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Abstract

To be proficient in writing, learners of foreign languages are
expected to communicate effectively and effortlessly with native
speakers. Collocations, defined as the natural pairings of words, are
essential for achieving proficiency in a language and enhancing
writing quality. This research explored how incidental and
intentional instruction of collocations affected the participants’
written task scores. This study included 60 students at the pre-
intermediate level who studied English at Safir Language School in
Tehran, Iran. These students were grouped according to their
proficiency test results to ensure homogeneity. They used the
Touchstone series and the English Collocations in Use as their
primary textbooks. After each unit, they had to do a written task.
The results indicated that both incidental and intentional instruction
positively impacted the students' writing scores. Notably, those in
the incidental instruction group outperformed their counterparts in
the intentional group. The findings showed incidental instruction of
collocations was more effective than intentional teaching. The
outcomes of the study can assist educators in choosing effective
teaching strategies for collocations to boost writing performance,
syllabus designers in incorporating these insights into educational
materials to enhance vocabulary instruction, teachers in
emphasizing the benefits of incidental learning, and learners in
focusing on the importance of collocations, as unfamiliarity with
these word combinations may hinder their writing skills.
Conducting studies with larger sample sizes to validate the findings
in broader settings, and exploring incidental/intentional teaching to
students with varying skills, expertise, gender, and experiences are
also suggested for further studies.
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Introduction

The use of collocations significantly influences the naturalness of language
production. Learners use collocations to enhance their writing style, improve
readability, and facilitate comprehension, providing more options and creative
ways to express their thoughts (Du et al., 2025, 3067).

Tanihardjo (2018) emphasizes their importance, noting that collocations not only enhance
fluency but also improve accuracy. Collocations involve lexical relationships that are often
arbitrary and influenced by native speakers of a language (Trng & Thao, 2021). They enable
learners to pair words that naturally belong together, avoiding unnatural combinations or
unintended meanings. Despite this, English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners face
challenges mastering collocations because of their native language. The differences between
English collocations and those in learners' first languages present further obstacles (Trng &
Thao, 2021). Nation (2001) describes collocations as structured and interconnected word
groups, while Lea (2002) provides a broader definition, linking them to how words come
together to create fluent speech and writing. The challenge lies in finding effective strategies
to expand learners' knowledge of collocations in English language education. Various
approaches exist for developing lexical knowledge. Brown et al. (2008) and Richards and
Schmidt (2002) define the incidental way of learning as a process where learners acquire
knowledge indirectly, without the explicit intention to learn (Ahmad, 2011). Horst (2005)
argues that while incidental learning is challenging to define, it is essential in classroom
environments since the vast vocabulary needed for fluency cannot be learned solely through
direct instruction. Webb and Nation (2017) assert that vocabulary acquisition is often incidental
rather than intentional. Limited exposure to second-language (L2) resources can necessitate
deliberate learning, which aids retention and yields faster results (\Webb, 2008). Schmitt (2008)
observes that intentional learning promotes faster achievements and better retention, while
Hulstijn and Laufer (2001) suggest that deeper cognitive engagement enhances recall.
Incidental learning mirrors the way individuals acquire their first language, as encountering
new words in context encourages learners to rely on grammatical and contextual clues. This
process of analysis and reinterpretation fosters deeper cognitive processing and improves
retention (Ahmad, 2011). Mastery of collocations enables EFL learners to express their
thoughts in both written and spoken forms more naturally and concisely, resembling native
speakers (Duong & Nguyen, 2021). Nonetheless, proficiency in using collocations is typically
seen as an advanced expertise in learning languages and accomplishments (Akhter & Nordin,
2022). In language classrooms, there are some students with good ideas who often lose marks
because they do not know some of the most important collocations of a keyword that is central
to what they are writing. Moreover, “the intrinsic complexity of collocations, particularly their
arbitrary nature, presents substantial learning challenges” (My & Loi, 2025, 4). Therefore,
teaching collocations deliberately or incidentally can improve the learners’ knowledge of the
English language (Webb & Nation, 2017). The study attempted to examine the effectiveness
of incidental versus intentional instruction to see when better results in learners’ writing scores
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could be achieved. Moreover, it focused on beneficial techniques for teaching collocations for
the purpose of EFL learners’ improvement in English writing.

1. Literature Review
1.1 The Significance of Incidental Learning

Incidental learning is a fundamental yet frequently overlooked aspect of the learning process,
often referred to by researchers as the "forgotten dimension” (Rosenberg & Artman-Meeker,
2020). While formal learning takes place within structured settings and designated timeframes,
much of learners’ perception develops through incidental and informal learning. The concept
of "incidental way of learning"” was first introduced by Reber in 1967 when he was studying
artificial grammar acquisition. Many scholars consider incidental learning a form of informal
learning, viewing it as an unconscious process that occurs naturally alongside other activities
(Marsick & Watkins, 2001; Stangl, 2004). This connection aligns incidental learning with
implicit learning, which is characterized by a lack of conscious awareness (Stangl, 2004).
Formal learning is typically organized, institution-based, and occurs in structured environments
such as classrooms. On the other hand, informal learning, though intentional, is unstructured
and takes place in everyday life situations. According to Godfroid (2016), implicit learning can
lead to behavioral changes that individuals may not consciously acknowledge. Although
widely accepted as an unconscious process, some researchers challenge this notion, questioning
its validity and effectiveness. When learners practice specific language forms using explicit
knowledge, implicit learning may also occur, facilitating the development of underlying
cognitive processes. Paradis (2004) proposed the "Activation Threshold Model," which
suggests that repeated activation of a concept lowers its threshold for retrieval. As a result,
focusing on meaning rather than structure—can strengthen the acquisition of core cognitive
skills. Adults typically tend to rely on explicit learning and require precise information to
enhance their knowledge. However, as they advance in proficiency, they gradually transition
from metalinguistic awareness to implicit competence. Incidental learning is also closely linked
to self-regulated learning and intrinsic motivation, which play crucial roles in the acquisition
process (Finn, 2019).

1.2 The Importance of Intentional Instruction

Pianta (2003) defines intentionality as a “deliberate and organized interaction between
educators and children, where teachers purposefully challenge, support, and develop children's
skills” (p. 5). Epstein (2007) elaborates that educators facilitate learning by providing
information, offering feedback, posing questions, and introducing hypothetical situations to
deepen understanding. Drawing on Pianta (2003) and Berliner (1992), Epstein (2007) describes
an intentional teacher as someone who consciously and purposefully ensures that young
learners acquire the essential skills and knowledge Epstein (2007) defines an intentional
teacher as one who operates with clear purpose and awareness to ensure young learners develop
the essential skills and knowledge required for both academic achievement and success in life
(p. 1). The belonging and becoming framework encourages “educators to recognize the
importance of the children’s present lives, emphasizing that early childhood needs to be
accounted not only for the preparation for the future but also for its current experiences”
(Deewr, 2009, 7). Epstein (2007) further explains that intentional teaching is a thoughtful and
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deliberate process, requiring careful planning and purposeful action. Intentional educators use
their expertise and knowledge to design meaningful learning experiences, identify teachable
moments, and make the most of them. Additionally, such teachers focus on defined learning
objectives and employ strategies to guide children in achieving these goals.

1.3 Collocations: Definitions and Contributions to Writing

Theories related to formulaic language in English derive from the contributions of grammar
structures and other linguistic elements (Wray, 2002, as cited in Gulec, 2015). Language
develops through both written and spoken forms, shaping established routines and common
phrases. Collocations primarily involve lexical and grammatical components. Scholars define
collocations in various ways, but they are generally seen as words that frequently occur together
in sentences or paragraphs, forming recognizable patterns. These fixed combinations often
appear together in context. Sinclair et al. (2004) describe collocations as words that typically
align with two or more others, forming coherent structures in communication. Saeed (2003)
views collocations as word pairs that habitually appear together, emphasizing their role in
helping learners internalize meaning through repeated exposure. Akbar, Pathan, and Shah
(2018) highlight that writing is one of four key language skills required for learning English,
identifying it as the most important. Effective writing allows individuals to communicate their
ideas clearly (Kumar et al., 2021; Sadiku, 2015). Chandio et al. (2013) describe creative writing
as an expression of original thought, relying heavily on the cognitive abilities of the writer.
Writing depends on vocabulary, requiring not only the knowledge of individual words but also
of words that commonly occur together (Cakmak et al., 2021; Murcia, 2001). Collocations
represent habitual word pairings, showcasing a significant trend of go togetherness (Webb et
al, 2013). These pairings are vital for vocabulary acquisition. While many strategies exist for
teaching collocations, mastering them remains a challenge for learners of foreign languages
(Ucar & Yikselir, 2015). To express themselves effectively, learners must use appropriate
word pairings, which significantly enhance their language skills.

Given the critical role of collocations in language learning, educators and researchers have
increasingly prioritized their instruction, especially for EFL students (Ariffin & Abdi, 2020).
EFL learners often struggle with English writing due to it not being their native language,
prompting ongoing research to improve creative writing abilities (Ismail, 2011; Kumar, 2020).
Lee (2024) stated that “productive knowledge of collocations is scalable, which progresses
from the ability to recall the form to the ability to use the form in the context in free production”
(P.113). Studies suggest that emphasizing collocations is among the most effective strategies
for improving writing proficiency (Ashouri & Mashhadi Heidar, 2015). Bui (2021) observes
that EFL learners often devote years to memorizing vocabulary and grammar, yet they still
struggle to produce natural-sounding writing and speech. Teachers should adopt approaches
that enable students to communicate their ideas effectively in written form. It is important to
create activities that engage students in developing their writing abilities (Pan et al., 2022;
Sepianita, 2010). Anh (2019) asserts that strong writing skills are essential for communication,
allowing individuals to express themselves effectively through written language. While writing
is inherently creative, it is also described as a difficult integrative practice (Leggette et al.,
2015). Nonetheless, many English learners find writing particularly challenging, facing
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difficulties in articulating their thoughts and mastering the language. Researchers have
explored these challenges extensively, identifying the barriers students usually face in their
writing assignments (Anh, 2019).

1.4 The Current Study

Ghonsooli et al. (2008) note that while Iranian EFL learners may have a substantial vocabulary
repertoire, they often lack an understanding of collocations. Despite their strong grasp of
grammar and vocabulary, these students find it challenging to use the language cohesively.
Their ability to produce and comprehend language heavily depends on their lexical knowledge,
particularly their familiarity with collocations. McCarthy (1990) argues that knowledge of
collocations is a fundamental aspect of the linguistic competence that native speakers possess,
which can be particularly difficult for second-language learners to acquire. Scholars suggest
that mastering collocations is vital for language development (Hill, 2000; Lewis, 2000).
Research indicates that teaching lexical collocations can significantly improve overall English
proficiency (Hsu, 2010). However, the pedagogy surrounding multi-word units remains
underexplored (Sanchez, 2015). According to Siyanova-Chanturia and Spina (2019),
proficiency in collocations reflects target language fluency. In classroom contexts, students
with creative ideas may receive lower grades because they lack awareness of the essential
collocations related to key terms in their writing. Consequently, both incidental and deliberate
instruction of collocations can enhance students' mastery of English (Webb & Nation, 2017).
Focusing on productive skills associated with collocational use may also play a crucial role in
improving EFL learners’ writing performance (Mousavi & Darani, 2018). This study aimed to
explore effective methods for teaching collocations to improve EFL learners’ writing outcomes.
Specifically, it compared the effects of incidental and deliberate instruction on students’ writing
scores and sought to identify strategies that could enhance their ability to use collocations
effectively in writing. Therefore, the below-mentioned queries were proposed:

RQ1. Does incidental teaching of collocations significantly affect the writing
performance of Iranian EFL learners?

RQ2. Does intentional teaching of collocations significantly affect the writing
performance of Iranian EFL learners?

RQ3. Which of the methods of instruction (i.e., incidental vs. intentional) is statistically
more significant?

2. Methodology
2.1. Participants

The study was carried out with 60 pre-intermediate English learners from Safir Language
School in Tehran, Iran. The participants, evenly split between 30 males and 30 females, ranged
in age from 17 to 25. To ensure uniformity, two experimental groups were created according
to their proficiency test results. The instructional materials for the study included the
Touchstone series and McCarthy and O’Dell’s (2008) English Collocations in Use. Each unit
concluded with a writing assignment. One group underwent direct instruction to intentionally
learn collocations, while the other group was exposed to collocations incidentally, and there
was no control group.



Journal of English Language Teaching and Learning, 17 (36) / 2025, pp. 305-318 310

2.2. Instruments
2.2.1 Preliminary English Test (PET)

To form homogeneous groups, the Cambridge ESOL Preliminary English Test (PET),
developed by Cambridge University Syndicates (UCLE), was employed. This general English
proficiency test consisted of three sections: reading and writing (35 reading items and 3 writing
tasks), listening (25 items), and speaking (4 parts), assessing participants' English proficiency.
The writing section specifically evaluated grammar, structure, spelling accuracy, and clarity in
conveying a short communicative message. Participants were tasked with composing a written
piece addressed to a specific individual. Using the PET scoring rubric, four subscales—content,
communicative achievement, organization, and language—were rated from 0 to 5. The test
duration was 75 minutes.

2.2.2 Pretest for Collocations and Writing

Fifty lexical and grammatical collocations were selected from the course materials, including
English Collocations in Use by McCarthy and O'Dell (2007). These collocations were
categorized based on their relevance to the learners' resources and familiarity. To evaluate
participants' writing proficiency, the PET writing section was employed as a pretest, examining
their skills through the criteria of organization, communicative achievement, content, and
language. The assessment also considered their usage of collocations to determine the extent
of their learning. Participants' written submissions were scored accordingly. The writing task
allocated 30 minutes for completion, as specified in the PET manual.

2.2.3. Posttest for Collocations and Writing

The same writing task from the PET exam was utilized as the posttest to evaluate the impact
of the instructional sessions. Participants were given 30 minutes, consistent with the pretest, to
complete the posttest.

2.2.4 Textbooks

To teach collocations, English Collocations in Use by Michael McCarthy and Felicity O'Dell
(2007) was integrated alongside the course book. This textbook was selected to familiarize
learners with common collocations derived from the Cambridge International Corpus (2017).
Each section spanned two pages: explanations of collocations and the relevant tasks and
activities.

2.3. Design and Context of the Study

The research employed a quantitative approach with a quasi-experimental design, consisting
of pretest, instructional intervention, and posttest phases. Two experimental groups were
included, both undergoing treatment sessions, with no control group. Participants’ writing
scores were the dependent variables, while the types of instruction—intentional and
incidental—served as the independent variables.

2.4. Data Collection Procedure

The PET was administered to EFL learners at Safir Language School to confirm their
homogeneity. Participants were grouped based on their availability, and their PET writing



The Effect of Incidental vs. Intentional Instruction of Collocations on Iranian EFL ... / Shamshir 311

scores were evaluated against a rubric emphasizing collocation usage. Fifty collocations were
selected from participants’ textbooks and aligned with those found in English Collocations in
Use by McCarthy and O'Dell (2008). A collocation pretest was designed, which participants
completed before undergoing six instructional sessions. In the first group, target collocations
were presented intentionally, with explicit instruction on their structure and meaning. This
group occasionally used the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English for unfamiliar
terms, underlined collocations, and compiled lists. In contrast, the second group learned
collocations incidentally through L2 reading tasks, without direct focus on collocation
teaching. Before reading assignments, students discussed relevant topics, such as holiday
experiences, facilitating implicit learning of phrases like “take a holiday” or “take a train/bus.”
Students then shared personal stories and completed short written tasks at home, drawing from
their experiences. Their submissions were reviewed and corrected in the following sessions.
After the instructional phase, participants took a posttest identical to the pretest. Additionally,
a different version of the PET was administered to measure progress. SPSS software was used
to analyze the pretest, posttest, and writing data.

2.5. Data Analysis Procedure

To evaluate the mean scores of the experimental groups on the pretest and posttest, two paired-
sample T-tests and one independent-sample T-test were performed. The statistical analyses
were carried out using SPSS and the results were presented for assessment.

3. Results
3.1. Results of the First Research Question Analysis

A paired samples t-test was conducted to examine improvements in writing scores of Iranian
EFL learners in incidental group over time, from the pretest to the posttest. It should be noted
that in all the analyses the normality of data was checked through examining the skewness
values and all were between -2 and +2 (see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013), showing the normality
of the dataset (see Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Incidental Class

N Minimum Maximum Mean  Std. Deviation Skewness
Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. Error
Pretest 30 12.00 20.00 15.43 2.69 0.38 0.43
Posttest 30 16.00 20.00 18.53 1.38 -0.49 0.43

Table 2. Paired Samples t-test for the Incidental Class

Paired Differences

Std. 95% ClI
Std. Error
Mean Deviation Mean Lower  Upper t df Sig.
Incidental Pretest 3.10 0.20 0.36 3.84 2.35 8.64 29 .00

Group Posttest

The paired-sample t-test demonstrated that the students in incidental group had some advances
over time (3.10 points increase), from the pretest to the post-test, t = 8.64, p=.00. More
specifically, as shown in Table 1, it can be argued that the students in the post-test (M=18.53,
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SD=1.38) had significantly better performance in comparison with theirs in the pre-test
(M=15.43, SD=2.69), with Cohen’s d of 2.00, which signified a large effect (Sawilowsky,
2009).

3.2. Results of the Second Research Question Analysis

Another paired samples t-test was implemented to examine improvements in writing scores of
Iranian EFL learners in intentional group over time, from the pretest to the posttest. It should
be noted that in all the analyses the normality of data was inspected through examining the
skewness values and all were between -2 and +2 (see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013), signifying
the normality of the dataset (see Table 3).

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of the Intentional Class

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Skewness
Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. Error
Pretest 30 12.00 20.00 15.16 2.46 0.35 0.42
Posttest 30 13.00 20.00 16.70 2.13 -0.10 0.42

Table 4. Paired Samples t-test for the Intentional Class

Paired Differences

Std. Std. Error 95% CI
Mean Deviation Mean Lower  Upper t df Sig.
Individual Pretest 1.53 1.04 0.19 1.09 1.14 8.06 29 .00

Group Posttest

As can be seen in Table 4, the paired-sample t-test indicated that the students in the intentional
group as well had improvements from the pretest to the post-test (a 1. points increase), t =8.06,
p=.00. Consequently, it can be said that, as Table 3 illustrated, the students in the post-test
(M=16.70, SD=2.13) had significantly better performance compared with theirs in the pretest
(M=15.16, SD=2.46). At the same time, Cohen’s d of 1.41 suggested a large effect
(Sawilowsky, 2009). Considering this finding, the relevant null hypothesis was rejected.

3.3. Results of the Third Research Question Analysis

One independent-samples t-test was run on gain scores to investigate the differential effects of
incidental and intentional teaching of collocations on the participants’ writing scores from the
pretest administration to the posttest and differences between these tests for all participants in
collaborative and individual levels were examined. It is worth noticing that prior to utilizing
t-test, the normality of data as well as the skewness values of these tests were also checked and
it was displayed as -2 and +2 (See Tables 1, 3, & 5); showing the normality assumption was
reasonable.

Table 5. The Descriptive Statistics of Writing Gain Scores of Different Groups from Pretest to Posttest

Group Mean  Std. Deviation  Std. Error Mean  Skewness Statistic Std. Error
Gain Intentional 1.53 1.04 0.19 1.27 0.42
Incidental 3.10 2.00 0.36 0.23 0.42

The outcomes revealed that participants’ mean scores were statistically different in both
administrations and for both groups, showing a large effect (see Tables 5 and 6) and it can be
seen that the latter outperformed the former over the two testing times. Ultimately, it can be
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concluded incidental teaching of collocation was more effective than its intentional counterpart
in boosting Iranian EFL learners' writing scores over time.

Table 6. Independent-samples t-test of Gain scores of Writings

Levene's
Test t-test
p Mean Std. Error 95% CI
F  Sig. t df value Difference Difference  Lower  Upper
Gain  Equal variances 749 0.01 379 58 0.00 1.57 0.41 2.39 0.74
assumed
Equal variances 3.79 4357 0.00 1.57 0.41 2.40 0.73

not assumed

4. Discussion

The analysis indicated that both intentional and incidental learning strategies led to significant
improvements in writing scores; however, incidental learning had a stronger impact. This
aligns with Chen’s (2021) findings that state incidental learning imposes less cognitive pressure
on learners, enhancing their performance. Hulstijn (2013) similarly noted the advantages of
incidental vocabulary acquisition, emphasizing its potential for long-term retention. Studies by
Lu (2021) and Sok and Han (2020) further corroborate the effectiveness of incidental learning
in fostering meaningful engagement with word meanings and structures, thereby improving
retention and application in writing. Minda and Ross (2004) supported these findings by
demonstrating that incidental learning improves learners' performance and helps them acquire
language structures more effectively. Similarly, Webb et al. (2013) observed that learners often
pick up word combinations unintentionally while reading, with repetition playing a key role in
mastering collocations. Their research highlighted that (a) individuals can acquire word
combinations incidentally through story reading. These outcomes align with Boers (2020), who
found that unintentional learning strategies contributed to vocabulary acquisition, although
methods involving the simultaneous study of information proved more effective. This
effectiveness is attributed to the ability of repeated experiences to reinforce memory, albeit
within certain limitations. Pellicer-Sanchez (2020) also argued that incidental learning benefits
from the intensive study of collocations, as frequently encountering word groups facilitates
retention. He emphasized that collocations are less noticeable than individual words in
authentic contexts, making focused exposure crucial. Collocations often consist of common
words, which further reduces the likelihood of learners consciously recognizing them (Pellicer-
Sanchez, 2020).

In contrast, Nakata and Suzuki (2019) argued that deliberate learning methods are more
effective in recalling collocations for a longer time. Their study highlighted the advantages of
spaced vs. massed practice in vocabulary acquisition, a finding supported by research on the
spacing effect (Cepeda et al., 2006) and vocabulary learning (Farvardin, 2019). Similarly,
Laufer (2005) cautioned against relying solely on reading for vocabulary acquisition and
advocated for explicit instructional strategies to develop vocabulary effectively. Alemi and
Tayebi (2011) diverged from these results, suggesting that the mode of information
presentation significantly influences vocabulary outcomes, with no clear advantage for either
incidental or intentional strategies. Ahmed (2017) concluded that intentional learning promotes
better memorization due to the depth of processing involved. Spector and Kim (2014) echoed
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this view, asserting that intentional methods are more efficient because they provide clear
objectives that engage learners more deeply. Hung (2015) also noted that intentional learning
fosters active engagement with resources, leading to improved outcomes. Serrano and Huang
(2021) suggested that deliberate repetition is more beneficial for vocabulary learning than
incidental methods. Schmitt and Won (2008) similarly reported that intentional learning
strategies yielded better results than incidental methods.

Conclusion

The analysis of the data for the first research question revealed that students in the incidental
learning group experienced significant progress from the initial test to the final test, indicating
a strong effect. In essence, comparable improvements were observed in the intentional learning
group. Regarding the third research question, an independent samples t-test identified a
significant difference in gain scores between the groups, with the incidental group
outperforming the intentional group. These results suggest that incidental instruction of
collocations was more influential in enhancing the participants’ writing scores.

The study highlights the value of incidental learning in writing enhancement. These findings
can assist educators in choosing effective teaching strategies for collocations to boost writing
performance. Additionally, syllabus designers and policymakers could incorporate these
insights into educational materials to enhance vocabulary instruction. Teacher training
programs should emphasize the benefits of incidental learning, encouraging instructors to adopt
strategies that focus on this approach for greater effectiveness. Learners should also be
educated on the importance of collocations, as unfamiliarity with these word combinations may
hinder their writing skills. Teachers must actively engage students with collocations and
frequently evaluate their understanding and application in various contexts.

Several limitations must be considered when generalizing these findings. The study’s
sample size was restricted to participants from a single language institute in Iran. Likewise,
including the control group that would receive no treatment on collocations may enhance the
reliability of the findings. Future research should consider larger, more diverse samples.
Factors such as participants’ prior learning experiences and socio-economic backgrounds were
not controlled, which may lead to varying results. Additionally, the study’s one-semester
duration limits conclusions about the long-term effectiveness of this instructional approach.
Longitudinal research could examine these methods over longer periods and with more varied
participants. Future research could explore the following areas:

= Conducting studies with larger sample sizes to validate the findings in broader settings.

= Exploring incidental/intentional teaching to students with varying skills, expertise,
gender, and experiences.

= Investigating these approaches’ impact on speaking, listening, etc.
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