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Abstract. This paper is based on an empirical study whiclestigated the ef-
fects of learner variables on phraseological preficy, a topic which has so far
not received a lot of attention in phraseologiesearch. By means of a ques-
tionnaire enquiring a variety of personal detadsveell as testing the partici-
pants’ theoretical as well as their productive agckptive knowledge with re-
gard to phraseology in general and collocationsgindsal verbs in particular,
it was found that both longer periods abroad anelyalar exposure to the Eng-
lish language have a very positive effect on anle&s practical abilities in this
field, although, in direct comparison, the formerstill the most effective way
to improve a learner’'s phraseological proficiencparticularly when it comes
to phraseological units that are highly idiomaticeasily confusable with a
learner’s native language.
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1 Theoretical Background

When acquiring a foreign language, it is the ultenaim of most students to develop
a native-like knowledge of the respective L2. Téeompasses proficiency not only
with regard to grammar but also concerning vocalyulaince a rich vocabulary
knowledge is the most important basis to enablensonication. However, the mere
acquisition of individual words does often not sudf firstly, because the context in
which a word is used has an influence on its megrand secondly, because “much
of communication makes use of fixed expressions onzad as formulaic chunks”
[2]. These so-calleghraseological units, which comprise more than 55 percent of
spoken and written English [3], often give away 1mative speakers and pose a major
difficulty — even for advanced learners of EngliSin far phraseological research in
learner languages has mainly concentrated on theeotion between a learner’'s L1
and his or her use of phraseological phenomena asighrasal verbs or collocations
in the English language. As far as the former argcerned, it has been revealed that
it is particularly learners whose L1 does not comfzhrasal verbs who either refrain
from using them and prefer one-word synonyms imsfé&hor show a higher frequen-
cy of erroneous uses than those learners in whaséhé phenomenon is actually
existent in a similar fashion [9]. With regard tollocations, learners are particularly
likely to be influenced by their L1, which has,previous research, been observed in
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up to 53% of the occurrences [7]. This either rssiid word-for-word translations

from the L1 into the L2 or in an attempt to adapt@d combination to the L2 to a
certain extent [7; 8]. The effect of learning cotiteariables on phraseological profi-
ciency, however, is a topic that has mainly beeglewted so far [5]. Although, in

second language acquisition, it is a known fact tbarner variables have an influ-
ence on a learner’'s overall performance, they “satid become a homogeneous
group” [10] when it comes to the investigation béir phraseological proficiency.

The empirical study this paper is based on broké this habit and aimed at the in-
vestigation of learner variables and their effemtsa student’s proficiency in a lin-

guistic field that is particularly advantageous fearners of English because it in-
creases their overall fluency [5] due to a decreéagerocessing efforts [4; 7] and a
more efficient retrieval of word combinations [€onsequently, the aim of this study
was to find out which personal factors actuallyuehce the productive and receptive
knowledge of certain phraseological phenomena.

2 Database

The questionnaire used was comprised of three.pHnts first section served to ob-
tain personal information, enquiring the particifsarage, gender, field of studies,
experience abroad as well as the frequency of expds and use of the English lan-
guage outside the university context. In the sequant, the theoretical knowledge of
phraseology was tested by asking for definitiond aramples of the phenomena
relevant for the study. The final part consisted@fsentences in which the productive
and receptive knowledge of verb/noun as well agdije/noun collocations and
phrasal verbs was tested, all of which were madefupgh-frequency adjectives or
verbs such as DO, HAVBr MAKE. In the production tasks, participants weasked
to fill in the blanks while in the reception taskiad to be decided whether the under-
lined part in a given sentence was correct or im@br Examples included:

1. Verb/noun collocations
a. Production: It won't you any harm if you hélpr. ¢o)

b. Reception: She got a baby when she was sixtees péhr{ncorrect)

2. Adjective/noun collocations
a. Production: She knows a lot about animals and th@@ment, but she

only has knowledge of computelist! €)
b. Reception: He is a strong smoker. He smokes at Bagigarettes a
day.
(incorrect)
3. Phrasal verbs
a. Production: Most people would love to do ith\wlondays.
(away)

b. Reception: Little Jason was very proud when hithtéeally fell out.
(correct)
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A total number of 161 EFL learners participatedhi@ survey. Some of the results
yielded will be presented in the following.

3 Findings

Fig. 1. illustrates the performances of students Wwad spent a period of more than
six months in an English-speaking country compaeoetthose without any experience
abroad.
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ONoanswer| 4.09 | IL11 | 9.09 | 1538 [ 1523 | 24.53 | 2.73 | 496 ONo answer| .67 1453 | 1062 | 1828 | 19.59 | 25.63 i 531

Blncorect | 28.18 | 27.69 | 19.32 | 2231 | 36.82 | 41.20 | 33.18 | 39.32 | Blncomect | 2557 | 3125 | 1856 | 2304 | 3546 | 4688 3474 | 42.03
B Correct 67.73 | 61.20 | 71.59 | 6231 | 47.95 | 3427 | 6409 | 5573 | B Comee 6876 | 5422 | 7082 | 5578 | 4495 | 2150 6155 | 5166

Fig. 1. Results of 44 students with and 117 Fig. 2. Results of 97 students with and 64 stu-
without experience abroad tdevithout regular exposure to L2

In fact, the differences in each of the four quastgroups were highly significant
(p<0.001)* with the most striking result having been deteedirn the phrasal verb
exercises. This is particularly interesting sinkis kind of PU is mostly used in in-
formal contexts and is therefore more frequentpieesh than in writing. Hence, the
results prove that longer periods abroad, duringhvEFL learners have the oppor-
tunity to talk to native speakers on a daily basiake a considerable difference in an
area that is otherwise so troublesome for learoEEnglish. Likewise, students with
experience abroad were much less likely to falypoefalse friends such aeep in

or to confuse common German collocations with Estgibnes (e.gblack vs. blue
eye; have vs. get a baby). As Fig. 2 above illustrates, similarly clearuks could be
determined for students who indicated a regularosupe to the English language
outside university by reading and writing Engligxts, watching TV or talking to
native speakers on a regular basis. In total, 9ficgzants met the stipulated require-
ments of at least two activities being performedlydar weekly. Again, the
differences between the two groups of participar@ee highly significant in all of the
four question groups (for all p<0.001). Althoughs&ems natural for an EFL learner
to improve his or her language skills when regylaml contact with a language, it is
particularly interesting here that the p-valuesialty indicate that, even though all of
them are highly significant, the measured diffeemnbetween these two groups of
participants were even bhigger than those determmdadeen students with and those
without experience abroad. This holds particulatiye for the tasks on V/N

! The p-values were determined by means of a t-test.
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collocations as well as the phrasal verb exercidesy, due to the clear results of the
first two comparisons, the final analysis soughtettablish a connection between
them by taking a look at the students who had eehtabroad but indicated a regular
exposure to the L2 and comparing them with those wad been in an English-

speaking country for a longer period of time.

As Fig. 3 indicates, it was found that a regulapasure can result in a comparable
proficiency, at least as far as the collocatiorkgasere concerned in case of which
there was no longer a significant difference witlvatues above the significance
threshold of 0.05 for both V/N and A/N collocations
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Fig. 3. Results of 44 students with experience abroad
and 65 students withoutwith a regular expo-
sure to the L2

With regard to phrasal verbs and the receptionstadséiwever, the results were again
significant (p<0.001 and p<0.05, respectively) icatarly with regard to idiomatic
PUs as well as false friends, sucha after, sleep in or get a baby.

4 Conclusion and Outlook

This survey revealed that a longer period sperarinEnglish-speaking country is
indeed the most effective way to improve one’s paodogical proficiency. However,
even though the acquisition of a language in itsvaaenvironment is inevitable if
students aim for a native-like proficiency and wishmaster even highly idiomatic
structures and reduce the influence of their Ltegular spare time exposure to the
language also proved to be a valid way to enhaneé ghraseological competence.
Moreover, the results also showed that the genehidh frequency of a certain verb
does not necessarily imply that their various fimg in a collocation or phrasal verb
are equally known to EFL learners. It becomes dlat the acquisition of the phe-
nomena is strongly connected to language contéiobwagh their complexity would
justify an emphasis in school curricula as welhc®ithis paper only focused on small
number of factors that influence advanced learrnsaseological proficiency, future
analyses that focus on effects of other learningecd variables such as age, gender
or the field of studies might also yield interegtiresults. Additionally, a comparable
study focusing on students’ phraseological abdliiie speech would help to uncover
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register differences in learners’ phraseologicalfipiency. Since the questionnaire
did not have a time limit and the participants wizee to take as much time as they
needed, it does not necessarily shed light on fHe|Barners’ spontaneous reaction.
Spontaneity and the ability to use language in cpebowever, tells a lot about a
speaker’s true proficiency and should thereforenbkided in further investigations.
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