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ABSTRACT 
 

In this article we take the line that there is no hard and fast boundary between 
grammar and vocabulary. We cite a number of theorists who have advocated the 
proposition that there is continuity between these two domains, paying particu-
lar attention in this connection to the claim made by Sinclair (1991) and others 
that much of what looks like the production of structures on the basis of  ‘open 
choice’ is in fact the deployment of prefabricated patterns, in a process where 
the selection of one particular expression primes the selection of a specific range 
of other expressions and morphosyntactic usages.  We go on to report empirical 
findings of our own with respect to collocational patterning – findings which 
reveal differences between advanced learners of English and native speakers of 
English with regard to lexical choices they made in respect of a simple structure 
that is exactly paralleled in the former group’s mother tongue. We interpret our 
results as a further demonstration of the interpenetration between grammatical 
and lexical issues. Finally, we argue that the continuity between lexis and gram-
mar has pedagogical implications. We note the widespread acceptance of the no-
tion that the L2 learner’s task in target language grammar is not merely a formal 
one, and we suggest that the learner’s task in this regard needs to be seen as not 
only encompassing functional and the semantic dimensions but as also extend-
ing into the collocational domain.  

 
 
1. Introductory 
 
Some eyebrows may be raised at  the presence of  a  chapter  on lexis  in  a  volume on 
focus on form in language teaching, since form in this particular context has typically 
been associated with grammar. Any such eyebrow-raising derives from the fact that, to 
cite Lewis (1993: 89), “language teaching has developed an unhelpful dichotomy be-
tween the generalisable, pattern-generating quality of grammar and the apparently 
arbitrary nature of individual lexical items”. We shall attempt to show that the dichot-
omy in question is ill-conceived, and that, to quote Lewis again (ibid.), “[t]he reality of 
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language data is more adequately represented by a Spectrum of Generalisability upon 
which grammatical or vocabulary items may be placed”. We shall attempt to support 
this point on the basis of current thinking in linguistics and on the basis of empirical 
findings of our own with respect to collocational patterning. We shall then go on to 
argue that the continuity between lexis and grammar has important pedagogical impli-
cations. 
 
2. Theoretical perspectives 
 
Some schools of linguistics have always recognized the inseparability of grammatical 
and lexical issues, notably the so-called ‘London School’ of linguistics, founded by 
Firth and continuing in the work of Sinclair and Halliday. Sinclair we shall return to. 
As regards Halliday, he has always seen lexis and syntax as different parts of the same 
continuum, which he labels the lexicogrammar. In the Hallidayan perspective (see e.g. 
Halliday 1961, 1994) lexical distinctions are seen in terms of the different environ-
ments in which different lexical items are likely to occur, just as the distinction be-
tween, for instance, a count and mass noun is seen in terms of the different syntactic 
frames in which these categories can occur. Until relatively recently, however, this 
concept of lexis and grammar being continuous and interpenetrative was alien to 
many theoretical models, which makes it all the more remarkable that it has now 
gained almost universal acceptance (cf. Singleton 2000, Chapter 2). 

Sinclair,  for  his  part,  addresses  the  lexis-syntax  issue   by  focusing  on  what  
Chomsky calls the ‘creative’ dimension of syntax, which enables us to “understand an 
indefinite number of expressions that are new to one’s experience (...) and (...) to pro-
duce such expressions” (Chomsky 1972: 100). Sinclair suggests that while it is un-
doubtedly true that we can and do use language innovatively and open-endedly in the 
way Chomsky claims, our use of language is far from exclusively ‘creative’ in this 
sense. He refers (1991: 109) to the Chomskyan notion of creativity under the heading 
of the open-choice principle  – “a way of seeing language text as the result of a very large 
number of complex choices” on which “the only restraint is grammaticalness” so that 
“[a]t each slot, virtually any word can occur”. He contrasts this perspective with that 
of the idiom principle, which states that “a language user has available to him or her a 
large number of semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute single choices, even 
though they might appear to be analyzable into segments” (1991: 110), and that what 
we are doing most of the time – in order to cope with the demands made on us by the 
extreme rapidity of speech – is drawing on such knowledge of semi-preconstructed 
phrases, varying lexical content within the chosen patterns to a fairly limited extent.  

A similar distinction is made by Skehan (1998) between two modes of 
processing available to language users. The first mode, in this account, operates on the 
level of grammatical rules, which make it possible to generate novel utterances by 
putting individual words together; for example when meanings have to be expressed 
with precision or creativity. The second mode, on the other hand, is seen as based on 
memorized multi-word items, which can be quickly retrieved, making it possible for 
the speaker to communicate fluently under normal time constraints. According to 
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Skehan, these two modes are used interchangeably in language production, native 
speakers of a language flexibly combining them according to the demands of the situation. 

Wray (2002a, 2002b) follows Sinclair in suggesting that “formulaic processing is 
the default,” and that “construction out of, and reduction into, smaller units by rule 
occurs only as necessary” (2002b: 119). She offers this as an explanation for the exis-
tence of irregularity in language:  
 

(…) if we only create and understand utterances by applying rules to words and mor-
phemes, it is difficult to see why irregularity should be tolerated, let alone why an item 
or construction should progress from regular, to marked, to antiquated, to a fossilized 
historical relic (Wray 2002b: 118). 

 
The fore-runner of such ideas was Pawley and Syder’s (1983) claim that lan-

guage users have access to both individual lexical items and to entire memorized 
chunks, which they saw as the explanation for ‘two puzzles for linguistic theory’. The 
first of these is “the ability of the native speaker routinely to convey his meaning by an 
expression that is not only grammatical but also native-like”, the puzzle being “how he 
selects a sentence that is natural and idiomatic from among the range of grammatically 
correct paraphrases, many of which are non-native-like or highly marked usages” 
(1983: 191). The second puzzle relates to fluency, the fact “that human capacities for 
encoding novel speech in advance or while speaking appear to be severely limited, yet 
speakers commonly produce fluent multi-clause utterances which exceed these limits” 
(1983: 191). Pawley and Syder argue that native-like selection and fluency are enabled 
by the fact that “fluent and idiomatic control of a language rests to a considerable 
extent on knowledge of a body of ‘sentence stems’ which are ‘institutionalized’ or 
‘lexicalized’” (1983: 191). Chomskyan ‘creativity’ is not excluded by this view; the im-
plication is rather that native speakers “do not exercise the creative potential of syntac-
tic rules to anything like their full extent, and that, indeed, if they did so they would 
not be accepted as exhibiting native-like control of the language” (1983: 193). 

For Pawley and Syder, native-like selection is an element of communicative com-
petence. Many of the examples they give refer to the kind of language choices which 
one would normally call ‘choosing the right expression for the right situation’. For 
example, it is more usual to say ‘I’m so glad to see you’ than ‘to see you gladdens me 
so’. There are of course varying degrees of unnaturalness of particular expressions, 
and it is perfectly possible for a speaker to use a less natural expression on purpose. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that part of the native speaker’s command of language is 
knowing which usages are more typical and which are marked, or unusual. Pawley and 
Syder argue persuasively that native-like selection is not a matter which can be ex-
plained in purely grammatical terms (using grammatical in its traditional sense). On 
the other hand, there is clearly a patterning surrounding lexical choice, such that to 
select one particular expression primes the selection of a specific range of other ex-
pressions and morphosyntactic usages. Thus it transpires (see Sinclair 1991, Chapter 
4) that there is a strong tendency for particular words or particular senses of words to 
be associated with particular syntactic structures. It is precisely this kind of patterning 
which underlies the notion of a lexicogrammatical continuum. 
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3. The present study 
 
If  it  is  the case  that  native  speaker  processing is  to  a  very  large extent  based on the 
idiom principle,  what  of  non-native  users  of  a  given language?  A plausible  assumption 
might be that such language users would tend to operate more according to the open-
choice principle. If this assumption were true, it would mean that they would be more 
likely to use individual words as the ‘building bricks’ of language rather than to rely on 
ready-made combinations. In the case of collocations, this tendency could be mani-
fested in the use of semantically appropriate, but not necessarily ‘typical’ word combi-
nations. 

In the investigation reported here, we examined the combinatory preferences in 
English  of  native  speakers  and  advanced  L2  learners  of  that  language  in  order  to  
gauge whether there were differences in the patterns exhibited by the respective 
groups which might shed light on the above assumption. We focused on one particu-
lar type of combination, namely adjective phrases in which the adjective is preceded 
by an intensifier, such as ‘very good’. This appears to be a completely straightforward 
syntactic structure of a kind that exists in many European languages (Polish ‘bardzo 
dobry’, German ‘sehr gut’, French ‘très bon’, etc). However, the basic grammatical 
pattern is complicated by the fact that some combinations of intensifiers and adjec-
tives collocate more typically than others. 

It has to be noted that typicality is not an unproblematic concept in this con-
text. It is generally agreed that some word combinations are more ‘typical’ than others, 
such word combinations being labeled collocations. However, collocations, like other 
kinds of word combinations, are notoriously difficult to classify, and a precise delimi-
tation of subcategories is practically impossible (see Nesselhauf 2003 for a discussion) 
though various attempts have been made in this direction (see e.g. Howarth 1996, 
1998;  Lorenz 1999; Nesselhauf 2003).  

In this study, we investigated our subjects’ preferences for word combinations 
with respect to two variables: 

(1) how frequent a particular collocation is –  since the notion of ‘typicality’ ob-
viously involves frequency of occurrence; 

(2) how specific or general the intensifying collocate is in its collocational range. 
There is, of course, an interaction between 1 and 2. Thus, among intensifier + adjec-
tive combinations, combinations with ‘very’ (‘very kind’, ‘very important’) are highly 
frequent, because ‘very’ is an intensifier with an unrestricted collocational range, that 
is, it can intensify any adjective. Other intensifiers have a much narrower range; for 
example ‘deeply’ collocates readily with ‘unhappy’, ‘religious’ and ‘impressed’ but ra-
ther less readily with ‘wet’, ‘tasty’ or ‘voluminous’. It is worth mentioning in passing 
that contextual specificity is widely recognized to be a difficulty factor in lexical acqui-
sition (see e.g. Blum and Levenston 1978; Laufer 1997). Word combinations range 
along a scale from rarer to more frequent, and, similarly, the specific-general dimen-
sion is also a continuum. However, our approach here was to focus on the extreme 
ends of the continua in question and to treat the distinctions in a quasi-dichotomous 
manner. 
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3.1. Methodology 
 
In arriving at a list of rare and frequent combinations we took three sources into con-
sideration: 

(1) The Oxford Collocations Dictionary (OCD) (Deuter et al. 2002) – almost all 
combinations we classified as FREQUENT appear in the dictionary; while 
none of the combinations classified as RARE appear in the dictionary. 

(2) The Internet – for a given adjective, the FREQUENT combinations occur very 
markedly more often than the RARE ones (difference of several orders of 
magnitude: for example, if the frequent combinations appear several million 
times, the rare ones occur only several thousand times). 

(3) The British National Corpus (BNC) – FREQUENT combinations appear in 
the corpus, whereas RARE ones either do not appear at all (in most cases) 
or appear only once. 

With reference to the GENERAL/SPECIFIC distinction, we based this on a 
consultation of various dictionaries, which tend to characterize our GENERAL inten-
sifiers as ‘used to give emphasis to an adjective’, while providing more specific mean-
ings for our SPECIFIC intensifiers. By way of example, here are the entries from the 
Collins COBUILD dictionary for a general intensifier, ‘extremely’: 
 

extremely        
You use extremely in front of adjectives and adverbs to emphasize that the specified 
quality is present to a very great degree. 

My mobile phone is extremely useful. 
These headaches are extremely common. 
Three of them are working extremely well. 
ADV: ADV adj/adv emphasis = exceedingly, very   

 
The same dictionary treats ‘excruciatingly’ in the following way.  Note that it has no 
separate entry but is listed under the adjective entry (very typical of the intensifiers in 
our ‘specific’ group): 
 

excruciating 
(1) If you describe something as excruciating, you are emphasizing that it is extremely 

painful, either physically or emotionally. 
I was in excruciating pain and one leg wouldn’t move. 
Her search for love has often caused her excruciating misery and loneliness. 
ADJ-GRADED emphasis   
= unbearable   
excruciatingly   
He found the transition to boarding school excruciatingly painful. 
The ball hit him excruciatingly in the most sensitive part of his anatomy. 
ADV-GRADED: usu ADV adj, also ADV after v   

(2) If you describe something as excruciating, you mean that it is very unpleasant to 
experience, for example because it is very boring or embarrassing. 
Meanwhile, the boredom is excruciating. 
There was a moment of excruciating silence. 



Open choice versus the idiom principle in L2 lexical usage 

214 
 

ADJ-GRADED   
excruciatingly   
The dialogue is excruciatingly embarrassing. 
... the one where the children’s chorus goes on excruciatingly about `Grocer Jack’. 
ADV-GRADED: usu ADV adj, also ADV with v  

 
Of course, we are fully aware that this distinction is by no means clear-cut.  We are 
also conscious of the additional complication deriving from the fact that some inten-
sifiers, e.g. ‘terribly’, start out as having a specific meaning which they gradually lose, 
in the process of acquiring a general intensifying function. 

We selected altogether 120 word combinations of the type intensifier + adjec-
tive. These consist of 15 different adjectives, each intensified by eight different ad-
verbs. Out of each set of eight intensifiers, four occur frequently with the given adjec-
tive,  and four  occur  relatively  seldom. Also,  four  of  the intensifiers  have a  narrower 
collocational range than the other four. This means that the eight combinations with 
each adjective fall into four categories: 
 

FREQUENT-GENERAL,  
FREQUENT-SPECIFIC,  
RARE-GENERAL,  
RARE-SPECIFIC. 

 
All the word combinations used in this study are listed in Table 1. The criteria used 
for classification (the actual frequencies of occurrence on the Internet, in the BNC 
and  an  indication  as  to  whether  the  combination  is  listed  in  the  OCD)  are  given  in  
Appendix 2. 
 
 FREQUENT 

GENERAL 
FREQUENT 
SPECIFIC 

RARE 
GENERAL 

RARE 
SPECIFIC 

CRITICAL highly 
extremely 

sharply 
harshly 

immensely 
greatly 

acutely 
profusely 

INACCURATE highly 
extremely 

wildly 
grossly 

utterly 
greatly 

glaringly 
profoundly 

RELIGIOUS deeply 
highly 

devoutly 
truly 

greatly 
immensely 

fervently 
incredibly 

BORING extremely 
terribly 

incredibly 
dead 

enormously 
greatly 

insufferably 
monstrously 

COLD extremely 
terribly 

freezing 
bitterly 

immensely 
greatly 

hellishly 
insufferably 

IMPORTANT particularly 
extremely 

vitally 
crucially 

awfully 
greatly 

immeasurably 
formidably 

DISAPPOINTED extremely 
deeply 

bitterly 
sorely 

highly 
largely 

heavily 
insanely 

OFFENSIVE deeply 
highly 

grossly 
downright 

greatly 
heavily 

severely 
bitterly 

TIRED extremely 
terribly 

dead 
desperately 

greatly 
hugely 

massively 
monstrously 
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TALENTED extremely 
highly 

exceptionally 
extraordinarily  

awfully 
terribly 

profusely 
hellishly 

PROTECTIVE highly 
extremely 

fiercely 
strongly 

greatly 
immensely 

exceptionally 
wildly 

POPULAR extremely 
highly 

hugely 
wildly 

greatly 
deeply 

strikingly 
glaringly 

OBVIOUS very 
extremely 

blatantly 
glaringly 

highly 
greatly 

strikingly 
genuinely 

EXAGGERATED greatly 
highly 

grossly 
wildly 

enormously 
immensely 

intensely 
gravely 

COMPETITIVE highly 
extremely 

fiercely 
intensely 

enormously 
immensely 

horribly 
wildly 

 

Table 1. The 120 intensifier + adjective combinations used in the study. 
 

The investigation was carried out by means of a test which elicited the subjects’ 
acceptability and saliency judgments concerning the word combinations listed above. 
Each of the 15 adjectives was presented in a sentence, with a blank space preceding 
the adjective, and the subjects were given a range of eight intensifiers to choose from, e.g.  
 

The report was _____________ critical of the railway’s poor safety record. 
acutely       extremely       greatly      harshly      highly       immensely        profusely       sharply 

 
The entire test is presented in Appendix 1. 
 
3.2. Subjects 
 
The tests were administered to both advanced learners of English and to native speak-
ers of English. The subjects in both groups had a comparable educational background 
– they were all students of languages/linguistics at the university level. The learner 
group consisted of 50 students of English at the English Department of the Jagiello-
nian University in Krakow, while the native group consisted of 50 students at the 
School of Linguistic Speech and Communication Sciences, Trinity College Dublin. 
The subjects were also roughly comparable with respect to age (most of them in their 
early twenties). The level of proficiency in English of the learner group can be de-
scribed as comparable with the level required to pass the Cambridge Advanced Eng-
lish  examination,  or  higher.  While  the  number  of  years  of  studying  English  and  the  
specific educational experience in this respect could be expected to vary among the 
subjects, the group was relatively homogenous with respect to their current level of 
advancement. All subjects in the learner group could be classified as learners of Eng-
lish as a foreign (rather than second) language, in that their experience of learning 
English had been limited to mostly educational settings, and none of them came from 
bilingual families or had extensive experience of functioning in an English language 
environment. Therefore, their L2 acquisition could not be termed naturalistic. 
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3.3. Procedure 
 
The procedure of administering the tests was the same for all the subjects. The tests 
were completed by the participants  in  a  classroom setting.  The time limit  was 5  mi-
nutes. 
 
3.4. Results 
 
The number of subjects who chose a particular intensifier in a given test sentence is 
given in columns 6 and 7 in the table in Appendix 2. Table 2 presents a summary of 
the results. For each test item, the number of intensifiers chosen from each of the 
four categories is indicated. 
 
test item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 total percent 
NATIVES                  
frequent  
general 

4
2 5 

2
1 

1
5 4 5 

1
1 

2
2 

3
1 5 4 

1
4 1 

1
5 

1
0 205 27.33% 

frequent  
specific 6 

3
1 

2
7 

1
9 

4
5 

4
2 

3
7 

2
7 

1
9 

4
4 

3
8 

3
6 

4
7 

2
6 

2
5 469 62.53% 

rare  
general 1 2 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 4 0 0 6 2 18 2.40% 
rare  
specific 1 

1
2 2 

1
6 0 2 1 1 0 1 4 0 2 3 

1
3 58 7.73% 

TOTAL                750 100.00% 
LEARNERS                  
frequent  
general 

4
0 

1
6 

3
8 

3
3 

1
5 

2
6 

1
2 

3
0 

3
3 4 

1
8 

3
2 8 

1
9 9 333 44.40% 

frequent  
specific 8 

1
1 7 6 

3
0 

1
8 

3
2 

1
0 

1
5 

4
5 

1
8 

1
1 

1
6 

1
1 

2
3 261 34.80% 

rare 
general 1 

1
2 0 1 0 1 2 4 0 0 5 2 1 

1
4 2 45 6.00% 

rare 
specific 1 

1
1 5 

1
0 5 5 4 6 2 1 9 5 

2
5 6 

1
6 111 14.80% 

TOTAL                750 100.00% 
 

Table 2. A summary of the results. 
 

The groups differed markedly as far as the distribution of the answers is con-
cerned. In the native speaker group, the majority of the answers fell into the ‘frequent-
specific’ category (over 62%). In the learner group, this figure was much lower (over 
34%). For the learners, the ‘frequent-general’ category proved the most popular (over 
44%), while for the natives this category contained only over 27% of the answers. The 
learners selected ‘rare’ combinations more often, both general and specific. 
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 natives learners 
frequent 89.87% 79.20% 
rare 10.13% 20.80% 
     
general 29.73% 50.40% 
specific 70.27% 49.60% 

 

Table 3. The results with respect to the frequent/rare and the general/specific distinction. 
 

Table 3 lists the preferences of the subjects with respect to the frequent/rare 
and the general/specific dichotomies. It can be seen that the natives selected frequent 
collocations more willingly than the learners, but the difference was not very large – 
almost 90% as compared to almost 80%. A much more striking difference is visible in 
the case of the general/specific distinction. The learners had no marked preference – 
the answers were split almost 50/50 – while the natives displayed a preference for 
intensifiers which are specific (over 70% of answers) over ones which are general 
(around 30%). 
 
4. Discussion and conclusion 
 
What the above results reveal is that these advanced learners of English differed noti-
ceably from native speakers of English with regard to lexical choices they made in 
respect of an extremely straightforward structure which is exactly paralleled in their 
mother tongue, Polish. The differences are principally discernible in terms of group 
tendencies and thus at the individual level would be not be especially salient. This 
corresponds to Ringbom’s (1993) suggestion in his study of near-nativeness that an 
important characteristic of very advanced learners’ L2 production is that deviations 
from  native-speaker  norms  may  be  very  subtle,  and  do  not  often  take  the  form  of  
explicit errors. Advanced L2 users may produce phrases and expressions which, con-
sidered individually, are correct, in the sense that they do not violate the L2 rules of 
morphology, syntax, semantics, etc. However, the cumulative effect of the use of cer-
tain phrases rather than others may give the impression of non-nativeness. These 
‘hidden’ distributional differences can be observed in corpus analyses of word combi-
nations  in  learner  texts,  as  shown  e.g.  in  DeCock  et  al.  (1998),  Lorenz  (1999),  and  
Granger (1998). For example, there is nothing wrong with the phrase ‘very interest-
ing’; however, if a learner uses very as the only adjectival and adverbial intensifier, the 
overall effect in a piece of writing will be to attract attention as a case of overuse of 
‘very’ and – at the same time – underuse of other potential intensifiers.  

However, the above remarks do not rule out the notion that differences in col-
locational usage may distinguish between native speakers and learners at the level of 
the individual language user and the individual lexical combination. To refer to our 
own data again, some word combinations in our test were not selected by ANY of the 
50 native speakers. While many of these were not selected by any of our learners ei-
ther, in some cases (42 out of 750 answers – 5.6%) the learners did choose such com-
binations. In certain of these instances the resulting combinations – e.g. ‘insanely dis-
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appointed’, ‘insufferably cold’, ‘monstrously tired’, ‘intensely exaggerated’ – would 
certainly strike the native speaker as unusual.  

To turn now to the question of pedagogical implications, it has long been a 
commonplace that the L2 learner’s task in acquiring elements of target language 
grammar is  not  merely  a  formal  one.  Thus,  mastery  of  the English definite  article  is  
not simply a matter of memorizing ‘the’! What we are arguing here is that the learner’s 
task goes beyond the functional and the semantic also. ‘Intensely exaggerated’ makes 
perfect sense, but it falls outside the usual spectrum of combinations involving either 
of these words. If the goal of L2 teaching is to facilitate the acquisition of a compe-
tence which allows communication in the target language to proceed in as natural and 
‘glitch-free’ manner as possible, then, clearly, collocational norms need to be taken 
into account. 

It  is  not  that  L2  learners  need  to  be  exactly  native-like  or  that  they  should  
communicate in their L2 only in clichés, but they do, as far as possible, need to know 
what kinds of collocational clothing on particular structures are likely to cause a native 
speaker interlocutor to be involved in extra processing effort. In the data we have 
reported – from advanced learners – the issue is not a major one. Potentially, howev-
er, the attachment of lexis to structure on an open choice basis without regard to col-
locational restrictions could easily lead to various kinds of double-take or even com-
municative breakdown. Accordingly, our summative conclusion is that the teaching 
effort should furnish input and raise consciousness not just with respect to form, not 
just with respect to function and meaning, but also with respect to lexical combinabili-
ty. The idiom principle needs to be put into practice! 
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APPENDIX 1 
 

The test used in the study 
 
Choose the word that best completes each sentence: 
 

1. The report was ……………….. critical of the railway’s poor safety  record. 
acutely      extremely     greatly     harshly     highly     immensely     profusely     sharply 
2. Unfortunately, the article gives a ……………….. inaccurate account of events. 
extremely     glaringly     greatly     grossly     highly     profoundly     utterly     wildly 
3. His poetry  reflects the fact that he was a ……………….. religious person. 
deeply     devoutly     fervently     greatly     highly     immensely      incredibly     truly 
4. Good thing you didn’t make it to the lecture - it was ……………….. boring. 
dead    enormously     extremely     greatly    incredibly     insufferably     monstrously     terribly 
5. I didn’t fancy  going outside – it was ……………….. cold. 
bitterly     extremely     freezing    greatly     hellishly     immensely     insufferably     terribly 
6. The work of the intelligence services was ……… important to victory  in the war. 
awfully    crucially   extremely    formidably    greatly    immeasurably    particularly    vitally 
7. I was ……………… disappointed when I didn’t get into university. 
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bitterly     deeply     extremely     heavily     highly     insanely     largely     sorely 
8. I can’t stand his sexist remarks about women. I find them ………… offensive. 
bitterly     deeply     downright    greatly     grossly     heavily     highly     severely 
9.  I suddenly  felt ……………… tired. All I wanted was to get some sleep. 
dead    desperately     extremely     greatly     hugely     massively     monstrously     terribly 
10.  He is a(n) ……………… talented young musician. 
awfully    exceptionally    extraordinarily    extremely   hellishly    highly    profusely   terribly 
11. The lionesses are ……………… protective of their young. 
exceptionally     extremely     fiercely     greatly     highly     immensely     strongly     wildly 
12.  This actor is ……………… popular in Poland at the moment. 
deeply     extremely     glaringly     greatly     highly     hugely     strikingly     wildly 
13. It soon became …………… obvious that they  had no intention of helping us. 
blatantly     extremely     genuinely      glaringly     greatly     highly     strikingly     very      
14. In my  opinion, the historical significance of these events has been 

……………… exaggerated. 
enormously     gravely     greatly     grossly     highly     immensely     intensely     wildly 
15. I’m  sick  and  tired  of  working  for  a  company   where  everyone’s  so  

……………… competitive. 
enormously     extremely     fiercely     highly     horribly     immensely     intensely     wildly 

 
APPENDIX 2 

 
This  table  gives  –  for  all  the  word  combinations  used  in  the  test  –  the  number  of  occurrences  of  a  
particular combination in the BNC (column 3), on the Internet (column 4) and an indication of 
whether  a  given  combination  is  listed  in  the  OCD (column 5).  Also,  it  gives  the  number  of  native  
speakers (column 6) and learners (column 7) who selected a particular combination. 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  BNC Internet OCD natives total: 50 
learners 
total: 50 

test item 1           
Headword critical           
frequent general 1 highly 115 1010000 OCD 33 31 
frequent general 2 extremely 18 618000 OCD 9 9 
frequent specific 1 sharply 12 218000 OCD 2 2 
frequent specific 2 harshly 5 110000 OCD 4 6 
rare general 1 immensely 2 1260   1 1 
rare general 2 greatly 0 698   0 0 
rare specific 1 acutely 1 711   1 1 
rare specific 2 profusely 0 19   0 0 
test item 2           
Headword inaccurate           
frequent general 1 highly 1 188000 OCD 4 12 
frequent general 2 extremely 1 49600 OCD 1 4 
frequent specific 1 wildly 5 192000 OCD 8 3 
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frequent specific 2 grossly 3 169000 OCD 23 8 
rare general 1 utterly 0 839   1 8 
rare general 2 greatly 0 714   1 4 
rare specific 1 glaringly 0 2010   5 8 
rare specific 2 profoundly 0 1280   7 3 
test item 3           
Headword religious           
frequent general 1 deeply 23 684000 OCD 20 36 
frequent general 2 highly 2 120000 OCD 1 2 
frequent specific 1 devoutly 2 123000 OCD 24 4 
frequent specific 2 truly 1 108000   3 3 
rare general 1 greatly 0 584   0 0 
rare general 2 immensely 0 327   0 0 
rare specific 1 fervently 0 21500   2 3 
rare specific 2 incredibly 0 2900   0 2 
test item 4           
Headword boring           
frequent general 1 extremely 7 264000 OCD 2 7 
frequent general 2 terribly 5 93600 OCD 13 26 
frequent specific 1 incredibly 5 271000 OCD 14 2 
frequent specific 2 dead 14 59500 OCD 5 4 
rare general 1 enormously 0 1090   0 1 
rare general 2 greatly 0 538   0 0 
rare specific 1 insufferably 1 929   16 10 
rare specific 2 monstrously 0 249   0 0 
test item 5           
Headword cold           
frequent general 1 extremely 20 900000 OCD 0 5 
frequent general 2 terribly 6 64400 OCD 4 10 
frequent specific 1 freezing 75 1100000 OCD 17 29 
frequent specific 2 bitterly 102 576000 OCD 28 1 
rare general 1 immensely 0 1230   1 0 
rare general 2 greatly 0 341   0 0 
rare specific 1 hellishly 0 955   0 2 
rare specific 2 insufferably 0 403   0 3 
test item 6           
Headword important           
frequent general 1 particularly 575 3620000 OCD 4 9 
frequent general 2 extremely 279 2020000 OCD 1 17 
frequent specific 1 vitally 191 1230000 OCD 18 8 
frequent specific 2 crucially 68 795000 OCD 24 10 
rare general 1 awfully 1 31800   0 0 
rare general 2 greatly 2 26500   1 1 
rare specific 1 immeasurably 0 12300   2 5 
rare specific 2 formidably 0 53   0 0 
test item 7           
Headword disappointed           
frequent general 1 extremely 13 808000 OCD 2 3 
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frequent general 2 deeply 20 474000 OCD 9 9 
frequent specific 1 bitterly 62 323000 OCD 27 32 
frequent specific 2 sorely 4 460000 OCD 10 0 
rare general 1 highly 0 115000   1 1 
rare general 2 largely 0 17400   0 1 
rare specific 1 heavily 0 830   1 3 
rare specific 2 insanely 0 774   0 1 
test item 8           
Headword offensive           
frequent general 1 deeply 22 190000 OCD 10 10 
frequent general 2 highly 6 286000 OCD 12 20 
frequent specific 1 grossly 9 68900 OCD 7 4 
frequent specific 2 downright 3 60300 OCD 20 6 
rare general 1 greatly 0 1930   0 0 
rare general 2 heavily 0 1320   0 4 
rare specific 1 severely 0 971   1 4 
rare specific 2 bitterly 0 211   0 2 
test item 9           
Headword tired           
frequent general 1 extremely 11 305000 OCD 19 21 
frequent general 2 terribly 8 33300 OCD 12 12 
frequent specific 1 dead 11 470000 OCD 3 13 
frequent specific 2 desperately 10 15400 OCD 16 2 
rare general 1 greatly 0 1490   0 0 
rare general 2 hugely 0 447   0 0 
rare specific 1 massively 0 1880   0 0 
rare specific 2 monstrously 0 658   0 2 
test item 10           
Headword talented           
frequent general 1 extremely 5 825000 OCD 2 3 
frequent general 2 highly 16 742000 OCD 3 1 
frequent specific 1 exceptionally 9 354000 OCD 38 33 
frequent specific 2 extraordinarily 3 114000 OCD 6 12 
rare general 1 awfully 0 3200   0 0 
rare general 2 terribly 0 810   0 0 
rare specific 1 profusely 0 344   1 0 
rare specific 2 hellishly 0 85   0 1 
test item 11           
Headword protective           
frequent general 1 highly 4 174000 OCD 0 9 
frequent general 2 extremely 0 70300   4 9 
frequent specific 1 fiercely 9 135000 OCD 37 15 
frequent specific 2 strongly 1 22800   1 3 
rare general 1 greatly 0 653   1 2 
rare general 2 immensely 1 435   3 3 
rare specific 1 exceptionally 0 675   2 5 
rare specific 2 wildly 0 341   2 4 
test item 12           
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Headword popular           
frequent general 1 extremely 72 1230000 OCD 9 27 
frequent general 2 highly 44 1070000 OCD 5 5 
frequent specific 1 hugely 19 1130000   31 3 
frequent specific 2 wildly 7 1180000   5 8 
rare general 1 greatly 0 14800   0 2 
rare general 2 deeply 0 2000   0 0 
rare specific 1 strikingly 0 298   0 4 
rare specific 2 glaringly 0 10   0 1 
test item 13           
Headword obvious           
frequent general 1 very 119 1170000 OCD 1 8 
frequent general 2 extremely 4 91000 OCD 0 0 
frequent specific 1 blatantly 13 448000 OCD 33 13 
frequent specific 2 glaringly 18 337000 OCD 14 3 
rare general 1 highly 0 9470   0 1 
rare general 2 greatly 0 303   0 0 
rare specific 1 strikingly 1 25400   2 22 
rare specific 2 genuinely 0 178   0 3 
test item 14           
Headword exaggerated           
frequent general 1 greatly 36 976000 OCD 14 12 
frequent general 2 highly 6 130000   1 7 
frequent specific 1 grossly 14 223000 OCD 10 8 
frequent specific 2 wildly 10 95300 OCD 16 3 
rare general 1 enormously 1 9600   2 11 
rare general 2 immensely 1 618   4 3 
rare specific 1 intensely 0 361   0 1 
rare specific 2 gravely 0 324   3 5 
test item 15           
Headword competitive           
frequent general 1 highly 128 1440000 OCD 7 2 
frequent general 2 extremely 14 1120000 OCD 3 7 
frequent specific 1 fiercely 35 622000 OCD 13 20 
frequent specific 2 intensely 15 779000 OCD 12 3 
rare general 1 enormously 0 634   2 0 
rare general 2 immensely 1 524   0 2 
rare specific 1 horribly 0 1020   12 9 
rare specific 2 wildly 0 739   1 7 
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