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Data-driven learning and the acquisition 
of Italian collocations: from design 
to student evaluation

Luciana Forti1

Abstract. This paper looks at how corpus data was used to design an Italian as 
an L2 language learning programme and how it was evaluated by students. The 
study focuses on the acquisition of Italian verb-noun collocations by Chinese native 
students attending a ten month long Italian language course before enrolling at an 
Italian university. It describes how an Italian native corpus, the Perugia Corpus 
(PEC), and an Italian learner corpus, the Longitudinal Corpus of Chinese Learners 
of Italian (LoCCLI), were used to build a data-driven learning programme for an 
eight week long Italian language course. The paper shows how different kinds of 
data can make a contribution not only to the creation of learning materials, but also 
to the definition of learning aims and the construction of assessment tools, and it 
presents the results of an end-of-course student questionnaire.
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1.	 Introduction

The integration of authentic corpus data in second language teaching was first 
reported by McKay (1980) and further developed by Johns (1991). When Johns 
(1991) formulated the expression Data-Driven Learning (DDL), the reference was 
also to a precise teaching methodology based on the guided-discovery of patterns 
in concordance lines. Since then, DDL has seen a plethora of versions in terms of 
teaching strategies and tools used (Boulton, 2017).
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The view of language as largely formulaic and primed has risen from the increasingly 
powerful analysis of large corpora containing instances of real language use in a 
variety of contexts. Knowing a word entails knowing the company it keeps (Firth, 
1957), with clear implications for second language pedagogy. 

This paper presents a pilot method to design a language learning programme 
tailored for the acquisition of Italian verb-noun collocations, and the effect it 
had on students. Two corpora were used: an Italian native reference corpus, the 
PEC (Spina, 2014), and an Italian non-native corpus, the LoCCLI. The corpus 
data was used to select learning aims, design learning activities, and build a 
proficiency test. 

2.	 Method

2.1.	 Selecting learning aims

The PEC is used through the DICI-A, a PEC-based dictionary of collocations built 
for learners of Italian L2 (Spina, 2010), in order to identify the list of verb-noun 
collocations that are mostly used in Italian. 

The LoCCLI is used to analyse the errors made in verb-noun collocations, and to 
serve as a basis for the creation of classroom activities based on error correction, 
as well as for the selection of distractors in the multiple-choice section of the 
collocational proficiency test.

Each weekly lesson focused on a set of eight collocations. A list of 32 collocations 
more frequently used with errors in LoCCLI was made. Errors were tagged 
according to whether they involved the noun, the determiner, the verb, or the whole 
combination (Nesselhauf, 2005; Wang, 2016). This initial list was then grouped into 
eight topics, corresponding to the general weekly topics that each lesson was based 
on. The missing spots for each weekly set were then filled by selecting collocations 
from DICI-A and according to the following three main criteria: highest frequency 
and dispersion values; thematic relevance to the identified topics; and presence of 
a delexicalised verb. 

This two-stage selection process resulted in a list of thematically linked collocations 
sets. Each set was used to create experimental and traditional activities, as well as 
devise an appropriate take-home assignment.
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2.2.	 Designing learning activities

Data from LoCCLI was used in error correction activities where learners needed 
to decide, in their groups, whether the sentences shown contained an error or not. 
Most activities, however, drew on data extracted from PEC, for designing both 
traditional as well as concordance-based DDL activities on paper.

Being a sample of multiple instances of a single collocation, the concordance 
allows the construction of a variety of guided-discovery activities aimed at 
fostering the interiorisation of a verb-noun collocation, in its specific context of 
occurrence and in relation to its structural and semantic pattern. 

2.3.	 Building a proficiency test

In order to try to capture both definitional and transferable knowledge of 
collocations in a balanced manner, the proficiency test was divided into three 
parts: 

•	 32 multiple choice items, using the language and the errors found in 
LoCCLI as distractors; 

•	 32 gap-fill items, with sentences adapted from PEC, with the omission of 
the verb collocate; 

•	 a collocational table like the one designed by Gyllstad (2005).

Similarly to Supatranont’s (2005) work, the first set of 32 items was aimed at 
eliciting definitional knowledge, while the second set of 32 items looked at 
transferable knowledge. The table was aimed at assessing decontextualised 
transferable knowledge.

3.	 Results and discussion

An end-of-course questionnaire, composed by closed and open questions, was 
administered to all eight classes who were exposed to the data-driven experimental 
lessons. Here we will focus on the 50 questionnaires collected from the experimental 
classes, and particularly on the closed questions dealing with the specifics of 
concordance-based materials, all of which were based on a 6-point Likert scale 
(see Table 1). 
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An even-numbered scale was chosen in order to avoid a neutral middle option, 
thus guiding the students to make an accurate choice (Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010, 
pp. 28, 114). A balanced mix of both positively and negatively worded items were 
formulated in order to avoid the tendency of the respondents to select options from 
only one side of the scale (Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010, p. 43).

Table  1.	 Questionnaires collected from the experimental classes; mean based on 
6-point scale 

Item 1. Reading groups of sentences containing the same combination confused me
ANSWER % MEAN SD
1 Totally disagree 10%

3.60 1.56
2 Disagree 22%
3 Partially disagree 10%
4 Partially agree 26%
5 Agree 20%
6 Totally agree 12%
Item 2. The observation of groups of sentences containing the same combination 
has helped me to understand how to use that combination in the future
ANSWER % MEAN SD
1 Totally disagree 2%

5.20 1.14
2 Disagree 4%
3 Partially disagree 2%
4 Partially agree 6%
5 Agree 36%
6 Totally agree 50%
Item 3. The groups of sentences will help me make less errors in the future
ANSWER % MEAN SD
1 Totally disagree 0%

5.08 0.92
2 Disagree 2%
3 Partially disagree 4%
4 Partially agree 12%
5 Agree 42%
6 Totally agree 40%
Item 4. A new smartphone application with groups 
of sentences for word combinations would be useless
ANSWER % MEAN SD
1 Totally disagree 28%

2.64 1.55
2 Disagree 30%
3 Partially disagree 14%
4 Partially agree 14%
5 Agree 6%
6 Totally agree 8%
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The proposal of looking at groups of sentences showing how a single combination 
is used turned out to be, to some extent, challenging, with 60% of respondents 
stating it was somewhat confusing, although the mean and SD values show that 
answers fall into an evenly distributed in-between area.

On the other hand, responses are more polarised when most students indicate 
that the groups of sentences they initially found confusing did in fact help them 
to understand how to use the combination in future, decreasing the perceived 
likelihood of producing errors. Furthermore, the respondents appear to largely 
favour the idea of a smartphone app based on concordance lines.

The data from the questionnaire clearly indicates a need to improve the concordance-
based activities. One major issue, in fact, is to make concordance lines and pattern 
hunting tasks more effective for learners. These kinds of improvements would 
minimise the chances of causing confusion, while strengthening the positive 
outcomes that have already been observed.

4.	 Conclusions

Despite the growing body of research in the field of DDL, practicalities related 
to how corpus data can actually be selected and integrated in second language 
pedagogy are still often overlooked. This paper attempted to provide a contribution 
in this direction, by describing a method followed to ease the acquisition of Italian 
verb-noun collocations, through concordance-based work. The questionnaire 
results seem to show some promise, especially in relation to possible mobile-
assisted language learning applications. 

Chinese learners are one of the largest learning populations of Italian as a second/
foreign language learning. As a result, the challenges they face have become central 
in the debate concerning educational effectiveness and innovation in methods 
and materials design. The position of Italian as an underrepresented language in 
corpus-based pedagogical research makes it an ideal candidate for future work and 
development in this sense.
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