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Abstract 

The present study aims to reveal the use of high-frequency verbs “make” and “do” when 

they occur in a verb+noun combination in the argumentative essays of Turkish learners of 

English. In this context, the present study investigated the grammatical and semantic patterns 

and erroneous productions in the learner corpus. The investigation made use of a learner corpus 

and LOCNESS as the reference native corpus for comparison purposes. The findings showed 

that there were some similarities and dissimilarities among two corpora in terms of 

grammatical and semantic properties. Based on the findings of the current study and previous 

studies, the present study shared theoretical and practical implications particularly for language 

teaching settings. 

 

Keywords: Word combinations, high-frequency words, collocations, corpus 

 

1. Introduction 

High frequency verbs have certain characteristics which are common across the languages. 

They dominate different semantic fields, have equivalent matches in most of the languages, 

have both universal and language specific meanings and potentially create problems for the 

learners (Altenberg and Granger, 2001). High-frequency verbs are problematic for learners 

although they are learnt at the very early stages of language teaching. The problem might be 

attributed to learners’ negligence of those verbs assuming that they are completely learnt 

(Hugon, 2008). According to Nation (1990), a learner’s level of vocabulary knowledge might 

differ when receptive and productive aspects are regarded. Also, knowing a word in a 

productive sense requires knowing it in full aspects such as spelling, pronunciation, 

grammatical patterns, frequency, context of use and possible collocations. In this regard, high-

frequency verbs are tricky for the learners especially when they are in combination with other 

words since core meaning of those verbs will not help with productive use of language. 

Therefore, some learners feel safer with them and ignore the properties of context and 

collocates, while some others avoid using them when it comes to delexical senses (Altenberg 

& Granger, 2001; Källkvist, 1998; Nesselhauf, 2005; Sinclair, 1991).  

Studies of high-frequency verbs have been of great interest especially in collocational uses; 

and learner language has been compared to native language in order to reveal the similarities 

and dissimilarities or developmental stages (Altenberg & Granger, 2001; Juknevičienė, 2008; 

Nesselhauf, 2003; Wray, 1999). It is possible to see different types of lexical collocations 

studied in the field. Although there are various word combinations, verb-noun collocations 

have drawn more attention due to its higher frequency and effect size in communication (Chan 

& Liou, 2005; Howarth, 1998; Nesselhauf, 2005); and difficulty in learning (Howarth, 1998). 

mailto:mkahraman144@hotmail.com
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Since collocational knowledge is regarded as an essential indicator of mastery in L2 

(Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 1999), contrasting the learner language to native speakers’ authentic 

productions is carried by employing corpora representing two parties.  Being one of the most 

remarkable studies, Altenberg and Granger (2001) examined the uses of “make” by comparing 

Swedish and French learners of English to a native corpus by using a categorization. The 

categorization involved both semantic and grammatical factors at the same time. One of the 

results that the study revealed was that learners and the native corpus differed in their use of 

“make” in delexical sense and causative pattern. Some other studies (Babanoğlu, 2014; Hugon, 

2008; Kim, 2015) as well-made use of the categorization proposed in the study. However, 

investigating the semantic and grammatical differences between the learner language and 

native corpus separately might produce more fruitful results. Also, considering the language 

specific difficulties, investigating more than one high-frequency verbs at once might better 

illustrate the overall picture. For Turkish learners, for instance, using “do” or “make” is often 

confusing (Öztuna, 2009). Therefore, investigating the similarities or dissimilarities between 

the productions of Turkish learners of English and that of native speakers of English is needed.  

 

2. Literature Review 

Collocations and Corpus Linguistics 

Traditional lexicographic approaches have depended on manual collection and indexing of 

the language data, which is not an easy way of analysing big bulk of natural data. Fortunately, 

corpus linguistics has made it easier to study high volume of data with more solid empirical 

basis. Hence, collocations have been easier to deal with thanks to the concordance lines 

provided by corpus linguistics tools (Biber, 1993). 

Corpus linguistics is a methodological approach which contributes to the language variation 

and use significantly. What makes it significant are the greater generalizability and validity it 

offers, which would not be much possible otherwise. Since corpus linguistics deal with the 

actual language use in texts it is emprical. Also, though they make use of computers extensively 

for the analysis, corpus linguistic studies can be both quantitative and qualitative as interactive 

techniques are possible during the analysis. Moreover, corpus-driven approach in corpus 

linguistics might also yield lingustic parameters that are not yet recognized by linguistic 

theories (Biber, 2010).  

Collocations are one of the mostly discussed language patterns in corpus studies. According 

to Aisenstadt (1979), all word combinations are either idioms or non-idiomatic phrases. The 

non-idiomatic phrases include restricted collocations and free phrases. Cowie (2001) argues 

that word combinations are divided into semantic combinations and pragmatic combinations. 

The former consists of collocations and idioms, while the latter consists of proverbs and routine 

formulae. The common ground of these two categorizations is the emphasis on the semantic 

aspect of the combinations, which is the basic difference between frequency-based approach 

and phraseological approach. According to phraseological approach, collocations are different 

from free phrases, due to their restricted word choice. For example, considering the phrase 

“drink tea”, one can easily substitute “tea” with water, beer …etc. Nonetheless, considering 

the phrase “perform a task”, substitution of “perform” (e.g.: make) is not similarly possible. 

Collocations are also different from idioms since the elements of the phrase “perform a task” 

still has semantic relation with “perform” and/or “task” individually. However, “blow the gaff” 

does not keep semantic cord with the individual elements of the phrase (Nesselhauf, 2005). 

Apart from the theoretical explications, there are many emprical studies on collocations, as 

well.  
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Delexical Verbs 

A small group of transitive high-frequency verbs fall into delexical verbs. They take a noun 

as the object, but this noun has already a verbal sense itself. For example, consider “make a 

suggestion”. This verb-noun combination -more or less- gives the same meaning as “suggest” 

does. “Make” is in its delexical sense here, meaning that it loses a significant part of its lexical 

meaning, and “suggestion” is the main focus of the combination. Using a delexical verb 

preceded by a verbal noun (make a suggestion) instead of a simple noun (suggest) allows the 

speakers to give different conceptualizations of the given situation (Allan, 1998). 

According to (Altenberg & Granger, 2001), language learners use high-frequency verbs in 

their delexical senses differently. They evidenced significant amount of underuse and misuse 

of delexical verbs in their written production. 

  

Empirical Collocation Studies 

Grammatical analysis of word combinations has not been much focused independently. In 

her highly comprehensive study, Nesselhauf (2005) investigated the syntactic patterns in 

collocations used by native speakers of English and German learners of English. The findings 

showed that learners’ use of collocations was syntactically more accurate when they are 

congruent between the target language (English) and native language (German). Hiltunen 

(1999) examined a huge size of corpus which was piled from several Early Modern English 

texts. The study showed various grammatical verb-noun phrases in detail, while shedding light 

on the verbs, verbal phrases, and phrasal verbs. In his study, Hiltunen (1999) defined four 

grammatical patterns that high frequency verb-noun combinations typically follow, which are 

also used in the present study. Lareo (2009) concentrated on the nouns used after “make” in 

verb phrases in scientific texts. The researcher compared a mathematic sub-corpus to a fiction 

text. The analysis revealed that, “make” combinations with specific nouns almost doubled the 

combinations with general ones, implying that academic vocabulary makes use of “make” 

more often than non-academic language.  There are also some studies dealing with “make” 

only, due to its various uses in the written and spoken language. Hugon (2008) examined the 

French learners of English in terms of their use of “make” in different semantic and syntactic 

categories through a comparison of corpora. The results showed that the learner corpus showed 

a varied degree of accuracy in terms of semantic categorization; however, delexical 

combinations of “make” had many deficiencies.  

There are also some other studies trying to illustrate solely semantic differences among 

collocations and combinations with high-frequency verbs, in particular. Macis and Schmitt 

(2016), for example, differentiated between literal, figurative and duplex meanings of the 

collocations. The study contributed to the language teaching by bringing useful insights to the 

collocations in terms of their semantic nature. As for high-frequency verbs, Liu and Lei (2009) 

investigated a native corpus and COCA. Then, they highlighted the deep semantic differences 

among the verb-noun combinations with “make”, “take”, “do” and “have”. Lantolf and Tsai 

(2018) focused only on “make” and “do” in semantic terms. They used SCBOAs to illustrate 

the deep semantic difference between “make” and do, then they asked the participant learners 

to draw their own SCOBAs for other combinations. The pre-test, post-test and delayed post-

test scores revealed a significant improvement in using “make” and “do” verb noun 

combinations.  
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3. The Present Study 

The present study focused on the use of high-frequency verbs “make” and “do” when they 

occurred in a verb+noun word combination. The term “word combination” was deliberately 

chosen because the present study did not distinguish between word combinations in terms of 

their restriction levels. In other words, free combinations, collocations, and idioms were all 

included in the current study. Regarding COCA (Davies, 2008), which consists of more than 

600 million words, “do” is the third and “make” is the ninth most frequent verb in English. The 

present study dealt with “make” and “do” verb-noun combinations only, since they are 

frequently confused by most of the Turkish EFL learners (Öztuna, 2009), as many other L2 

English learners (Altenberg and Granger, 2001).  

Basically, a learner corpus was compared to a native corpus in this study. Since the 

comprehensive and authentic studies of language use cannot rely on small samples or 

anecdotes, the corpus-based approach was taken as a more feasible alternative to study large 

amount of natural data (Biber, Conrad and Reppen, 1998, p. 3). A comprehensive and authentic 

study of language use was necessary for creating a baseline since corpus-based approaches 

serve a transition to elaboration of better-quality learner input, and thus teachers and 

researchers are provided with a wider perspective of language as stated by Campoy, Belles and 

Gea (2010). 

The main purpose of this study is to analyze “make” and “do” verb-noun combinations in 

argumentative essays of Turkish learners of English, who are at B1-B2 CEFR level. The natural 

uses of “make” and “do” verb-noun combinations in a learner corpus are investigated by taking 

a native corpus as the reference.  

Within this framework, the study attempts to answer the following research questions: 

1. What are the grammatical patterns in “make” and “do” verb+noun combinations 

produced by the learners and native speakers? 

2. Which dictionary meaning of the verbs (make and do) do the learners and native 

speakers use? 

 

4. Methodology 

Considering the scope of the study, the present study, as well, was designed as a corpus-

based analysis since it is a feasible way for describing and explaining variations and use in 

linguistic patterns. Corpus-based research does not aim to discover new linguistic features, 

rather it aims to discover how pre-recognized linguistic features govern the systematic patterns 

of use (Biber, 2010). To this end, two different corpora were used for the study. The first one 

is the learner corpus which contains compilation of essays by Turkish learners of English at 

intermediate level. The reference corpus is a native corpus containing essays written by native 

speakers of English. Corpus size and representativeness were taken into consideration before 

moving to the analysis. 

The learner corpus examined was a compilation of argumentative essays written by the first-

year university students studying in ELT department at a state university in Turkey between 

the years 2009 and 2019. The students were those successfully completing preparatory English 

year prior to their first year at their departments. Based on their end-term exam scores, the 

students were of B1-B2 CEFR proficiency level in English. A total of 166 essays, composed 

of 150,404 words, were included in the study. Although the clue words of the essays were 

various, the themes were education, technology and social life, health, media, and art. They 
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were extracted from an electronic assignment submission system following the ethical 

procedure required.  

For comparison purpose, the study made use of Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays 

(LOCNESS). The corpus was compiled by Granger (1998). Only the argumentative essays 

written by native American university students were used in the present study so that the essay 

types and the number of words were compatible with the learner corpus. A total of 176 essays, 

composed of 149,574 words, were included in the study. Although the clue words show a wide 

range of variety, majority of the essay topics were education, technology and social life, health, 

media, art, sports, environment, politics, and monetary issues. The table below illustrates the 

writing topics included in the essays. 

 

Table 1. The corpora used in the study 

 Learner Corpus LOCNESS (native) 

Contributors Turkish university students at 

intermediate level of proficiency 

American university students who are 

native speakers of English 

Essay Genre Argumentative Argumentative 

Number of 

Essays 

166 176 

Total Corpus Size 150,404 words 149,574 words 

 

Average Essay 

Length 

906 words 850 words 

Topics Education 

Technology and social life 

Health 

Media 

Art 

 

 

Education 

Technology and social life 

Health  

Media 

Art 

Sports 

Environment 

Politics and monetary issues 

 

For RQ-1, learner corpus was analysed syntactically. For this purpose, Hiltunen's (1999) 

grammatical patterns for high frequency verb-noun combinations were used. The patterning 

instructed by Hiltunen (1999) was followed in the present study, due to its sole concentration 

on high-frequency verbs. This patterning was also used by Lareo (2009). In accordance with 

the framework, the extracted verb-noun combinations were categorized into the corresponding 

patterns (P) in Table 2.  

 

Table 2. The grammatical categorization of the verb+noun combinations 

Pattern 

Numbers 

Patterns Examples 

P1 Verb + a / an + (Modifier / s) + Noun … make a dramatic change … 

P2 Verb + (Modifier / s) + Noun … make money … 

P3 Verb + the + (Modifier / s) + Noun … make the biggest mistake … 

P4 Verb + (the) + (Modifier / s) + Nounplural … make the most delicious cookies … 
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Hiltunen’s (1999) grammatical typology of the verb+ noun structures has been used to make 

comparisons among various periods in the history of the English language or to analyse and 

compare different written genre in English (Hiltunen, 1999; Koskenniemi, 1977; Lareo, 2009; 

Nickel, 1968; Visser, 1963). However, the current study takes this analysis as another way to 

express the similarity/ dissimilarity between the native and learner corpora, keeping the above-

mentioned variables (historical period and genre) stable. This analysis aimed to reveal the 

structural differences among the native and non-native data. The erroneous productions of the 

learners were not excluded in the figures since their erroneous productions might still give an 

idea about the trend in grammatical patterning in their interlanguage. 

For RQ-2, the online version of Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, Cambridge Dictionary and 

Macmillan Dictionary were used. The definitions given in the dictionaries were synthesized by 

the researcher and one other language expert, who is an experienced English Language 

instructor. Thus, one single meaning categorization was created. The final categorization is 

presented in the table below (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Definitions of “do” and “make” 

No Definitions of “do” Definitions of “make” 

1 to perform an action, activity, or job to create/produce something 

2 to clean something, or to make a place tidy to cause to be formed by breaking, cutting, 

or tearing an object or by pushing one 

object into or through another 

3 to have a good or harmful effect someone performs the action referred to by 

the noun usually in fixed phrases 

4 to study a subject to arrange something 

5 to spend an amount of time doing something to earn/get money 

6 to provide a service or product for customers to buy to give the result of a mathematical 

calculation 

7 to make something to cause something to be successful 

8 to move a particular distance or at a particular speed to have right qualities for something/ to 

achieve something by reaching a necessary 

standard 

9 to copy someone’s voice, manner, or way of moving, 

in order to entertain people 

to reach a place- to be able to be present at a 

particular event 

10 to cheat someone  

11 to use illegal drugs  

12 to apprehend, arrest  

13 to visit a famous place as a tourist  

14 with some adjectives  

 

Various definitions of “make” and “do” were analysed and both native corpus and learner 

data were matched with the corresponding definitions given in the categories. This analysis is 

supposed to reveal whether more common, in the sense of simpler and more frequent, uses of 

“make” and “do” are used by the learners comparing to native speakers as argued by Hugon 

(2008) and Lennon (1996).  
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5. Results 

The first research question aimed to find out whether the type of “make”/”do” collocations 

differs across the native corpus and learner data. In order to find out the distribution of 

aforementioned combinations, each “make”+noun and “do”+noun combination in both corpora 

was tagged according to the patterns suggested by Hiltunen (1999). 

The distribution of the “make”+noun and do+noun combinations according to the patterns 

(Ps) is tabulated for each corpus (see Table 4 and Table 5).  

 

Table 4. Grammatical patterns in LOCNESS 

 P1 % P2 % P3 % P4 % TOTAL % 

make 79 28.6 80 28.9 32 11.5 85 30.7 276 100 

do 18 18.1 48 48.4 13 13.1 20 20.2 99 100 

 

Table 5. Grammatical patterns in the learner corpus 

 P1 % P2 % P3 % P4 % TOTAL % 

make 31 18.2 67 39.4 6 3.5 66 38.8 170 100 

do 12 11.7 42 42.1 7 6.8 40 39.2 102 100 

 

Consequently, the results revealed that learners followed P2 and P4 more frequently in both 

do+noun and “make”+noun combinations. On the other hand, they used P1 and P3 less 

frequently again in both “do”+noun and “make”+noun combinations. As for natives, 

comparing their within group do+noun and “make”+noun combinations, they seemed to have 

followed divergent patterns. In do+noun combinations, they used P2 at the highest and P3 at 

the lowest frequency. In “make”+noun combinations, native students followed a fairer 

distribution among the patterns. They used P4, P2, and P1 at a similar rate. Yet, they still 

underused P3. The overall results showed that P2 was the pattern observed at the highest 

frequency in all four cases (both do+noun and “make”+noun combinations in both corpora), 

which is a commonality between two corpora. However, learners did not make a discrimination 

in their use of do+noun and “make”+noun combinations regarding the grammatical patterns 

they followed. They followed a similar grammatical patterning in their productions regardless 

of do+noun or “make”+noun combination. However, the findings in the LOCNESS corpus 

revealed that the native students had a tendency of adjusting the grammatical patterning 

considering the high-frequency verb in the combination.  

The second research question aimed to find out which meanings of “make” and “do” are 

considered among various dictionary definitions. The analysis here only focuses on the “make” 

and “do” in combinations with a noun. In order to use as the reference, Oxford Learner’s 

Dictionary, Cambridge Dictionary and Macmillan Dictionary were examined due to their wide 

use among language learners. Considering the criteria of selecting “make”/”do”+noun 

combinations at the beginning of the analysis, irrelevant meanings such as causatives or phrasal 

verb structures were eliminated. Consulting with a language expert, who is an experienced 

English teacher and an academic at a university, given definitions of “make” and “do” were 

put into categories. Since it seemed more practical to assign numbers to each individual 

definition category (D) and explanations were clearer, the style of Macmillan Dictionary was 
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followed by taking the other dictionaries into consideration, as well. The final meaning 

categorization for “make” and “do” is presented below (see Table 6 and Table 7). 

 

Table 6. Meaning categories for “make” 

No Definition Example 

D1 to create/produce something Let’s make coffee. 

D2 to cause to be formed by breaking, cutting, or tearing an object or by 

pushing one object into or through another 

The rain made a hole on the 

ground. 

D3 someone performs the action referred to by the noun usually in fixed 

phrases 

We couldn’t make a progress 

yesterday. 

D4 to arrange something I want to make an appointment 

D5 to earn/get money She makes 75 dollars a day. 

D6 to give the result of a mathematical calculation Five and two makes seven 

D7 to cause something to be successful His songs made the show. 

D8 to have right qualities for something/ to achieve something by 

reaching a necessary standard 

A good story makes a good 

film 

D9 to reach a place- to be able to be present at a particular event 

 

We cannot make the 

conference hall on time. 

 

Table 7. Meaning categories for “do” 

No Definition Example 

D1 to perform an action, activity, or job I do karate at the weekends. 

D2 to clean something, or to make a place tidy I will do the bedroom after lunch. 

D3 to have a good or harmful effect Sunlight will do good for your body. 

D4 to study a subject She is doing chemistry and biology. 

D5 to spend an amount of time doing something I did three years in New York 

D6 to provide a service or product for customers to buy We do sandwiches for parties. 

D7 to make something The paintings were done by him. 

D8 to move a particular distance or at a particular speed They did 500 km last night 

D9 to copy someone’s voice, manner, or way of moving, in 

order to entertain people 

He did Michael Jackson at the party. 

D10 to cheat someone You paid £50 for this? You have been 

done! 

D11 to use illegal drugs She doesn’t do drugs like other guys. 

D12 to apprehend, arrest He was done for shooting a guy at the 

bar. 

D13 to visit a famous place as a tourist We can go back to hotel after we do 

the museum. 

D14 with some adjectives I always advised her, but she did the 

opposite. 
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Taking given definitions in Table 6, the distribution of the meaning categories within the 

extracted “make”+noun combinations are given in numbers and percentages below (see Table 

8). 

 

Table 8. The distribution of the meaning categories across corpora for “make” 

No Definition LOCNESS LEARNER 

N % N % 

D1 to create/produce something 32 11.5 26 15,3 

D2 to cause to be formed by breaking, cutting, or tearing an object or by 

pushing one object into or through another 

2 0,7 0 0,0 

D3 someone performs the action referred to by the noun usually in fixed 

phrases 

182 65.9 129 75,9 

D4 to arrange something 3 1.0 1 0,6 

D5 to earn/get money 47 17.0 14 8,2 

D7 to cause something to be successful 2 0.7 0 0,0 

D8 to have right qualities for something/ to achieve something by reaching 

a necessary standard 

8 2.8 0 0,0 

D9 to reach a place- to be able to be present at a particular event 0 0,0 0 0,0 

 TOTAL 276 100 170 100 

Ultimately, it can be concluded that both the natives and learners refer to the same meaning 

category (D3) as the primary meaning of “make”. Nevertheless, they still differ in the 

frequency count. Also, the secondary meanings referred to “make” are divergent. Learners tend 

to use “make” in D1 as the secondary meaning attributed to it, while the secondary meaning 

attributed to “make” is the one defined in D5 for the native students. Also, the learners do not 

present variety of meaning categories in their essays as much as native students do. 

Taking given definitions in Table 7, the distribution of the meaning categories within the 

extracted do+noun combinations are given in numbers and percentages below (see Table 9). 

Table 9. The distribution of the meaning categories across corpora for “do” 

No Definition LOCNESS LEARNER 

N % N % 

D1 perform an action, activity, or job 65 65.6 96 94.1 

D2 to clean something, or to make a place tidy 0 0.0 0 0.0 

D3 to have a good or harmful effect 9 9.0 1 0.9 

D4 to study a subject 0 0.0 0 0.0 

D5 to spend an amount of time doing something 0 0.0 0 0.0 

D6 to provide a service or product for customers to buy 1 1.0 0 0.0 

D7 make something 4 4.0 2 1.9 

D8 move a particular distance or at a particular speed 0 0.0 0 0.0 

D9 to copy someone’s voice, manner, or way of moving, in 

order to entertain people 

0 0.0 0 0.0 

D10 to cheat someone 1 1.0 0 0.0 

D11 to use illegal drugs 0 0.0 0 0.0 

D12 apprehend, arrest 0 0.0 0 0.0 

D13 to visit a famous place as a tourist 0 0.0 0 0.0 

D14 with some adjectives 19 19.1 3 2.9 

 TOTAL 99 100 102 100 

 

https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/make_1#make_1__1
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/make_1#make_1__10
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/make_1#make_1__52
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Overall, it can be concluded that both native students and learners take D1 as the primary 

meaning of “do” in their do+noun combinations. In fact, this category dominates over all other 

possible meanings in both corpora. On the other hand, D3 and D14 reveal a difference between 

two corpora. Native students consider those categories as the secondary meanings of “do”, 

while the same categories are hardly ever referred in learners’ essays.  

 

6. Discussion 

 

6.1. Grammatical Patterns of “Make” and “Do” Verb+Noun Combinations Produced 

by the Learners and Native Speakers 

The current study used the grammatical patterning summarized by Hiltunen (1999) in order 

to show the similarity or dissimilarity among the native and learner corpora in terms of 

“make”+noun and “do”+noun combinations.  

As detailed in the “Results” section, the most frequent pattern observed in both corpora 

(native and learner) and both combination type (“do”+noun and “make”+noun) was P2 (see 

Table 2 for details). On the other hand, it was also evidenced that the native students followed 

a relatively different patterning regarding the combination types whereas learners were stick to 

similar patterns (P2 and P4) in their combinations regardless of the combination type.  

It should be noted that many other studies on the grammatical or semantic aspect of high-

frequency verbs (Altenberg and Granger, 2001; Babanoğlu, 2014; Kim, 2015; Laporte, 2012; 

Lin, 2019) mostly used the categorization suggested by Altenberg and Granger (2001), so that 

they could present a single picture depicting the grammatical and semantic properties at once. 

The current study, within the framework of the first research question, focused on the 

grammatical aspect individually in order to find a more robust answer. Therefore, Hiltunen's 

(1999) categorization of the grammatical patterns was used unlike many other studies. In 

essence, the categorization used in the current study has already been used to identify the 

English language across genres and historical periods (Hiltunen, 1999; Koskenniemi, 1977; 

Lareo, 2009; Nickel, 1968; Visser, 1963). Learner language was not addressed in those studies. 

Thus, the current literature does not provide any previous study using Hiltunen's (1999) 

categorization comparing the native English and learner language in terms of collocations or 

high-frequency verbs. Only that of Lareo (2009) might be compared to the current one 

regarding its concentration on the verb+noun collocations. Comparing a Maths corpus to a 

fiction corpus, Lareo (2009) reported that P2 was the most or one of the most frequently used 

patterns in both corpora, which is in line with the results of the current study. When the learner 

corpus is taken into consideration in isolation, one can infer that the learners produced “do” 

and “make” combinations which were very similar to the native speakers in terms of 

grammatical patterning. 

Interestingly, Hiltunen (1999) argues that P1 (see Table 2 for details) is the most common 

pattern today, but both the current study findings and that of Lareo (2009) yielded conflicting 

results with this argument. One possible explanation for this conflict might be that the genres 

analysed in the above-mentioned studies were different from each other. The current study 

made use of the argumentative essays written by university students in various topics and Lareo 

(2009) used fiction writings and science (Mathematics) articles. This diversity of the genres 

might explain the differing grammatical patterns in the corpora. At the same time, it might also 

imply that grammatical patterning is not governed by genre of the writing.  
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Taking only the learner data into consideration, the discussion might be further elaborated 

by recalling the specifications of P2. As stated above, P2 is a pattern in which one can use a 

noun without any definite or indefinite article. In fact, it is only possible for generic, abstract 

or non-countable nouns in English. Emphasising on the abstract nouns, Hiltunen (1999) 

explains this as an effect of French language on English in the course of time. Considering that 

the learners’ L1 was Turkish, this might bring forward the issue of L1 effect on learners’ 

verb+noun combinations. In Turkish, a verb+noun combination is possible with zero article as 

well as the accusative case (definite article “the”) and indefinite article case. However, it is not 

acceptable in English. 

E.g.:  Ali bir kek yaptı Ali made a cake 

  Ali keki yaptı  Ali made the cake 

  Ali kek yaptı  *Ali made cake 

As can be seen in the above examples, Turkish learners of English might have produced 

some erroneous “make”/”do” combinations without any definite (a/an) or indefinite article 

(the) since it is acceptable in their L1. Thus, the frequency of P2 -Verb + (Modifier / s) + Noun- 

might have increased (Üstünalp, 2013). The mismatch between the languages might account 

for the use of P2 pattern more than other patterns.  

 

6.2. Semantic Distribution of “Make” and “Do” Verb+Noun Combinations Produced 

by the Learners and Native Speakers 

The study findings revealed that both natives and learners assigned one common primary 

definition category (D) for each of “do” and “make” in their essays. For do+noun combinations, 

this common ground for both corpora were D1 - perform an action, activity, or job. This 

meaning category can be regarded as the core meaning of the verb “do”. As for “make”+noun 

combinations, the highest frequency was observed in D3 - someone performs the action 

referred to by the noun usually in fixed phrases- in both native and learner corpora. Although 

native and learner corpora yielded seemingly similar results, the results are more remarkable 

in terms of differences. Firstly, it was observed that these common primary Ds were used 

relatively at higher percentages in the learner corpora and D1 and D3 (for “do” and “make” 

respectively) were so frequent in the learner corpus that the other meaning categories were 

hardly considered, which decreased the diversity in their productions. Native corpora, on the 

other hand, showed more diversity in terms of definitions attributed to “do” and “make” in 

their combinational uses. Secondly, while D1 for do+noun combinations can be regarded as 

the core meaning of the verb do, D3 for “make”+noun combinations are not the core meaning 

of the verb “make” but is a delexical (e.g., make a judgement) definition of it. Comparing the 

percentages of “make” productions within groups, one might, deceptively, argue that the 

learners showed more examples of delexical “make” in their writings. However, when the 

frequency counts are reconsidered, the figures show that native speaker used higher number of 

“make”+noun combinations either in total or D3 in particular. It means that native students 

showed more examples of delexical “make” in their writings while presenting diversity at the 

same time. Finally, some senses of the high-frequency verbs were used at a relatively lower 

frequency in the learner corpus. For example, D3 (i.e.: do the biggest wrong) and D14 (i.e.: do 

the opposite) for do, and D5 (i.e: make money) and D8 (none) for “make” were rare in the 

learner corpus in comparison with the native corpus.  

The results are partially or completely in line with some of the significant studies comparing 

the learner language and the native language in this regard (Allerton, 1984; Altenberg and 

Granger, 2001; Cobb, 2003; Hugon, 2008; Lennon, 1996; Sinclair, 1991). Although detecting 
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the pitfalls of the learner language and generalizing over the differences from the native English 

is not focused majorly, the current study still provided some evidence for the differences 

between the learner language system and native language within overlapping issues. In an 

effort to discover the semantic diversity produced by the learners in high-frequency verbs, the 

current study revealed that although “make” and “do” are typically learned at the beginning of 

the EFL instruction, the learners (mixture of pre-intermediate and intermediate proficiency) 

seemed to fail in presenting various dictionary meanings attributed to these verbs in their 

academic writing. In a more global perspective, Cobb (2003) stated that even advanced learners 

of English have difficulty in discovering the full phrasicon in English, and they tend to repeat 

the same phrases whereas the native speakers implicitly know it, and thus they show more 

diversity in their language use. The current study presented evidence for this statement in terms 

of semantic diversity. Also, Sinclair (1991; 79) argued that learners avoid using common words 

and instead “they rely on larger, rarer, and clumsier words which make their language sound 

stilted and awkward”. This tendency was particularly observable in two instances in the current 

study. In the case of “do”, the learners used D3 -to have a good or harmful effect- only once, 

however it was possible to find D3 9 times in the native corpus. Moreover, the learners 

unacceptably used the lemma forms of “give harm” instead of “do” harm, cause harm or harm”. 

Doing this several times, the learners decreased their D3 frequency while making their 

productions awkward. As for “make”, learners seemed to have preferred “earn” as an 

alternative to “make” in the sense of D5 –to earn/get money-. Although the same interchange 

was observed in the native corpus (7 occurrences), the learners used that alternative more often 

(11 occurrences). Therefore, it can be said that Sinclair’s argument was confirmed in the 

current study.  

A similar claim was made by Lennon (1996). It was claimed that although learners have a 

broad idea of verb meaning, they have a more limited knowledge of some other important 

aspects, such as polysemy, semantic boundaries or collocational restrictions. Thus, their 

productions are mostly based on the core meaning of the verbs, though the verbs “make” and 

“do” have broader boundaries and collocational possibilities. As exemplified above, the current 

study shows that although learners are well familiar with the words “make” and “money” 

separately, they still prefer “earn money” at a higher frequency but “make money” at a lower 

frequency in comparison with the native corpus. A similar underuse of “make” in the sense of 

make money was also found in some other studies (Altenberg and Granger, 2001; Babanoğlu, 

2014; Hugon, 2008). Accordingly, it can be concluded that learners do not prefer “make” as an 

alternative to earn in the sense of make money. As stated by Lennon (1996), the problem is not 

just a verb-choice error, in fact “earn money” in the current study is not erroneous at all. The 

essence of the problem is that learners have a great tendency of sticking to the core verb 

meanings and they are unable to extend their knowledge to the delexical usage of a verb. 

Although high-frequency verbs allow for various uses, learners still feel restricted to the core 

meanings of them. Nevertheless, it should be noted that Shaw (2001) reported contrary findings 

in this regard. Comparing the writings of Chinese learners of English and a combination of two 

native sub-corpora, the researcher evidenced that the learner corpus contained higher number 

of “make” in the sense of make money than the native corpora. In the current study and above-

mentioned concordant studies dealt with Turkish, Japanese, Swedish and French learners of 

English, while Shaw (2001) examined Chinese learners in his research. Although, there is not 

an explanation for this contrast in Shaw (2001), the difference among the findings might imply 

an L1 effect or the language instruction.  

As cited in Altenberg and Granger (2001), Allerton (1984) argues that although there are 

grammatical, syntactic and semantic restrictions which have already been defined, it is still 

worth considering some sort of arbitrariness in the selection of some words such as high-
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frequency verbs. According to Altenberg and Granger (2001), learners might be aware of this 

arbitrariness, and thus they avoid using semantically unmotivated high-frequency verbs 

particularly when a high-frequency verb does not match with its L1 equivalent. The case can 

be exemplified with D8- to have right qualities for something/ to achieve something by 

reaching a necessary standard - of the verb “make”. This meaning category was not observed 

at all in the learner corpus while there were 8 occurrences of it in the native corpus. One 

plausible explanation of this divergence might be the fact that this sense of “make” in English 

does not make a similar sense in the L1 of the learners, Turkish. A similar motivation can 

account for some other differences across the corpora, such as underuse of “make” in the sense 

of D5 – make money- or “do” in the sense of D3 – do good/bad-. Therefore, it can be concluded 

that the current study confirmed the argument (Allerton, 1984) and explanation (Altenberg and 

Granger, 2001) by previous studies.  

 

7. Conclusion 

The study showed that when the grammatical patterns are regarded, although P2 and P4 

were the most frequent patterns in both corpora, learners seemed to use almost the same 

portions of the patterns regardless of their being “make” or “do” combinations. However, the 

native corpus revealed somewhat varying degrees of frequency considering the difference 

between “make” and “do” combinations. It implies that learners do not distinguish between 

“do” and “make” in this regard and they apply the same grammatical patterning not considering 

these items individually. Also, the high frequency of P2 in the learner corpus could be attributed 

to use of erroneous zero article nouns under the influence of L1 (Turkish). When the semantic 

properties are concerned, the study revealed that although both “do” and “make” have various 

dictionary meanings, the learner corpus did not show variety in using them in combination with 

nouns. They tended to stick to core meanings of them. These findings imply that learners are 

not much aware of the collocational possibilities or extended meanings of “make” and “do”, 

which make their writing clumsier as argued by Sinclair (1991, p.79).  

 

8. Implications 

Considering the current study findings and the relevant previous studies in the field, one 

major conclusion to be drawn is that knowing a word involves collocational uses of the word 

as well its core meaning and grammatical properties attached to it in usage (Thornbury, 2002, 

p.16). This brings the implication that the teachers, learners, and material designers should 

have the awareness of collocations in the target language (Babanoğlu, 2014; Bıçkı, 2012; Cobb, 

2003; Gilquin, 2007; Nesselhauf, 2004; Wray, 1999). Secondly, as stated by Lennon (1996), 

not only quantitative but also qualitative vocabulary gain should be addressed in language 

teaching. It means instead of continuously teaching new but undigested vocabulary, 

imperfectly acquired vocabulary items should be better consolidated so that the learners are 

able to use their pile of vocabulary productively (Cobb, 2003).  

Considering the above-mentioned implications, the methodologies in ESL/EFL settings 

should put more emphasis on the literal and figurative meanings of the target vocabulary, not 

the core meanings only. Especially, extended meanings and collocational uses of the words 

should be explicitly taught since mere exposure has little or no effect in this respect 

(Nesselhauf, 2003). Since the learners failed to show productive variation both in grammatical 

and semantic aspects, the explicit teaching should keep a good balance of form-focused and 

meaning-focused activities. Also, in collocation teaching, congruency among the native 

language and the target language should be considered, as well. Some collocations the in the 
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target language can be directly translated into the native language keeping the same semantic 

property. However, it is not possible for incongruent ones. Thus, they create a big problem for 

the learners especially in productive sense. Therefore, the teachers should give priority to the 

incongruent collocations by explicitly contrasting the literal, figurative or register specific 

meanings in language teaching (Bahns, 1993). The current study evidenced that the learner 

corpus involved many occurrences of L1 translation strategies which did not work.  

As for the classroom procedures, there are some practical implications with some caveats. 

Firstly, it should be remembered that classroom instruction might lead learners to produce 

grammatically correct but unidiomatic utterances due to the lack of sensitivity of collocational 

associates (Wray, 1999). Although there are some basic formulaic expressions covered in many 

course books, collocations with high-frequency verbs have a wider coverage in the language. 

It takes years for learners to learn these seemingly easy verbs, especially in delexical sense. As 

evidenced in the current study and many other studies, even upper-intermediate and advanced 

level learners cannot deal with high-frequency verbs when it comes to collocational uses. 

Therefore, the teachers should go beyond the course books and try to expose students to more 

real-life examples of the language. This is highly possible thanks to the concordance software 

nowadays. Especially, web-based concordance programs make it possible to observe a 

particular word with its numerous collocates in various authentic texts and evidently increase 

the vocabulary development (Akıncı and Yıldız, 2017; Conrad, 1999; Daskalovska, 2015).  

Testing students’ collocational knowledge is also important since it is closely linked to 

processing, comprehension and use of language (Almacioğlu, 2018). It should be noted that 

collocation knowledge was evidenced to be in correlation with both vocabulary score (Mutlu, 

2015) and writing score (Hsu, 2007). Hence, testing collocation knowledge might give a novel 

and better understanding of learners’ vocabulary and writing development, which is sometimes 

not much observable by repeating the same traditional tests in the classroom. Therefore, 

allocating time and energy for collocation cannot be regarded as an extra burden for teachers 

or students.  

Ideally, textbooks and dictionaries should consider learners’ native language while selecting 

the target collocations. Mainstream textbooks are, in nature, unable to consider numerous 

native languages in the world. Since one size-fits-all approach is not very helpful in collocation 

teaching, teachers should take more responsibility so that learners are exposed to the 

exclusively selected collocations rather than random ones. Alternating textbooks with corpus-

based collocation teaching seems a very effective technique as stated above. As for 

dictionaries, Hugon (2008) suggested that they should provide the learners with more 

contextual information (formal/informal, frequency… etc.) about high-frequency verbs. 

Although it is labour-extensive for dictionary authors, finding such information in a dictionary, 

of course, would have benefits for the learners.  

 

9. Limitations and Future Directions 

One major limitation of the current study was on the proficiency levels of the students who 

are the contributors of the non-native learner corpus used in the present study. As mentioned 

above, the students were at B1-B2 level regarding their base passing scores at the end-term 

exams of English preparation class in previous year. However, it should be noted that since the 

learner data were compiled from year 2009 to 2019, the students contributing to the learner 

corpus in the present study might not be very homogenous in terms of proficiency level because 

the exam format changed a few times in this period and thus the student profile, too, might 

have changed in the course of time. Therefore, the proficiency level of B1-B2 might be mixed 
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with some higher achievers such as upper-intermediates or advanced students, though they are 

very limited in number. Secondly, the corpora used in the study are composed of argumentative 

essays only. Considering that written language or even academic writing is not limited to 

argumentative essays, further studies can include other genres of writing. Hence, broader 

picture of the use of word combinations can be observed. 

This study focused on one single proficiency level. A further study can focus on more than 

one proficiency level such as A1-A2 and C1-C2 levels. Comparing two learner corpora among 

each other and to one native reference corpus might yield important results on the 

developmental factors in collocations with high-frequency verbs. Alternatively, the current 

learner group might be asked to write argumentative essays parallel to the current ones in terms 

of representativeness again in their fourth year at the department and their development in 

terms of collocations with high-frequency verbs can be observed in a longitudinal way.  

The present study considered “make” and “do”, only due to the potential problem they create 

for Turkish learners. A further study can focus on other high-frequency verbs such as take, 

have, get… etc. The high-frequency verbs can be studied all together, individually, or 

selectively based on certain criteria. Also, the current study considered only verb+noun 

combinations regardless of their restriction level. A further study can focus on other types of 

combinations such as adjective+noun combinations. Even, a certain restriction level can be 

focused such as idioms, collocations, and free combinations. 
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