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This article examines the significance of teaching 

English collocations at the primary school level, 

specifically focusing on 3rd and 4th grade learners. 

Collocations — natural word combinations that 

native speakers use instinctively — are frequently 

neglected in early language instruction, yet they 

constitute a fundamental pillar of communicative 

competence. The article analyses existing theoretical 

frameworks on collocation acquisition in young 

learners, evaluates age-appropriate pedagogical 

strategies such as context-based learning, visual aids, 

games, and repetition-driven techniques, and 

proposes a set of practical recommendations for 

primary school English teachers in Uzbekistan. 

Findings suggest that systematic, playful, and 

contextualised collocation instruction from an early 

age significantly enhances vocabulary breadth, 

reading fluency, and overall language confidence in 

young learners. 
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Kirish (Introduction) 

Language learning at the primary school stage is one of the most decisive periods in a 

child's cognitive and communicative development. In the modern educational landscape of 

Uzbekistan, where English is introduced as a compulsory subject from the 1st grade, it 

becomes critically important to equip young learners not just with individual vocabulary 

items, but with the natural patterns through which words combine in authentic 

communication. Collocations — such as 'make a mistake', 'do homework', or 'heavy rain' — 

represent these patterns, and mastering them from an early age lays a powerful foundation 

for fluency. Despite their recognized importance in second language acquisition research, 
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collocations remain largely underrepresented in primary-level EFL curricula and teaching 

practices. This article addresses this gap by exploring how collocation instruction can be 

systematically and enjoyably integrated into 3rd and 4th grade English classrooms. 

Mavzuga oid adabiyotlarning tahlili (Literature Review) 

The concept of collocation was systematically introduced by J.R. Firth (1957), who 

famously stated that 'you shall know a word by the company it keeps.' Since then, the role of 

collocations in language acquisition has attracted considerable scholarly attention. Lewis 

(1993, 2000) advanced the 'Lexical Approach', arguing that language consists not of 

grammar rules applied to isolated words but of multi-word lexical chunks, with collocations 

being the most frequent and important category. Nation (2001) demonstrated that 

collocation knowledge is inseparable from true vocabulary knowledge: knowing a word 

means knowing how it typically combines with other words. 

Research specifically targeting young learners reveals that children are highly capable of 

acquiring collocations through implicit, exposure-based learning. Ellis (1994) and Schmitt 

(2000) both emphasize that frequency of encounter and meaningful context are the primary 

drivers of collocation retention in early learners. In the Central Asian and Uzbek EFL 

context, Shodiyeva (2019) noted that primary school textbooks provide insufficient 

collocational input, often presenting words in isolated drills rather than naturalistic 

combinations. Cameron (2001), in her seminal work on teaching languages to young 

learners, highlights that children at ages 8–10 are particularly receptive to formulaic 

language — the category under which collocations fall — because their brains are attuned to 

pattern recognition. This body of literature strongly supports the case for purposeful 

collocation instruction beginning in the 3rd grade. 

Tadqiqot metodologiyasi (Research Methodology) 

This study adopts a qualitative-analytical research methodology. The primary data 

sources include a systematic review of peer-reviewed literature on collocations and young 

learner pedagogy, curriculum analysis of the current Uzbekistan primary school English 

syllabus (grades 3–4), and an examination of widely used EFL coursebooks at this level 

(including the state-approved 'English' series by Khodjayeva et al.). A comparative analysis 

of successful collocation teaching methodologies in European and East Asian primary EFL 

contexts was also conducted to identify transferable best practices. Data were interpreted 

through the lens of the Lexical Approach (Lewis, 1993) and Vygotsky's (1978) Zone of 

Proximal Development, which together provide a theoretical framework for understanding 

how structured yet playful adult-guided language input leads to internalised lexical 

knowledge in young learners. 

Tahlil va natijalar (Analysis and Results) 

Analysis of the current Uzbek primary EFL curriculum reveals a significant gap in 

explicit collocation instruction. Textbooks for grades 3–4 introduce approximately 300–400 

vocabulary items per year, yet fewer than 15% of these items are presented in collocational 
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context. Words such as 'play', 'make', 'do', 'have', and 'take' — which are central to dozens of 

high-frequency English collocations — are typically taught as isolated items rather than as 

anchors of collocation families. 

The comparative analysis identifies five pedagogical strategies that have demonstrated 

measurable effectiveness in primary EFL collocation instruction internationally: 

1. Context-embedded presentation: Collocations are introduced within meaningful 

sentences, short texts, or picture stories rather than in isolation. For instance, the collocation 

'brush your teeth' is presented in a morning routine narrative accompanied by illustrations, 

allowing learners to infer meaning naturally. 

2. Colour-coding and visual chunking: Research by Boers et al. (2014) shows that 

visually highlighting collocating words (e.g., underlining 'make' in red and 'a mistake' in 

blue on the board) dramatically improves recall. This technique is especially effective with 

visual learners aged 8–10. 

3. Game-based reinforcement: Activities such as collocation matching games 

(connecting verb cards to noun cards), 'snap' card games, and digital flashcard platforms like 

Quizlet engage young learners' natural playfulness while providing the spaced repetition 

essential for retention. 

4. Choral drilling with gestures: Physical Total Physical Response (TPR)-style 

movements associated with collocations (e.g., miming brushing teeth when saying 'brush 

your teeth') create kinesthetic memory anchors that young learners find both memorable and 

enjoyable. 

5. Dictogloss and collocation notebooks: At the 4th grade level, learners can begin 

maintaining simple 'chunk notebooks' where new collocations are recorded with a picture 

and a sample sentence, fostering metacognitive awareness of lexical patterning. 

A pilot observation of three Tashkent primary school classrooms (grades 3–4, 2023–2024 

academic year) further corroborated these findings. Classes where teachers incorporated 

even two of the above strategies consistently reported higher performance on collocation 

recognition tasks and greater pupil engagement compared to control groups following the 

standard syllabus alone. 

Xulosa va takliflar (Conclusion and Recommendations) 

The findings of this study affirm that teaching English collocations at the 3rd–4th grade 

level is both feasible and highly beneficial. When collocations are presented in meaningful 

contexts, reinforced through multisensory and game-based activities, and recycled 

consistently, young learners demonstrate measurable gains in lexical knowledge and 

communicative confidence. The article makes the following recommendations for primary 

EFL practice in Uzbekistan: (1) Curriculum developers should revise grades 3–4 

coursebooks to increase collocational density, presenting new vocabulary within high-

frequency collocational frames; (2) Teacher training programmes should include dedicated 

modules on the Lexical Approach and its application at the primary level; (3) Schools 
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should encourage the use of visual classroom displays — such as 'word partnership walls' 

— that continuously expose learners to target collocations; (4) Digital tools and locally 

developed collocation games should be integrated as supplementary resources. Future 

research should focus on longitudinal studies measuring the long-term impact of systematic 

collocation instruction beginning in grade 3 on learners' overall English proficiency by the 

end of primary school. 
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