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Abstract

Over the past decades, the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), an online corpus tool,
has been effectively used in teaching collocations. However, most prior instructional interventions have
focused on general collocational knowledge, often involving tasks where students use COCA to explore
collocational patterns or correct erroneous collocations. This teaching-oriented article presents an
alternative pedagogical application: using COCA to teach collocations with high mutual information
(MI) scores, a type of collocation that remains underexplored in the English language classroom despite
its potential to improve learners’ collocational competence. More specifically, the present article
introduces a 10-week writing course that incorporates a range of COCA-based activities aimed at
developing students’ ability to use collocations with high MI scores effectively. Drawing on analyses of
student essays and their reflections on their learning experiences with the tool, the article discusses both
the benefits and challenges of this approach. It also offers pedagogical recommendations to inform the
instruction of collocations with high MI scores in the English language classroom.
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Introduction

The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) (Davies, 2008) is an online resource including
over one billion words of American English, collected across diverse genres from 1990 to 2019. This
corpus is categorized into eight genres, including popular magazines, academic texts, and fiction, making
it the largest and most balanced freely available corpus to date (Tsai, 2019). COCA offers a range of tools
to explore linguistic patterns. For instance, the Word function provides information about word frequency,
usage across contexts, and collocates, while the Compare function allows users to analyse differences in
meaning between synonym pairs. Moreover, COCA highlights target patterns in context, helping learners
become more aware of how these patterns exhibit in real usage. To access COCA, users can register for a
free account at https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/.

Over the past years, COCA has been effectively used to enhance students’ collocational knowledge and
competence (e.g., Fang et al., 2021; Li, 2023; Tsai, 2019). However, previous interventions have
primarily focused on general collocational knowledge, typically involving activities where students
employed COCA to explore collocational patterns (e.g., Tsai, 2019) or correct erroneous collocations
(e.g., Fang et al., 2021; Li, 2023). In the present article, I demonstrate an alternative pedagogical
application of COCA.: teaching collocations with high mutual information (MI) scores' (CMS), a type of
collocation that has received limited attention in the English language classroom despite its potential to
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improve learners’ collocational competence (e.g., Garner et al., 2019; Granger & Bestgen, 2014).

In the following sections, I will first outline the instructional context and justify the importance of
teaching CMS. Next, I will describe the current teaching practice, focusing on various COCA-based
activities, followed by my reflections on the practical benefits and challenges of using COCA for CMS
instruction. The final section offers practical tips and suggestions to improve the current teaching practice.

Instructional Context

The teaching activities were implemented at an English language centre in Vietnam through an online
class conducted via Skype. The class focused on IELTS writing and consisted of seven university
students (one male and six females) aged 20 to 22 from various fields of study. Their English proficiency
ranged from 5.5 to 6.0 on the IELTS scale. Two students had previously taken the IELTS test. At the
beginning of the course, students were asked, “Have you ever used or heard of COCA?” They typed their
responses in the Skype chat box, and all of them confirmed “no”.

The class met twice a week for two hours over 10 weeks. During the course, students were taught
different types of IELTS essays and engaged in multiple activities from the two textbooks, Complete
IELTS Bands 5-6.5: Student’s Book with Answers (Brook-Hart & Jakeman, 2012) and Complete IELTS
Bands 5-6.5: Workbook with Answers (Harrison, 2012). The primary objective of the course was to
develop students’ writing skills according to the four IELTS writing assessment criteria: Task Response,
Coherence and Cohesion, Lexical Resource, and Grammatical Range and Accuracy, each accounting for
25% of the total score.

CMS instruction was incorporated into this writing class for several reasons. First, empirical research
consistently highlights a positive correlation between CMS usage and writing quality (e.g., Garner et al.,
2019). Comparative studies further show that non-native writers use CMS less frequently than native
speakers (e.g., Durrant & Schmitt, 2009), while more advanced learners are more likely to use CMS than
lower-level learners (e.g., Granger & Bestgen, 2014). Collectively, these findings suggest that increasing
CMS usage can significantly enhance students’ writing proficiency.

Despite the role of CMS in enhancing writing quality, longitudinal studies indicate that its development is
slow (e.g., Siyanova-Chanturia, 2015). Cross-sectional research further reveals that even advanced
second-language (L2) learners often rely on collocations with lower MI scores (e.g., Chen, 2019). This is
largely due to the lack of explicit instruction and limited opportunities for students to practice and apply
CMS in meaningful contexts (Chen, 2019). Granger and Bestgen (2014) similarly argued that pedagogical
materials often focus on word-like units, such as phrasal verbs, while neglecting CMS. To help students
reach an advanced level of phraseological competence, CMS instruction must be integrated into the
classroom.

Finally, beyond aiming for a higher IELTS score, all participants in the current course expressed a desire
for activities that would help them expand their vocabulary, not just in terms of quantity, but also in
learning how to use words more accurately and appropriately in context. Therefore, using COCA to
incorporate CMS into their writing is highly relevant to these needs, particularly in enhancing both the
range and precision of their lexical usage.

Given these reasons, I designed various COCA-based activities to enhance students’ knowledge and use
of CMS. COCA was chosen as the focal pedagogical tool because it is one of the few online corpus tools
that allows users to search for CMS across diverse contexts and parts of speech. Moreover, COCA
provides both MI scores and collocation frequency, enabling users to select CMS that are both highly
associated and commonly used. Finally, COCA offers contextual usage examples that help improve
students’ understanding of how CMS are applied in authentic contexts. The following section outlines the
implementation of the present teaching practice, with activities developed based on Pham (2023).
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Description of Teaching Practices

In the first week of the course, students were introduced to the course content, syllabus, and assignment
submission process, with each student required to submit one essay per week using individual Google
Drive folders for uploading their essays.

During the remaining time (around 1.5 hours), students were trained to use COCA to search for and
incorporate CMS into their writing. The training was structured into three steps. In Step 1, students
learned how to search for CMS in COCA. In Step 2, they completed three activities: predicting MI scores,
comparing synonyms using CMS, and analysing CMS usage in expert writing. In Step 3, students used
COCA to improve collocational usage in a sample paragraph?’. The following sections provide a step-by-
step description of this training process.

Step 1. Instruct Students to Use COCA to Search for Collocations with High MI Scores

I introduced COCA to students, explaining that it contains over one billion words of American English
collected from various genres. COCA offers seven major functions: List, Chart, Word, Browse,
Collocates, Compare, and KWIC, which allow users to explore various linguistic patterns in the corpus.
Students were informed that COCA offers two types of accounts: a free account, which allows up to 20
searches per day, and a premium one, which allows up to 200. Students were given 5 minutes to create a
free account, while upgrading to a premium account was left to their discretion.

Then, I introduced the concept of MI scores to help students understand how word associations are
measured and emphasized the importance of incorporating CMS into their writing. Students were told that
CMS can be retrieved using either the Collocates or Word function. However, for the purpose of this
training, we focused solely on using the Word function because the Collocates function does not allow
users to group collocates by part of speech, making it difficult to interpret collocational patterns.

Next, I demonstrated how to use the Word function to search for collocates of a target word. For example,
using “employment” as the target word, students entered it into the search box, clicked “See detailed info
for word” (Figure 1) and selected the “Collocates” option (Figure 2). The resulting interface (Figure 3)
displayed key information across four columns: frequency of the collocate pair (Column 1), MI scores
(Column 2), the collocate grouped by part of speech (Column 3), and contextual usage (Column 4). For
instance, “equal employment” appeared 740 times with an MI score of 5.84, indicating a strong
collocation. In contrast, “fair employment” appeared only 115 times, with a much lower MI score of 2.48,
suggesting it is not a strong collocation.

Students were shown how to determine whether the node word (e.g., “employment” in this example)
occurs more frequently before or after a collocate by observing the colour shading on either side. The
darker the color, the more frequently the node word appears in that position. For example, in Figure 3, the
cell after “seek™ is highlighted, indicating that “seek employment” is more common than “employment
seek”. In contrast, the cell before “opportunity” is shaded, showing that “employment opportunity” is
more frequent than “opportunity employment”.

By default, collocates are sorted by frequency, with the most frequent ones highlighted in blue. For
example, “full employment” and “equal employment” appear in the darkest blue because they are the
most frequent adjective-noun combinations. To sort collocates by MI scores, students were instructed to
click on “Advanced options” in Figure 3. Step 1 took about 15 minutes and did not require any materials.
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Figure 1
“See Detailed Info for Word” Function in COCA

@ Corpus of Contemporary American English § E E ®

WORD CONTEXT ACCOUNT

© List Chart Browse + @
|employment

See detailed info for word | [ Reset |

You can find a wealth of information for the top 60,000 words in the corpus. As
the following examples with bread show, you can see:

« an overview of all of the information below

related topics (words that co-occur anywhere on the web page)

collocates (automatically grouped by part of speech)

clusters (the most frequent 2, 3, and 4 word strings)

aresortable Keyword in Context (concordance) display

related words (synonyms and WordNet entries), and

websites use that word the most (can use these to create Virtual Corpora).

Figure 2
“Collocates” Option in COCA

SeeiniWeb @ Collocates Clusters Topics Texts KWIC ¢ HELP [ @
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employer, workforce, labor, unemployment, worker, employee, wage, applicant,
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BLOG WEB TVM SPOK FIC MAG NEWS ACAD workplace, economy, growth

1. the occupation for which you are paid 2. the state of being COLLOCATES (more)
employed E having a job 3. the act of giving someone a job NOUN opportunity, education, discrimination, law, status, growth, service, commission
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VERB  seek, increase, obtain, house, terminate, maintain, employ, gain
[&] @ YouGlish PlayPhrase Yarn

ADJ  full, equal, federal, gainful, economic, full-time, total, future

@ Translate: choose language . o . .
ADV  elsewhere, eg, ie, per, adversely, indirectly, negatively, capita

SYNONYMS ( ) CONCEPT) NEW: DEFIN +SPEC +GENL RELATED WORDS
employment, engagement, hire, occupation, pay, employee, employer, employ, unemployment, unemployed, employability, employed, pre-
service, work employment, self-employment, self-employment, employable, employ, employment-related,

employment-based, unemployable
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Figure 3
Collocates with “Employment”

COLLOCATES Advanced options () Clusters Topics Texts KWIC © $#
+NOUN NEW WORD ? +AD) NEW WORD ? +VERB NEW WORD ? +ADV NEW WORD ?
486 2.38 provide || 72 3.08 elsewhere

843 |3.78 | education B 480 382 | seek 1 40 575 eg

619 | 675 | discrimination i 294 301 increase 29412 | ie 7
612 | 2.70 law 1] 293 258 federal B 207 | 3.79 obtain B 27‘ 248 D abroad B
606 | 492 | status | T@ | 275 1155 | | gainful #| (183476 | house 8| (17]201] | actively [
574 | 430 | | growth 273 258 economic £l 160 639 | terminate Bl (17248 I per

566 | 2.68 service 250 | 6.03 full-time 154V2‘27 reduce E 17| 2.60 positively
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392 |3.82 training 140 | 6.02 paid 107 | 4.62 prohibit ]:I 5 |201 se

377 | 429 JJ| contract 121 436 | | steady [] 103|360 | | secure 5204 | private

374 | 4.02 income 116 430 temporary 82 | 258 generate 51251 therein
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361 | 535 wage 110 3.87 permanent 78 | 2.18 deny 5443 seasonally
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Step 2. Conduct Activities to Promote Students’ Knowledge of Collocations with High MI
Scores

After students had gained a basic understanding of COCA and MI scores, I conducted three activities
designed to (1) deepen their understanding of CMS and (2) enhance their ability to search for these
collocations in COCA.

Activity 1. Predicting Ml Scores

Students were given a list of word combinations® with varying MI scores (see Table 1) and worked in
pairs to decide whether each had an MI score above 3. They wrote “Yes” if they believed it did, and “No”
if it did not. Next, students worked independently to verify their predictions by using COCA to check the
MI scores of the collocations. Finally, they used COCA to extract sentence examples of collocations with
MI scores over 3, as listed in Table 1, and then shared these examples with their peers.

The goal of this activity was to help students develop the ability to search for CMS in COCA and assess
collocations based on the MI score threshold. Students also learned how to use COCA to explore the
contextual usage of CMS. This activity took about 15 minutes, with approximately 15 minutes spent on
material preparation.

Activity 2. Comparing Synonyms Using Collocations with High MI Scores

Students were given two synonyms, “important” and “critical”, and asked to search for their collocates
with high MI scores. They were asked to use “Advanced options” to sort the collocates by their MI
scores. Afterward, students discussed their observations in small groups.

This activity aimed to help them understand the importance of CMS in distinguishing between closely
related synonyms. When two words, such as “important” and “critical”’, have similar meanings, it can be
challenging to determine which words they strongly associate with and the subtle differences in their
usage. By analysing CMS, students can make more accurate word choices and gain a deeper
understanding of the nuanced differences between synonyms. For example, through the activity, students

9

observed that “important” strongly collocates with nouns such as “determinant”, “milestone”, and
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“caveat” (Figure 4), whereas “critical” is more strongly associated with nouns like “acclaim”, “thinking”,
and “pedagogy” (Figure 5). This activity took about 15 minutes and did not require any materials.

Table 1
A List of Sample Word Combinations

Word combinations My predictions (yes/no) MI scores in COCA

Adverb + important

4.78
3.32
2.05
1.63

1. equally important

2. increasingly important

3. vastly important

4. really important
Verb + tasks

1. handle tasks 2.63
241
5.57

5.75

2. organize tasks

3. perform tasks

4. accomplish tasks
Adject + observations
3.55
3.47
2.81
1.92

1. careful observations

2. scientific observations
3. personal observations
4

critical observations

Figure 4

Collocates with “Important”

COLLOCATES Advanced options L) Clusters Topics Texts KWIC 9O &
+NOUN NEW WORD ? +ADJ NEW WORD ? +VERB NEW WORD ? +ADV NEW WORD ?
316 | 517 | | determinant [ | 111 [384] [ determining 3679 331 || note .
261 | 430 I milestone 71 | 3.60 unimportant 318 | 299 deem 65 |6.14 systemically B
150 | 4.03 | | caveat 50 |2.64 | | contextual 398 | 252 highlight [172 |s83] | crucially | L
902 |3.88 distinction 70 | 242 l archaeological 277 2.46 overlook | 1051 ASJd' | critically | .Bb
2401 | 381 [lf aspect 9 | 231 | timely 489 | 242 | emphasize 325 500 | hugely |
6671 | 3.76 role 59 |208 I bilateral 1328 217 recognize 43185 | 4.85 most
1101 |3.74 implication 116 | 2.06 urgent 269 2.16 stress 2268 | 4.78 equally
4339 |3.71 factor 150 | 2.05 influential 222 212 I distinguish 216 | 4.60 strategically
1087 | 3.68 consideration 120 | 1.97 symbolic 2784  2.09 consider 89 |437 symbolically
267 |3.53 predictor 116 | 1.96 I ecological 5339 | 2.06 play I 2468 | 4.16 extremely
61 34 takeaway 1358 | 1.77 single 3603 | 1.95 understand 199 |4.13 enormously
1315 | 339 I component 56 | 1.69 therapeutic 2835 183 I remember 113 |398 clinically
14 | 331 facet 54 | 1.65 I societal 5298 | 1.82 become 50 3.90 supremely
1034 |3.15 contribution 101 | 1.60 developmental 205 172 constitute 327 |3.82 arguably
1487 | 3.07 lesson 126 | 1.56 theoretical 1399 | 169 realize 100 |3.74 l eg
126 |3.01 constituency 60 | 1.50 I governmental 64 1.65 I differentiate 378 | 365 terribly
1613 | 2.93 element 87 | 149 organizational 62 163 underscore 130 |3.64 tremendously
7295 | 291 issue 79 143 l evolutionary 131 1.60 convey 649 |3.39 incredibly
309 274 I indicator 274 | 143 relevant 233488 143 be l 129 |332 extraordinarily
57 264 ramification 61 | 139 conceptual 96 1.40 clarify 1197 |3.32 increasingly
165 | 261 l nutrient 539 1,38I future n 1.38 neglect 91 3.30 immensely
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Figure 5

Collocates with “Critical”

COLLOCATES Advanced options A Clusters Topics Texts KWIC © &
+NOUN NEW WORD ? +AD) NEW WORD ? +VERB NEW WORD ? +ADV NEW WORD ?
acclaim 70 | 429 analytical 79 | 339 foster 74 | 574 harshly B
juncture 58 | 4.01 reflective 76 | 3.03 deem 55 ‘ 4.98 eg
4207 | 6.97 thinking B 68 | 3.35 feminist 329 249 address 130 | 421 sharply
[ 204 | 694 pedagogy ‘ ‘:j. 74 | 290 theoretical 89 | 246 highlight 91 |4.03 overly
[ 146 | 596 solving [ "_]. 107 | 2.89 literary 623 | 237 reach 50 | 368 ie
| 1475 l 5.84 mass [ '_]. 200  2.88 creative 62 235 facilitate 96 | 348 openly
[ 265 | 581 thinker [ .'_]. 105 | 2.79 stable 104 229 emphasize 468 | 3.46 highly
| 157 ‘ 5.75 appraisal ‘ ‘]‘ 148 275 H mass 355 | 2.24 identify 419 | 278 absolutely
| 588 | 523 infrastructure [ .;]‘ 84 | 236 developing 54 221 overlook 163 | 255 increasingly
| 390 ' 5.22 literacy [ ‘]‘ 170 | 2.32 historical 466 | 215 develop 1767 | 234 most
{137 | 5.22 | disposition | 18| 103 231 | | contemporary 108 | 206 | | lack 83 | 211 | equally
[ 350 | 504 habitat . ‘]. 74 224 intellectual 150 | 2.06 ensure 137 | 2.09 extremely
56 | 492 problem-solving ‘ 71 | 233 strategic 188 | 2.04 engage 256 | 1.99 particularly H
56 | 474 battleground 140 | 1.97 academic 173 | 2.01 promote 392 | 1.76 especially
760 | 471 component 164 | 1.94 commercial 56 | 195 constitute 154 | 1.46 therefore
356 | 4.58 reflection 97 | 1.85 D long-term M7 190 play 172 | 1.22 thus
180 | 445 shortage 90 | 1.78 essential 211 19 maintain 1780 | 1.20 more
268 | 441 discourse 165  1.77 I:I successful 269 | 1.90 determine
86 | 435 theorist 167  1.76 effective 167  1.84 achieve
244 | 431 inquiry 152 1.65 cultural 87 | 1.80 assess
1377 | 4.28 skill 156 | 1.65 environmental 756 | 1.79 provide
129 | 415 praise 50 | 156 ongoing 64 | 176 enhance

Activity 3. Exploring Collocations with High MI Scores in Expert Writing

I selected a sample essay (see below) from Complete IELTS Bands 5-6.5: Workbook with Answers
(Harrison, 2012) and created a fill-in-the-blank exercise. I first explained to students that the essay was
written by an IELTS expert. Students read through the essay and used COCA to identify appropriate
collocations to complete the blanks, noting the MI scores of their chosen collocations. Afterward, I
provided them with the answers (see Table 2). Students were then divided into small groups to discuss
their observations of collocations used by an IELTS expert.

The goal of this activity was to help students analyse CMS in expert writing. As shown in Table 2, most
collocations used by the expert writer have MI scores higher than 3, allowing students to recognize the
significance of CMS in high-quality writing. Since multiple collocations could fit each blank, using
COCA enabled students to develop autonomy in selecting appropriate CMS while ensuring they fit the
context. This activity took 25 minutes, with approximately 25 minutes spent on material preparation.

Sample Essay

Nowadays, children (1) .......... many more opportunities to (2) ............. a healthy life than in the past
because generally they live in hygienic surroundings and have plenty to eat. However, (3) ............
lifestyles mean that many children (4) ........... long hours in front of the television or computers, do not
takea(5) ...oovnennnn. deal of exercise and eat an unbalanced diet.

I believe both parents and schools can do a lot to (6) ................ this situation. Parents should limit the
time that children (7) .............. sitting down and should encourage them to take more exercise. They
could, for example, (8) ................. sports with them at the weekend. Schools also should include

(C) I exercise in their timetables, with activities such as (10) ............... education and
compulsory sports.

(Harrison, 2012, p. 152)
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Table 2
Word Combinations Used by an IELTS Expert

Word combinations MI scores in COCA
1. have opportunities N/A
2. lead (a) life N/A
3. modemn lifestyles 3.00
4. spend hours 4.23
5. great deal 4.08
6. remedy (this) situation 6.05
7. spend time 3.79
8. play sports 2.73
9. regular exercise 4.99
10. physical education 5.84

Step 3: Conduct a Revision Activity to Improve Students’ Use of Collocations with High MI
Scores

Students received a short paragraph (see below) containing word combinations with varying MI scores
(see Table 3). They were instructed to employ COCA to refine collocational use by considering both MI
scores and contextual usage. For example, if a word combination had a low MI score or was absent from
COCA, they could choose a more suitable pairing. After revising the paragraph, students collaborated in
groups to discuss their revisions and the strategies they applied.

Sample paragraph

Firstly, university helps young people have many amazing experiences. They can make new friends, join
sports clubs, or attend interesting events that allow them to explore new interests and socialize. Through
these activities, students can enjoy their time at university while building strong connections with others.
Secondly, university also allows young people to improve their skills, such as communication and
collaboration. For example, students often need to work in groups to complete projects, solve problems,
or prepare presentations. These experiences help them become more confident in expressing their ideas
and working effectively with others.

The activity aimed to help students effectively use COCA to enhance collocational usage. Revision tips
were shared during class discussions. For example, to use COCA for revision, students could underline
specific word combinations in their essays (e.g., adjective-noun or verb-noun pairs), particularly those
involving common adjectives (e.g., amazing, new) or common verbs (e.g., have, take), and then improve
the MI scores of these combinations. Another tip is that there is no need to revise every word combination
having a low MI score, as this would require an extensive search in COCA and could be time-consuming.
Instead, realistic goals should be set, such as deciding in advance how many CMS should be included in
the essay. Finally, word combinations that make sense in context are perfectly fine to use. For instance,
“enjoy time” is acceptable even if it does not qualify as a strong collocation. Therefore, contextual usage
should be considered when revising the essay. This activity took 20 minutes, with approximately 25
minutes spent on material preparation.
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Table 3
Word Combinations in the Sample Paragraph

Word combinations MI scores in COCA
1. have experiences N/A
2. amazing experiences 2.15
3. new friends N/A
4. join clubs 3.80
5. attend events 4.12
6. interesting events N/A
7. enjoy time N/A
8. build connections 1.42
9. strong connections 3.07
10. improve skills 4.27
11. complete projects 3.83
12. solve problems 6.96
13. prepare presentations 3.09

To summarize, in the first week of the course, students participated in various COCA-based activities
aimed at enhancing their ability to extract and incorporate CMS into their writing. In the subsequent
weeks, students engaged with the textbook-based activities as instructed. Throughout the course, students
were encouraged to use COCA to check CMS while writing their essays. Beyond this, no additional
COCA training or COCA-based activities were provided.

In the following section, I will reflect on the practical benefits and challenges of implementing the current
approach, drawing on my personal observations, an analysis of student essays, and semi-structured
interviews conducted at the end of the course.

Practical Benefits and Challenges

From my observation, there was an increased use of CMS in student writing. To confirm this, I collected
all essays submitted by students throughout the 10-week course. Following Durrant and Schmitt (2009),
1,420 word combinations were manually extracted and categorized into different MI score bands. It was
revealed that 42.68% of the collocations had an MI score greater than 3. Additionally, the proportion of
CMS ranged from 31.58% to 51.72% across individual students, indicating a substantial increase in their
use of CMS.

Another observation was that students demonstrated greater autonomy in their writing process. When [
marked students’ essays, I observed that they developed various strategies to annotate and record CMS,
such as highlighting them in the essays and categorizing them into different parts of speech. A few
students even noted the exact MI scores of the collocations they used and marked replacements with
higher MI scores. These strategies indicate students’ proactive efforts to integrate CMS into their writing.

I believe that the reason for this independent use of COCA stemmed from students recognizing the tool’s
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benefits. The semi-structured interviews revealed that students identified four main advantages of using
COCA to extract CMS, including (1) enhancing the naturalness of their writing, (2) helping generate new
ideas, (3) improving collocational accuracy and appropriateness, and (4) increasing chances of achieving
higher scores in writing assessments. These benefits have also been documented in previous studies that
highlighted COCA’s role in improving collocational competence (e.g., Fang et al., 2021; Li, 2023; Tsai,
2019).

Despite these practical benefits, I have also observed several challenges related to the implementation of
the current teaching practice. The first challenge is the time-consuming nature of using COCA to search
for CMS. Although COCA is a valuable tool, it often produces long lists of collocations that can
overwhelm students. Those unfamiliar with how to interpret the output may struggle to quickly identify
suitable CMS for their writing tasks. In fact, three out of the seven students I interviewed mentioned this
issue, with one noting the difficulty of efficiently finding appropriate CMS for her essays.

Another practical limitation is COCA’s restriction on 20 searches per day for free accounts. This issue
was experienced by four students, one of whom shared, “One challenge I encounter is that the search is
limited to 20 queries for a free COCA account. Whenever I write, I must use 7 different accounts, which is
quite inconvenient and time-consuming.” Such disruptions during the writing process can be frustrating,
as they could slow down progress and negatively affect students' learning motivation.

Finally, due to the curriculum, I was only able to conduct one COCA training workshop in the first week
of the course. As a result, I was unable to monitor students’ difficulties and provide timely support and
guidance. In the interviews, three students expressed a desire for more opportunities to engage with
COCA. In particular, one commented, “The in-class activities are fine, but we should have more after-
class activities to reinforce students’ understanding and use of these collocations”.

Lessons Learned

Based on my observations and student sharing, I would like to offer some practical tips to improve the
current teaching practice. First, to address the challenge of COCA’s time-consuming and inconvenient
search process, the teacher could organize collaborative work. For example, if the writing topic is about
movies, the teacher could provide a list of key words or have students brainstorm related terms, such as
“director”, “actor”, “screenplay”, and “location.” Each student would then select 3-5 key words, search
for CMS in COCA, and share their findings with classmates. This approach would not only reduce search

time but also foster a collaborative learning environment.

Second, the teacher could organize reflection and sharing sessions midway through the course. These
sessions would allow students to discuss challenges and exchange strategies for using COCA effectively.
The teacher could offer tips on managing extensive collocation lists, such as prioritizing familiar
collocations, noting down only the top five CMS, or keeping a journal of useful collocations after each
essay.

Third, the teacher could help students set clear, manageable goals for the number of CMS they aim to
include in their essays. This can prevent students from feeling overwhelmed with editing their essays. To
determine an appropriate target, the teacher could analyze a sample essay. For example, in the sample
essay used in Activity 3 of Step 2, I counted 16 CMS. I shared this finding with the students, explaining
that a good IELTS essay typically includes this number of CMS. I suggested that if students did not feel
confident using CMS, they could start with 5 CMS in the first essay and gradually increase the target in
subsequent essays.

Fourth, for teachers unfamiliar with using COCA to extract CMS, the preparation time may seem
extensive. However, it took me a maximum of 1.5 hours to prepare all the activities. For Step 1, no
material preparation is required, as the teacher simply explains COCA’s functions. Step 2 involves three
activities: (a) Activity 1 (selecting three words to search in COCA), (b) Activity 2 (comparing a synonym
pair) required minimal preparation, and (c) Activity 3, which I had students analyze only the first half of a
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sample essay (about 130 words). In Step 3, I wrote a short model paragraph myself, which was just 94
words. My recommendation is to keep everything simple. This would prevent overwhelming students
when using COCA to analyze CMS while significantly reducing preparation time. Another time-saving
strategy is to reuse these activities and materials for future training courses or record a short instructional
video explaining COCA’s functions and then share it with students in advance.

Fifth, to further reinforce students’ understanding and use of CMS, the teacher could incorporate
additional after-class exercises, such as fill-in-the-blank or multiple-choice tasks. However, if class time
is an issue, an alternative approach is to integrate COCA into existing textbook activities. For instance, in
the IELTS textbook used in my writing class, there is a “Vocabulary and Grammar Review” section at the
end of every two units. The teacher could ask students to use COCA to check whether the collocations
suggested in the textbook have an MI score over 3. This approach would not only strengthen students’
COCA skills but also help them compare textbook collocations with those used in real-life contexts.

One final suggestion is that the activities described above are not limited to [ELTS writing alone. The
concept of analyzing CMS can be adapted to other writing contexts, such as academic, business, or even
creative writing. For example, the teacher could have students analyze CMS in the British Academic
Written English (BAWE) corpus, which comprises nearly 3,000 university student texts across various
disciplines and levels of study (Nesi & Gardner, 2018). By comparing CMS across different contexts and
levels, students can gain a deeper understanding of how collocational choices impact the overall quality of
writing and then use COCA to improve their collocational use accordingly.
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Notes

1. Ml scores are a measure of the association strength between two collocates. A collocation with an MI
score of 3.0 or higher is considered a true collocation (Hunston, 2002). However, MI scores present
several limitations, notably their strong preference for rare word combinations (Gablasova et al.,
2017). Alternative measures, such as MI-squared and Log Dice, are often considered more
appropriate for assessing collocational strength (Gablasova et al., 2017). Despite these alternatives,
the current practice focuses on MI scores because COCA provides only MI values, and the commonly
used threshold of 3.0 offers a simple and practical way to explain collocational strength to students.

2. The sample paragraph in Step 3 was prepared by the author.

3. The chosen words are not specifically related to the IELTS exam. They were selected because they
are easy for students to work with. According to the Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries
(https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/), important is at A1, task at A2, and observation at B2.
Since the primary goal of this activity is to help students improve their ability to use COCA to search
for CMS and extract sentence examples, I aimed to avoid overwhelming them with words that might
be too challenging.
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