Identifying multiword units for communicative language teaching: Insights
from covarying collexeme analysis and masked language modelling

Abstract

Identifying multiword units for teaching purposes is challenging and remains to be investigated (Schmid,
2026; Lyngfelt et al., 2026). Traditional SLA research on multiword units has largely focused on lexical
bundles or n-grams (see Hennecke et al., 2023), often relying on simple frequency measures, which can
produce distorted results, particularly when certain slot fillers are highly frequent. By contrast, construction
grammar conceptualizes form-meaning pairings as constructions that range from fully lexicalized expres-
sions to schematic patterns with open slots and span a continuum from lexical to grammatical meanings
(Croft, 2001; Goldberg, 2006). Usage-based approaches posit that such constructions become cognitively
entrenched through statistical learning, shaped by their distributional patterns in the input (Bybee, 2010)
and by interactions with other variables (Guo & Pérez-Paredes, 2025). These distributions in the input are
also noticeable to L2 learners (Ellis & Ferreira-Junior, 2009a; 2009b; Yi & Zhong, 2025). However, even
at a high proficiency level, learners struggle to express Verb-Argument constructions idiomatically (Romer
& Berger, 2019).

Collostructional analysis offers a more nuanced, association-based approach to identifying co-oc-
curring elements within constructions of varying schematicity (Gries, 2023). Our study applies covarying
collexeme analysis (Stefanowitsch & Gries, 2005; Stefanowitsch & Flach, 2020; Flach, 2021) to Spanish
[VERB PREP NOUN] constructions. We adopt an exploratory approach to uncover a range of constructions
situated along a continuum between lexical expressions (e.g. poner de relieve ‘to highlight’) and syntactic
patterns (e.g. salir de casa ‘to leave one’s house’), and exhibiting varying degrees of schematicity (e.g. ir
de Neven, including ir de fiesta/compras/... ‘to go partying/shopping/...”). Next, we incorporated selected
semi-schematic constructions into the BERT transformer model (Devlin et al., 2019). We embedded them
within a broader context, such as Este fin de semana, quiero ir de Neven: (‘This weekend, I want to go to
Nevent’), thereby considering various communicative topics addressed in foreign language teaching, such as
‘Planning a weekend’ or ‘Describing a person’. One slot in the sentence was masked in order to predict slot
fillers.

Aligning with the principles of usage-based inspired L2-instruction (cf. Tyler & Ortega, 2018), we
propose that such a data-driven approach can enable collo-profile identification (cf. Ziem & Feldmiiller,
2023) in a time-efficient manner, which may serve as the basis for creating learning units tailored to differ-
ent language levels and communicative topics. These units integrate instructional approaches that raise
learners’ awareness of target constructions in authentic communicative contexts, either explicitly or implic-
itly (cf. Madlener & Behrens, 2022, p. 58), for example through colour coding or by manipulating the input
flood (cf. Kanli, 2026).

Finally, we outline a framework for empirically evaluating these instructional units through ran-
domized controlled trials (Connolly et al., 2017), as initiated by Kanli et al. (2025). We present results from
a large-scale intervention study conducted with 269 beginner learners of Spanish focusing on families of
constructions of the form [Vmeion @/de N] in the context of planning a weekend in a Spanish city. This
approach contributes to bridging the gap between corpus-based linguistic insights, large language models,
and authentic classroom practice.'

' DeepL Write was used to support the linguistic revision of this abstract; all contents and interpretations remain the
author’s responsibility.
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