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Abstract
This paper compares the output of two translation tasks. In an attempt to find out the extent to
which students of translation can translate Arabic contextualized collocations into English
properly, two conflicting views about carrying out a translation task are tested. The first holds
that avoiding the use of a dictionary in test sessions, though not in translation classes, would
save time and yield better translation products, whereas the second contends that recourse to a
dictionary is unavoidable at any translation task, including tests. The two opposing views
have their corollary in a similar dispute which has already been settled in favour of the mental
lexicon rather than the dictionary (cf. Rangelova/Echeandia 2003). The results of this study
defeat the first claim and run counter to Rangelova/Echeandia's findings, though obtained
from qualitatively a different test setting.

1

Introduction

Collocations, roughly defined as expressions exhibiting words in company or, better put, as
conventional, recurrent and non-idiomatic expressions consisting of mainly two lexical items,
e.g. constant/sharp (but not continuous/strong) pain, have received considerable attention over
the last few decades. Although definitions proliferate in the literature, often quoting Firth
(1951) directly or indirectly, collocations remain "notoriously difficult to define" (Leśniewska
2006: 95; see also Poulsen 2005; Martyńska 2004: 5). Despite our awareness of the difficulty
of both their definition and accommodation in linguistic theory, collocations, including
grammatical, are taken here for granted because of the commonly held view of habitual cooccurrence of lexical items regardless of adjacency or proximity between one item and
another. Recent empirical research is said to have "defied difficulties and criticism and
sparked renewed interest in a number of areas ranging from computational and corpus
linguistics to lexicography, language pedagogy, and [...] translation studies" (Baroni/
Bernardini 2003: 1). Thus excellent dictionaries such as the BBI by Benson, Benson and Ilson
(1986/1997), Lea's (2002) Oxford Collocations Dictionary for students of English, LTP
Dictionary of Selected Collocations by Hill/Lewis (1997), Sinclair's (2001) Collins Cobuild
English Language Dictionary, Hafiz (2004) Arabic Collocations Dictionary, inter alia, and
two complementary textbooks on collocations in use, viz. intermediate and advanced
(McCarthy/O'Dell 2005 and O'dell/McCarthy 2008) have been produced recently. And, as
planned, we expect to see more bilingual dictionaries, such as Abu-Ssaydeh (forthcoming) on
Arabic-English collocations, than what has so far been made available, viz. Ghazala (2007),
Wang (1988) and Bogatz (1997) on English-Arabic, Chinese-English and German-English
collocations, respectively.
A cursory look at the partial list of references we have come across and/or the bibliography
compiled by Cowie/Howarth (1996) should be clear evidence of world-wide interest in the
study of collocations, English collocations in particular. Obviously, this interest has mainly
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grown out of the feeling that learners of English as a foreign or second language, including
advanced learners and professional translators, continuously stumble over which words go
hand in hand with which appropriately (cf. Taiwo 2004; Koosha/Jafarpour 2006; Hüttner
2005; Walsh 2005; Millar 2005; Martyńska 2004; Lindquist 2003; Wray 2000; Macedo 2000;
Bahns 1993, inter alia). Research in especially applied linguistics, translation included, has
focused on several themes, on top of which stands the notion of competence. Testing
collocational knowledge, both monolingually and/or interlingually, is attested in the literature
(cf. Jaén, 2007; Brashi, 2005; Mahmoud 2005; Farghal/Obiedat 1995; Farghal/Shakir 1992f.,
inter alia). The majority of tests made available are elicitation tests, both productive and
receptive, whose overall purpose is to measure the degree of competence in the learner's
linguistic repertoire and hence the forwarding of suggestions and/or teaching techniques in an
attempt to remedy the problems learners and trainee translators face (cf. Al-Sibai 2009;
Mahmoud 2005; Sarikaş 2006, among others). As such, error analysis has become
fashionable but, additionally, a number of pedagogy researchers have focused on the
strategies learners adopt while translating from and into English or consulting, as well as
evaluating, general-purpose dictionaries in the absence of specialized collocational
dictionaries such as the ones mentioned above (see, e.g. Vrbinc 2005; Hafiz 2002; 2004).
The present paper follows suit, but the objective is totally different. By measuring the
collocational knowledge of undergraduate students, the tests conducted in this paper are used
as a means to a different end (cf. Bahumaid 2006). The results of the tests are taken as an
index to the reliability of either the general-purpose dictionary use or the mental lexicon in
translating Arabic collocations into English. In other words, we intend to measure dictionarybased vs. dictionary-free collocational knowledge of translation trainees. As such, section two
of this paper outlines the issue at stake, i.e. the rationale behind our attempt and hence the
hypothesis. Section three reports on the subjects being experimented and the design exploited.
Section four introduces the test material along with few remarks on reasons behind the
authors' choice. While section five displays the results obtained and discusses their
significance, section six concludes the paper with a number of suggestions. The Appendix
attached to the paper is meant to show the reader an optimal translation of the 30 Arabic
sentences into English, irrespective of how close to Standard Arabic they are.
2

The Issue at Stake: The Rationale

It goes without saying that consulting specialized and/or bilingual dictionaries in training
translation classes is as important as using one's mind in search of meaning. This is a widely
held view among translation practitioners (cf. Abu-Ssaydeh 2007; Sánchez Ramos 2005;
McKeon/Radev 2000; Hussein 1998). But when it comes to the question of whether or not
using a dictionary in an examination relevant to previous training, conflicts between
respective adherents may arise. This is exactly what the present paper addresses in relation to
the translation of Arabic collocations into English. The rationale behind this piece of research
was initially motivated by two controversial views held by the two authors. The first,
advocated by the first author, claims that more efficient translations can be done without the
use of a dictionary in test sessions. The claim is based on the belief that the students who have
already had access to general-purpose dictionaries during training must be linguistically and
psychologically ready to take an examination without using a dictionary; for it is, above all,
assumed that they have possessed a considerable amount of vocabulary during their past 15
years of learning English as a foreign language. The claim derives its strength from higher
grades scored by a number of 3rd-year undergraduates taking an Arabic-English translation
course with the first author who, in contradistinction to the rest of their classmates, opted for
not using the dictionary. It should be noted, however, that those who chose to translate on a
dictionary-free basis were mostly top students. The second, subscribed by the second author,
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claims that recourse to a dictionary is unavoidable at any stage of training undergraduates,
including examinations.
The underlying assumption here is that, according to the dictionary-based view, training
translators will skim the readily accessible dictionary entries in search for the most adequate
and reliable equivalents. The dictionary-free view contends that trainees will skim
translational correspondences, including lexical relations as stored in their mental lexicon, in
no time. Not only this, but holds that "the human word-store contains far, far more
information about each lexical entry" (Rangelova/Echeandia 2003). Indeed, this is bound to
present conflicting entailments. The former, for instance, seems to entail the likelihood, on the
part of an equivalent-finder, to resort to generally the first given dictionary entry, thus a
predilection to venture down the path of literal translation could be tenable here. By contrast,
the latter, which advocates a dictionary-free treatment of equivalence, seems to entail the
ability to skim and access the closest options, if already stored, in the mental lexicon; that is,
the skimming process, though requiring more cognitive processing on the part of trainees, but
less sight tracking, is more likely to result in a fewer selection of senses for the required
lexical item and hence the choice of a functional equivalent that emerges in a relatively
shorter time span. In the first author's experience, the dictionary-based selection freedom is,
accordingly, time-consuming because entry meanings in the general dictionaries made
available to novice translators in the class are not listed to well-defined criteria and objectives
and hence the indeterminacy and indecisiveness on the part of the proper sense finder. That a
dictionary-free task saves time is already implicitly acknowledged in James Cook University's
document on Policy and Procedures regarding "Student Access to a Dictionary During an
Examination"1.
The manual states the following: "Candidates using a bilingual English translation dictionary
are not permitted extra time to complete their examination." No wonder, it is reported that
70% of the translation instructors in Saudi Arabia universities do not allow their students to
use dictionaries in class or test sessions (cf. Al-Jarf 2001). In the second author's relatively
shorter experience, on the other hand, equal opportunities are offered to trainees and/or testees
in an attempt to create a healthy "feel-free" class, not to mention the fact that it has been
traditionally held that dictionaries are authoritative, better sources for finding delicate
meanings and lexical associations than relying on intuition and stored knowledge in the mind.
This view is by and large the norm on the current scene (cf. Ryu 2006; Maurer-Stroh 2004);
dictionary use is more often than not recommended and encouraged.
Incidentally, these two conflicting views have already been tested by Rangelova/Echeandia
(2003) who hypothesized that "dictionary entries are not representative of the way humans
link words together in their minds" (2003: 2). Their sample subjects for the study, which
included 16 dictionaries and a questionnaire on how learners use them, were 26 international
students enrolled in the intermediate and advanced level ESL classes in the English Language
program at the University of Albany, New York. The students came from a diversity of
countries representing eight different languages. They concluded that dictionaries are limited
in scope in comparison with the mental lexicon and, therefore, "tend to overlook the way
lexical items are interconnected in semantic memory" (ibd.). In an attempt to find out
preferences in employing the 16 dictionaries, their results showed that their subjects "chose
the definitions that included examples of the systematic collocational patterns of words as
"most helpful" over definitions that did not contain collocations" (2003: 4).
By extension, this paper purports to investigate the matter in an endeavour to settle the dispute
between the present researchers and, as a by-product, to verify the dictionary/mental lexicon
1
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results obtained by Rangelova/Echeandia. Our ultimate goal is, therefore, not the
identification of translation errors and their classification, e.g. Hussein (1998); AlHamly/Farghal (2008); Shin 2007; Hemchua/Schmitt (2006); Li (2005); Kasuya (2000;
2008), inter alia. We neither intend to suggest remedies for the problems novice translators
face, nor explore the strategies adopted by novice translators, e.g. Zughoul/Abdul-Fattah
(2003). Equally so, it is neither designed to propose strategies for improving dictionary use
(cf. Roberts 1992), nor meant to assess the utility of any available dictionary along the lines
of, e.g. Abu-Ssaydeh (2007) or Rangelova/Echeandia (2003). Rather, it is intended to test the
collocational knowledge of two groups of university undergraduates based on their translation
output in order to answer one simple question: Should dictionaries be allowed in test sessions
at the time learners have already had 15 years of exposure to English vocabulary?
3

Population and Design of the Study

To achieve the main objective of the study, two separate collocational tests were conducted
on two different groups of four-year students majoring in English language and literature at
the Hasehmite University, Jordan. All the 71 subjects tested had no previous formal training
in translating collocations from Arabic into English or vice versa, but had already passed a
general English-Arabic translation course in their third year. The first test, being dictionarybased, was conducted on a group comprising 31 students in 2005 whereas the second test,
dictionary-free, on a group comprising 40 students in November 2008. Although it is widely
held that 4th-year undergraduates represent relatively a homogenous society, the researchers
intended to verify the claim by splitting the testees' performance in each test into three units
according to the grades obtained in previous translation examinations. So for each level, viz.
very good, good and average, we get two corresponding sub-groups, i.e. very good vs. very
good, good vs. good and average vs. average. Such a one-to-one correspondence is not trivial;
for it will enable us to draw conclusions in terms of the students' level of performance prior to
coming up with the intended generalizations across the two major groups, viz., A & B whose
sub-groups are correspondingly labeled A1, A2 and A3 vs. B1, B2 and B3. In order to verify
the above claim, we need to find out: (1) whether or not the grades obtained previously in
translation examinations correlate with the performance of each sub-group in translating
Arabic collocations into English; and (2) the extent to which students in each sub-group agree
collectively on the required sense equivalent(s) and hence a legitimate comparison between
corresponding sub-groups and the two major groups. Because the two tests were not part of an
examination, the students were encouraged to do their best in the test. They were told that 1-5
marks would be given as a bonus depending on the quality of their performance. They had
never been made aware that the test was run for experimental purposes, designed in such a
way as to measure their knowledge of Arabic and/or English collocations or intended to see
how well one group would use any bilingual or general-purpose monolingual dictionary and
the other would only use their mental linguistic repertoire. So the two tests, each of which
took one hour to finish, was quite serious and competitive.
4

Test Material

The researchers agreed on testing the translation potential of only three lexical items: two
Arabic verbs and one verbal noun, each contextualized in ten different sentences. All the 30
sentences (see Appendix) were assumed to be common to the testees. The three lexical items,
viz. /đaraba/ 'hit', /ħaşara/ 'enclose' and /taxfiif/ 'diluting', the general meanings of which are
given here for convenience, were chosen on purpose. Because they are polysemous, i.e.
display multiple senses, the range of collocability is expected to be wider and hence requiring
a considerable search for the best collocating sense in a manual/electronic dictionary and, to a
lesser degree, the mental lexicon. In fact, both Wehr (1994) and Baalbaki (1995) list over 100
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senses for the first item, over 40 for the second, and around 30 for the third, respectively.
Since specialized dictionaries such as those mentioned in the introduction are not available in
the University library, the members of group A were asked to feel free using any available
dictionary in their search of the most convenient sense-relation equivalent. The majority in
group A used Wehr's (1994) and Baalbaki's (1995) Arabic-English dictionaries, already
criticized by Abu Ssaydeh (2007) for their inadequacy to cope with collocations, while very
few used monolingual English paper and electronic dictionaries. In contrast, those of group B
were asked to use their minds only. The total number of sentences translated by group A
were 31 x 30 = 930 and group B 40 x 30 = 1200. This should not mean that we end up with
930 + 1200 = 2130 English translations showing all sense relations for the three lexical items.
Rather, we look forward to seeing the extent to which the translation of sub-groups and,
ultimately, the two main groups get close to the optimal 30 translations provided by the two
authors. So it is against the two authors' translation that the output of the subjects under study
is assessed. Since both authors are professional translators and linguists, with a fairly longstanding experience in translating/interpreting and teaching translation for advanced learners,
the said translations have not been referred to a third party for reliability validity.
It is to be noted, however, that the provision of 30 English collocations for 30 corresponding
Arabic sentences is far from reality. Paraphrases are expected either way; for "one cannot
assume that a concept expressed by way of collocation in one language will use a collocation
in another language" (McKeon/Radev 2000: 12). Naturally, this would be too ideal; for
whatever spatiotemporal constraints, among others, are imposed on collocational tests and/or
whoever the tested populations are, variation in translating collocations is inevitable. Some
readers might even cast doubts on words in company in the Arabic sentences as belonging to
the domain of collocations, e.g. sentence 1 below, which is true if we go by one definition
rather than the other made available in the literature. Since "there is no exhaustive and
uniform definition or categorization of collocation" (Martyńska 2004: 5), it would be quite
sufficient for the purpose of this paper to follow the Firthian's "words in company", a
statement made over seven decades ago, while hoping to introduce fresh insights in a separate
work.
5

Results and Discussion

In processing the figures we have obtained, we initially listed the number of sense equivalents
given by students under each of the ten sentences selected for each of the three lexical items.
For example, if ten students agreed on the sense of 'hit' for the Arabic verb /đaraba/, as shown
in sentence 1 below, then we placed 'hit 10' under S1. If 5 students agreed on the sense of
'beat' for the same verb in sentence1, we placed 'beat 5' under S1. Having finished identifying
and counting all the senses obtained for the first sentence, we moved to the senses of the
second sentence and the rest in the same manner. As such, we ended up with a table that
contains numbers S1–S10, representing the ten sentences for each of the three targeted lexical
items, under each of which the number of occurrences for each sense appears. This should
mean that the performance of each sub-group appears numerically in one single table. Thus
the figures of six tables, viz. three for A1, A2 and A3 vs. three for B1, B2 and B3 are
processed, presented and juxtaposed in such a fashion that the total figures in table 1 below
represent a summary which will enable us to compare and contrast the six sub-groups and
hence the two main groups.
Table 1, therefore, shows the real total number of sense equivalents given for each of the three
lexical items. For example, sub-group A1 who used a dictionary, scored 57 senses for the verb
/đaraba/ 'hit', whereas B1, a dictionary-free sub-group, scored 86 for the same verb. To
reiterate, only 10 sense equivalents are assumed to be the optimum. It is crystal clear then
how much variation is involved in the subjects' performance, especially for the verb /ħaşara/
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which shows more complex sense relations than the other two lexical items. For example,
sentence no. 1 of verb /đaraba/, viz.
1. /đaraba zaydun çumaran/
'Zayd hit Umar'

is given only three senses by A1 and B1, viz. 'hit', 'beat' and 'strike', whereas sentence 8, viz.
8. /đaraba l-mudiiru biyadin min ħadiid/
'The headmaster ran the school firmly'

is given 11 senses by A1 and 10 senses by B1. This difference in variation is naturally due to
the degree of literalness and/or metaphoricity involved in a given lexical combination.
Roughly, one may conclude that the less senses given for each lexical item by each subgroup, the closer to the optimal translations students are. The more, the worse, by definition.
Yet the numerical differences as displayed in table 1 should not be considered as they stand
because of the difference in the number of students in each sub-group and the two major
groups, A & B, of which they are sub-sets. Therefore, table 2 below, is meant to demonstrate
averages.
(Sub)group

No. of students

No. of senses:
đaraba (Vb)

No. of senses:
ħaşara (Vb)

No. of senses:
taxfiif (VN)

A1

11

57

71

50

B1

18

86

96

86

A2

10

54

67

52

B2

11

57

69

62

A3

10

54

77

56

B3

11

63

79

66

A

31

65

215

158

B

40

206

244

214

Table 1: Total no. of senses given by students to each lexical item

The method of reducing figures simply goes like this: each of the first six rows will show the
total number of senses given to the three lexical items followed by an average of the three
items per one student in the sub-group. The last two rows represent the total number of senses
given for the three items by groups A and B followed by their average per one student in
either group. The average in each set of rows is thus obtained by dividing the number of
senses by the number of students in each (sub)group.
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(Sub)group

No. of students

Total no. of senses
for all 3 items

Average of all 3
items per student

A1

11

178

16.18

B1

18

268

14.88

A2

10

173

17.3

B2

11

188

17.09

A3

10

187

18.7

B3

11

208

18.9

A

31

538

17.393

B

40

664

16.956
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Table 2: Total no. of senses given to three lexical items and their average per one single student in each
(sub)group

The differences in the total number as shown in table 2 might be intriguing at a first glance. In
fact, it is the average that concerns us more. When this average is divided by three (see
table 3), we can easily correlate one single item, on average, per one student in each
(sub)group. However, the average figures, as they stand now in table 2, may tell the reader
something, namely, that dictionary-free students in B1, i.e. top students, are considerably
better than those using a dictionary in A1, again top students, because they selected less sense
relations. This is not necessarily true as we shall see later. What might also seem amazing is
that the other corresponding sub-groups are almost the same, i.e. it is all the same, whether
students use a dictionary or not. table 3 below, which is a mini picture of table 2, shows some
surface generalization in terms of a lexical average per an individual in a (sub)group. The
reason why we reduce the average as shown in table 2 to an average per just one lexical item
as given in table 3 is that we intend to compare the reduced figures with the ultimate average,
viz. an average of the most acceptable English collocational/translational equivalents
regardless of how many corresponding senses (sub)groups had selected.
(Sub)group

No. of students

Average of one item per
student

A1

11

5.393

B1

18

4.96

A2

10

5.766

B2

11

5.69

A3

10

6.233

B3

11

6.303

A

31

5.784

B

40

5.533

Table 3: Average of senses given by one student to one lexical item

Although the figures shown in tables 1, 2 and 3 clearly show slight differences between
(sub)groups, they may be statistically significant. Even though, they would tell us just one
thing: that the performance of dictionary-free subjects is slightly better because they have
selected fewer senses for the three lexical items than those who used a dictionary. The
implication of this result is two-fold: (1) that the students in group A are more distracted in
their search for the required senses than group B because of the multiplicity of senses made
available in the dictionary; and (2) that the students' linguistic repertoire in group B is so
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limited that they were unable to provide as many senses as those given by group A. Yet when
it comes to the question of which (sub)group is closer to the 30 optimal translations
corresponding to the 30 Arabic sentences, we shall get a completely different picture. Table 4
below summarizes the results:
(Sub)group

No. of students

Total no. of appropriate
collocations

Average of appropriate
collocations per one
student for a single item

A1

11

100

3.0

B1

18

77

1.425

A2

10

92

3.06

B2

11

73

2.212

A3

10

71

2.366

B3

11

39

1.181

A

31

263

2.827

B

40

189

1.575

Table 4: Total no. of appropriate collocations given by (sub)groups and average of appropriate collocations for a single lexical item given by one student

Table 4 should enable us to draw conclusions on the basis of comparing averages of selected
items per one student in the (sub)group, irrespective of approximation to the required sense by
each of the 30 sentences (as shown in table 3), with those of table 4, viz. averages of selected
items per one student in the (sub)group in regard to how close the students were to the
optimal sense relations. To draw a simple comparison more lucidly, an average student from
A1 sub-group, for example, can select 3.0 appropriate senses from the dictionary in an
attempt to translate 10 collocations for a single lexical item on average, whereas an average
student from group B1 can retrieve from memory only 1.425. Without carrying out any
statistical test, it is crystal clear that the performance of subjects in B1 is doubly poor. To
reiterate, the students in B1, categorized as top, have just been judged tentatively that they
seem to be slightly better than those in A1, again top, because they selected fewer senses on
average and hence assumed to be better guided by their linguistic repertoire, i.e., mental
lexicon. But selecting fewer senses is by no means an indicator of better proficiency; for if we
reversed the two settings, group A might have chosen fewer senses in the absence of a
dictionary. The same argument, however, applies to the rest of the sub-groups, a gloomy
picture indeed. Yet it remains to say that he results are suggestive rather than conclusive
because our sample is so small and, perhaps, our tested examples are not part of an
examination. As such, novice translators, including our university students, are not to be
blamed for their poor performance. Perhaps instructors, who often complain about their
students' poor achievements in training courses, are held responsible for quality. We shall
leave justifications in the background!
6

Conclusion

The two authors set out to resolve a disputed issue between them, viz. whether the translation
product of a group of 4th year students using a general-purpose dictionary, whether bilingual
or monolingual, is any better than those using only their minds, i.e. the mental lexicon. These
two conflicting views have already been tested by Rangelova/Echeandia (2003) who
hypothesized that "dictionary entries are not representative of the way humans link words
together in their minds" (2001: 2). Although the dictionary-based and the dictionary-free
views are mainly linked with test sessions in our case, the two authors decided to verify the
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two claims by testing two groups of students far from the atmosphere of final examinations.
This is why the translation of Arabic collocations into English was the only area to be tested.
Other reasons had to do with ease of checking students' output against the authors' optimal
translations, the relative ease of processing the figures obtained and straightforward
comparison between (sub)groups.
Three Arabic lexical items, each of which contextualized in ten sentences which exhibited ten
different collocations or sense relations, were given to two groups of 4th year students, viz. A
& B, for translation into English. The former included 31 subjects, assigned the task of using
any general-purpose bilingual or monolingual dictionary, and the latter 40 subjects, assigned
the task of using their minds only. The translation product of each group was split into three
categories, viz. A1, A2 and A3 vs. B1, B2 and B3, according to the grades they had obtained
in previous examinations to ensure fair comparisons across (sub)groups in terms of a
convenient level of competence. Thus, we could safely talk about top, intermediate and
average students. The resulting figures of (sub)group translations were tabulated according to
the number of sense equivalents given to each of the 30 sentences. Having processed the first
set of figures, it was found out that dictionary-free subjects are tentatively slightly better
because they used fewer senses, on average, than the dictionary-based subjects. Yet on a
closer inspection, the figures calculated on the basis of which (sub)group approximated the
optimal translation equivalents revealed that the dictionary-free subjects are doubly poor.
Although the results are disappointing on both sides, since deviation from the optimal
translation as shown in the Appendix is enormous, the dictionary-based subjects are far better,
a finding that runs counter to the first author's speculation, on the one hand, and to
Rangelova/Echeandia's results, on the other hand.
Better results could have been obtained were the students involved in conscious-raising
activities before the tests had taken place and/or instructed to use specialized dictionaries as
those mentioned at the outset of this paper. We, therefore, believe that our tested students
were mainly engaged in search of meaning and meanwhile preoccupied with producing
correct syntax and spelling rather than looking for collocation or any sense relation
equivalents. This should not mean that we expected them to give us 30 English collocations
for 30 Arabic ones. At the time we doubted that the term 'collocation' had ever come across
their minds, a one-to-one collocational correspondence was not our ultimate objective because
we are fully aware that collocations in any two languages do not necessarily match. In fact,
priority was given to testing their knowledge of Arabic collocations in the first place, which is
evidently poor. For this reason, we were equally satisfied with their closest English
translations of sense relations to those provided by the two authors.
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