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Abstract 

This study aimed to investigate and compare types of collocational errors in English 

essays written by Cambodian and Thai university students. The samples were two groups: 31 

Cambodian students who studied at Royal University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia; and 34 

Thai students who studied at Buriram Rajabhat University, Thailand. They were chosen by 

purposive sampling.  The samples were asked to write an essay consisting of 150 – 300 

words within 90 minutes by choosing one from six different topics provided by the 

researcher. The collected data were coded according to the collocational framework of 

Benson et al. (1987). The data were then analyzed and compared according to frequency of 

the collocational errors found in two different groups. 

The findings revealed that seven types of collocational errors were found from both 

groups. The collocational errors were found in Thai university students’ group more than 

Cambodian university students’ group. In addition, there was the statistical significant 

difference at .05 level of the collocational errors found between two different groups.  

Keywords: Collocational Errors, English Essay, Cambodian University Students, Thai 

University Students 

Introduction 

 In our global context, there are nearly 200 countries and each country speaks 

different languages. However, English is the most widely used language for communication. 

Harmer (2001) states that English had become the universal language. People around the 

world speak English and more than 60 countries use it as an official language. Moreover, 

English is expected to be continuously increasing its significance as an international language 

from now on to the next century.  

Cambodia and Thailand are very close to each other in everything even the border, 

culture, and language and they are two of the countries that need to use English and the need 



is become wider while the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) is opening. Cambodia uses 

Khmer or Cambodian as the formal language in the country while Thailand uses Thai. Since 

the two languages were developed and considerably influenced by Sanskrit and Pali, 

especially in the royal and religious registers, through the vehicles of Hinduism and 

Buddhism. The Khmer and Thai language has influenced, and has been influenced by and to 

each other and with other languages such as Lao, Vietnamese, Chinese and Cham. Thus, 

Khmer and Thai language are considered similar and also must have similar problems in 

English language using. 

As English is important to all people around the world, they have to study it even 

they may encounter many difficulties to learn because it is not their mother tongue language 

(L1) and it is quite different in language grammar patterns and pronunciations. Yet, 

sometimes they just speak English wrongly by transfers the meaning from their own language 

or use inappropriate words or phrase in their language used that makes the language looks 

strange. They could not feel they use the language wrongly unless they are the native 

speakers. This kind of problem in English used is call collocation.  

In general definition, a collocation is two or more words that often go together. Some words 

that have nearly the same meaning is but may not be able to replace another word at all. In 

some occasions, these combinations just can be found as right or wrong to only native 

English speakers or people who use them all the time (Hill, J., and M. Lewis. eds. 2000). 

Other word, they are the common combinations of the words in a natural way of language 

used, and they are not just words that are put together. These kinds of combinations are 

appeared in any languages, even Khmer or Thai language. However, the way of the word 

combinations go are not the same between each of the languages, since Khmer and Thai 

versus English words orders are quite different. So, it is not strange that Cambodian and Thai 

people might use English in a wrong or unusual way or vice versa that causes collocational 

error in English language used. 

It is important to all English learners to learn the English collocations while the 

language itself has its own characteristics or they may use English wrongly somehow. Lewis 

(2000) states that, vital part of native speaker competence should be taught in foreign and 

second language class. Boonyasaquan (2005) emphasizes that English collocations have 

specific characteristics which include a frequent co-occurrence of items between which no 

word can go, the elements of a collocation being able to be substituted by a synonym, 



irreversible binomials, in other words, a fixed order of its component and a high degree of 

predictability. Furthermore, collocation is an important aspect in vocabulary acquisition. Free 

combinations are easy to acquire because they come from the structure of extra-linguistic 

reality such as dark night and blue sky, etc. They are “manifestly related to the referential and 

substantial meaning of the words concerned” (Robins. 2000, p.56). However, there are no 

motivations for most collocations. The same conceptual meaning can be realized by different 

words, so people talk of a powerful motorcar, but of strong coffee; and of rancid butter, but of 

addled egg. This inexplicability of collocation calls for more attention of both teachers and 

learners of English. 

English collocation has its unique and restricted characteristics, which are why it is 

considered as one of problems of learning English among Cambodian and Thai English as 

Foreign Language (EFL) learners. The first step of most of Cambodian and Thai EFL 

learners are memorizing the vocabularies and rules of English but the memorizing approach 

seems to be an ineffective strategy for learners, while it is very hard already for them to 

remember, they have no chance to learn the collocation. So, it also appears that collocations 

do not receive much attention among Cambodian and Thai EFL advanced learners, whereas 

competency is often recognized as an important component of vocabulary acquisition (Lewis. 

2000; Woolard. 2000) which may help EFL learners expand comprehension and 

interpretation in daily communication and language learning. This causes the crustal 

problems toward Thai EFL students’ awareness on the importance of collocation in their 

English learning.  

Brashi (2009) mentions that collocation has become a hot topic of languages learners 

and has also become an area of particular interest in English teaching and learning. EFL 

learners’ knowledge on collocation is an essential requirement for all second language users 

to have a better communication. Cambodian and Thai EFL learners should be introduced and 

focused more on English collocations. However, in the countries, collocation seems to be a 

hidden subject to learners. Most of them seem do not know what collocation is. Furthermore, 

number of courses teaching collocation is very less at all levels even in high school or 

university. Some research found that most of Thai EFL learners unfamiliar with collocation 

and use English carelessly and it does the same to Cambodian EFL learners. Moreover, in the 

view of several linguists (Homby & Crowther. 1995; Palmer. 1961), English collocation is 

one of the most difficult areas of language learning for EFL learners. Palmer (1961) 

emphasizes that common mistakes of EFL learners' essay writing mainly involve vocabulary. 



There are around 1,000 words that the native speakers are able to use without any difficulties 

but it becomes a serious problem for EFL learners due to the various parts of speech and 

collocation. Similarly, several researchers (Mongkolchai. 2008; Brashi. 2009; Boonyasaquan. 

2006) also pointed out that collocation is an area of difficulty for EFL learners who want to 

enhance their language proficiency or to have English skills like native speakers. 

Cambodian and Thai EFL learners often make problems in their English use even in 

speaking or writing because they use English with lack of awareness. Previous studies 

(Mongkolchai. 2008; Brashi. 2009; Jukneviciene. 2008; Boonyasaquan. 2005; Shih. 2000) 

point out that EFL learners compose their writing with misused collocation due to lack of 

awareness and collocation competence in English. An example of a misused collocation in 

English for Cambodian EFL learners is that they may say ‘go far’ or sometimes they say ‘go 

far far’ while they want to tell someone to go away since they think that word ‘away’ is just 

another word means ‘far’ and it is easier to say ‘far’ for just one syllable than ‘away’ that 

they have less familiar and look strange for them to speak. Another example for the miss used 

of English for Thai EFL learners is the use of take drug with the intention to convey the 

meaning of take medicine (verb + noun). In Thai, drug and medicine have the same meaning 

and the problem is quite the same to Khmer. So, they may apply a literal translation strategy 

from their mother tongue language (Ll) to target English language (L2). Most teachers of 

English as a Foreign Language particularly in higher English levels, there are only the 

teachers of English as a Foreign Language especially those who are native speakers of that 

language will have noticed that their learner soften have problems in choosing the correct 

combination of two or more words. 

Therefore, some researchers suggest that teachers draw the student's attention to 

collocation or teach them at the earliest stage, if possible (Boonyasaquan. 2005, 2006). These 

would able to motivate their learners to gradually recognize the significance of collocation 

acquisition, not just acquiring a new word. Thus, their learners would pay more attention and 

use it effectively and carefully. The teachers or instructors should learn what the areas of 

learners' weaknesses that can help them realize which types of collocation should be taught in 

order to raise students' awareness of collocation. In addition, by analyzing what strategy to 

use in producing the correct collocations, EFL teachers can adjust their teaching method 

easier and more effectively. Therefore, to study the errors of using collocation will be an 

important and useful tool in language teaching and acquisition because it shows up clearly 

what should be specifically emphasized in teaching and learning. 



 All the learners from any of regions, who study English as a foreign language (EFL), 

despite having a large number of words or phrase in the target language (L2), are not always 

fully capable of putting words or phrase together in a way that native speakers naturally do. 

In other words, EFL learners can be said to lack collocational competence in L2. Collocation, 

i.e. how words tend to co-occur in a language, seems to cause quite a few problems for 

English learners since even though two words, when placed together, may appear to 

seemingly make sense, the resulting combination is sometimes regarded as a deviation in the 

target language. This probably implies that collocation is arbitrary for language learners (Hill. 

2000).  

Several past studies investigating second language acquisition of English 

collocations have shown that EFL learners' problems are due to different factors (e.g. Fan. 

2009; Huang. 2001). One of the major reasons for collocational errors pertains to native 

language influence (e.g. Balms. 1993; Balms & Eldaw. 1993; Fan. 2009; Koya. 2003; 

Nesselhauf. 2003, 2005; Ying. 2009). Some have also found that learners rely on certain 

learning strategies, such as synonymy (e.g. Boonyasaquan. 2006; Farghal & Obiedat. 1995; 

Mongkolchai. 2008), repetition and overgeneralization (e.g. Fan. 2009; Granger. 1998; 

Howarth. 1998; Shih. 2000), etc.  

However, most of the previous research studies mentioned above focused on one 

single group of EFL learners, particularly those with high proficiency (e.g. Boonyasaquan. 

2006; Mongkolchai. 2008). Hardly do such studies reflect a true picture of how learners’ 

collocational knowledge has been developed through time. To put it another way, there has 

been little research to date examining learners’ errors in the total interlanguage system with 

respect to collocation learning especially with the university students from the two countries. 

Today, Cambodian and Thai university students are trying to overtake their awareness on 

their fixed English subject in their curriculum especially for the English major students. They 

need to increase their English ability however they may not know what the collocation is or 

may not worry or forget about the importance of English collocation. 

 It is for this reason that the present study is undertaken to bridge the gap, i.e. to 

scrutinize the collocational competence of high-proficiency and low-proficiency Cambodian 

and Thai learners of English. So far, many researchers and linguists (Lewis. 2000; 

Nessenhauf. 2003; Sadeghi. 2009; Boonyasaquan. 2005; Woolard. 2000) have been keep on 

the study of teaching approach in collocation and collocational differences between the first 



language and the second language but very little research has been conducted on 

collocational errors in Thai EFL learners and seems there is not any research on collocational 

errors in Cambodian EFL learners. Thus, this study will examine their problems of producing 

collocational errors and explore the possibility of collocational errors and compare the 

similarities and differences between the errors produced by Cambodian and Thai university. 

 

Purposes of the Study 

1. To investigate types of collocational errors in English essays written by 

Cambodian and Thai university students 

2. To compare the similarities and differences between the collocational errors in 

English essays written by Cambodian and Thai university students 

 

Methodology 

 Participants of the Study 

The participants of this research were separated into two groups. The first group was 

from the 34 third year English major students, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, 

Buriram Rajabhat University, Thailand.  They were selected as the sample of the study 

because all of them had already attended the writing courses entitled ‘Paragraph Writing’ 

1552401 and ‘Creative Writing’ 1553105. The second group was 31 third year English major 

students from Royal University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia. They were selected by purposive 

sampling technique as they were supposed to have previous knowledge about writing essays 

in the content of their curriculum as well. All the participants had been trained to write the 

essay in at least one subject that existed in their curriculum as Aungwatanakul (1997) claimed 

that in writing an essay or any of the compositions, the writers should have prior knowledge 

of writing process. 

Method of Data Collection 

All of the participants were assigned to write an essay in which consist of 150-500 

words within 70 minutes on 6 different topics provided by the researcher. The researcher 

selected these topics because all the topics were related to the participants’ daily life and they 

were suitable for both of the two regions, so the participants would feel more comfortable to 

write the essay in their familiar content of the topics. Furthermore, the topics were conducted 



by the researcher, edited and approved by the thesis advisors, and three experts. The 

following topics were:  

1) Three Things the Most Important in Your Life 

2) How to Use Social Media Effectively 

3) How to Save Energy 

4) How to Prepare Yourself for Your Future about Education and Occupation 

5) What Can You Do to Promote Tourism of Your City? 

6) The Effects of Science and Technology to Society 
 

Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher prepared the instrument and applied for the documents from the 

Graduate School of Buriram Rajabhat University to collect the data in the Institute of Foreign 

Languages, Royal University of Phnom Penh, Cambodia and in Buriram Rajabhat University, 

Thailand. 

In the process of collecting data, the participants would not be allowed to use any 

dictionary and each of them were given sufficient time to individually write the assay. After 

all writing processes were completed, the researcher categorized the essay writing base on the 

topics. Then, the researcher chose one or more of the most appropriate topics which have the 

same or similar number of the participants from both universities choose to write, the length 

of the writing, and number of collocational errors appeared in the writing. 

Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed in quantitative ways. The researcher categorized the data by 

using the collocational framework of Benson et al. (1987), who have proposed two major 

types of collocations, i.e. grammatical and lexical collocations. The errors that were not 

related to collocation types, such as spelling or grammatical errors were not examined. To be 

more precise, the present study concentrated on 7 types of lexical collocations in the study. 

The collected data from essay writing of the participants were analyzed and 

categorized using the data analysis described below: 

      1. Identifying the Collocational Errors 

 Firstly, the researcher checked the entire samples of essay writings to find out 

the collocational errors one by one from each group of samples, and marked all of the 

collocational errors that were found in the compositions. After checking all the essay writing, 



the researcher categorized the collocational errors based on 7 types of lexical collocational 

errors. For example: 

Student 8 from Cambodian university wrote that: 

… that we may do mistakes to someone else… 

The researcher marked the error by underlining it and typed the error put (V+N) on 

the top of the error for the Verb + Noun type, such as: 

       V+N 

… that we may do mistakes to someone else… 

 

After checking and typing the collocational errors completed, the checked 

collocational errors were firstly examined and found more by the thesis advisors.  After that, 

the researcher made 3 sets of essay writing copy then recruited three experts of the English 

language to check the types of errors and the corrected sentence based on the researcher’s and 

his advisers’ coding.  Finally, after the experts finished checking the collocational errors, the 

researcher got more recommendations to the error analyzing and discussed with his thesis 

advisors again for any more recommendations before going to the next step of categorization 

of the collocational errors. 

 2. Classifying of Collocational Errors 

 After the steps of identifying the collocational errors in every essay writing 

samples, the researcher classified the errors into the tables consist of 7 types i.e. 1) Noun + 

Noun, 2) Noun + Verb, 3) Verb + Noun, 4) Verb + Adverb, 5) Adjective + Noun,  

6) Adverb + Adjective, and 7) Quantifier + Noun. Then the researcher counted the errors 

from each type and each of the essay writing and entered them into the recoding tables 

divided by the group of the samples (Cambodian or Thai university students). 

  3. Data Analysis 

 The collected data were computed and tabulated by using frequency and 

percentage. To compare the similarities and differences of the collocational errors made by 

Cambodian and Thai university students were analyzed by using Chi-square test.  

 

 

 



Findings 

 1. Types of Collocational Errors in English Essays Written by Cambodian and 

Thai University Students 

 According to the collocational framework of Benson et al. (1987), the collocational 

errors collected from essay compositions of Cambodian and Thai students are presented in 

the below table. 

 

Table 1 Types of Collocational Errors in English Essays Written by Cambodian and 

Thai University Students 

 

No.  

 

Colocational Error Types 

Cambodian (n=31) Thai (n=34) All Group 

Combined 

f % f % f % 

1 Noun + Noun 22 10.23 10 4.65 32 14.88 

2 Noun + Verb 11 5.12 27 12.56 38 17.67 

3 Verb + Noun 19 8.84 57 26.51 76 35.35 

4 Verb + Adverb 7 3.26 3 1.40 10 4.65 

5 Adjective + Noun 21 9.77 18 8.37 39 18.14 

6 Adverb + Adjective 6 2.79 3 1.40 9 4.19 

7 Quantifier + Noun 1 0.47 10 4.65 11 5.12 

Total 87 40.47 128 59.53 215 100.00 

  

Table 1 shows the overall frequency of the collocational errors frequency found in the 

essay compositions written by 31 Cambodian university students and 34 Thai University 

students. The findings reveal that the total collocational errors made by both groups of 

students were 215. The Thai student group made 128 collocational errors  and Cambodian 

students made 87.   

Regarding the variety of collocational types, the highest number of collocational 

errors found in Cambodian students’ essays was the Noun + Noun (f=22), followed by 

Adjective + Noun (f=21) and Verb Noun (f=19), respectively. In contrast, the highest number 

of collocational errors found in Thai students’ essays were the Verb + Noun (f=57), followed 

by Noun + Verb (f=27) and Adjective + Noun (f=18), respectively. 



 

 2. A Comparison of Collocational Errors in English Essays Written by 

Cambodian and Thai University Students 

 The table below compares types of collocational errors found in Cambodian and Thai 

university student’s essay writing. 

Table 2 Thai University Students’ Collocational Error Record 

Collocational Error Type 
Nationality Total Chi-square 

test 

Asymp. 

Sig. Cambodian Thai 

1 Noun + Noun Count 22 10 33 13.09** .004 
Expected  13.5 19.5 33.0 

2 Noun + Verb Count 11 26 37 14.17** .001 
Expected  15.1 21.9 37.0 

3 Verb + Noun Count 19 57 76 31.73** .000 

Expected  31.1 44.9 76.0 

4 Verb + Adverb Count 7 3 10 4.80* .028 

Expected  4.1 5.9 10.0 

5 Adjective + Noun Count 21 18 39 5.44* .020 

Expected  16.0 23.0 39.0 

6 Adverb + Adjective Count 6 3 9 4.50* .034 

Expected  3.7 5.3 9.0 

7 Quantifier + Noun Count 1 10 11 4.50* .034 

Expected  4.5 6.5 11.0 

Total Count 87 127 215 55.55** .000 
* significant difference at .05 

** significant difference at .01 
  

 Table 2 reveals that the overall comparison of collocational error found Cambodian 

and Thai students’ essay showed statistical significant difference at .01. When considering 

each type of collocational errors, it was found that “Verb + Adverb”, “Adjective + Noun”, 

“Adverb + Adjective” and “Quantifier + Noun” were statistical significant difference at .05 

level while the rest types were statistical significant difference at .01 level.  

 

 

 

 

 



Discussion 

 1. Types of Collocational Errors in English Essays Written by Cambodian and 

Thai University Students 

 The frequency of lexical collocational errors types found in both group of students are 

completely different. The results of the study revealed that both Thai and Cambodian students 

made lexical collocational error in all of the 7 types. In the total amount of the frequency 

shows that Thai students made more collocational error than Cambodia students. Cambodian 

students mostly made collocations error in the type of Noun + Noun. In contrast, Thai 

students mostly made collocational errors in the type of Verb + Noun. Cambodian students 

rarely made the error in the Quantifier + Noun type, while Thai students rarely made error in 

the group of Adverb + Adjectives. According to the overview of the essays written by both 

groups of students, researcher found that Cambodian students tend to have more ability in 

writing essay than Thai students. Cambodian students could compose longer texts, more 

paragraphs, and they can write English more correct than Thai students. Therefore, even Thai 

students made more errors in writing English texts then Cambodian students, consequently, 

they make errors in the grammatical collocational errors and spelling errors, not in the 7 types 

of lexical collocation (Benson et al., 1997), additionally, many of lexical collocational errors 

are also found in their writing. In contrast, Cambodian students tend to made less errors in 

grammatical collocation and spelling but more than a half of the errors are in the 7 types of 

lexical collocation. The theory of Benson et al classified the collocations into two major 

groups: grammatical collocations and lexical collocations (Benson et al., 1997). With regard 

to grammatical collocations, they are mostly base on people’s level of English ability since to 

compare between the two groups of people with different level of English ability, the lexical 

collocations are the rest part that can be compared. As the result, in all of the 7 types of 

lexical collocational errors are found in both groups of the participants.  

 

 2. A Comparison of Collocational Errors in English Essays Written by 

Cambodian and Thai University Students 

The findings revealed that both in overall and each of collocational error types found 

in essays composed by Cambodian and Thai University students showed statistical significant 

difference. This means that the collocational errors found in essays of Cambodian and Thai 

University student classified in the 7 of lexical collocation are highly significant different 



between both nationalities. The result of the study is similar to the study of Zhang, Xiaolin 

(1993) that investigated the English collocation and their effect on the writing of native and 

non-native college freshmen in Indiana University of Pennsylvania and the result showed that 

students from different nationality have different ability in using collocation. The cause of 

making collocational errors in the essays of both groups of student are mostly based on their 

interference of their mother tongue language, their proficiency of using English, and their 

lack of collocation concept. These support the study of Fatima Muhamad Shitu (2015), that 

studied on the Collocation Errors in English as Second Language Essay Writing and the 

result of the study concluded that the EFL students constitute the sample make collocation 

errors in their writing because of their interference of their mother tongue, lack of collocation 

concept, and their shortage of collocation knowledge. 

 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this study revealed insight understanding into the students’ ability of 

using English and learning capabilities in regards to writing and collocation skills among 

Cambodian and Thai University students. As the results found that Cambodian students have 

more efficiency in writing and made less errors even in grammatical or lexical type of 

collocation so Thai university teachers should focus more on students understanding in 

writing and collocation. In addition, all students in both group have problem in dealing 

English collocation so Thai and Cambodian students should have more awareness on using 

and learning collocation as it is the crustal part of English learner. 
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