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Collocations  are  a  feature  of  natural  lan-

guages that are not well addressed by cur-

rent models used for NLP. Language is full of

word  combinations  that  occur  more  fre-

quently  than  expected,  are  semantically

opaque, or show surprising syntactic restric-

tions.  In  her  book,  Nesselhauf  studies  col-

locations  in  a  corpus  of  second  language

learner (L2) English. She focuses on German

advanced learners of English and describes

how these learners use collocation and what

mistakes  they  make.  She  analyses  what

factors influence the mastery of collocations

and what material interferes with learning.

The structure of the book is very clear. After

setting  the  scene  and  aims  of  the  study,

Nesselhauf develops a definition of colloca-

tions suitable for her analysis, introduces the

corpus and explains the methodology. Chap-

ter  3 then details  the  observed verb-noun

combinations to which Nesselhauf limits her

analysis. This is the longest chapter as devi-

ations  are  categorised  in  a  detailed  error

taxonomy  with  numerous  examples  and

quantitative information.  In  the next  chap-

ter,  she  looks  at  the  influence  of  target

language and native language material  on

the deviant collocations produced. Chapter 5

analyses which factors correlate with correct

and deviant use of collocations. Besides va-

rious features of the collocations itself (int-

ralinguistic factors) details about the learner

and the context in which the essay is written

(extralinguistic factors) are also considered.

Finally, conclusions are drawn for both psy-

cholinguistics  (how learners store and pro-

duce language) and pedagogy (how colloca-

tions should be taught).

There are many different definitions of col-

locations in the literature. Nesselhauf quickly

gives an overview on 23 pages and then de-

velops her own working definition that she

employs to categorise collocation candidates

that were manually extracted using syntact-

ic patterns. Her definition relies on the com-

binatorial potential of verb and noun in the

sense in which they are used in the verb-

noun collocation. The definition is supposed

to make the task of distinguishing colloca-

tions  from  free  combinations  on  the  one

hand and idioms on the other hand easier

and more  reliable.  In  practice,  this  means

that, for each word sense, evidence must be

collected for how it can combine with other

words. Here, Nesselhauf employs two dictio-

naries as the primary source of information,

but also uses the British National Corpus and

native  speaker  judgements  in  cases  not

clear from the dictionary entries alone. The

classification  procedure  is  presented  in

detail and gets quite complicated. (The na-

tive speakers do not classify the collocation

candidates  directly.  The  classification  is

based on acceptability judgements of artifi-

cial combinations that are derived from the

combinations  in  question.  In  addition,  two

types of collocations are distinguished.) Un-

fortunately, there are no diagrams nor pseu-

do-code  to  help  the  reader  to  grasp  the

procedure or to verify that they have under-

stood it  correctly.  Nevertheless,  Nesselhauf

seems to have achieved the aim of providing

both a clear working definition of verb-noun

collocations and a reproducible and applica-

ble procedure that keeps subjective judge-

ments to a minimum.

While MT researchers might be interested in

Nesselhauf's methodology in order to apply

it  to a corpus of  MT output for  evaluation

and  error  analysis,  the  remainder  of  the

book is probably less relevant to MT. The er-

ror taxonomy follows from the syntactic pat-

terns of the collocations and can mostly be

read off the section headings of chapter 3.

The  examples  and  statistics  of  collocation

use draw attention  to  the vast  amount of

possible  deviations.  However,  MT  output

might be less prone to such deviations as MT

systems use language models or chunks of

target  language  material  while  language

learners follow different strategies and often

are highly creative.

The book also cannot act as a substitute for

a good introduction to collocations or even
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pre-fabricated units and phraseology in gen-

eral. Nesselhauf focuses on establishing the

required background to develop her own de-

finition. For example, Ludewig (2005) grants

more than three times the space to the re-

view of the notion of collocations. Readers

with a strong background in statistical NLP

(see for example the chapter on collocations

in Manning and Schütze 1999) will  be sur-

prised to see that the classification is purely

qualitative. Possibly, an integrated approach

combining  qualitative  and  quantitative  de-

scriptions  of  collocations  as  in  Bartsch

(2004) can bridge the gap. Recent advances

in quantitative criteria can be found in the

compendium compiled by Evert (2005) and

in  the  work  of  Pecina  and  Schlesinger

(2006).

Readers with a general interest in language,

psycholinguistics  or  language teaching will

find interesting results and surprising previ-

ous findings confirmed. For example, Nessel-

hauf's  analysis  supports  previous  results

that  there  is  no correlation  between profi-

ciency and use of collocation. The data actu-

ally  shows a  negative  correlation  of  years

spent learning English and relative colloca-

tion use. As Nesselhauf studies various fac-

tors and interfering material, there are many

such nuggets in the text. The section on im-

plications for teaching is also long (20 pa-

ges),  but in parts too abstract for the lay-

person. The findings are related to previous

suggestions  for  teaching.  Nesselhauf's  re-

commendations  include  placing  more  em-

phasis on common collocations even at ad-

vanced levels and teaching how collocations

are used in context and the ways in which

they are restricted.

The following three reviews came to my at-

tention at a very final stage of writing this

review  during  an  occasional  web  search.

Rosi  (2005)  contains  a  long  description  of

the contents and a critical evaluation. Cob-

b's review (2006) is a bit shorter. He identi-

fies that statistical significance testing was

not  used  in  some  places  where  it  should

have,  but  in  general  is  also  very  positive.

Both target an audience of general linguis-

tics. Reppen (2007) is the shortest review of

the  three  and focuses  on  the  pedagogical

implications. He concludes that the book fills

an important gap.
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