
OPEN ACCESS 

Australian Journal of Applied Linguistics 
ISSN 2209-0959 

https://www.castledown.com/journals/ajal/ 

L1-L2 congruency as a criterion to 
identify collocations based on 

contrastive analysis 

Abstract 

In second language learning research, L1-L2 congruency refers to the similarity in form and meaning 
of the way a word or phrase is said between two languages. If there is low L1-L2 congruency, the 
learning burden of a word or phrase can be higher, and thus, such items should be focused on more in 
teaching to help learners avoid errors. For example, an unacceptable structure could be produced 
when second language learners use direct or literal translation to formulate multiword units (MWUs) 
in the target language. This study used L1-L2 congruency as a criterion to identify English MWUs 
with low congruency with their Persian equivalents to create a resource for Persian-speaking English 
learners. An L1-L2 contrastive analysis was conducted on a list of approximately 11,000 high-
frequency MWUs. This list was translated, and the items were given ratings regarding their congruen-
cy in Persian. The results revealed that more than 65% of the items examined were incongruent with 
their word-for-word translations, demonstrating that L1-L2 congruency is a significant factor in 
selecting MWUs for Persian-speaking English learners. Since focusing on incongruent items may 
help learners avoid errors, the results of this study can help improve the efficacy of English acquisi-
tion by Persian-speaking learners through its identification of particular MWUs that have low congru-
ency between the two languages.  
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Introduction 

The definition of collocations or MWUs has been controversial among researchers. There have been 
a variety of terms used throughout the research process, such as expressions, fixed combinations, 
formula units, formulas, lexical phrases, multiword lexical units (MLUs), phrases, prefabricated, 
ready-made utterances, recurrent combinations, word-like units, and so on (Kjellmer, 1994, p. xi). 
MWUs, multiword items (MWIs), and multiword expressions (MWEs) are further umbrella terms 
that capture this endless space (Masini, 2019). There has been growing interest in collocation and 
MWU research in second language acquisition studies. This is because of the significant role colloca-
tions/MWUs play in providing a high level of communicative fluency for language learners in spo-
ken and written discourse.  
 
Collocations are the written and spoken discourse building blocks that help learners achieve receptive 
and productive fluency (see Boers, 2020) and efficient comprehension. Researchers agree that collo-
cations are retrieved from memory as whole units (Boers, 2020; Nation, 2001, 2013, 2020; Schmitt & 
Carter, 2004; Wray, 2002), and collocational knowledge is recognised as a crucial factor for achiev-
ing fluency (Durrant & Schmitt, 2009; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Williams, 2002). For instance, valua-
ble expressions such as happy birthday, I’d like and on the other hand, are retrieved from memory as 
whole units, leading to productive fluency (Boers, 2020, p. 143). The holistic form of MWUs helps 
learners improve their fluency (Nation, 2020) and provides efficient language processing (Nation, 
2001; Snellings et al., 2002). Consequently, efficient comprehension occurs when “the recipient can 
understand the meaning of a passage of text without having to attend to every word” (Hunston & 
Francis, 2000, p. 270). As a result, being equipped with this phrasal processing knowledge could be 
considered fundamental for English learners to achieve a high level of accuracy and fluency. 
 
One way to analyse the learning burden of L2 collocations is to focus on whether or not their mean-
ing is congruent with their L1 counterpart. Congruent collocations have word-by-word equivalents in 
L1 and L2, while incongruent collocations do not have identical translations in L1, whether fully or 
to some extent. For example, do homework is equal to Persian word to word, but make in make a 
mistake is not equal. Researchers agree that where there is the same form and meaning between L1 
and L2 in both languages, using the L1 can lead to quicker language acquisition (Ellis, 2008), while 
negative transfer, or interference, occurs when there are differences between them (Thao, 2020). 
 
Congruency as a factor in second language acquisition has become a prominent topic in recent collo-
cational research (e.g., Du et al., 2021; Özdem-Ertürk, 2021). By focusing on similarity and dissimi-
larity, L1-L2 contrastive analysis may be a fundamental criterion to identify collocations that need 
particular focus to help learners avoid errors due to L1 influence. However, this criterion seems to 
have been ignored in developing materials, and instead, generic textbooks have been written. The L1-
L2 contrastive analysis is likely too complex and time-consuming. However, there are cases where 
this has occurred. For example, Rogers (2017a) innovated a lemmatised concgramming approach, 
identified over 11,200 MWUs and developed a new resource for Japanese learners considering L1-L2 
congruency. Thus, this paper aims to expand upon Rogers’ research by using L1-L2 congruency as a 
criterion to select useful English MWUs for Persian learners. 
 

Theoretical Background and Literature Review 

Definition of collocations 

The diversity of collocation definitions indicates the complexity of the phenomenon. According to 
Nation (2020, p.21), defining a collocation, and applying its definition consistently, are challenging 
aspects of collocation research. The frequency-based and phraseological approaches are two domi-
nant approaches in collocational research that attempt to define this concept. Wolter and Yamashita 
(2015) note that to define “collocation” from a phraseological standpoint, at least one word must be 
semantically non-transparent. For example, reading a book is a free combination, but read one’s 
mind is a collocation. Therefore, the phraseological approach only recognises the semantic relation-
ship between constituents (Henriksen, 2013) of MWUs instead of considering the frequency of word 
co-occurrence. Instead, the frequency-based definition of collocation refers to statistically significant 
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co-occurrence, regardless of whether or not there are any particular semantic relations between 
collocating elements (Moon, 1998).  
 
From the standpoint of frequency not being a sufficient criterion, some scholars add that being gram-
matically well-formed as a criterion to define and identify collocations (e.g., Kjellmer, 1987; Shin, 
2006). Using grammatical structure and frequency as criteria to identify MWUs, word combinations 
such as make a or run into are not identified; in contrast, make a decision or run into problems are. 
Some scholars even further argue that to define collocations; there needs to be a distinction between 
collocations and phrasal verbs, prefabricated patterns, and idioms (e.g., Behns, 1993; Benson et al., 
1986; Fellbaum, 2015; Hill, 2000; Woolard, 2000). 
 
For instance, Benson et al. (1986) use the noun murder to demonstrate the distinguishing feature of 
free combination, idioms, and collocations. As a free combination, the noun murder can follow 
several verbs, e.g., to analyse, boast of, condemn, discuss, etc. On the other hand, idioms are frozen 
terms with meanings that do not correspond to the meanings of their constituent parts, for example, to 
scream bloody murder. Compared to idioms, fixed combinations or collocations (commit murder) fall 
somewhere between idioms and free combinations, and their meanings represent the sense of their 
constituent parts (Benson et al., 1986). Fellbaum (2015) states that idioms, like collocations, differ in 
how lexically and syntactically fixed they are. In comparison to collocations, which are composition-
al, idioms are semantically opaque to varying degrees. In contrast, Hill (2000) notes that collocations 
are idiomatic and predictable word combinations, and both idioms and phrasal verbs are collocations. 
Cruse (1986) believes a continuum exists between collocations and idioms. 
 
In some studies, such as Rogers (2017a), collocations and MWUs are defined as one phenomenon 
within the lemmatised concgram method. Concramming (Cheng, Greaves, & Warren, 2006) counts 
co-occurrence by counting all the inflected forms of pivot words with the same part of speech (a 
lemma) with a frequently co-occurring collocate (also in lemma form). This method can account for 
both constituency variation (AB, ACB) and positional variation (AB, BA) and therefore counts 
structures such as this study found, studies find, and finding a study together for the lemma pair study/
find. Rogers (2019) states that by using this method, an MWU resource will end up with less redun-
dancy and more accurate frequency counts. This is an improvement over studies that used an n-
gramming approach, such as Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010), which resulted in redundant entries all 
with separate frequency counts in their resulting resource, such as: 
 
 there are a number of 
 there are a number 
 are a number of 
 
Rogers (2017a) took the concgramming method further by creating a novel method to identify exem-
plary MWUs from lemmatised concgram data: First, concordance data from a corpus was collected 
for high-frequency co-occurring lemma with frequency and mutual information cutoffs. For example, 
come and term frequently co-occurred in Rogers’ (2017a) initial data (see Table 1).  
 
To identify the exemplary MWU of the data, any data that contained the core unit (come to terms) 
and occurred 50% or more of the core unit’s frequency was considered the exemplary unit. The same 
method was applied if that unit could also be extended further. As seen in Table 1 above, come to 
terms with not only containing the core unit, but when the core unit occurs, it is also followed by with 
more than 50% of the time (229 times out of 243 occurrences). Data also indicates that this new 
exemplar occurs within to come to terms with more than 50% of the time as well (129 times out of 
229 occurrences). However, the following extension (to come to terms with the) occurs less than 50% 
of the time as that current exemplar (44 times out of 129 occurrences) and thus, the extending stops 
there and to come to terms with is identified as the exemplary MWU of the lemmatised concgram 
come/term.  

The significance of collocations 

The significant role of collocations studies can be dated back to Rubin (1975) and Rubin and Thomp-
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son (1983), who defined some characteristics of Good Language Learners (GLLs). Rubin and 
Thompson stated that GLLs need to learn whole chunks of language in codified processes to help 
them perform beyond their capabilities. Also, the value of collocational knowledge is revealed by 
studies that found that a significant percentage of spoken discourse and written discourse consists of 
prefabricated chunks (Altenberg, 1998; Cowie, 1991, 1992; Erman & Warren, 2000; Foster, 2001; 
Hill, 2000; Jackendoff, 1997; Moon, 1998; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Ramisch et al., 2013). For in-
stance, the investigation of the Oxford Hector Pilot Corpus and Birmingham Collection of English 
Text by Moon (1998) and one American television show by Jackendoff (1997) demonstrated that the 
two sources consisted of a high ratio of MWUs. Also, Pawley and Syder (1983) and Altenberg 
(1998) agreed that a high percentage of MWUs in spoken language existed. 
 
As more researchers have recognised the significant role of MWUs, several empirical studies have 
been conducted to investigate them. These findings illustrated that having collocational knowledge 
results in faster reading, smoother output, quicker thinking, and the enhancement of communicative 
competence (Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Conklin & Schmitt, 2008; Dechert, 1983; Hill, 2000; Howarth, 
1998; Kuiper, 1996; Lewis, 1993,2000; Nattinger, 1980; Underwood et al., 2004; Williams, 2002; 
Wray, 2000). Specifically, Lewis’ (1993) lexical approach focuses on collocations and suggests that 
“increasing competence and communication power are achieved by extending the students’ repertoire 
of lexical phrases and collocational power” (p. 48). In addition, many collocations are associated with 
pragmatic functions such as politeness markers such as I wonder if you mind and discourse markers 
such as let me see now (Wray, 2000, p. 476). Therefore, obtaining such knowledge results in commu-
nicative competence. In brief, the knowledge of MWUs for L2 learners plays a central role in achiev-
ing fluency and efficient language processing. Since a significant component of linguistic proficiency 
is collocational knowledge, exploring the areas of difficulty in learning them could provide the first 
step to developing materials to help students better master them. 

The effect of congruency on learning MWUs 

A great deal of empirical studies has been done to investigate the areas of difficulty in learning 
MWUs (e.g., Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Nesselhauf, 2003; Wang & Shaw, 2008), the learning pro-
cess of single words and MWUs (Alali & Schmitt, 2012; Laufer & Girsai, 2008), the relationship 
between collocation knowledge and language proficiency (Lee, 2015; Shokouhi & Mirsalari, 2010), 
and how L2 collocation processing occurs (Lee, 2016; Yamashita & Jiang, 2010). Also, there has 
been growing interest in identifying factors that affect the processing of L2 collocation, especially L1
-L2 congruency (Wolter & Gyllstad, 2011, 2013; Wolter & Yamashita, 2017) and semantic transpar-

MWU Occurrences in 500 sentences 

come to terms 243 

come to terms with 229 

to come to terms 133 

to come to terms with 129 

coming to terms 96 

coming to terms with the 86 

to come to terms with the 44 

come to terms with [pre-nominal possessive pronoun] 28 

coming to terms with the 26 

Table 1  MWUs identified from 500 example sentences in which the lemma pair “come” and “term” 
both occur (in data from Rogers. 2017a, p. 29). 
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ency (Gyllstad & Wolter, 2016; Yamashita, 2018). 
 
Among these findings, several studies indicate that L2 learners make errors due to L1 influence (e.g., 
Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Bahns, 1993; Davoudi & Behshad, 2015; Fan, 2009; Gyllstad, 2005; Martelli, 
2006; Nakata, 2006; Phoocharoensil, 2011; Rogers & Florescu, 2016; Sen Bartan, 2019). More 

specifically, Nakata (2006, p.156) gives a few examples, such as how the terms 連絡をとる [renraku 

wo toru] and 犠牲を払う [gisei wo harau] can be mistakenly directly translated into English as take 
contact and pay sacrifice, respectively, while the correct English expressions are make contact and 
make a sacrifice. Rogers and Florescu (2016) also provided similar examples between Japanese and 

English, such as how the setting sun is the sinking evening sun in Japanese (沈む夕日 [shizumu 
yuuhi]).  
 
In a similar vein, Davoudi and Behshad (2015) found that a lack of collocational knowledge was the 
reason for 75% of errors in essay writing by Iranian learners majoring in English language and 
English translation. The results of their study indicated that errors were rooted in L1 transfer (47.4%) 
and the use of synonyms (35.1%). For example, they found that the errors bring some reasons (state 
some reasons) and learn knowledge (gain knowledge) was rooted in L1 transfer. In a recent study, 
Sen Bartan (2019) showed that 47% of Turkish learners’ verb + noun collocation errors were due to 
L1 influence. Thus, word-to-word translation or substituting one word with a synonym could result in 
unacceptable structures. 
 
Furthermore, when reviewing the study by Boers (2020, p.146), the author claims that high-
frequency transparent MWUs attract little attention (e.g., do homework). Contrastingly, learners may 
be puzzled by non-transparent collocations such as idioms (e.g., over the hill). Thus, when the mean-
ing of collocation is transparent, learners may not notice the differences between the L1 and L2 
collocation, and errors could occur in the production of MWUs. For example, if do in do your home-
work attracts little attention, the error do a mistake could occur due to L1 interference with Persian 
learners. Such examples of L1 interference support Shin and Chon's (2019, p. 610) view that L2 
learners face “problems with all sort of MWUs of different degrees of compositionality 
(transparency).” 
 
Collocations can thus be categorised into varying levels of congruency to help identify items with a 
higher learning burden. The results of studies by Yamashita and Jian (2010) for Japanese learners, 
Wolter and Gyllstad (2011) for Swedish learners, and Peters (2016) for Dutch learners all came to the 
same conclusion: These studies suggest that incongruent collocations are more challenging to learn 
than congruent collocations. In a follow-up study, Wolter and Gyllstad (2013) noted that the frequen-
cy of collocations in L2 is another factor that affects learning. In another study, Wolter and Yamashi-
ta (2015) confirmed the assumption that congruent collocations are learned quicker than non-
congruent collocations because of positive L1 transfer.  
 
Such findings have led to the evaluation of the congruency effect in the processing of L2 collocations 
becoming a more prominent topic in recent collocational research in various contexts to identify the 
relationship between the impact of L1 congruency with other factors (Du et al., 2021; Fang & Zhang, 
2021; Özdem-Ertürk, 2021; Sonbul & El-Dakhs, 2020). For instance, Özdem-Ertürk (2021) investi-
gated interlexical factors (congruency with L1) and intralexical factors (collocational frequency, node 
word frequency, mutual information score, and type of collocation) on receptive and productive 
Turkish collocational knowledge. The researcher found that, among these five factors, both receptive 
and productive collocational knowledge were affected by congruency in the L1. In another study, 
Sonbul and El-Dakhs (2020) focused on the interaction between the effect of congruency and the 
level of proficiency of Arab learners of English. They found that these two factors affected a timed 
and untimed collocation recognition test. Thus, the congruency effect was reduced by increasing the 
level of proficiency. 
 
L2 learners need to get more input or more frequent encounters with incongruent rather than congru-
ent collocations to reduce errors. Also, L1-L2 congruency could be a fundamental criterion in creat-
ing collocation resources to help the learner focus on incongruent items and avoid errors. However, 
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more research still needs to be done as such investigations are complex and time-consuming. For 
instance, Shin (2006) stated that L1-L2 congruency is a fundamental factor to consider, but he only 
checked 500 of the approximately 4,500 items in his study. Rogers (2017a) was more thorough in his 
list of approximately 11,000 high-frequency MWUs with L1-L2 contrastive analysis revealing that 
around half of the English items examined were incongruent with Japanese (L1). He concluded that 
the high ratio of incongruent collocations made it clear that L1-L2 congruency was essential when 
choosing English MWUs for Japanese learners to focus on. Therefore, congruency could be consid-
ered a fundamental criterion to help select useful MWUs for L2 learners. 

Contrastive analysis 

The role of the L1 in the learning process originated in the 1940s via behaviourism, which empha-
sised learning as a habit formation process. From this perspective, L2 learning occurs by replacing L1 
habits with new habits in the L2 context, and L1 interference was recognised as a significant problem 
in the learning process. One of the well-known theories that recognise the effect of L1 on L2 is 
contrastive analysis, which is rooted in behaviourism. The contrastive analysis focuses on the similar-
ities and differences between the learner's L1 and L2 to predict what challenges a learner of a specific 
L2 will encounter. This term was developed by Lado (1957), who claimed that the degree of difficul-
ty in learning a second language is connected to the degree of difference between the two languages.  
 
However, as behaviourism began to be rejected and generative linguistics became more prominent, 
contrastive analysis dramatically declined because not all errors are related to L1 interference or 
language transfer. On the other hand, other areas of focus emerged, such as error analysis, cross-
linguistic influence, and the role of L1 in the cognitive approach, which can be considered evidence 
to confirm the effect of L1 on learning an L2. In other words, different perspectives indicate L1 
interference in learning L2 without needing to accept behaviourism (Thao, 2020).  
 
Despite criticism of contrastive analysis, some researchers believe that it is a practical approach for 
comparing languages, translating, creating bilingual materials, explaining learners’ errors, identifica-
tion of difficulties, and exploring the fundamental aspects of the language learning process (Ellis & 
Barkhuizen, 2005: Keshavarz, 2011; Laufer & Girsai, 2008; Nesselhauf, 2005; Tajareh, 2015). 
Therefore, contrastive analysis can be desirable (Nesselhauf, 2005) and is considered by some re-
searchers to be essential in teaching (Laufer & Girsai, 2008). Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005) stated that 
contrastive analysis serves two purposes: first, it explains the learners’ errors; second, it acts as a data 
source to define the systemic areas that the target language teachers should consider. The proponents 
of contrastive analysis seem to believe it is "the main criterion for the preparation of instructional 
materials" (Keshavarz, 2011, p. 9). 
 
The purpose of different approaches is to address learners’ needs, and each approach has its ad-
vantages and disadvantages. Thus, the choice of method depends on the purpose of learning 
(Barghamadi, 2020). Since translation and creating bilingual materials can be aided by contrastive 
analysis, and there has been considerable agreement among researchers about the effect of L1 on 
learning MWUs, the current study utilised contrastive analysis. Our focus on Persian learners is 
similar to other approaches that have been taken thus far. For example, Sen Bartan (2019) suggested 
that it would be beneficial to conduct a contrastive analysis and prepare bilingual lists of lexical 
collocation errors specific to Turkish learners of English to explore the frequency of these errors. In 
the same vein, Berti and Pinnavalia (2012, p. 216) argued that the advantage of a bilingual dictionary 
for Italian learners is that it helps them search for a particular collocation. Also, in a case study, 
Ziafar (2015) concluded that Persian learners are greatly challenged when trying to figure out what 
formulaic expressions mean because there is no organised resource for learning them. Since there is a 
need for a comprehensive resource focusing on English-Persian congruency, this study aims to fill 
this gap in the research. 

Methodology 

In this research, Rogers’ list (2017a) of high-frequency English MWUs is utilised to identify items 
with low L1-L2 congruency with Persian to create a resource to help Persian-speaking learners teach 
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items with low L1-L2 congruency. To develop the list of 11,212 MWUs, Rogers (2017a) used Da-
vies’ (2010) Word List Plus Collocates as a starting point for collocations to search for and analyse 
corpus data containing them in the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) (Davies, 
2008). To delimit items to only the most common, he set a cut-off of one occurrence per million 
tokens, utilised mutual information data to delimit collocations identified, and only included items 
with balance dispersion and chronological data. Then, the custom one-off software AntWordPairs 
(Anthony, 2013) was developed for his study to analyse 500 examples of sentences that contain each 
lemmatised collocation to identify the most frequent MWU the lemma in.  
 
Rogers’ (2017a) list was chosen as a starting point in this study because it is the only large-scale 
lemmatised MWU list created in a way that considers essential factors, such as avoiding duplicate 
entries by using the lemmatised concgramming approach. This list was also utilised because this 
resource was adopted by an entire Japanese foreign language faculty department as an official part of 
required study for all 1st and 2nd-year students. In addition to being used in this capacity for 6 years, 
data indicated that students who studied the contents for the most hours had the highest TOEIC score 
gains (Rogers, 2017b). Moreover, this study also found that students who received the highest quiz 
grades on the resource correlated highly with TOEIC grades in that such students achieved the high-
est TOEIC scores in the faculty.  
 
A novel approach was used to create this research; thus, there are still limitations regarding confirm-
ing its validity. However, all available data indicate that it has value for second language learners and 
that its approach has advantages over previous studies. Therefore, it was chosen as a starting point for 
the current research to validate its usefulness further. Thus, this current study will use his list of 
11,212 MWUs as a starting point for L1-L2 contrastive analysis with Persian. This research used a 12
-point system for L1-L2 (Persian/English) congruency ratings following Rogers’ (2017a) own ap-
proach for comparing the list with Japanese. In this system, 12 points were given for total congruency 
when each component of MWUs was equal to the Persian translation of the collocation. For example, 
when MWUs consisted of 2 words and had the same meaning in both Persian and English, each word 
received 6 points, thus receiving 12 points in total. If one of the words did not match, the score was 6. 
For example, take a photo is literally the same as the Persian meaning (عکس گرفتن). Thus, this MWU 
received 12 points.  
 
On the other hand, make a mistake  (عکس گرفتن) is not congruent to Persian and thus received a rating 
of 6 points because the verb make is not congruent to the Persian meaning. The rating system 
consisted of 0, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, and 12 points, and all the points were rounded to these numbers when the 
number of MWUs was more than 4 words long to create a balanced system to analyse data later 
easily.  Since the base list was an American corpus, the translation process relied upon the online 
Longman Dictionary and Merriam-Webster American English Dictionary as references to double-
check the meaning of some MWUs in the context that has idiomatic meaning (e.g., a leg up on, set 
the record straight). 
 
The following protocol was used for rating the MWUs: 
 
● If a word did not match but was within the same word family, it received half its allotted points. 
● The articles a/an/the do not exist in Persian and thus were ignored in the rating process.  
● Any differences in word order were ignored. 
● Loan words used in Persian, such as a coffee shop, were considered congruent. 
 
L1-L2 congruency ratings were given to each MWUs in the list by the first author with native-like 
abilities in both languages. A second rater was asked to rate 10 per cent of target items to ensure the 
protocol was reliable.  

Results and Discussion 

There is consensus among researchers that L1-L2 congruency affects the learning burden of MWUs 
(e.g., Nesselhauf, 2005). Accordingly, this study set out to give L1-L2 ratings to 11,212 English 
MWUs and analyse their Persian translations to identify items with low L1-L2 congruency. The full 
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results can be viewed via this link: https://jamesmartinrogers.wixsite.com/mwusforpersians. Table 2 
is a summary of these results. Based on the 12-point system, MWUs with ratings under 12 points 
were categorised as incongruent to some extent. Therefore, the data shows that a majority (65.9%) of 
the items were considered either somewhat incongruent or totally incongruent with their Persian 
translations. Table 2 shows that 3,818 (34.1%) of MWUs are rated in 12 points; thus, these items in 
Rogers’ list are congruent with Persian translation. 

According to the literature review, incongruent collocations require more study time due to the higher 
learning burden. A list of items with a higher learning burden can be arranged according to L1-L2 
congruency, with more challenging items requiring additional study time or teaching. In this study, 
7,394 items were found to be incongruent, to some extent, with Persian. Learners could achieve 
fluency more efficiently if the volume of learning items were reduced, so a cut-off of 6 out of 12 
points was used. As a result, the 11,212 items were reduced to 4,670 items (41.6%), half of which 
significantly differ in their translation. Such a list would be particularly beneficial for learners with 
limited time to study but who wish to concentrate only on items likely to cause errors. Table 3 pro-
vides a sample of every 100th MWUs identified as incongruent items with their Persian translations 
in this study . 
 
The interrater reliability results showed nearly 96% agreement between the two raters. Since re-
searchers have deemed interrater reliability to be from 75% to 90% (Hartmann, 1977; Stemler, 2004), 
these results point to the protocol for assigning L1-L2 congruency ratings being highly reliable. 
 
It is widely recognised that collocations are essential when learning languages. The evidence demon-
strated that learning an L2 involves noticing lexical chunks that repeat in learners’ input (Lewis, 
1993). Collocational knowledge constitutes a substantial part of linguistic proficiency, so exploring 
areas of difficulty could provide a guide for developing materials. Since several studies show that L1 
interference is the main factor in learning these items, considering L1-L2 concurrency in developing 
collocations resources could be a reasonable approach. 
 
The main goal of this study was to determine whether or not L1-L2 congruency could be a critical 
criterion for identifying high-frequency MWUs that need extra study time. An L1-L2 contrastive 
analysis was conducted on 11,212 English MWUs identified by Rogers (2017a). The results indicated 
that a majority (65.9%) of the MWUs in Rogers’ list were not congruent to some extent with their 
Persian counterparts. Thus, this criterion was shown to be an essential factor to consider when select-
ing high-frequency MWUs for direct study. As discussed in the literature review, Shin (2006) and 
Rogers (2017a) conducted a contrastive analysis to examine L1-L2 congruency. Since this task is 
very time-consuming, Shin only checked 500 of the approximately 4,500 items in his study. Rogers 
(2017a) was significantly more comprehensive. Therefore, only one major work in the literature 
serves as a direct point of comparison for the current study. There was a difference in the results of 
his research and this current study to note: Rogers found that 30.5% of the items received a rating of 
0-6 for English-Japanese, while this current study found 41.6% of the items rated 0-6 for English-

Table 2  L1-L2 congruency ratings of high-frequency English MWUs with Persian translations 

Congruency Rating Count Percentage 

0 498 4.4 

3 260 2.3 

4 1,026 9.2 

6 2,886 25.7 

8 1,654 14.8 

9 1,070 9.5 

12 3,818 34.1 

Total 11,212 100.0 

https://jamesmartinrogers.wixsite.com/mwusforpersians
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Table 3  Sample of MWUs with low L1-L2 rating 

Frequency Collocate Pivot Word MWU 

11986 go off Went off 

7933 off cut cut off from 

5851 give away to give away 

4630 get little to get a little 

3941 come around come around 

3450 away throw throw away 

3034 out pass passed out 

2692 trade agreement trade agreement 

2441 up screw screwed up 

2260 research project research project 

2095 material raw the raw materials 

1945 chairman committee committee chairman 

1813 leave second seconds left 

1722 great depression the great depression 

1632 down crack crack down on 

1554 almost entirely almost entirely 

1477 make run to make a run for 

1403 rest country the rest of the country 

1343 go forth go back and forth 

1283 university public public university 

1235 information personal personal information 

1198 fight off to fight off 

1159 television program television program 

1115 charge file file charges 

1082 drag out dragged out 

1050 table side side of the table 

1020 perspective put put it in perspective 

994 race ethnicity race and ethnicity 

969 policy security national security policy 

947 political correctness political correctness 

915 hold tight hold tight to 

889 area remote in remote areas 

860 financial assistance financial assistance 

833 birth certificate birth certificate 

811 way positive in a positive way 

786 animal species plant and animal species 

763 bear child bear children 

739 home abroad at home and abroad 

716 fail meet failed to meet 

715 interest payment interest payments 

694 make visible made visible 

667 667 clue give you a clue 

640 ahead week in the weeks ahead 

618 concern growing a growing concern 

600 camera crew a camera crew 

578 issue issue issues that arise 

555 process healing the healing process 

515 medicine medicine alternative medicine 
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Persian. Thus, there were more incongruences between Persian and English in comparison with 
Japanese. 
 
The overall results showed that L1-L2 congruency is a significant criterion to consider when identify-
ing MWUs that deserve extra study time because, as Gyllstad & Wolter (2016) note, the most signifi-
cant barrier in L2 collocational processing is the lack of congruency between the L1 and the L2. 
Other researchers agree that when looking at L1- L2 investigations, learning congruent collocations 
is easier and quicker than learning non-congruent (Bahns, 1993; Gyllstad & Wolter, 2016; Nessel-
hauf, 2005; Wolter & Gyllstad, 2011, 2013; Yamashita & Jiang, 2010) and learners make more errors 
with incongruent collocations (Davoudi & Behshad, 2015; Yamashita & Jiang, 2010). 
 
The lack of congruence between L1 and L2 appears to have the most significant impact on learning. 
If the vast majority of collocations are incongruent to some degree, then emphasis on L1-L2 congru-
ency would be reasonable. Based on this study, we recommend that L1-L2 congruency be utilised as 
a criterion in English language learning materials development for Persian-speaking learners. Due to 
the higher learning burden of incongruent items, it is beneficial to list items needing additional study 
time. Moreover, a list like this could also be helpful for learners with limited study time to enable 
them to focus more on items they have a higher chance of making an error with. Thus, this study's 
results could be a valuable resource to help Persian learners develop their collocational fluency. 
Further, increasing learners’ exposure to MWUs and focusing their attention on particular MWUs to 
gain fluency leads to an emphasis on explicitly taught items (see Barghamadi et al., 2022). Therefore, 
teachers may find it helpful to follow some guidelines based on the findings of this study: 
 
● MWUs should be explicitly taught. 
● Introduce congruent and incongruent types of collocations to learners. 
● Create custom-tailored learning resources for their L1. 
 
This evidence could emphasise the need for custom-tailored materials for specific learner groups 
compared to generic second language learning materials designed for any learner. Consequently, 
creating bilingual materials can be aided by contrastive analysis. For example, this study’s findings 
could be integrated into a curriculum as supplementary study materials via Leitner algorithm-based 
spaced repetition software, as Rogers (2017b) did for a foreign language department in a Japanese 
university. His study found a high correlation between knowledge of the MWUs and high TOEIC 
scores. He also found a high correlation between study time using the software and TOEIC score 
increases. Similar studies could be conducted with Persian-speaking learners to determine if such 
findings can be replicated. This study’s results could also be used as reference material for textbook 
writers who intend to create materials that target Persian-speaking English learners. For example, the 
reading passages in an English reading textbook for Persian speakers could introduce and highlight 
the MWUs and include their Persian translations in the textbook’s margin. As such a textbook series 
advances to higher levels, the author can utilise the frequency organisation of this current study’s 
resource to introduce more challenging items. 

Conclusion 

This study investigated the level of L1-L2 congruency between the Persian translation equivalents of 
high-frequency MWUs. It was found that the majority of the MWUs examined were incongruent to 
some extent with their Persian translations. Because research indicates that incongruent items lead to 
a higher learning burden, the finding of this study demonstrates that L1-L2 congruency is a signifi-
cant factor between English and Persian, and consideration for it has the potential to increase the 
efficacy of English language acquisition among this learner group.  
 
While the substantial number of the words in this study were incongruent, the study's results should 
be interpreted cautiously due to limitations. First of all, the method utilised to identify the 11,212 
MWUs used as a starting point in this study is new and novel; thus, there is no way to compare it to 
other studies to validate it. In addition, there is a subjective element to the rating process, albeit one 
that cannot be avoided. Moreover, because of the sheer size of the study, it was only possible to use 
one translator. Ideally, the translations would be checked by other translators, have multiple raters, 
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and interrater reliability analysis would be conducted for the entire list. However, interrater reliability 
was very high at 96% for the items rated by multiple individuals. Thus, future research requires 
validating the study's starting point of using the 11,212 MWUs and confirming the translations and 
ratings. This study is a first step toward creating a resource that can help Persian learners improve 
their English collocational fluency with better efficacy. 
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