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The current study investigates competence of EFL majors in Najran 

University, Saudi Arabia to translate into Arabic simple English colloca

tions. The study assumes the learners are not fully aware of how to 

translate collocations into Arabic.For this purpose, a sample of fourth 

level EFL learners were asked to translate some sentences, each of 

which contained an English collocation. The sentences were carefully 

designed to meet the average level and the few numbers of students in 

the rural Province of Sharorah. The responses were thoroughly 

analyzed for receptive and translational errors as well as for the causes 

behind them. The overall findings are not entirely satisfactory since 

they demonstrate a striking challenge in translating collocations due to 

collocational weakness at both the receptive and production levels, 

displaying numerous examples of L1 negative transfer. The test has 

revealed four types of translation errors: 1. Wrong Translation 2. 

Violation of Arabic collocation 3. Inaccuracy 4. Excessive wording. In 

light of the evaluation of the participants' collocational skills, the study 

also makes recommendations for ways to improve the current situation.  

 
"© 2026 by the Author(s). Published by IJAR under CC BY 4.0. Unrestricted use allowed 

with credit to the author." 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

Introduction:- 
A collocation in simple words is the habitual association between words. (Lewis, 1997, p. 44)defines it as 

―combinations of words which occur naturally with greater than random frequency‖. Regarding the interrelation of 

collocations with native speakers, (Aghbar, 1990) states that: ―A collocation, in its simplest definition, consists of 

two words which are linkedtogether in the memory of native speakers and occur together with some frequency in 

bothwritten and oral discourse.‖ For example, (foot the bill) and (catch a cold) aretwo commonly used collocations.  

One of the prominent features of collocations is the consistency and coherence of theircomponents;i.e., the 

combinations (fast food) and (quick meal) are considered collocations because the adjectives (fast and quick), 

although similar in meaning, they cannot be used interchangeably.Collocations, according to Many linguists and 

researchers, are stored in the minds or memories of native speakers.(Lewis, 2000; Nation,2001) believed that 

knowing a word includes knowing its collocations, therefore, many ofthose scholars think that only by using 

collocations, one can distinguish between native speakers and foreign language learners, see (Aston, 1995; Fillmore, 

1979; Kjellmer,1991; Pawley &Syder, 1983) Failure to use accurately collocations for EFL learners is a major 

indicator of foreignness (McArthur, 1992; McCarthy, 1990; Nattinger, 1980; Wu, 1996, sited in Jeng-yih Tim Hsu, 

Chu-yao Chiu, 2008).In this regard, (Newmark1981/1988) states:He [the translator] will be 'caught' every time, not 

by his grammar, which is probably suspiciously 'better' than an educated native's, not by his vocabulary, which may 

well be wider, but by his unacceptable or improbable collocations.There is a general consensus among scholars that 
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collocational competenceis a key element to acquire fluency. (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2000; Sung, 2003) state that a 

good control of collocationscan help language learners to speak more fluently.(Lewis, 2000; Richards & Rogers, 

2001) asserts that collocational competence is an indispensable component in the process of second/foreign 

language acquisition, and that’s true, as collocations make the speech natural and colorful because of their frequent 

occurrence in discourse. Cited in (El-Dakhs, 2015), Hill estimated their occurrence at 70% of what native speakers 

say, hear, read or write. We strongly believe that knowledge of collocations, among knowledge of other multi-word 

expressions, can significantly enhance the four skills altogether of EFL/ESL learners.  

 

Translating English collocations into Arabic-: 
Collocational awareness is one of the problematic areas for EFL learners,both at the at the receptiveand translational 

levels. Translating collocationsis not an easy task as it evolves around the idea of finding the exact TL equivalence.  

It’s a well-known fact that every language has its own inventory ofdifferent types of fixed expressions, among 

which are collocations. From Arabic, we may come across collocations such as: 

يشع عؼبل، سُم عبسو، جًع غفُش، طذَق حًُى، فشم رسَع، آراٌ طبغُخ، ججبل شبهقخ، سديفحى، جُش عشيشو، حشة ػشوس، عذو نذود ، أحًش 

. قبٌ، اطفش فبقع، أثُغ َبطع،أخؼش َبَع

Therefore, it stands to logic, that a good translator should be well-informed of the collocationalinventory of both SL 

and TL languages,while beingable of correctly choosing identical or equivalent collocationsfrom the target language 

that match those inthe source language. In Arabic, there is a considerable number of calqued collocations. The 

following examples are provided by (Aldeibani, 2014): 

 

 take a photoطىسح   (َأخز)َهزقؾ 

 a white lieكزثخ ثُؼبء 

 the finishing touchesانهًسبد الأخُشح 

 a promising startثذاَخ واعذح 

 attach hopes onَعهقّ آيبلاً عهً  

 on everyone’s lipsعهً كم نسبٌ   

 necessary evil aشش لاثذ يُه

 half the battleَظف انًعشكخ 

 

Many scholars acknowledged the challenge of translating prefabricated chunks such as collocations and 

idioms. The problem has a twofold character: 
The first liesin the difficulty of understanding these combinations due to their arbitrary metaphorical nature.The 

second one is in rendering them properly, choosing the optimal equivalent from the target language. A good 

illustration of the twofold problem can be noticed in the way,how one word collocates with different words to yield 

unpredictable meaning(s). A good example was mentioned by (Aldaibani, 2006)about the collocations of the verb 

(hold): 

 

hold his tongue ًَسك نسبَه 

hold a meeting  ً  َعقذ  جزًبعب

hold an election َجشٌ اَزخبثبد 

the room holds 100 persons. رزسع انغشفخ نًِئخ شخض 

hold one’s ground. َزشجشّ ثًىقفه 

hold something under control. َؼعه رحذ انًشاقجخ 

hold somebody in high esteem.  ًَكٍ نه رقذَشاً عبنُب 

hold strange opinions. َحًم أفكبساً غشَجخ 

hold the line. َجقُهفٍ الاَزظبس عهً انهبرف  

 hold a firm/ a tight grip onًَحكى قجؼزه عه  

 hold an inquiry into an accident.َفزح رحقُقبً فٍ انحبدس  

 hold the position of  ً  َشغم يُظجب

 

This variability of collocations adds to the difficulty of learning and translating collocations by EFL learners, 

(Rabeh, 2009). The huge number of collocations-that estimates at 70% of what native speakers say, hear, read or 

write-create a real obstacle for EFL learners to comprehend and translate them into their languages. Nevertheless, 

translating collocation into Arabic can be aneasy and enjoyable task, provided the translator is well-conversant with 

the collocations in bothlanguages as well as being highly cautious about the notion of equivalency.On the other 
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hand, translating collocationsbecomes particularly difficultif equivalentsor semi equivalents do not exist in the target 

language.  

 

In this case,the translator may haveeither toparaphrase the function of the collocation in the most acceptable 

wayor, if possible,resort to direct or literal translation, such as:  

1.Borrowing 2. Calque 3. Literal translation.  

Despite the fact thatdirect translation requires the highest level of caution, as the translated phrase ought to be 

clearly understood and acceptable in the target language from the linguistic and cultural points of view, however, 

this method pays off when new colorful collocations are added to the repertoire of the language. For many years, 

this method used to have been unfairly disapproved of bythe conservatives, thus,creating a state of 

stagnation.Nowadays, direct translationscan be observed more often,thus,breaking the ice of monotony that has 

prevailed for many years. 

 

Arabic seems now more tolerantand more dynamic, keeping pace with the rapid technological developments and 

intercultural exchanges. Apparently,the tolerancemight be due to some kind of nostalgia for the past, when 

Arabicused to have beenopen to other languages during its golden age, when translators whereactively encouraged 

and generously paid. Some calqued collocations have already been mentioned above and,here are some more: 

Behind closed doors خهف الأثىاة انًغهقخ 

to play a roleٍَهعت دوساً ف 

to cover the newsًالأخجبسَغط 

conspiracy theory انًؤايشحَظشَخ  

brainstorming ٍُعظف ره  

 

Purpose and questions of the Study:- 

The purpose of this study is to explore knowledge of English collocations among EFL majors, studying in the 

Faculty of Science and Arts in Najran University, Sharorah, K.S.A. The study makes use of a questionnaire, 

containing 12 sentences, each contains one collocation. The responses then were analyzed for receptive and 

translational errors.This study will also attempt to find out the causes behind students’ errorswhile translating 

collocations.  

 

Therefore, it will attempt to answer the questions about:  

1. The EFLcompetencein comprehending English collocations? 

2.The EFL competencein translating English collocations into Arabic, and the reasons behind their common errors, 

if there are any? 

 

Significance of the Study:- 

Although there is a considerable number of studies concerningcollocational competence of EFLlearners, none of 

them has been conducted in the Faculty of Science and Arts in Sharorah since its establishment17 years 

ago.Therefore, thecurrent study will explore and describe the collocational competence of EFL learners, especially 

that collocational weakness has been noticed at both the receptive and production levels.The outcome of this study 

will provide an assessment of the participants’ collocational competence and suggest solutions to straighten out the 

situation. 

 

Literature Review:- 
The term ‘collocation’ was firstly introduced by Palmer (1938) in his dictionary: 
"A Grammar of English Words".Later,Firth’s (1957)as cited in El-Dakhs (2015), defines itas ―the company that 

words keep‖, Cruse’s (1986) ―sequences of lexical items, which habitually co-occur,‖ (p. 40), McCarthy’s (1990) ―a 

marriage contract between words,‖ (p. 12) and Woolard’s (2000) ―the co-occurrence of words which are statistically 

much more likely to appear together than random chance suggests,‖ (p. 29). The issue of collocation has attracted 

the attention of many researchers from the Arab world, such as, El-Dakhs (2015), Farrokh (2012), (Miqdad, 2012), 

(Yunus & Awab, 2011), Alsakran (2011) Noor &Adubaib (2011), Abdul Ridha & Al-Riyahi (2011), Brashi (2009), 

Shehata (2008) and many others.Arab researchers investigatedthe collocational competence of EFL Majors from the 

productive and receptive prospects.There havealso been some contrastive studies between the collocations of 

English and Arabic, as well as some studies in translation of collocations between the two languages. 

 

https://context.reverso.net/translation/english-arabic/brainstorming
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One of the recent studies on the strategies adopted by EFL majors in translating collocations was conducted by 

(Habtoor, Al-Swaidan, 2019).Forty female EFL learners from the English Department in Najran University were 

asked to translate English collocations into Arabic.Theresults show that the participants’ knowledge of collocations 

was unsatisfactory and below the expected.In Majmaah University, K.S.A(Sana Abdelhai, Ghada Ahmed,2017) also 

researched the problem of translating English collocations into Arabic.Twenty Saudi EFL students participated in 

the study. All of them were in their fourth year. The outcome of the study showed that the students were 

incompetent as their translation of English collocations into Arabic was poor and unnatural. The researchers 

suggested raising students' awareness of collocations by acquainting them with the strategies of translating them into 

Arabic. (Ali Abdul Hameed Faris, Rasha Ali Sahu, 2013) attempted to explore translation competence of Iraqi EFL 

students in the College of Education at the University of Basrah. The study revealed that 70% of the participants 

face difficulties in translating English collocations into Arabic. The study also attempted to find out the causes 

behind the students’ errors, suggesting some solutions. 

 

classification of collocations:- 
Regarding the classification of collocations, the BBI Combinatory Dictionary of English, cited in Begagić 

(2014),classifies them into 8 types of grammatical and 7 types of lexical collocations: 

 

Grammatical collocations:- 

Grammatical collocations consist of an open class word in addition to a preposition, an infinitive or a clause (e.g., 

noun + preposition, noun + to infinitive & adjective + that clause). The following examples illustrate this point: 

1. noun + preposition e.g. blockade against, apathy towards 

2. noun + to-infinitive e.g. He was a fool to do it. 

3. noun + that-clause e.g. We reached an agreement that she would join ourteam. 

4. preposition + noun e.g. by accident, in agony 

5. adjective + preposition e.g. fond of children, hungry for news 

6. adjective + to-infinitive e.g. it was necessary to work, it's nice to be here 

7. adjective + that-clause e.g. she was afraid that she would fail 

8. different patterns in English: 

verb + to-infinitive e.g. they began tospeak 

verb + bare infinitive e.g. we must work. 

 

Lexical collocations:- 

Lexical collocations consist of open class words (e.g., verb + noun, adverb + adjective and adverb + verb). The 

following examples illustrate this point: 

1. verb (which means creation/action) + noun/pronoun/prepositional 

phrase e.g. come to an agreement, launch a missile 

2. verb (which means eradication/cancellation) + noun e.g. reject an appeal, 

crush resistance 

3. (adjective + noun) or (noun used in an attributive way + noun) e.g. 

strong tea, a crushing defeat, house arrest, land reform 

4. noun + verb naming the activity which is performed by a designate of 

this noun e.g. bombs explode, bees sting 

5. quantifier + noun e.g. a swarm of bees, a piece of advice 

6. adverb + adjective e.g. hopelessly addicted, sound asleep 

7. verb + adverb e.g. argue heatedly, apologize humbly 

 

Methodology:- 
Instruments and procedure:- 

The research adopted ananalytical descriptive approachas it’s suitable for this type of study. For achieving the 

purpose of the research, the participants were asked to translate 12 sentences into Arabic, each contained one 

English lexical collocation. The sentences in the test were easy enoughto suit the average level of the students in the 

rural Province of Sharorah. However, these sentences are carefully chosento direct the participants’ focus solely 

towardtranslating the collocations. It’s worth mentioning thatusing dictionaries while conducting the test wasstrictly 

forbidden.  
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Participants:- 

The study took place during the first semester of 2024. The participants inthis study were 12 Saudi undergraduate 

male EFL majors aged between 20-24, studying in theirfinal yearat the English Department of Sharorah College of 

Science and Arts in Najran University, Saudi Arabia.The participants have studied translation1 and translation2 

among many other subjects. All the participantswereArabic native speakers, who had previously learned English at 

school for six years. 

 

Data Analysis and Results:- 
The results ofthe current study have shown that the participants’ general understanding of collocations was 

unsatisfactory as many of them experienced vivid difficulty translating them into Arabic. 

 

The resultshave shown two major classes of errors:  

one that is purely related tostudents’incompetenceinArabic language. Although this classwas not within the focus of 

our research,therewere some crucial mistakes, such as, wrong order of Arabic VSOsentence by initiating them with 

the subject instead of the verb, which is alien and not acceptable to the Arabic. This L2 negative transfer was very 

common among the responses.The other type of errorswas in the translation of English collocations into Arabic, 

which is the focal point of this study.The findings of the test have revealeddiverse mistakes in translation,some of 

which were repeated by many respondents.These mistakes were classified into four classes as follows (see figure 1): 

 

 
 

Wrong Translation:- 

This class constitutes 22.4% of the four categories andcharacterized by the participants’ failure to provide correct 

translation of thecollocations.This is due to negligence of the metaphoric aspect of collocations, as in:  

 

sentence 5:The doctor took the temperature of the students. 

This sentence was wrongly translatedas: 

* The doctor took the students’instrument for measuring temperature (thermometer). 

The doctor took the students’ thermometer.أخز انطجُت يقُبس انحشاسح انخبص ثبنطلاة 

 

sentence 6. The children returned home because they had run out of money. 

The phrasal verb was contracted into the verb (run) and translated as: 

(… because they were running  ...ٌلأَهى كبَىا َشكؼى ) 

 

https://context.reverso.net/translation/english-arabic/a+thermometer
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sentence 9:The students finished the test in a record time. 

 

This collocation was randomly translated as follows: 

a) in the appointed time فٍ انىقذ انًحذد 

b) in a suitable time فٍ وقذ يُبست 

c) in a certain time ٍُفٍ وقذ يع 

 

sentence 12: I don’t like desk jobs. 

This collocation was translated according to the order of Arabic:  

(job desks ؽبولاد انعًم) 

 

Violation of Arabic collocation:- 

This type constitutes 32.7% of the four categories. In this class, althoughthe respondents show vivid understanding 

of the meaning, the renderingyielded distorted Arabic collocation, where at least one of its components is 

synonymous, as in: 

 

sentence 1: Alimade a lot of friends in Sharorah. 

This collocation was translated:  

 كىٌّ طذاقبد instead of عًم طذاقبد

 

sentence 2. The students took the bus to the university. 

This collocation was translated:  

 اسزقهىا انحبفهخ instead of أخزوا انجبص

 

sentence 3. The driver made an accident. 

This collocation was translated:  

 ً  وقع نه حبس instead of فعم حبدصب

 

sentence 8. It rained heavily last night. 

This collocation was translated:  

 يطشد ثغزاسح instead of أيطشد ثشذح

Within this class we came across some translations, where colloquial words were used, which is not acceptable in 

written Arabic, as in: 

 

sentence 1. Ali made a lot of friends in Sharorah. 

 كىٌّ طذاقبد instead ofسىي طذاقبد

 

sentence 4. The mechanic had a look at the bus. 

 أنقً َظشح instead of أخز َظشح

 

sentence 5. The doctor took the temperature of the students. 

 قبس انحشاسح instead of أخز انحشاسح

 

sentence 6. The children returned home because they had run out of money. 

 َفزد انُقىد instead ofانُقىد خهظذ

 

Inaccuracy:- 

This class is the highest in number as it constitutes 41.3% of the four categories. It’s characterized by obvious 

inaccurate translation of the collocations, making it unreliable, as in: 

 

sentence 1. Ali made a lot of friends in Sharorah. 

 كىٌّ طذاقبد instead of نذي عهٍ انكضُش يٍ الأطذقبء

 

sentence 3. The driver made an accident. 

 وقع نهسبئق حبدس instead of انسبئق طذو
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sentence 6. The children returned home because they had run out of money. 

 َفز يبنهى instead of أفهسىا

 نُفبر انًبل instead of نفقذاَهى انًبل

 َفز انًبل instead of أهذسوا انًبل

 

sentence 7. Please, keep quite when I’m studying. 

 ً ً instead ofأثق طبيزب  كٍ هبدئب

Within this class there have been some spontaneous translations, as in: 

 

sentence 4. The mechanic had a look at the bus. 

 أنقً َظشح instead of حشص عهً يعبَُخ

 أنقً َظشح instead of فحض انًُكبَُكٍ

 أنقً َظشح instead of رىجّت عهً انًُكبَُكٍ

 

sentence 11. Hasan is experienced in mathematics. 

 نذَه خجشحinstead of عجقشٌ

 نذَه خجشحinstead of خجُش

 

Excessive wording:- 

This class is the lowest in number. It constitutes 3.4% among the other 3 classes. In this type, the participants added 

some unnecessary words to the translation, as in: 

 

sentence 9: The students finished the test in a record time. 

...قبو انطلاة ثبلإَزهبء يٍ   instead ofأَهً انطلاة 

 

Conclusions, Recommendations and Pedagogical Implications:- 
The data analysis of this studyhas revealed four classes of translation errors.This is ample toconclude that EFL 

majors in Najran University do experience difficulty, both in comprehending and in translating collocations into 

Arabic.This seems a little odd, given that the learnersare in their final year and, having studied the subjects 

(translation 1 and Translation2) along with vocabulary building and other subjects, let alone that the collocations 

used in this test were easy.In light of the results, we highly recommend checking the efficiency of the syllabus 

specifications, textbooks and the methods used in teaching translation and vocabulary building. We also 

recommendadopting up-to-date textbooks in vocabulary building that  attach special importance to teaching 

collocationsand prefabricated chunks. Also, students are to be encouraged to extensively read in English, for reading 

is an essential input tool for boosting their vocabulary arsenal. 

 

With regard to translation, the participants demonstrated unequivocal difficulty, showing instances of L1 negative 

transfer that often ends up with distorted Arabic collocations, or at least demonstrating noticeable weakness in 

Arabic, thus, raising a daring question about their real efficiencyin Arabic.Finally, students Should be regularly 

exposed to translating metaphorical expressions such as collocations, idioms and prefabricated chunks. 
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