MWU research.

Based on grammatical structure and semantic transparency, the phraseological
approach (e.g., Howarth, 1998) uses a typological method to identify collocations
(Gyllstad & Wolter, 2016). In this approach, word combinations with literal lexical
constituents, such as ‘pay a bill’ or ‘read a book’, are considered free combinations,
not MWUs. However, word combinations such as ‘pay a visit’, where one constituent
word appears in its literal sense and the other in its figurative sense, are considered
MWUs worthy of direct instruction. However, this method has a drawback because
the frequency of occurrence is not utilised to identify useful collocations.
Consequently, using the phraseological approach, MWUs such as ‘lousy weather’
could be selected for direct instruction. However, they may not be frequent enough to
make them the most suitable items to study at a specific point in the learner’s level of
fluency.

In contrast, with the frequency-based approach (e.g., Sinclair, 1991),
collocations are defined as combinations of two words which frequently occur
together, regardless of how semantically transparent they may be (Macis et al., 2021).
In L2 learning and teaching, collocations with low frequency are less likely to be
selected using this approach. Several researchers have taken the frequency-based
approach in their study; however, some of the word combinations that are classified as
collocations in one study could be considered idioms in another study, such as *pull
strings’ in Webb et al.’s (2013) study and ’bottom line’ in Wolter and Gyllstad’s
(2013) study. Thus, what might be called a collocation under one approach may not be
considered a collocation in another.

The frequency-based approach lets us identify valuable items using a large
corpus and computation. Some search engines have been developed to identify
MWUs, such as n-grams and skipgrams, in corpus data. The former recognises linear
sequences. A researcher might find n-gram patterns such as ‘a lot of people’ but not
patterns such as ‘a lot of different people’. To detect non-contiguous word associations
and deal with constituency variation in natural language processing (NLP), skipgrams
searches have been developed (Wilks, 2005). The limitation of the skipgram approach
is that it only handles three-word skipgrams and cannot handle positional variation (i.e.
AB, BA). Therefore, Greaves (2005) developed the ConcGram program to cope with
these limitations.

A concgram “constitutes all the permutations of the constituency and positional
variation generated by the association of two or more words” (Cheng et al., 2006, p.
411). Cheng et al. (2006) showed that the concgramming approach could identify
collocations with consideration for both constituency and positional variation.
Constituency variation refers to one or more terms that occur between the related
words (AB, ACB, e.g., ‘make money’, ‘make some money’). Positional variation
refers to related words relative to one another in various positions (AB, BA, e.g.,
‘world city of Asia’, ‘Asia’s world city’) (Cheng et al., 2006, p. 413). With
concramming, co-occurrence is calculated by counting co-occurrence between all the
inflected forms of a pivot word and a collocate with the same part of speech (a lemma).
Based on this method, both constituency variation (AB, ACB) and positional variation
(AB, BA) are taken into account, so structures such as ’jury’s verdict,” ‘jury’s shocking
verdict’, and ’verdict of the jury’ are counted together for lemma pair ’jury/verdict’.
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This results in more accurate frequency counts because similar items can thus be
counted together. Therefore, a concgram’s associated words can account for various
combination types. Some scholars believe that concgramming is ideal for identifying
MWUs (Cheng et al., 2006; Durrant, 2009; Rogers et al., 2021).

In the current study, a traditional perspective of frequency of co-occurrence
(Biber et al., 1999) is combined with a lemmatised concgramming approach to define
and identify useful MWUs. As a result, all the MWUs identified are considered the
same in this study, regardless of whether they are phrasal verbs or idioms. This
perspective defines collocations and MWUs as one entity that falls between
transparency and non-transparency via the lemmatised congramming approach.

2.2 L1-L2 Congruency as a Criterion for MWU Identification

Semantic constraints and grammatical rules play a role in the structure of
collocations. Therefore, it is impossible to explain why some word combinations, such
as ’strong coffee’ or 'big mistake’, are acceptable, but ’powerful coffee’ or ’large
mistake’ are unacceptable. This aspect of collocations affects their learning burden
because learners may not be aware of collocational restrictions. It has been found that
collocations with a direct correspondence between L1 and L2 are easier to produce
when learners can transfer knowledge from their L1 (Ellis, 2008).

Research on L2 collocational processing shows that congruent collocations with
an equivalent word-to-word translation in a learner’s L1 are learned faster than
incongruent collocations (e.g., Gyllstad & Wolter, 2016; Nesselhauf, 2005). Due to
cross-linguistic relationships, word-to-word translation will likely have a high error
rate in most languages. Therefore, learners make more errors when collocations are
incongruent due to L1 interference (e.g., Davoudi & Behshad, 2015; Gyllstad, 2005;
Nakata, 2006; Peters, 2016; Wang & Shaw, 2008). Table 1 demonstrates examples of
potential collocational errors in English based on L1-L2 congruency.

Table 1. Potential collocations errors based on L1-L2 congruency.

Example (English in parenthesis) Language Reference source
‘look for money’ (earn money) Persian Davoudi &
‘learn knowledge’ (gain knowledge) Behshad (2015)
‘bring some reasons’ (state some reasons)

‘make a photo’ (take a photo) German Gyllstad (2005)
‘take contact’ (make contact) Japanese Nakata (2006)
‘make your homework’ (do your homework) Dutch Peters (2016)
‘do a suggestion’ (make a suggestion)

‘do changes’ (make changes) Swedish Wang and Shaw
‘do a great effort” (make a great effort) (2008)
‘make damage’ (do damage)

‘have risk’ (take a risk) Chinese Zhou (2016)

‘have harm’ (cause/do harm)

All of the studies mentioned in Table 1 concluded that learning incongruent
collocations is more complicated than learning congruent collocations. Although there
is still much to learn about the factors influencing L2 collocational processing, there
is agreement that congruency is a fundamental factor to consider. The role of L1
interference and its persistent effect on L2 collocation acquisition has made it an
important criterion to consider in collocational research when researchers endeavour
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to explore the relationship between congruency and other factors such as level of
proficiency (e.g., Ozdem-Ertiirk, 2021; Sonbul & El- Dakhs, 2020) and such studies
have concluded that the best predictor of collocational accuracy and ease of learning
is congruency with the learner’s L1.

Despite its importance, this criterion has yet to be addressed in developing
teaching materials. To illustrate, Shin (2006) points out that L1-L2 congruency is a
crucial factor; however, he compared only 10% of the English collocations in his study
with Korean. To date, Rogers’ (2017) study is the only one examining LI1-L2
congruency on a large scale (11,212 English MWUs). He found that approximately
half of the items were incongruent with their Japanese counterparts.

Providing a collocation resource for learners to help them avoid errors due to L1
influence would be very useful. However, our search yielded no studies that elicited
useful MWUs based on congruency for Persian learners. Considering these findings
from a teaching and learning standpoint, it appears useful for teachers to highlight
differences between L2 words and their L1 translations so that learners can avoid
producing strange word combinations and more accurately comprehend incongruent
combinations. Therefore, focusing on incongruent collocations is essential for L2
learners. Still, it does not negate the importance of learning congruent items because
they also comprise many high-frequency MWUs.

2.3 Semantic Transparency as a Criterion for MWU Identification

Collocations can be classified based on semantic transparency. This is referred
to as the phraseological view of collocation. This view purports that collocations
consist of at least one word that is not semantically transparent (Wolter & Yamashita,
2015). For example, ’pay the bill’ is a free combination due to the literal meanings of
both words, but ’pay attention’ and *pay a visit’ are collocations since ’pay’ is not
literal in these combinations.

The stance that free combinations include word combinations in which each
word takes its literal meaning, and figurative combinations consist of words taking a
non-literal meaning has been used in several studies which aim to classify collocations
(Cowie, 1988, 1994, 2001; Grant & Bauer, 2004; Howarth, 1998). In general, all
classifying criteria for collocations have come from studies based on the
phraseological approach. Specifically, Grant and Bauer (2004) divided MWUs into
four categories:

1. Literal/Compositional: The meaning of MWUs is transparent or closely related to
each item (e.g., ’hit the ball’, ‘break eggs’)

2. Once: When one word of an MWU is non-literal or non-compositional (e.g., ‘driven
to quit’)

3. Figurative: Structures such as ’hit the nail on the head’ and ’give someone the green
light” are not literal, but such combinations can be “reinterpreted pragmatically” to
be comprehended (Grant & Bauer, 2004, p. 51)

4. Core idiom: The meanings of all the individual words are entirely unrelated to the
meaning of the idiom as a whole (e.g., by and large’)

Since semantic transparency could be another criterion for identifying MWUs,
some researchers agree that it is helpful to classify collocations into literal, figurative,
and core idioms in language learning (Grant & Nation, 2006; Nation, 2020). Recently,
Macis and Schmitt (2017a) classified 54 collocations into literal (78%), figurative
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(3.7%), and duplex collocations (18.5%). Since duplex collocations refer to
collocations with both literal and figurative meanings, they concluded that it is
essential to consider figurative meanings when teaching such collocations. Based on
semantic transparency, Yamashita (2018) categorised 240 collocations employed in
five experimental studies as congruent and incongruent. His research confirmed that
transparent items dominate the congruent category and opaque items dominate the
incongruent category.

More transparent meanings seem to be learned before those less transparent
(Macis & Schmitt, 2017b, p. 324). For example, Persian learners are likely to
understand and more easily learn the semi-transparent MWUs (‘take care’) compared
to more opaque items (‘take someone to task’). Similarly, scholars such as Moon
(1994, 1997) and Van der Meer (1998) believe that only entirely semantic non-
transparent word combinations should be considered collocations. With such an
approach, most high-frequency collocations would be ignored if collocations consist
of one non-transparent word.

In addition to the issue of L1-L2 congruency, there needs to be more agreement
in the research regarding teaching literal or non-literal collocations. If a high
proportion of high-frequency combinations are semantically transparent, then there
would be an argument for their consideration for direct instruction. Therefore, this
research investigates the percentage of high-frequency MWUs into semantic
transparency categories using Grant and Bauer’s (2004) taxonomy and gives each
MWU L1-L2 congruency rating after the list is translated into Persian.

3. METHOD
3.1 Research Design

The present research is a partial replication study of Rogers’ (2017) study while
replacing the comparison between Japanese and Persian. It is also a follow-up study
of Barghamadi et al. (2023), which emphasised the role of L1-L2 congruency between
English and Persian but ignored semantic transparency. Thus, the current study
investigates transparency and congruency’s role in identifying useful MWUs for direct
teaching.

3.2 Data Source

Here we define collocations and MWU s as one entity. Collocations (a pivot word
and a collocate) are presented to learners within the chunks of the language they most
commonly occur together with. Selecting a well-constructed corpus is essential to
creating such a resource. Researchers such as Dang (2020) agree that the nature of
corpora impacts the result of any word list derived from its data, and thus it should be
selected carefully. The British National Corpus (BNC) and Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA), which consist of 100 million tokens and 450 million
tokens, respectively, have been utilised in many studies to develop word lists (e.g.,
Durrant, 2014) and are recommended by many scholars (e.g., Dang, 2017; Dang &
Webb, 2016; Rogers et al., 2021). Both are suitable for English L2 learners because of
lexical coverage, students’ vocabulary knowledge, and educator assessments of word
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usefulness (Dang & Webb, 2016). Although the COCA only contains American

English, it is not only much bigger than the BNC, but it is also significantly more

updated. The COCA also provides a good balance between spoken and written

materials from spoken, academic texts, newspapers, popular magazines, fiction, TV

and movie subtitles, blogs, and web page genres. In Rogers’ (2017) study, the COCA

was selected for the following reasons:

e Development of the BNC largely ceased in 1993

e The COCA is four times larger than the BNC

e The researcher is an American native speaker and aimed to create an English
American resource.

It is worth noting that the BNC has been updated partly with the British National
Corpus 2014 (Love et al., 2017) with the addition of a 100 million-word “real life”
spoken English section. However, this improvement to the 100 million words of the
mostly formal language of the original BNC still leaves it being less than half the size
of COCA. The COCA’s balance and variety of its sections still give it an advantage as
well.

In his study, Rogers (2017) aimed to identify the most exemplary MWUs for
high-frequency lemmatised concgrams for general English considering various
factors, including frequency, mutual information, semantic transparency, LI1-L2
congruency, dispersion, and chronological stability. Concerning the lemmatised
concgramming method, he used co-occurrence of lemma such as ‘take’ and ’break’ as
‘take a break’, ‘take breaks’, ‘taking breaks’, ‘took a break’, and ’take a quick break’
were counted as one unit. It is possible to identify ’take a break’ as the most frequent
lemma constituent within concordance strings that contain both ’take’ and ’break’.
The frequency counts in an MWU list would be skewed by counting these MWUs
separately rather than with the concgramming method.

Also, separating such items may result in redundant teaching if counted
separately. Rogers’ (2017) study demonstrated the advantages of this methodology
over previous methods of identifying collocations/MWUs, so the current research has
used Rogers’ methodological approach to investigate Persian-speaking learners. This
study used his list because it was the most extensive known list created for second
language learners based on the most modern method of MWU identification:
lemmatised concgramming.

3.3 Instrument

Rogers’ (2017) list of 11,212 high-frequency MWUSs was used as the primary
data source in this study because it was the largest known list created for second
language learners based on the most modern method of MWU identification:
lemmatised concgramming. Barghamadi et al. (2023) translated Rogers’ list into
Persian, and each MWU was given an L1-L2 congruency rating of 0-12 (with 12
denoting total congruency). A 12-point scale was used because most of the MWUs
were three to four words long, and thus the rating system was simplified by having an
even number of points per word for the vast majority of items. For example, when
MWUs consist of 3 words and have the same meaning in both Persian and English,
each word will receive 4 points, which equates to 12 points in total.

Give an example, ‘do your homework’ consists of 3 words and is a word-for-
word equivalent of its Persian translation (e s/ 1 253 iS5 /takali:f xo:d ra: anga:m
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bidih/). In comparison, ‘make a mistake’ (-5 oL/ /1stiba:h kardan/) received 6 points

since ‘make’ does not have the same individual word meaning in Persian. Since

Barghamadi and her colleagues did not use multiple raters, this list rerates by utilising

thel2 points system and compares with semantic transparency classification

simultaneously.

For semantic transparency ratings, two raters used Grant and Bauer’s (2004)
taxonomy to determine whether or not the MWUs were literal, once, figurative, or core
idiom. This current study followed Rogers’ (2017) study using Grant and Bauer’s
taxonomy. However, he added one classification he called ‘outliers’ for items that fell
outside the taxonomy, such as MWUs with polysemy issues (e.g., ‘bear children’). To
classify MWUs, the following protocol was used:

e Literal (12 points): Each content word (noun, verb, adjective, adverb) literally
means what it means (e.g., ‘black cat’, ‘go to work’).

e Once (8 points): One or more content words are figurative, and at least one word is
literal such as ‘long face’ (‘face’ is literal, but ‘long’ is figurative) and ‘dog days
‘(‘days’ is literal, but ‘dog’ is figurative).

e Qutlier (6 points): Items contain a homonym (polysemy issue) that can be easily

misunderstood (the significantly rarer homonym is used, such as ‘bear children’, or

situations where the meaning is particular, such as ‘intensive care’, ‘social security’,
or ‘foster care’. Ratings of 6 are also reserved for items in which language is used

colourfully, such as ’in harm’s way.” Also, 6 points were given to items where a

preposition is used in a way that is very different from its literal meaning, such as ’I

sort of think’ (in this case, ’of” is meaningless to some extent). In addition, if an

MWU seems to be formed arbitrarily (there is no rhyme/reason why a particular word

is used and not another more logical one), it was also given 6 points. For instance,

why ’record label” and not ’record company’? Why ’cast a shadow’ and not "put a

shadow’?

Figurative (4 points): The entire phrase is figurative, but the meaning can be

inferred. Most people think of these as idioms, but they are not. True idioms cannot

be understood by their parts and are called ‘core idioms.” So, figurative words are
what most people think idioms are (e.g., ‘as good as gold’, ‘hit the nail on the head”).

Core Idiom (0 points): The entire phrase is figurative, and the meaning cannot be

inferred from the individual words (e.g., ‘shoot the breeze’, ‘a piece of cake’). Other

examples of items that received 0 points include ‘got under way’ (it means something
has started but has a high potential for confusion. Nothing is ‘gotten’, nothing is
going ‘under’ anything, and ‘way’ is usually used for direction or a method of doing
something, of which the typical usage of this phrase has nothing to do with) and

‘wind up’ (nothing is being ‘wound’ and nothing is going ‘up’. Thus, it would be

difficult for a learner to guess the meaning).

When there could be multiple interpretations of a phrase, one often was literal,
and the other was figurative. The raters compared the more common usage of the
MWU with the Persian translation. However, when it still needed clarification, the
raters looked at the use in the example sentence and rated accordingly. Inter-rater
reliability was then conducted to confirm the reliability of the semantic transparency
classifications and the L1-L.2 congruency ratings.
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4. RESULTS

The subjective nature of assigning semantic transparency ratings can create
reliability and replicability issues. However, in this current study, interrater reliability
was 97%. Researchers have deemed interrater reliability to be from 75% to 90%
(Larson-Hall, 2015; Stemler, 2004), and thus the level of agreement found in this study
points to the protocol being reliable. Two raters marked some items differently and
were not literal (mostly, these were figurative or core idiom). For example, ’give him
the benefit of the doubt’ may be classified as a core idiom and figurative by different
raters. These occasional minor difference between raters was not crucial to the main
focus and results of the study since the main focus is the literal interpretation of
MWUs. In such cases, the results of the rater, as a native speaker and English
university lecturer, were calculated in the analysis. The results of this part of the study
can be seen in Table 2 with the addition of L1-L2 rating categorisation.

Table 2. Semantic transparency of the MWUs with L1-L2 rating categorisation.
L1-L2 Rating Literal (12) Once (8)  Outlier (6) Figurative (4)  Core Idiom (0)

0-3 329 142 82 &3 124
4-6 3,115 343 295 75 47
8-9 2,513 114 80 26 8
12 3,656 78 67 13 3
Total 85.9% 6.04% 4.68% 1.75% 1.63%

As relatively few items were judged to be once, figurative, core idiom, or outlier,
these categories were combined into one opaque category, and 14.1% fell within it.
This result made it salient that many of the MWUs examined were classified into the
literal category.

The results of the L1-L2 rating can be seen in Figure 1. Out of 11,212 MWUs,
7,376 (65.78%) received a rating of 0-9. A total of 3,836 MWUs (34.21%) received a
rating of 12. Thus, nearly two-thirds of the items examined may pose a higher learning
burden because of incongruences with their translations. If we consider the
incongruent items when half of the words are not equal to their translation equivalent
(a rating cut-off of 6 or less), 41.3% of items fall under this category. Consequently, it
became clear that many of the MWUs examined were not congruent with Persian.
According to Table 2, there is a positive relationship between low L1-L2 ratings and
opaque semantic transparency. As L1-L2 congruency ratings increased, the number of
items classified as figurative and core idiom items decreased. Table 3 provides
examples of semantic transparency classification and L1-L2 congruency rating
between Persian and English.

Table 3. Sample of MWUs with semantic transparency classification and
congruency with Persian.

MWUs L1-L2 rating Semantic transparency
eye to eye 0 0
made up his mind 3 0
caught my eye 4 4
given name 6 6
took a deep breath 8 8
make it difficult for 9 12
leave me alone 0 12
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Note. A rating of 12 denotes total congruency.
Figure 1. L1-L2 (Persian/English) congruency ratings of high-frequency English
MWUs.

It is worth mentioning that in the first step, native English speakers classified the
semantic transparency of items. Next, one researcher ran the L1-L2 congruency rating
that led to finding MWUs with various meanings. The rater found 1% of items with
literal and opaque meanings that Macis and Schmitt (2017a) call duplex collocations,
such as ‘a piece of cake,” ‘the bottom line,” and ‘inner circle’. For example, the phrase
‘a piece of cake’ has one literal meaning and one figurative meaning (‘as easy as eating
a piece of cake’). These could be signals in the teaching process that some items have
two meanings to consider.

We concluded from our data set that most collocations follow a traditional word
combination where two or more literal meanings can be added (A +B+ and so on). In
contrast, our analyses revealed that most of these items are somewhat incongruent with
Persian. For example, ‘make sacrifices’ and ‘make a decision’ have literal meanings
but are incongruent with Persian when the verb is equal to ‘do’ and ‘take’, respectively.
Therefore, only focusing on traditional patterns of word combinations could lead to
unacceptable structures.

On the other hand, a small proportion of our sample collocations (1,518 items or
14.1%) have opaque meanings. The evaluation of these items indicates that only 161
items are opaque but congruent with Persian. For example, ‘my heart stopped’ is
classified as figurative when the meaning refers to ‘it gives you a sudden intense
feeling of fear,’ still, it is a congruent word for word with its Persian translation and
used in the same fashion. Therefore, the combination of both opaque items and duplex
items makes up 15.1% of total items. In comparison, a substantial percentage of the
items in the present study are incongruent even when using a cut-off of 6 points (41%).

5.  DISCUSSION

Knowing a word includes knowing its semantics and collocates (Nation, 2013).
The literature indicates that MWUs make up a significant amount of spoken and
written discourse (e.g., Erman & Warren, 2000), and knowledge of these could
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facilitate L2 learning, help learners become more fluent, and solidify their status as
expert language users (Siyanova-Chanturia & Pellicer-Sanchez, 2019).

In accordance with the lexical approach to MWUs, it is recommended that
learners observe recurring lexical chunks in L2 input (Lewis, 1993). This perspective
has been supported by researchers such as Pellicer-Sanchez (2020), who stated that
MWUs “should be a component of the vocabulary learning curriculum” (p. 158).
Therefore, knowing what words co-occur is crucial to developing language fluency.
However, several studies found that MWUs were excluded from teaching materials
(e.g., Boers et al., 2017), and there seems to be less agreement regarding inclusion and
inclusion criteria.

The selection criteria value can also be confirmed by determining the percentage
of the items semantically transparent. In the current study, we found that literal
collocations made up the vast majority of the items examined. This result is in line
with previous studies (e.g., Rogers, 2017; Macis & Schmitt, 2017a), which found that
most of the items examined were also literal. For such items, it would seem that
learners do not need to consider the meanings of the collocations since they need to
understand the meanings of the component words. Although when understanding the
meaning of a particular phrase is a concern, knowing which words arbitrarily go
together can be a challenge, i.e., to recognise why ‘strong’ comes frequently occurs
with ‘coffee’ and not ‘powerful’. In this regard, Shin and Chon (2019) claim that L2
learners have difficulties with all types of MWUs with varying levels of transparency,
and thus, such items also deserve study time.

There is no question that high-frequency items are valuable; however, the
learning burden of these items may be influenced by other factors, such as L1-L2
congruency. The value of selecting criteria can be confirmed by determining the extent
to which high-frequency English MWUs are congruent with the target language. The
current study fills the gap in the literature for Persian-speaking learners. The findings
also support previous research showing that L1 interference is the main reason for L2
learners’ errors (e.g., Davoudi & Behshad, 2015). According to the results of this
study, a large proportion of the MWUs examined were incongruent with Persian to
some extent (e.g., ‘do a mistake’ instead of ‘make a mistake’).

Also, the present study’s findings revealed a positive relationship between L1-
L2 ratings and semantic opacity. This finding agrees with Yamashita’s (2018)
research. Albeit a small-scale study, Yamashita found that transparent items dominated
the congruent category. In contrast, opaque items dominated the incongruent category,
and he concluded that semantics may have played a role in congruency effectiveness.
Therefore, it would be helpful to determine the best way to teach learners these items.
Macis and Schmitt (2017a) pointed out that most collocation pedagogy and textbooks
have centred on word combinations with literal meanings. For example, ’strong
coffee’ not powerful coffee’ or ‘big mistakes’ not ‘large mistakes’ may emphasise in
English courses and understanding how words co-occur.

Since collocations are identified and defined differently using different
analytical methods, it is unsurprising that there is a need for comprehensive resources.
Also, teachers and materials developers need more guidance in selecting items that
might be particularly noteworthy for students. Therefore, there still needs to be more
research and materials regarding the semantic opacity of MWUs. It would be desirable
if teachers had access to textbooks and other resources that used congruency to select
essential items for teaching and identify the most difficult MWUs.
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To help teachers determine what phrases to teach, Martinez (2013) suggested
using the Frequency Transparency Framework (FTF) approach. Using this, a frequent
and opaque phrase would be introduced first, followed by a frequent and transparent
phrase, then a less frequent but opaque phrase, and finally, the least frequent and more
transparent expression. Martinez notes that the framework can only be practical when
frequency measures are adjusted to reflect learners’ needs. For example, it is unlikely
that any English language teacher or writer would insist that ’take the bus’ should be
taught late in any language course; while this MWU is not very common in the BNC
(Martinez, 2013, p. 192), it is a critical element in giving directions. On the other hand,
if the most challenging aspect of acquiring L2 knowledge is related to opaque items,
then concentrating on MWUSs with non-literal meanings is a valuable and essential
teaching strategy.

Nevertheless, if many collocations are literal and L1-L2 congruency is the
primary source of L2 errors, extra attention should be given to this cross-linguistic
issue. In the current research, literal formulations were the most numerous high-
frequency collocations, even though meaningfully opaque collocations deserve more
attention than transparent ones, suggesting that a total focus on non-literal items is
unreasonable. Nonetheless, many L2 errors are rooted in L1 interference (e.g.,
Davoudi & Behshad, 2015; Peters, 2016), and knowledge of collocation can be
predicted by congruency (Nguyen & Webb, 2017). Therefore, items with low L1-L2
congruency deserve more consideration in language pedagogy.

Overall, all types of MWUs with non-transparent meanings make up a small
sample of items examined in this current study. While most items are transparent,
understanding their meanings depends on the learner’s prior knowledge. For example,
to interpret the item ‘take a break here’ and ‘take medicine’ (which are classified as
literal), it is essential to know that the first ‘take’ is equal to ‘have’ and the second is
equal to ‘eat’. So, despite being classified as literals, they are incongruent with their
Persian equivalent and, therefore, can be challenging to comprehend. These examples
demonstrate why focusing on L1-L2 congruency is an essential criterion to consider.

From a teaching perspective, a widespread endorsement is given to raising
learners’ awareness of collocations as integral to language and encouraging them to
pay attention to collocations. Due to the opaque nature of collocations, teachers must
be aware that they are difficult for students to comprehend. Current literature indicates
that an explicit approach to teaching collocations would be ideal. Thus, further
research is needed to help determine how to identify such items and how to teach them
effectively.

6. CONCLUSION

MWUs are widely considered essential for language acquisition. High-
frequency items are unquestionably beneficial, but other criteria, such as L1-L2
congruency and semantic transparency, may affect their learning difficulty. This study
revealed that a high ratio of the MWUs examined was classified as literal formulations
and incongruent with Persian. Therefore, studies that only view literal formulations as
collocations will end up ignoring a large proportion of the high-frequency MWUs this
study examined. This is problematic since their incongruence with Persian means there
is a high chance of error and a need for them to be taught. In addition, a low number
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of opaque items were assigned high L1-L2 congruency ratings in this study. L1-L2
congruency is critical in the teaching process compared to emphasising semantic
transparency only. However, despite this study having very high interrater reliability,
the number of raters and the unavoidable subjective nature of the measures examined
create some limitations in how the results of this study can be interpreted. Thus, more
research is called for in this regard.

Additionally, to the best of our knowledge, there were few studies to compare
with our findings due to our study’s novel approach and scale. Therefore, future
research should attempt to address any shortcomings that exist. However, despite these
limitations, we feel that this study provides an excellent first step toward creating a
valuable resource for Persian-speaking learners of English to use to improve their
MWU fluency.
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