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Abstract- This paper reflects on our experiment with using a software we developed specifically to help ESL writers combine 
words correctly. It more specifically focuses on aspects in English writing that cannot be easily explained in terms of 
grammatical or syntactic rules, such as collocations and idiomatic usage of language. The results shows a positive effect of 
online input which certainly assist students decide which combinations of words are likely to be accepted. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
ESL writing has persistently proved to be the most 
difficult to master among the four skills of language. 
In fact, results from IELTS persistently prove that 
students regardless of their first language performed 
worse in writing than in any other skill (reading, 
listening or reading). Some students however score 
considerably less in writing including students from 
Arabic background. [1] [2] 
   Various factors have been identified which may 
have affected students’ poor writing. However, our 
focus was on providing extra assistance to students, 
most specifically those who cannot determine why 
certain words in English appear together more often 
than by chance (collocations), or because these words 
are common phrases or idioms.  
   These aspects of English writing can be especially 
hard to master since they usually do not follow known 
rules and only sufficient exposure to authentic samples 
of the language, written or spoken, can bolster 
students’ repertoire of collocations and phrases. 
   In this paper, we will explain the approach we 
adopted to provide ESL learners with customized 
search results based on the capabilities of common 
search engines. We also specified sources of errors 
whether they originate from students’ first language or 
because of the target language itself. Furthermore, we 
used the error location to help identify errors that are 
shared by a specific group of learners. One of the 
objectives was to build a reliable database of online 
searches that help identify both what knowledge 
students lack and what errors are they likely to make, 
both of which are valuable sources of information to 
ESL writing teachers. 
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
A. ESL Writing 
ESL writing as explained by [3] points to significant 
differences between L1 and L2 teaching contexts, 
which can generally be attributed to the distinctive 
social and pedagogical features of each, in addition to 
differences in linguistic competence and different 

teaching methods.  
     For instance, [4] believe that ESL writers 
experience writing differently from their ESL 
counterparts. Most non-native students (NNS), 
according to [3] [4], experience a great deal of 
difficulty, and even advanced NNS students exhibit 
numerous problems in their composition. [3] believes 
that teaching ESL writing to NNS university-level 
students is usually academically bound. If NNS 
students are to succeed in attaining good grades and 
achieving their educational objectives, the accuracy of 
their L2 writing needs to be approximate to NS 
students at a similar academic level.  
To put this difference into perspective, [5], found that 
many NNS students after years of ESL training often 
fail to recognize and appropriately use the conventions 
and features of academic written prose. These students 
were reportedly producing vague and confusing, 
rhetorically unstructured, and overly-personal written 
texts. From an academic point of view, [6], whose 
study in addition to that of [7] was described by [8] as 
the only ones that looked at academic writing at a 
doctoral level, highlights this issue of increased 
number of international students who are expected to 
write theses in English. [6] therefore calls for more 
work to be done to establish the characteristics of the 
genre they are required to write. 
 
B. English Collocations and Phrases 
[9] mention that collocation is part of lexical cohesion, 
and it is somehow associated with corpus linguistics as 
mentioned by [10]. It is defined by [9] as “the 
syntagmatic association of lexical items, quantifiable, 
textually, as the probability that there will occur at n 
removes (a distance of n lexical items) from an item x, 
the items a, b, c ...” In simple terms, collocation refers 
to certain words commonly used together which 
co-occur more often than only by chance. Examples of 
collocation in English include the use of verbs like 
‘do’ and ‘make’ and adjectives ‘quick’ and ‘fast’ with 
certain nouns, for instance one can say ‘do your 
homework’ and ‘make a sandwich’ but it is unusual to 
swap the verbs in these commands even if 
syntactically correct and the same applies to ‘fast 



International Journal of Advances in Electronics and Computer Science, ISSN: 2393-2835 Volume-3, Issue-5, May.-2016 

Concise: A Web-Based Tool To Support ESL Writing Using Search Engines Capabilities 
 

25 

train’ and ‘quick shower’. [11] This is one reason why 
collocation is confusing because ‘do’ and ‘make’ are 
almost synonymous to many ESL students who would 
assume, probably when applying L1 analogy, that they 
are interchangeable. Verb + noun collocation is 
possibly the most common type but there are also verb 
+ adverb (vividly remember), adverb + adjective (fully 
aware), adjective + noun (excruciating pain), and noun 
+ noun (ceasefire agreement) collocations. 
On the other hand, English phrases - more specifically 
lexical phrases - are defined by [12] as “chunks of 
language of varying length … that occur more 
frequently and have more idiomatically determined 
meaning than language that is put together each time.” 
Other definitions like the one provided by [13] also 
suggest that idioms should be treated like units of 
language rather than a collection of words which 
therefore makes phrases largely inflexible. For 
example, ‘by and large’ means ‘generally’ and ‘as 
well’ means ‘too’. In this sense, collocations and 
lexical phrases are similar as both refer to fixed 
association of words. [13] mentions that collocation is 
the wider term and it refers to both fixed lexical 
phrases and relatively loose association of words.  
C. Online Search Engines and Word Combinations 
Many experts admit the important role played by 
technology and online resources in modern ESL 
learning. [14] for instance believe technology 
contribution to the field of L2 writing has been 
recognized as early as when word processing 
programmers became widely available. [15] 
recommends ESL teachers to explicitly teach their 
students how to use search engines as part of their 
learning. 
However, although the literature of educational 
technology acknowledges the existence of such a 
technique among ESL student writers as using search 
engines to check phrases and collocations [11] [14], it 
vaguely describes how these students actually use 
them. The available literature in fact hardly answers 
basic questions like how widespread is this practice?, 
from where have students learned this technique?, 
what measures do they use to filter search results?, 
what renders a phrase/collocation acceptable?, how 
often do students use this technique?, Are students 
qualified to use general search engines in demanding 
situations like assessed ESL writing?. 
 
III. CONCISE COLLOCATION CHECKER 
 
Having read the literature and identified the 
shortcomings of teaching ESL collocations and 
phrases to language students, we proposed a web 
based search engine that like corpus help students 
determine if their combination of words exist in 
English and to what effect. We were particularly 
concerned with the academic genre of writing since 
our target group is ESL learners at colleges and 
universities. 
 Early versions of the search tool uses exact strings of 

words from academic and other trusted websites and 
compares them to what ESL students write. For 
instance, if a student is not sure whether to use ‘take’ 
or ‘have’ with nouns like ‘shower’ and ‘breakfast’, the 
search results should give statistical clues as well as 
examples in actual texts to help determine which verb 
goes with which noun. Please note that as mentioned 
in the literature, there is no clear rule why one usually 
comes with the other. We anticipated that since both 
‘have’ and ‘take’ have similar meanings and identical 
translation in Arabic that students will use them 
interchangeably. Results by location confirmed our 
predictions; many students from an Arabic 
background do confuse these and many similar words 
when it comes to combining words. 
 

 
Fig. 3: CONCiSE User Interface 

 
We also did an experiment with actual ESL students. 
We used two groups the control group which uses 
traditional means of checking the compositions 
(dictionaries and textbooks), and the experiment group 
which uses our tool (now called concise) to check 
whether certain phrases exist in English or if certain 
words should be replaced. We did two tests, a closed 
exam which requires students to determine which one 
of many similar combinations is more acceptable in 
English and a free writing session. In both tests, 
students from the experiment group did significantly 
better than their control group counterparts.  
CONCiSE, was designed following the principles in 
the context diagram below: 
 

 
Fig. 2: Context Diagram for CONCiSE Tool 
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The data flow diagram below (figure 2) shows the 
principles underlying our perception of the tool 
including the work that has been accomplished as well 
as the work to be completed. 
  

 
Fig. 3: Data Flow Diagram 

 
The search procedures should follow the cycle below: 
• The user enters the sentence which wants to be 
validated to the CONCiSE engine through open a 
CONCiSE engine as a web application. 
• CONCiSE matches the sentence with sentences in 
common idiom database.  
• If the sentence not exists in CONCiSE's common 
idioms database, CONCiSE will re-search in common 
idiom online dictionary. If found the sentence in 
common idioms online dictionary; it means it is a 
correct sentence then save it in CONCiSE's common 
idioms DB.     
• If the sentence not common idiom, CONCiSE sends 
the sentence for the destination selected search 
engines by the user. 
• The search engine results (which contain all 
sentences matching with the sentence typed by user) 
are move to the API to calculate occurrence number of 
the sentence. 
• Verify the frequency number based on predefined 
conditions for each search engines. 
• Save the correct sentence in the DB. Return the 
decision about sentence to the CONCiSE engine to 
display it to the user.   
• If the sentence was incorrect or uncommon 
collocations, CONCiSE sends the sentence to Lexical 
Analyzer to split it to words. 
•  Through Synonyms Dictionary looking for all Verb 
synonyms. 
• Send the verb synonymous to CONCiSE Engine to 
display it for user. 
 
IV. FUTURE WORK 
 
We established that customized search results can 
indeed help ESL writers combine words correctly. Our 
next challenge is to develop an intelligent search 
engine that suggests alternative words when they have 

similar meanings in students’ first language.  
We also acknowledge the fact that the tool should be 
incorporated into word processing programs such as 
MS Word or Open Word to make the task of checking 
combinations of words faster and more efficient. 
Currently, we are amassing search results into 
databases to help us find out what combination of 
words students are students interested in. These 
figures should also help us decide which errors 
students are likely to make which eventually should 
give ESL writing instructors a good perception of the 
kind of training their students may require. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
We have made some progress in designing and testing 
a customized word collocation and phrases search 
engine to help ESL students decide which words go 
with which. This was and still is a significant problem 
because there are no clear rules to explain why certain 
words come together when other similar words are 
usually not acceptable in the same context. 
 
This is a work in progress and our ambition is to 
design a fully functional add-on that can be integrated 
with text processing programs to provide 
instantaneous and accurate results and examples. The 
challenge is to suggest alternative words when 
students use words of a similar meaning but not 
correct as collocation goes.  
 
REFERENCES 
 
[1] Grami, G. M. A. and Alkazemi, B. Y. (2011). ‘Towards a 

Framework for Building a Tool to Assist L2 Writing Based on 
Search Engines Capabilities : The Case of English Phrases and 
Collocations’, in the Proceedings of the 3rd CSEDU, 
Noordwijkerhout, the Netherlands. pp. 225 – 230.. 

[2] Ghobain, E. A. and Grami, G. M. (2012). ‘English for Medical 
Students and the Myth of Native Models Superiority’, in ESP 
World, 35 (12), pp. 1 – 10. 

[3] C. Ferris, D. R. and Hedgcock, J. S. (2005) Teaching ESL 
Composition: Purpose, Process and Practice, 2nd Edition, 
New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers. 

[4] Leki, I. and Carson, J. (1997) ‘ “Completely Different 
Worlds”: EAP and the Writing Experiences of ESL Students 
in University Courses’, In TESOL Quarterly, Vol. 31 No. 1, pp 
39 – 69. 

[5] Johns, A. M. (2003) ‘Genre and ESL/ EFL Composition 
Instruction’, In Kroll, B. (ed.) Exploring The Dynamics of 
Second Language Writing, Cambridge University Press: 
Cambridge, pp 195 – 217. 

[6] Thompson, P. (1999) ‘Exploring the Contexts of Writing: 
Interviews with PhD Supervisors’, In Thompson, P. (ed.) 
Issues in EAP Writing Research and Instruction, Reading: 
University of Reading. 

[7] Dudley-Evans, A. (1994). ‘Genre analysis: an approach to text 
analysis for ESP’, In M. Coulthard (ed.) Advances in Written 
Text Analysis, London: Routledge Flamer. 

[8] Paltridge, B. (2002) ‘Thesis and Dissertation Writing: An 
Examination of Published Advice and Actual Practice’, In 
English for Specific Purposes, Vol. 21 No. 2, pp 125 – 143. 

[9] Halliday, M. A. K. & Hassan, R. (1976) Cohesion in English. 
London: Longman. 

[10] Lombard, R. J. (1997) Non-native speaker collocations a 
Corpus-driven characterization from the writing of native 
speakers of Mandarin, PhD Thesis, MI: UMI. 



International Journal of Advances in Electronics and Computer Science, ISSN: 2393-2835 Volume-3, Issue-5, May.-2016 

Concise: A Web-Based Tool To Support ESL Writing Using Search Engines Capabilities 
 

27 

[11] Guo, S. and Zhang, G. (2007) ‘Building a customised 
Google-based collocation collector to enhance language 
learning’, In British Journal of Educational Technology, Vol. 
38 No. 4, pp 747 – 750. 

[12] Nattinger, J. R. & DeCarrico, J. S. (1992) Lexical Phrases and 
Language Teaching, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

[13] Lindstromberg, S. (2003) ‘My good-bye to the lexical 
approach’, In Humanising Language Teaching, Vol. 5 No.2. 

[14] Stapleton, P. and Radia, P. (2009) ‘Tech-era L2 writing: 
towards a new kind of process’, In ELT Journal, Vol. 64 No. 2, 
pp 175 – 183. 

[15] Lincoln, K. (2003) ‘Teaching Search Engines to ESL 
Students: Avoiding the Avalanche’, In The Internet TESL 
Journal, Vol. 9 No. 6. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


