
LX/15/04 Choose a short, authentic, written or spoken text in English (about 200 - 500 words) and select at least twelve examples of collocations, including some fixed expressions. Discuss how you might use these examples to demonstrate to students the constraints on word-combinations in English.  1.1 Introduction  The patterns of lexical usage including collocation, idioms and fixed expressions have been somewhat neglected until recently (Carter 1998). However, a look at the literature on lexis reveals a rich territory for discovery, which can now be better explored thanks to modern computers and corpora, and a new view of lexis as functioning within a system, exercising influence and restriction on the text around it. After a brief review of the literature on lexical restriction and a definition of relevant key terms, this study will investigate 12 examples of lexical restriction in a selected text, aiming to identify patterns of meaning and usage which may be of use to both teachers and learners of English.    1.2 The Open-Choice Principle In the research there exists a dichotomy as regards language acquisition. In the 1960s, Chomsky developed his theory of generative grammar. He reasoned that children could not possibly learn their native language only as a result of environmental interaction. He posited the existence of a Language Acquisition Device (LAD) in the brain that allows the child to develop linguistic competence although it is only exposed to imperfect performance (Hoey 2005). Part of this process involves an innate knowledge of universal grammar whereby the child is able to analyse speech it is exposed to and deduct rules regarding syntax. This theory sets up grammar at the heart of language learning and competence. Chomsky claims that knowledge of syntax is sufficient to produce language. The syntax provides a framework into which words can be fitted and interchanged freely. As a result, each act of speech or writing is considered to be a completely new creative construction which uses grammar as a scaffold. Sinclair (1991) names this the open choice principle, and it is also known as the slot and grammar approach.  1.3 The Case for the Idiom Principle Although Chomsky’s paradigm was highly influential, there were some critical voices. Halliday (1966) highlighted awkward cases of phrases where detailed knowledge of grammar was not sufficient to disambiguate meaning or usage. Admittedly, he stated, extremely detailed grammatical analysis might allow a linguist to explain the reason why we say “strong / weak tea” and not alternate adjectives, but the effort involved would be unreasonable. He proposed a lexical approach, separate and complementary to grammatical analysis, which could serve as a powerful descriptive tool for expressions that resisted grammatical analysis. He speaks of lexical restriction: 



“In a lexical analysis, it is the lexical restriction which is under focus, the extent to which an item is specified by its collocational environment.” (Halliday 1966, pp166) Sinclair (1991) proposed the notion of the idiom principle in direct contrast to the open choice paradigm. He noted that although the scaffolding provided by grammar is a valid concept, it is not the only controlling process in action because not any word can be comfortably fitted into the slots provided by syntax. Here, he claims, lexical restriction, namely register and collocation narrow down the choice of words that can fill the slot provided by the syntactic scaffold.  He posits that most language is not the result of a creative process involving generative grammar, but instead consists of limited choices of pre-constructed phrases, or words accompanied by regular patterns. A good example is the case of “of course” which acts as a single lexical item and does not seem to fit into a grammatical category. Such cases of very frequent lexical items, he notes, tend to have their own distinctive patterns, and might be dealt with better as unique types. Another effective demonstration of lexical restriction is provided by Hoey (2005) where he rewrites an extract from a Bill Bryson text which is grammatically correct but strikes the native speaker as awkward. This effect was achieved by using corpus data to substitute common collocations with less common ones. In a teaching situation, learners often create sentences which are indeed grammatically correct, but feel wrong. An understanding of collocation frequencies, Hoey argues, can help us to grasp the intricacies of lexical patterning and allow intermediate learners to progress to a more advanced level.  2.1 Taxonomy 2.1.1 Collocation The first well-known attempt to address collocation is that of Firth (1951) who analyses word combinations in the limericks of Edward Lear. He considers collocation in a literary context, and as a trait particular to a particular author in a particular work.  Collocation can be broadly described as the co-occurrence of two or more words which is more frequent than chance should dictate. Thus the words “speak” and “softly” are frequently found together whereas “speak” and “hard” are not. Collocation can result from grammatical patterning, such as verbs that are followed by a specific preposition, or lexical patterning (Carter 1998).  Collocations can be difficult to delimitate. Sinclair (1991) highlights the example “never set eyes on” as one such difficult case. He suggests that collocations nest, meaning that words have relationships with multiple items within a phrase and come together to form longer chains of pre-constructed language. Thus we could consider “set eyes on” as a collocation, which in turn collocates with “never”, and the sum phrase might them collocate with various object pronouns such as “him, her, you” etc. Thus a system of complex interweaving lexical relationships is built within a phrase. For the sake of practicality, Sinclair and Jones (1975 in Hoey 2005) set the limits of a collocation, or span, to four words either side of an item. Although this limit is arbitrarily determined, a cut-off point is necessary, and shall also be used here. 



2.1.2 Collocation as a Cohesive Device Halliday and Hasan (1976) present collocations as also having a cohesive function. Two lexical items may be associated with each other in a reader / listener’s head because they are semantically related, or simply occur frequently together. Thus the lexical items “candle” and “blow out” collocate, and, even if the words are somewhat spread out in a sentence, the second instance of this pair refers back to the first. Consequently, all lexical items have the ability to act as cohesive devices, but the power of association they carry will also depend on how many other lexical items they collocate with. For example the word “get” collocates with many words, and has a weak cohesive role, but the collocates “acrimonious” and “divorce” occur far less frequently and collocate with far fewer other items, so that their co-occurrence would have a stronger cohesive effect in a text.  2.1.3 Fixed and Free Expressions Once the argument for the importance of studying relationships between lexical items had been made, researchers then set about trying to classify the different types of phrases that result from collocation. A plethora of technical terms ensued (Alexander 1978, Moon 1997). For the purpose of this work, it is sufficient to determine the difference between collocations and fixed expressions. Thereafter, any particular sub-classes of expression that occur in the text selected will be discussed on an ad-hoc basis.  Carter (1998) classifies collocations into four broad overlapping categories. An example of the first group, unrestricted collocations, is the word “have” which might collocate with a large number of other lexical items, such as “have a party, a pet, a rest, a walk” etc. A semi-restricted collocation is a word patterning where the collocates are fewer in number. There are also familiar collocations defined as “combinations […] between words which keep regular company with each other” (Carter pp 70) such as “unrequited love”.  A final group is fixed or restricted collocations which act as pre-constructed phrases. Carter further proposes that items in this last category be considered as positioned along a cline that stretches from relative syntactic and morphological flexibility (break my heart, my heart was broken, heart breaker etc.) to expressions that are fully frozen.    Alexander (1978) provides an insightful categorization of fixed expressions which in the light of its relative simplicity, I shall be using for this study. This categorization is also interesting in that it renders explicit the predominantly functional role of certain expressions. Table 1: Fixed Expressions Reproduced from Alexander (1979) Types of Fixed Expressions Examples  1. Idioms 1.1 Phrasal Verbs 1.2 “Tournures” 1.3 Irreversible binomials etc.  to turn in to keep tabs on someone spick and span   2.1 Proverbs 2.2 Proverbial (metaphorical) Idioms etc.   a stitch in time saves nine, to pay the piper  3. Discourse Structuring devices 3.1 Greetings, introductions, “formulae” 3.2 Connectives, “gambits” etc.    How do you do? To begin with, let’s be realistic  4 Catch-phrases  Who loves you baby? 



4.2 Clichés, slogans etc.  Chelsea rules OK.  5 Quotations, allusions,  Aphorisms, Figures of Speech, Understatement, Irony etc.   Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?  For the following text analysis I shall consider lexical restriction in terms of “free collocations” and “fixed expressions” which in turn will be categorized according to Alexander.  2.1.4 Semantic Prosody  This refers to the tendency of a word to have specific semantic associations that emerge from the way it collocates with other lexical items. Stubbs (1995) claims that “cause” has a negative semantic prosody because it frequently precedes unpleasant words such as accident, cancer, concern etc. It is clear that if many lexical items also have their own semantic prosody, this is vital information for both the teacher and learner of English.   3 Method 3.1 Text Selection It has been pointed out that idiomatic expressions occur more frequently in certain types of text including spoken English, sports reports, weather reports, and journalism (Moon 1997). For this reason the genre and medium of the text selected were of key importance. Here a written text has been chosen in order to shed light on lexical decisions that are the result of a conscious stylistic choice on the part of the author. The text is an extract from an article entitled “Why Academics Stink at Writing” that featured in the “Chronicle of Higher Education” on September 26th 20141. The author, Stephen Pinker, has a characteristically elegant and colourful writing style which one would expect to yield rich pickings in terms of use of lexis, and a reputation for being a “good” writer. The subject of the text is also metalinguistic, discussing writing style. The introduction and conclusion of the article are focussed on here because these two sections have very clear functions: those of catching the reader’s attention and of preparing the reader for the end of the debate.    3.2 Collocation Selection and Corpus Collocations were highlighted in the text with a concern for selecting a variety of different types of lexical co-occurrence with the goal of determining whether a corpus-based analysis of these lexical combinations can enrich their linguistic description.  Moon (1998) notes that many idioms show high degrees of variation between British and American English. COCA2, being a corpus of American English (Stephen Pinker is American), seems like the best corpus to use in this case. However, it is smaller, and search results are less easily sorted and reproduced than in the Bank of English. After a number of comparison searches, the results for the lexical items studied displayed similar patterns and similar relative frequencies. I assume therefore, for the specific lexical co-occurrences studied                                                            1 http://stevenpinker.com/files/pinker/files/why_academics_stink_at_writing.pdf?m=1412010988 2 The Corpus of Contemporary American English. http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/  



here, that American and British English do not differ significantly in their usage. Thus the Bank of English was used to analyse the selected lexical items in context as well as to view both t-scores and mutual information scores for the co-occurrence of terms.  Items were sorted automatically as far as possible, but where items were morphologically identical but carried substantially different meanings to those of the source text, they were discarded. This kind of classification according to word class and then meaning emergent from the surrounding text is recommended by Sinclair (1991).   4 Analysis of 12 cases of lexical restriction 4.1 A case of Intricately Intertwined Associations and Meanings Lines 6 to 10 feature at least five collocations in a web of association that creates a complex semantic picture. These provide an example of Halliday and Hasan’s collocations that stretch beyond sentence boundaries (1976). The items focussed on here are: “softer fields”; “spout obscure verbiage”; “dress up…. with the trappings”; and “highfalutin gobbledygook”. As cohesive devices, “spout verbiage” links with “nothing to say” and “gobbledygook”; “dress up” with “trappings” and “highfalutin”; and “softer fields” with “scientific sophistication”. On top of this comes a layer of semantic associations created by the collocations themselves.  4.1.1 Softer Fields This combination is rare in the corpus, occurring only two times with the meaning “humanities or social science”. However the collocation feels natural and a look at alternative combinations reveals why. In fact the reader is clearly expected to make linguistic associations with related collocates (soft / hard and field / science) in order to process this collocation. Hoey (2005) describes this ability as a result of how we acquire lexical associations (priming) as we learn our native tongue: “it is probable …. that collocations are primed first and that the semantic communality between collocates produces the more abstract priming … The primings move outwards from specific words to the semantic set, and in doing so permit creative choices to be made that in themselves reinforce the more general priming.” It would therefore clearly be of value for learners to be aware of how collocations can reach out to other strong collocations, and so-doing share their meaning, and how proficient writers can make use of this flexibility to coin original, yet acceptable and unmarked collocations.  Table 2: “Soft|softer field/s” and Related Collocations Collocation Number of Results (raw data): expression used metaphorically Soft|softer |softest field/s 3 Hard |harder | hardest field/s 4 Soft|softer |softest science/s 12 Hard |harder | hardest science 54   



4.1.2 Spout Obscure Verbiage The corpus reveals that when “spout” is used as a verb, it mainly does so in a metaphorical manner meaning to talk about something in a way that is obnoxious or excessive. “Spout” can co-occur with highly emotive items such as; “crap”, “bollocks” and “tripe”, and can also enter into collocation with “off” and “about” to form phrasal verbs, both of which have consistently negative connotations. A t-score analysis reveals that; “homilies”, “platitudes”, “nonsense”, “tripe” and “propaganda” all have a significant association (t-score > 1.96) with “spout”. “Spout” when used metaphorically therefore has what Sinclair (1991) calls a strongly negative semantic prosody. Although “spout verbiage” does not appear in the corpus, it is apparent that “verbiage” fits into the current pattern of negative connotations and collocations. Perhaps also the specific choice of the rare “verbiage” rather than “words” helps to highlight the elitist and somewhat ridiculous attitudes the author is criticising in his article.   Figure 1: Examples of “spout”   4.1.3 Dress up  This is a phrasal verb, thus a fixed expression but one which allows for some variation (dresses up something, dressed up, dressed something up etc.). An investigation of the semantic prosody of “dress up” reveals several usages of this term. It is positive when used in the context of food presentation, fashion and interior design. This first group were frequent, and probably result from the large number of magazine articles the corpus contains. When used for other topics, a pattern of negative semantic prosody begins to emerge. Many of the examples below show how “dress up” is often used to mean to attempt to hide some kind of fault, a dishonest action.  Figure 2: Dress Up  Thus, the choice of “dress up” to describe the topic area of writing adds another layer of negative connotation to lines 6-10. 



 4.1.4 Trappings It is difficult to define the limits of a collocation of the collocation “dress up” here. One might consider “dress up… with the trappings” as one expression, but here, due to the distance between the terms (7 word span), it seems more productive to consider this as a case of two associations that “nest” (Hoey 2005) within each other. “Trappings” is a surprisingly common word in the corpus (>1000 occurrences), and the corpus reveals that it tends towards three grammatical patternings. Table 3. Trappings: Grammatical Patternings (Colligation)  Figure 3: Examples of “Trappings + of + noun” (mainly abstract meaning)   Regarding semantic effect, a collocation search reveals a significant association between “trappings” and success, power, wealth, fame, office, state, corporate, democracy, royalty, celebrity, and authority. It becomes clear how the author has used the reader’s network of associations to imbue scientific sophistication with the undercurrents of authority, bureaucracy and elitism.   4.1.5 Highfalutin Gobbledygook “Highfalutin” occurs a 64 times in the Bank of English, a much higher frequency than intuition would have us expect although this is perhaps a result of the concentration of journalistic material in the corpus. Although it never occurs together with “gobbledegook”, it is often used in the context of artistic criticism and co-occurs with “ideas”, “talk”, and “verbiage”. The frequencies here are too low to provide more general usage rules, but the lexical set of words demonstrates that “gobbledegook” is a natural extension of this.  
Situated at end of a sentence, or clause Followed by “and” and a noun (often plural or abstract and uncountable )  Followed by “of” and a noun (many abstract)  ideological, and religious trappings. But at the very heart of this system    with equally magnificent trappings. But instead of pursuing   adopt and then discard the trappings and the teachings of one religion    and all the other trappings and technology of sophisticated             the same trappings of wealth as their cousins in the West,          and to have all the trappings of a state that belonged to such  



Of course, in these 5 lines there are other collocations that contribute to the overarching meaning of pretentious nonsense based on a false status of authority but it is beyond the scope of this assignment to deal with every item in this section. The analysis of lexical choice here serves as a powerful tool for uncovering the machinery behind the complex web of meaning has been built up by carefully choosing lexical items and nesting their associations. It is clear that conducting such an analysis with learners on extracts of texts would help them to better understand the mechanisms between both text cohesion and stylistic effect.  4.2 Lexical Restrictions: Non-fixed Expressions 4.2.1 Grace and Verve The corpus reveals that “verve” is often part of a reversible binomial. While “grace and verve” or “verve and grace” do not occur in the corpus, a closer look at other collocates of “verve” reveals why the combination still sounds natural to the native-speaker ear. “Verve” will happily collocate with a wide range of other uncountable nouns in a pattern of uncountable noun + and + verve, or verve + and + uncountable noun.  The partner word is positive in 99% of cases and the meaning is overwhelmingly of positive evaluations rather than negations or irony. Common lexical areas involve sports commentaries and reports, writing, music, and film criticism. Such information could certainly guide students in coining their own similar phrases using the above pattern, in selecting suitable sub-genres and making them aware that the phrase will be taken at face value.   Figure 4: Examples of “uncountable noun + and + verve” and “verve + and + uncountable noun”    4.2.2 Groundbreaking Work “Work” is an extremely common word, and this collocation demonstrates what Sinclair (1991) calls “upward” and “downward” collocation. When “work” is taken as the node word, the most common collocates are either grammatical items or de-lexicalised words, i.e. very frequent words that have all but lost their independent meaning (Sinclair 1991). The corpus here reveals the grammatical environment in which “work” finds itself. Table 4: Collocates of “work”. Items in each column ordered according to frequency. 



Possessive Pronouns De-lexicalised Items Lexical Items his to hard their at will her of can your the social my  good   A t-score search with the less frequent “groundbreaking” as node (downward collocation) shows that “work” is the top collocate. Students are usually aware of the many combinations and compounds “work” can enter into, but the corpus reveals that it might be more efficient to learn “groundbreaking” in the context of its common lexical environments. Table 5: Lexical Sets Related to “groundbreaking” science and (political) policy work, study, research, programme, project, discovery the arts series, film, book, novel, performance, debut changes in business practice deal, transaction law ruling   4.3 Fixed Expressions The following three items are examples of phrasal verbs which are on the freer end of the fixed – free cline (Carter 1998) as they allow for inflection for tense and person. 4.3.1 Ring True This item is an idiom with a metaphorical meaning. A corpus analysis does not reveal any specific semantic prosody for this expression, but instead some interesting patterns emerge. The expression displays some regular patterns which might be useful for learners to acquire as a chunk. It also has a tendency to eschew future forms with only 12 cases out of 491 when it was used with “will” “won’t” or “going to”, 4 of which were cases of generalisations, or “timeless statements”. Knowledge of this “tense” avoidance would of course be useful for learners who wish to integrate the expression into their active vocabulary. Table 6. Ring true: Patterning Pattern Examples (not) ring + adjective + true  with adjectives indicating degree; absolutely, completely, consistently, deeply, entirely, especially, quite, so, wholly, more, less   It rings absolutely true to me… Lamb's narrative voice does not ring consistently true. … a saying that rings especially true when…    4.3.2 Turn out  This is a very frequently occurring phrasal verb. It has several potential meanings including as a cookery term (“turn out the cake and cool”), meaning produce a large number, meaning turn out to vote and as an expression meaning happen in the end when it takes the form “turn out to be”. The reader must use 



pragmatic knowledge to determine which interpretation applies. In contrast to my initial intuition, “turn out” meaning produce a large number appears to have neutral semantic prosody. Even when used to describe people for example, in “turn out graduates”, the collocation alone does not impose a negative connotation.  Table 7. Turn out: Patterning. Pattern Example  turn out + noun turn out graduates turn out + number  turn out + to be (meaning = in the end)  turn out + in + evaluative adjective + numbers / droves etc.  turn out in large numbers turn out + comparative turn out higher than expected   4.3.3 Go a long way toward   This is what Makkai (1972)  calls a tournure, or in other terms, a phrasal verb that is made up of more than two words. Learners might be aware that the preposition “toward” can be followed by either a verb in the gerund form or a noun (group). However, a glance at the corpus reveals that the number of cases where the verb is used is significantly higher: of 466 examples, only 26 involve the expression followed by a noun, a pronoun or “that”. A learner concerned with sounding natural might then be well advised to opt for verbs after this expression.  4.3.4 Enough already This is an example of a prefab, a pre-constructed phrase that can perform a discourse structuring function (Moon 1997 pp47 and Wray 2002). The expression is frozen and is grammatically anomalous. The corpus indicates that it is common in spoken English. Awareness of this would help a learner reading the Pinker article to better grasp the impact the author wishes to achieve. At this point he is preparing to conclude his discussion, but does not wish to do so in the conventional manner. This expression renders the register more intimate and indicates that a direct and no-nonsense conclusion is to follow.   4.3.5 By and large This is another example of a prefab which should be learned as one single unit. The corpus provides information about the expression’s meaning – generally –, its register – both written and spoken –  but also its position in sentences. Learners might be interested to see that it can be positioned at the head of a sentence, or in similar positions to the word “generally”.   4.3.6 Fruits of our labors  



This is what Alexander (1979) would call an allusion with its origins in the Bible. However, its high frequency in the corpus3 indicates that it has perhaps grown beyond this role and taken on a life of its own. It may also have lost some of its religious connotation in the process. The expression is also less frozen than one might assume, with “fruit” appearing in both singular and plural forms, “this” and “these” replacing the possessive pronoun, and other words substituting for “labor” such as council, programs, and friendship. It would seem therefore that this expression is often taken as a base from which speakers / writers create variations reasonably freely. It would at the same time be useful to a learner to be able to recognise variations on this theme when encountering other texts, and to be aware of the creative freedom this expression allows.     5 Conclusion This brief analysis of just 13 collocations demonstrates how not only grammar can be said to pose restrictions on word choice, but that lexical restriction impacts on both grammatical choices (colligation) and lexical choices (collocation) in a manner that is powerful and complex. Corpus analysis of these terms revealed hitherto unknown, or merely intuited rules or patterns including avoidance of certain tenses, preferred word patterns after the item, semantic prosody, association with specific lexical sets (topics) and genres. It becomes clear that “knowing” a word constitutes a great deal more than simply being aware of its morphology and dictionary meaning, and the information retrieved here would be of use to learners in order to better understand texts and the elements that contribute to their particular style, but also to produce natural sounding English and create a style of their own. One must of course be careful when using a corpus, as some items might occur too infrequently to provide reliable guidelines for usage, and might also suffer bias due to the specific types of text that make up the corpus – a preponderance of lifestyle magazines, for example. An interesting next step would be to compare the findings for the expressions studied here when using an alternative corpus, COCA for example, or for more frequent items, to search these in restricted genres to reveal more about their usage in different types of text.                                                                   3 COCA was used here because The Bank of English serve was unavailable. 1075 occurrences of “fruit of our labor” and variations thereof.  
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Appendix 1:  Excerpts from “Why Academics Stink at Writing” from the Chronicle of Higher Education, September 26th 2014. Collocations analysed have been highlighted.  But the familiarity of bad academic writing raises a puzzle. Why should a profession that trades in words and dedicates itself to the transmission of knowledge so often turn out prose that is turgid, soggy, wooden, bloated, clumsy, obscure, unpleasant to read, and impossible to understand?  The most popular answer outside the academy is the cynical one: Bad writing is a deliberate choice. Scholars in the softer fields spout obscure verbiage to hide the fact that they have nothing to say. They dress up the trivial and obvious with the trappings of scientific sophistication, hoping to bamboozle their audiences with highfalutin gobbledygook.  Though no doubt the bamboozlement theory applies to some academics some of the time, in my experience it does not ring true. I know many scholars who have nothing to hide and no need to impress. They do groundbreaking work on important subjects, reason well about clear ideas, and are honest, down-to-earth people. Still, their writing stinks. A third explanation shifts the blame to entrenched authority. People often tell me that academics have no choice but to write badly because the gatekeepers of journals and university presses insist on ponderous language as proof of one’s seriousness. This has not been my experience, and it turns out to be a myth. In Stylish Academic Writing (Harvard University Press, 2012), Helen Sword masochistically analyzed the literary style in a sample of 500 scholarly articles and found that a healthy minority in every field were written with grace and verve.  Instead of moralistic finger-pointing or evasive blame-shifting, perhaps we should try to understand academese by engaging in what academics do best: analysis and explanation. An insight from literary analysis and an insight from cognitive science go a long way toward explaining why people who devote their lives to the world of ideas are so inept at conveying them. […..] You don’t have to swallow the rational-actor model of human behavior to see that professionals may not bother with this costly self-improvement if their profession doesn’t reward it. And by and large, academe does not. Few graduate programs teach writing. Few academic journals stipulate clarity among their criteria for acceptance, and few reviewers and editors enforce it. While no academic would confess to shoddy methodology or slapdash reading, many are blasé about their incompetence at writing. Enough already. Our indifference to how we share the fruits of our intellectual labors is a betrayal of our calling to enhance the spread of knowledge. In writing badly, we are wasting each other’s time, sowing confusion and error, and turning our profession into a laughingstock.     



Appendix 2: Examples of Corpus Results  1. Highfalutin    2. Spout   



3. Trappings    4. Dress Up   



6. Ring True (Examples of negatives)    5. Groundbreaking: T-score Results of Collocates    
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